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The New Hork Times

April 20, 1993

Physicists Celebrate Unintelligible Journal

By MALCOLM W, BROWNE

IT may be the most impenetrable penodical in the English language, and yet hopeful authors sent it 39,475 manuscripts
last year, and 1ts 6,000-odd subscribers paid up to $1,000 each to read 1t. It 1s The Physical Review, now celebrating its
100th anniversary.

At a national meeting of the American Physical Society here on April 13, a crowd of prominent physicists from around
the world packed a banquet hall to hear "Songs of the Physical Revue," a collection of science parodies written during his
student days at Harvard University by the mathematician-turned-satirist Tom Lehrer.

Not always appealing to nonscientists, the Lehrer songs included numbers like "The Denvative," a sprightly ditty based
on differential calculus. Other Lehrer songs on the bill were "The Slide Rule Song,” which explains to students how to
hide examination ¢cnib notes in a slide rule, and "Physicist's Love Song,” which begins with the line "I love you, a liter
and a gram.”

The journal celebrated in the centennial observance rarely offers anything comprehensible to outsiders, however, much
less anything to laugh about. It consists of pure, unrelenting science of the highest order.

Generally speaking, physicists do not mmch care whether outsiders understand what they write, but The Physical Review
has plumbed new depths of unintelligibility, and its prose has become so opaque that the publishers recently felt obliged
to impose new writing rules on some authors.

The rules are not uniformly applied. So many physics papers are published each week that The Physical Review comes

ont in six volumes, each one specializing in a field. (Physical Review A is devoted to atomic physics, optics and related

matters; Physical Review B publishes papers on solid-state physics; Physical Review C covers nuclear physics; Physical

Review D has to do with astrophysics and relativity, and Physical Review E covers plasma, chaos and complexity.) S

None of these volumes 1s affected by the new intelligibility rule. But another section of the publication, called Physical p hys ICS

Review Letters, now demands a slightly less obscure style of prose. Dr. Benjamin Bederson, chief editor of the American
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Editorial: Improving PRL (June 29, 2009)

(Published 29 June 2009}

We at PRL woark continuously to ensure that the journal fulfills its mission, to allow readers to “learn about all the latest significant developments in physics research™ [1]. To accomplish
this the journal must publish only the best papers, must not turn away suitable papers, and must act with reasonable promptness.

The present PREL could do better in these areas, and thus we must move toward a journal that is more selective and more efficient. To do this we will reinvigorate application of the criteria
of importance and breadth of interest for published Letters. We intend a reaffirmation ofthe standards that have been in place [2], but which, for various reasons, have been applied with
variable rigor over the years. As we do this we will aim, insofar as is feasible, to make editorial decisions quickly, to speed both publication of accepted Letters and the shift to other
journals of papers not accepted. Finally, we expectthat a renewed community focus on the basis for PRL criteria will lead to a better manuscript selection process.

This undertaking must include efforts by authors and referees, as well as by editors. Authors should submit only accounts of results that substantially advance a particular field, open a
significant new area of research, or solve a critical outstanding problem thereby paving the way for notable progress in an existing field. Referees must judge breadth of interest based on
the impact a result will have both in its field and across field boundaries, and, ifthey conclude that a paper meets PRL standards, they must explain why We editors must be more
stringent both in our own evaluation of manuscripts and in our interpretation of referee reports. In particular, we will require reports recommending publication to supply compelling
reasons why a manuscript should be published as a Letter, and not in a more specialized journal. We note that the Physical Review is an excellent venue for high-quality results in all
areas of physics, and an appropriately complete report will support more expeditious transfer to the appropriate journal.

Ta facilitate these efforts, we have revised our Policies and Practices and our Referee Response form. We have also, via this editorial and by other means, informed the physics
community that PRL will be more discriminating in accepting manuscripts. The renewed criteria apply as of 1 July 2009, but naturally it will take some time for all authors, referees, and
editors to adjust. When all parties adopt the reafirmed PRL criteria, we imagine that it will resultin a significant change in the numeber of the Letters we publish, though we will naot apply
any sort of numerical target to govern this reduction. We realize that these changes will lead to disappointment for some. We are convinced, however, that a more selective PRL will provide
the bestwenue for accounts of the most crucial physics research.

