SOME ADVICE ABOUT WRITING MERGA ARTICLES

Judy Mousley

This advice is about writing articles that are more likely to be reviewed successfully and published by MERGA. There are two steps to this advice: writing a conference paper for publication, and developing your conference paper for submission to MERGA’s journals: the Mathematics Education Research Journal (MERJ) or Mathematics Teacher Education and Development (MTED) or other relevant journals. 

It is recognised that people interpret traditional words used below (e.g., theoretical framework, results, conclusion) in different ways, so other available advice and individual beliefs may conflict with what is below, but the paper is an attempt to throw some light on what seem to neophyte (and experienced) researchers to be hidden rules in the vital game of academic reviewing and publishing.

Writing MERGA conference papers 

The key piece of advice is to consider your audience: researchers who are interested in and probably knowledgeable about your area of study within the broader field of understanding, teaching, and learning mathematics. If your research is about more general pedagogy and teacher education, you need to write it up so that it focuses on results and implications that pertain to mathematics education and/or mathematics teacher education. 

It is expected that you will also follow advice available from the MERGA website, particularly about formatting, citations and references, maximum page length, the submission process, and completion of the submission checklist. You are advised to make use of the Early Bird process, where your conference paper will either be accepted or returned to you with advice on how to improve its chances of being accepted in the final review.

Note that the advice below would also be relevant for when you are writing journal articles and theses. However, for a conference paper it will probably be necessary to narrow your scope in order to address each section adequately and to reach a logical conclusion within the page limit.
MERGA accepts many types of conference papers, but the most common are reports on empirical research. The following advice pertains to traditional research reports: a report of a whole study or one component of it. Other types of papers probably will not include every one of the sections outlined below, but much of the advice about other sections will still be applicable. Note that the order in which you write the different sections below will often be different from the order in which the sections appear in the article.

Before you start writing, it is a good idea to formulate in one sentence the main point you would like to get across to your audience with this paper. While you write, keep this focus in mind at all times. Revise your paper, and then ask a few colleagues to do so, in this light.
Unfinished research. Note that MERGA conference papers may be about aspects of unfinished research projects. Conferences are meant to be opportunities for dialogue, so members may seek to use a conference session to get feedback on research in progress as well as to get to know people in their area of research. The key words, here, are "scholarly enquiry" and "in progress". That means that a research proposal that is a well written and a scholarly exposition of the research context, question, and theoretical framework, proposed methods for collecting data and analysing it—perhaps with some initial findings (such as gaps in the literature, or results of a pilot study and how these are informing a change of direction, or discussion of a significant methodology issue)—should be able to be accepted. If you are writing abut a planned project, though, make this clear in the abstract and introduction as well as using future tense for the methodology section. Similarly, well written, scholarly literature reviews and position papers are welcome, but make your intention clear up font.

The typical format for a conference paper or journal article (research report)

Abstract: What was done and found

In one paragraph (<100 words), summarise the research aim, its design, and the main results.

Introduction: What is the problem?

The context of the research is outlined here, to provide a succinct background. This leads to a clear statement of the research question and a short explanation of why that particular focus is important. That is, aim to outline the contribution to the field of knowledge, a current debate, or a new direction that your research makes. 

During the introduction, introduce, define and explain any key terms. A really good introduction to a conference paper, journal article, or dissertation includes:

· the area of concern (setting the scene);

· the problem (usually stated as a research question); and 

· the significance of the problem (the theoretical and/or practical reasons for exploring the research questions). 

Literature review: What is already known?

There are two types of information to include in the literature review section. The first is an outline of existing theories that are very closely related to your research topic, and the second is a synthesis of relevant research results/findings. 

Theoretical framework. If possible, use a well-developed theoretical framework to underpin your analysis of the data; i.e. there is a known theory that underpins your work. There are some examples of such frameworks in Hannula, Evans, Philippou, & Zan (2004), and Hanna (1997), and more discussion and examples of this challenging aspect of writing papers in each of the “useful references” listed below. Sometimes this outline fits better in the introduction, and with a well-known framework such as Vygotsky’s socio-constructivist perspective (see http://viking.coe.uh.edu/~ichen/ebook/et-it/social.htm) then only one or two sentences may suffice. It is also possible to construct your own framework. Point out why the theoretical framework you have summarised is important for your research and how your research makes a useful contribution to it. Return to this framework throughout your analysis of the data. A theoretical framework underwrites the entire discussion in the paper and provides explanatory power for the data. Gaye Williams summarised its role nicely as “I see a theoretical framework as the lens that you use to interpret what is happening and why”.