Ml’cmsuﬂ PowerP...

m

physics



Meet the editovs...

phyS|cs



APS

phy5|cs

150
15
5
900

PRL Editorial Staff

employees at Ridge

PRL editors full-time at Ridge

PRL editors part-time outside Ridge
papers / full-time editor each year

Each full-time editor receives about 5
new papers every day

Each paper appears about 7 times on
an editor’s desk during its review
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PRL editoriald staff (2007)
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Left to right, standing: VL Miller, SE Hebboul, C Wesselborg, R Garisto, SG Brown, D van Heijnsbergen, J Sandweiss, G Basba AT
J Throwe, RB Schuhmann, D Ucko, S Mitra, J Malenfant 3 S

Left to right, seated: J Ripka, L Miao, D Hall, Y Millev. Insets: SL Daffer, M Antonoyiannakis
Not shown: BM Johnson, T Duke, F Narducci thSlCS



PRA Editorial Staff

9 PRA editors “part-time’ outside Ridge (Remotes)
2 PRA editors full-time in Ridge

8 Assistant Editors/Editorial Assistants (in Ridge)
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The A Team
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ROAD TO EDITORIAL DECISION

appeal to Editor-in-Chief (Gene Sprouse) ——» signed EiC decision

Appeal to DAE
Chairman (Jack

Sandweiss) PRL only \

Appeal to Div. Assoc. Editor (DAE  ~—>

or EBM) ‘[‘

second round of review (same or new refs) ——> final editorial decision

sighed DAE/EBM
recommendation

~ 10 % do not come back

/

first round of review (2 or 3 refs employed)

~ 5 % summarily rejected
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Editorial: Early Decisions by Editors (August 12, 2005)

Some manuscripts submitted to Physical Review Letters are returned to the authors before external peer review, on the basis of internal editorial assessment. Historically a small fraction
of submitted manuscripts, 5% or less, have been judged by the Editors to be clearly incorrect. For the last five years an additional 5%-10% of submitted manuscripts have been returned to
the quthors because they appear not to meet our other criteria, such as importance and broad interest. Experience has shown that such manuscripts are almost always viewed
unfavaorably by referees.

Early decision saves the author unnecessary delay and so facilitates submission of the manuscript to a more appropriate journal. It also saves the referees the effort of peer review which
would likely lead to rejection. Authors of manuscripts so processed are permitted to appeal the decision. In most cases revision of the manuscript is necessary prior to any appeal. When
warranted, appeals are sentto a Divisional Associate Editor, who may either recommend that the manuscript be sent for external review, or not.

MNow, based on our experience and on the recommendations of the PRL Evaluation Committee {available at hitp:/ipublish.aps.orgirepors/PRLReportRev.pdf), we are concluding more
frequently that review is not indicated for some manuscripts. We set no quota, but note that the PRL Evaluation Committee suggests that it would not be unreasonable to return 20%-25%
of submissions to authors at the outset.

We emphasize thatin general an appeal must convince the Editor that the manuscript warrants consideration for publication as a Letter. The Editor may consult a Divisional Associate
Editor to assistin the decision. To assist authors we mention here some general characteristics, other than validity, that lead the Editors to conclude that a manuscript is inappropriate for
PEL. In brief, a manuscript may not be suitable because it is too specialized or of insufficient relevance to physics research. In some cases, the presentation of a paperis so poor that the
message is obscured. Inthese cases, as noted above, the manuscript might be rewritten in a way that makes clear its potential interest for the broad readership of PRL.

In conclusion, Physical Review Letters is a very selective journal. Thus prior to initiating an appeal for a manuscript rejected without external review authors should consider carefully
whether or not it would be better to submit to a more appropriate publication.

ditoniak: Early De... (3:59 « & .l

10:57 PM
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Why?

phy5|cs



tivyteinv
ond Peer Review

Based onw avpaper by Daniel Kennefick
hWetp://oawXiv.org/gr-gc/9704002

phyS|cs



In 1936 Einstein and Rosen submitted a
paper to Physical Review titled:

“Do Gravitational Waves Exist?”,
with the answer “NQO”.

This was surprising, since
gravitational waves were one of Einstein’s
Initial predictions of the general theory of
relativity.

The editor of Physical Review,
Professor John T. Tate, sent it out to a
referee and the resulting, detailed, ten-page
report (pointing out significant errors) was |
sent to Einstein asking for his response. S
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Dear Sir:
We (Mr. Rosen and I) had sent you our manuscript fod had not
authorized you to show it to specialists before it 1is printed- ee” no reason to

address the - by the way erroneous - comments of your anonymous expert. On the basis
of this incident I prefer to publish the work elsewhere.

Sincerely,

P.S. Mr. Rosen, who has left for Soviet-Russia, has authorized me
to represent him in this matter.

physics



The paper was submitted to the Journal of the
Franklin Institute. Einstein’s new assistant, L.
Infeld, was surprised at the result but soon
found a proof of his own.

H. P. Robertson of Princeton befriended Infeld
and showed him an error in his proof. Robertson
then spoke with Einstein, convinced him that his
result was wrong, and that gravitational waves
were In fact predicted by the theory.

The paper was modified in proof: the title was
changed, and the conclusions modified, with a
note by Einstein thanking Robertson.

phyS|cs



54 A Eisstiiy axp N Rosex. [J. F. L

where 7' 1s the interval of time over which the integral is
taken.  This does not vanish, in general. At distances o
from x; = 0 great compired with the wave-lengths, a pro-
gressive wave can be represented with good approximation in
a domain containing many waves by

B = Xo+ asin wlx, — xy),

where @ is a coustant (which, to be sure, is a substitute for a
function depending weakly on xy).  In thiscase X, = a cos way,
X: = — asin wx;, so that the integral can be (approximately)
represented by — $aw*7, and thus cannot vanish and always
has the same sign. Progressive waves therefore produce a
sccular change in the metric,

This is related to the fact that the waves transport cnergy,
which is bound up with a systematic change in time of a
gravitating mass localized in the axis x = o.

Note.—The second part of this paper was considerably altered by me after

the departure of Mr, Rosen for Russia since we had originally interpreted our
formula results erronecusly. I wish to thank my colleague Professor Robertson

for his friendlv assistance in the clarification of the original error. 1 thank also
Mr. Hoffmann for kind assistance in translation.

A. EINSTEIN,

physics



The conclusions were in fact coinciding
with those of the referee —
Einstein was wrong and the referee
correct!

The referee remained
unidentified for sixty nine years.

Recently the logs of papers
submitted in the thirties and
forties turned up in one of our
senior editors’ basement! An
eager perusal of these logs
showed that the referee was.....
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The Peer Review Process

Editorial selection of a referee
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PHYSICAL REVIEW LETTERS : REFEREE SELECTION
STEP 1 of 2

Suggest refsl!
MANUSCRIPT /
| , | Not a colleague

MENTAL |REFERENCE |KEY WORDS PACS COVER
DATABASE LIST & PHRASES| NUMBERS LETTER NOT THE exper.r

YO

REFEREE DATABASE (> 33000 )

i

WORKING
LIST OF
POTENTIAL
REFEREES

(< 100)

physics



PHYSICAL REVIEW LETTERS: REFEREE SELECTION

STEP 2 of 2

WORKING
LIST OF
POTENTIAL
REFEREES

(< 100)

1. AVAILABLE FOR REVIEW?

AVAILABILITY 2. RECENT REFEREE ( < 2 YEARS )?

REFEREED PAPERS 2. AVERAGE SPEED &
3. PAPER TITLES?

Y

3. NOT BUSY REFEREE (~1 per MONTH )?

I. REPORT RECOMMENPATIONS?
REPORT QUALITY?

1. LETTERS & PHYSICAL REVIEW PAPERS?

PUBLISHED PAPERS 2. EXPERIMENT or THEORY or BOTH?

\

—~

3. EXPERTISE & PAPER TITLES?

PUBLISHED WITH AUTHORS?

COLLABORATIONS 2. ACKNOWLEDGED BY AUTHORS?
3. BASED AT AUTHORS' INSTITUTION?
2 =3
REFEREES

physics



The Peer Review Process

Writing a good report
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What's o editor to-do???

Ref A:

This paper is correct, and | think it is interesting and
Important enough to appear in PRL.

Ref B:

This paper is correct, but lacks the necessary interest and
Import to appear in PRL.

phy5|cs



The role of the Referee...

Characteristics of a good report
o timely (inform us if you cannot review)

I'm sorry, | have not sent the report on this manuscript
yet. | have been very busy (much more than expected)

with job stuff.