Background literature. The second task for your literature review is to summarise other relevant research—and in particular the findings of previous research. Outline what has been found and where gaps exist in current research-based knowledge. Any articles mentioned must be clearly relevant to your research question, and be looking for “studies in the existing literature that incorporate all the major variables or constructs that are present in the proposed study” (Rudestam & Newton, 2001, p. 63). Aim to show that you have a deep knowledge of the field that is relevant to your research by demonstrating an understanding of what is cited, and that you have thought critically and insightfully about available findings. Compare and contrast other people’s research findings, and include any of your own that are relevant. Synthesise your writing by asking “What common threads hold these studies together?” Your task here is to:

· summarise what is known about the research question; and

· show that there is a gap that you are filling.

In both of these sections, your task is not merely to list relevant studies and findings, but to synthesise, compare and contrast established theories and research-based findings into a coherent argument for your research question. Use original papers: locate, read, and demonstrate your understanding of the work and findings.

Write using subheadings, which you might remove later if the structure is clear. Be conscious of “flow” and use transitions to tie one section to the next. It is a challenge to make any literature review succinct but scholarly and useful, so this must be your criterion for keeping the literature review to a minimum. In a conference paper you are unlikely to have more than 2 pages for the review so you need to be very selective. 

Return to this literature as you analyse the data.
Methodology: How was the research undertaken?
This covers who, what, when, where, how and why of the data collection methods as well as how the data were analysed. It should give sufficient detail about the methods used that the study could be replicated. It involves not only description but also, more importantly, justification: 

· Why were your methods of data collection and analysis used? 

· How do they fit with the theoretical framework outlined above?

Your methodology section must give readers a good sense of:

· the participants (who, how many, why that sample was selected, any factors affecting numbers such as attrition or return rate of surveys);

· the social context (any relevant aspects only);

· the method of data collection, including short descriptions of any instruments (surveys, questionnaires, interviews) used as well as a rationale for each statistical technique used;
· references for any specific methods; and

· how the data were analysed.  Leaving this out is one very common reason for rejection of papers, so make sure you answer the question, “How were the raw data changed into what you are about to present in the results?”

Results and discussion: What was found?

Some experienced researchers advise writing a draft of the Results and discussion section(s) first. Once you know what you want to say there, you can adapt all the other sections accordingly, possibly in the following order: Methodology, Literature review, Introduction, Conclusion, Abstract.

Some people make two separate sections: the first a results section where the analysis is undertaken and findings are stated, with no discussion or reference to literature, and the second a discussion section where interpretation of the results is carried out in the light of the literature outlined in the review above. Other people combine the two, first presenting and analysing one aspect of the data before moving on to a second aspect. In either case, it is important to recognise both components and use subheadings to make the structure of the section(s) clear. 

This whole section needs to present an answer to the research question, and if you have more than one question it would be sensible to use a short sub-heading for each. Your aim is to summarise the evidence that was collected and analysed, to interpret these data, and to draw hint at some conclusions (to be formalised below). Aim not just for outlining the findings but also for detailed analysis and interpretation, especially in the light of research findings and literature framework already presented. Your main jobs are:

· to summarise what you found;

· to compare and contrast your findings with others;

· to fill that gap in research-based knowledge that you identified above.

Many authors use tables to save space when presenting data, if the data are of a type that can be shown this way. Make sure that each column and row is labelled, and if statistics were used, report the statistical power of the test and effect size/significance. (Present, but do not discuss non-significant results.) When using tables and figures:

· Each table or figure must be referenced in the text, preferably immediately before it. 

· Tables and figures should include complete information so that they can be understood without reference to the text, but they still need to be followed by summative discussion.

· Place tables and figures as soon after their first mention in the text as is possible, but not so that they cross page breaks. 

· Use the expected style. (For MERGA papers and articles, see APA style guide.)

· Each table needs a heading in the correct format (including punctuation and capitals).

Conclusion: So what?

Summarise your research findings and briefly outline the consequences and/or implications. Any claims made here need to follow logically from analysis of the data. 

State the limitations of this study and how they affect possible applications of the findings. Explain any further research questions that arise as a result of this research. 

Do not introduce any new literature or any new data. Any conclusions drawn from the analysis stated here should have been signalled in the above section. This is a conclusion to the paper, rather than a place to draw conclusions arising from the data (i.e., results).

Practical Implications

If you are submitting your paper for the Beth Southwell Practical Implications Award, add another <2-page section, headed “Practical Implications” after the conclusion. This will be printed only if your paper wins the award, so you may wish to also have included a summary of the implications in the Conclusion.