Sorry for the delay. | was on leave for the
conference tour, but now | am back and hope to
prepare the review during the next decade.

| cannot review since the author is basically my boss.

As far as | can tell, there are some quite boring talks
that | could skip to write my report.

| would have been more than glad to act as a referee
for the above manuscript, but after | carefully
looked at the data | discovered that | should have
been on the authors list.

physics



The role of the Referee...

Characteristics of a good report
o timely (inform us if you cannot review)
e give a clear recommendation (structure your report)

but maybe not:

| recommend that this paper be recycled in an
environmentally friendly way.

The manuscript is acceptable for PRL, but its publication
IS not pressing, because it provides little that the
community in this field could use.

and juuust maybe...

This is a great paper which should be
published in PRB. However, | should let you
know that | am one of the authors. S

physics



The role of the Referee...

Characteristics of a good report

o timely (inform us if you cannot review)

e give a clear recommendation (structure your report)
» substantiated arguments (for or against)

This paper should be rejected for the following reasons:
1. No one cares about this anymore

2. Anyone who would referee it is probably dead
3. All who read it will wish they were

Though not really exciting, the results are worthy of
publication in PRL.

physics



The role of the Referee...

Characteristics of a good report

o timely (inform us if you cannot review)

e give a clear recommendation (structure your report)
» substantiated arguments (for or against)

» reasonable level of detalil
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The role of the Referee...

Characteristics of a good report

o timely (inform us if you cannot review)

e give a clear recommendation (structure your report)

» substantiated arguments (for or against)

» reasonable level of detail

» no remarks that are personal, polemic, self-serving, etc.

The only thing I really liked about the manuscript was the
words “Copper pairs”. The man’s name is Cooper. Copper is
a metal.

This manuscript is complete rubbish and should not be
published anywhere. In addition to appearing quite
stupid, the authors are unnecessarily impolite. | really
find it difficult to deal with such morons.

Think about how you would react to such a report!

physics



Editorial processing / evaluation of a report
The editors may

- edit a report for cause (e.g. iIf too antagonizing)

- withhold a report (happens rarely)

The editors have access to all information pertinent to reports,

l.e.

experimentalist or theorist referee

how close Is the referee’s expertise to subject matter of

paper reviewed

referee’s experience

referee’s record as an author

referee’s record (easy/tough, often overruled,...)

- etc

=> Editors assign different value/weight to each report (i.e.
they evaluate reports)

APS

phy5|cs



The Peer Review Process

Role of the author
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Resulbmission.. .

Number One Rule:

Once you get the report(s) on your manuscript,
sleep over it! Try to get into your groundstate! (or
as close to it as possible...)

No matter how unfair, biased or idiotic the report seems to you, a
calm reply is always best!

The referee might see your response, insulting her/him will not help
you.

The editor has chosen the referee, and has considered the report
suitable for transmission to you. Questioning this as obviously wrong
is also not helpful.

An additional alternative referee may read your response. (S)he
might feel for the “fellow referee”, remembering own bad
experiences from the past. S

phy5|cs



Leller o AUMNOT regjecle

without external review

You probably will not be surprised if I admit that my first reaction to thy message was
that of irritation yet. being a scientist and true to my vocation, I took a deep breath
and let the 1ssue aside for a few days. Upon returning to the paper I started to look at
the 1ssue with a cool head and things now looked quite different.

In the resubmitted letter both the abstract and the introduction are new. The discussion
section was modified as well. The new introduction was written so that any theoretical
physicist could not only appreciate the idea but also find it plausible. The following
technical presentation is then intended to convince him that the plausible 1s also
doable. As a matter of self-testing, I have asked three of my colleagues in the physics
department to read the introduction and then gauged it by their reaction.

I'm thus grateful for your criticism. If forced me to rethink and improve the paper.
My gratitude 1s indeed genuine and not just a lip service.

APS
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Resubmission...

Characteristics of a good resubmission

» think about the report first before you reply to them

e give substantiated arguments if you don’t agree with some ref. suggestions
* respond to all comments and criticisms

Referee A, clearly an expert in the field of ..., recommends publication...

To save time to publication, we decided not to respond to the criticism
of referee A.

We have revised our manuscript ONLY according to the comments of

referee A. We have not taken into consideration the comments of referee B,

who clearly completely missed the main points of our manuscript. It is

unfortunate that referee C repeats this mistake. S

physics



Finally....

...on the lighter side
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Referee reports ...

“The paper fills a much needed gap and should be rejected”

“Not only is this paper wrong, I did it first”

"Reject without delay!!”

phy5|cs



Authors resubmitting....

... our paper has no conclusion,
because we wanted to save space.

This 1s an example of the fact that scientific
progress usually proceeds incrementally, sometimes

In unbearably small steps. We believe that our paper
represents one of those steps.

You asked for justification for a
Rapid. We are pleased to tell you
that all the authors agree that this
should be a Rapid.

Editor: As you revise, please enlist the assistance of a colleague who
ts fluent in English.

Author: The manuscript has been read and corrected hgj a Native Anerican.
{

~
physics



Not quite what we had in mind
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Authors are sometimes collegial

I was wondering if 1 could find out
what the latest status of our
manuscript is. | told my mother about
my First submittal to Physical Review
Letters, and she won"t stop bothering
me about i1t. She keeps calling to see
iIT 1t"s been accepted or not; I°ve
tried telling her i1t"s with the
editors, and but she"s getting tired
of hearing that.

According to your automated author status inquiry system, one

of the referees for our manuscript has not responded for 6 weeks.
| wonder if | should be concerned about his well being. Please
check to see if perhaps some harm has befallen him. If not, could
something be arranged?

phyS|cs



Innovations from PRL/PR
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Comments of Referees .
Author: A. .Einstein and N. Roesen.
Title: Do Oravitational Waves Exist?

(a) P. 2, eq. (3): Yd.",.y should be replaced by 5,..), ;;F,‘*ﬂ

(b) P. 2, eq. (8): Replace + signs by - signs, to
accord with the + eign in eq. (4).

(c) Pp. 3-5: That pure longitudinal and longitudinal-
transverse waves are spurious has been ghown by A. S. Edding-

ton, The Propegation of Gravitational Waves, FProec. Roy.

Soc. 102A, p. 268, 1923, to which no reference is made.
Present work goes somewhat further then Eddington's 1n show-
ing explicitly how to set up the infinitesimsl transformation
which removes them. It 1s to be noted that there exists a
(rather trivisl) clase of acurious waves of tlvne (c) for

which the authors' condition ;:_l= ?3) is not fulfilled -
see (xi1) below. '

(d) Pp. 8-15. 1In Part II the suthors seek a field
() @? = a(ax? - ax?) - paxy? - car, 2

which is to be the rigorous solution of the problem of plane
waves, fn which the coordinates X, are to correspond to
the Qartesian coordinates employed in the derivation of

the resulte of Part I. Now we should expect this to imply
that (1) shoula contain, as that special field in which the

‘tensor !"__',va.nishel everywhere, the solution

R # g L Sverly d

T
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Glenwood,Saranac Lake N.Y.

den 27.Julil 1936

Herrn John T, Tate

Lditoxr The Fhysical Review
Univeraity of Linnesota
Kinneapolis,liinn,

Sehr geehrter Herrs

wir (Herr Rosen und ich) hatten Ihnen

unser Munuskript zur Publikation gesandt und Sie nicht
autorisiert, dasselbe Fachleuten zu zPigen,bevor es
gedruckt ist, Auf die - iibrigens irrtiimlichen - Ausfilhrune
gen lhres anonymen Gewahrsmannes einzugehen sehe ich

keine Veranlassung. Auf Grund des Vorkomrnisses ziche keh

es vor, die Arbeit anderweitig zu publizieren,

it vorziiglicher Hochachtung

P.3. Herr Roseny der nach Sowjet-Russland abgereist ist,

hat mich autorisiertsihn in dieser Sache zu vertreten.

APS
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Cover Lettery

We feel our paper should be published in Physical Review A because, frankly, this is the best invention since
sliced bread, and as well the results we have derived apply directly to the fields of ...
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Recent move to paperless office

 Web-based manuscript/referee viewing software (PRISM)
launched on November 18, 2003.

e Web-based task tracking system (Qtrack) launched on
October 13, 2004.

etired folder-based worktlow on April 12, 2005.

e Whole office 1s “folderfree” on November 18, 2005
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