Acknowledgements

Keep these short. They are usually presented as either a footnote on the first page or just before the references, and may be moved by the editors.
The completed paper

Once your paper is complete, download a copy of the reviewer’s form and write a review of your own research. Outline its strengths and weaknesses. Are there any of the latter that you could fix? 

Check the references. Is every article mentioned listed? Are there any listed references that were not used? Is every reference detail included? Is all punctuation complete and consistent? Are capital letters used correctly? (Check an online APA style manual.) Have you spell-checked and grammar-checked the paper using the Australian (UK) English setting? Have two people with a strong knowledge of English proof-read your paper?

Access the conference website and print the authors’ checklist. Work through it systematically. 

Developing your conference paper for submission to MERJ or MTED or another journal

MERGA gives opportunities for everyone to learn the research game through provision of opportunity, mutual support, and dialogue. A conference paper should be considered (by both authors and reviewers) only a stepping-stone to a journal article. It is journal articles that are used to measure your productivity in academic circles, and they are valued well above conference papers in applications for jobs, promotion, grant applications, and retention of tenure. The saying, “Publish or perish” expresses the importance of the publication of journal articles. 

Many experienced researchers write a journal article first then cut the article heavily for a conference paper. After attending to feedback from the conference paper reviewers, the journal article may then be ready to submit. Whichever way you work, aim to turn every conference paper that reports completed research into a journal article. 

First, consider whether to rewrite your conference paper for submission to MERJ or MTED. The latter focuses only on teacher education and professional development, and practical implications are vital, whilst MERJ has a broader scope. MERJ and MTED each has a style sheet as well as advice for authors inside the covers—as well as on the MERGA website. 

Copyright

Conference paper authors sign a publication agreement to give MERGA copyright and the benefits for the association that flow from that. However, it is easy to get permission to republish their work, and MERGA encourages all authors of conference papers to develop them into journal articles for submission in MERJ, MTED, or other appropriate journals. Editors may seek to include the paper in an edited collection. Any author who wishes to re-publish a conference paper should contact the Vice President (Publications) by email, for written permission. Normally, permission is readily given and a footnote is used to acknowledge this.

Making good use of the extra space

A journal article reporting the same research will have the same sections as your conference paper, but you have at least twice as much room so can expand each section. 

For the journal article, you will be able to add:

· reporting of a whole research project, rather than focusing on only one aspect of it;

· a more detailed setting of the context with a more detailed rational for the research question;

· a more comprehensive theoretical framework with a full review of the literature (perhaps with subheadings that delineate the themes), including more about what other researchers did to reach their findings, how their approaches and findings compare, still aimed at developing a case for your research attends to a gap in what is known;

· more detailed description of your methods for data collection and data  and justification for these;

· more data;
· a finer-grained analysis of your data;

· a broader discussion, with more reference to the theoretical framework; and

· further discussion of the practical implications of your findings (especially for MTED), before your conclusion.

There is excellent advice on developing sound conference papers and journal articles in the PowerPoint presentations by Margaret Walshaw and Tommy Dreyfus, and you should look at them in that order. The presentations were prepared for the workshop at MERGA 31, and we appreciate the authors making them available. I suggest that you read the presentations in “normal view” as some of them have notes below the slides. The presentations are on the MERGA website, in the Publications area. 

Note that it is almost normal for journal articles to be returned to authors for major revisions, so hang in there if this happens. It is usually just a matter of a few days’ work to attend to each of the reviewers’ suggestions. As Margaret Walshaw (Editor of MERJ, 2006–8) once said, “There isn’t any magic to publishing … just things to learn”. Happy publishing!
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Checklist

Abstract: 

· one paragraph 

· <100 words

· research aim

· research approach 

· main finding(s)
Introduction: 

· the area of concern 

· the research question

· the significance of the problem
Literature review: 

· theoretical framework

· background literature

· the gap that you are filling.

Methodology: 

· the participants

· the social context 

· the method of data collection

· how the data were analysed.  

Results and discussion: 

· presents an answer to the research question

· compare and contrast your findings with others

· placement and format

· each is introduced and discussed in text

· headings

Conclusion: So what?

Summary of results

Implications for theory / practice / further research

References

· All there

· No extras

· Punctuation, capitals

Other

· Spell check.
· Grammar check.
· In template?
· NO plagiarism, even of your own published writing (aside from MERGA conference paper with acknowledgement of its publication).
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