Vascular Specialist International

PISSN 2288-7970 « eISSN 2288-7989
'.) Check for updates

(2021) 37:23

Practical Tips of English Expressions for

Non-Native English-Speaking Peer Reviewers

Mikyoung Lee'*’

"Nursing Department, Kwangju Women’s University, Gwangju, Korea,’Department of Educational Psychology, University of Munich,
Munich, Germany, *Academic Consultant & Trainer, Editage, Seoul, Korea

Peer review is an essential part in ensuring the quality of papers published in sci-
entific journals. Good reviews are beneficial for both authors and journal editors
by providing authors with the opportunity to improve their manuscripts and edi-
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tors with valuable comments to aid themselves to make their decisions. Despite a
plethora of research articles on general guidelines for peer reviewing, it is difficult
to find papers on English expressions peer reviewers can use, in particular for non-

native English-speaking peer reviewers. Therefore, this article provides “down-
to-earth” guidance for non-native English-speaking reviewers to construct better
quality reviews. To this end, 1 suggest useful English expressions to help peer re-
viewers, whose mother tongue is not English, enhance the quality of their reviews.
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OVERVIEW

“Peer review is a privilege, and an invitation to conduct
such a review is a professional honor” [1]. An effective re-
view of a manuscript is a gift for authors, editors, and the
academic field [2]. Peer review is an essential part in ensur-
ing the quality of papers published in scientific journals.
Good reviews are beneficial for both authors and journal
editors; authors will have the opportunity to improve their
manuscripts in terms of quality, clarity, and accuracy, and
editors will receive valuable comments to aid themselves to
make their decisions on publication of manuscripts [3].

There have been a plethora of research articles on gen-
eral guidelines for the peer review [2-6]. However, it is dif-
ficult to find papers on what kind of English expressions
peer reviewers can use, in particular for non-native English-
speaking reviewers. Writing poor reviews could be damag-
ing to peer reviewers because they might not be invited to
review manuscripts again and even might be evaluated as
low quality reviewers in some journals [7]. Good reviews
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should contain not only constructive content but also
appropriate English expressions so that authors and edi-
tors can clearly understand what the reviewers mean to
describe. For non-native English-speaking peer reviewers,
however, English writing is another substantial obstacle in
providing good reviews on top of the review content itself.
They need to make an extra effort to hone their English
skills to write good reviews in English. Therefore, the aim
of this contribution is to provide “down-to-earth” guidance
for non-native English-speaking reviewers to construct
better quality reviews. To this end, 1, as an academic re-
searcher and a formal English teaching professional myself,
suggest useful English expressions to help peer reviewers,
whose mother tongue is not English, enhance the quality of
their reviews.

FRAMEWORK OF REVIEWER COMMENTS

To begin with, let us briefly review some considerations
for reviewers when deciding whether to review a manu-
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script suggested by an editor [2,5,8]. First of all, review-
ers should assess if they have time to complete the review
within the requested time frame. If they are too busy with
other obligations, they should decline the opportunity and
might suggest alternative reviewers. Second, reviewers
should assure that they have professional expertise in the
manuscript research field. 1f they are not familiar enough
with the subject, they should not accept the review invita-
tion. Finally, reviewers should check whether they have a
conflict of interest with authors of the manuscript or the
manuscript itself. If there exists some sort of relationships
in reviewing the manuscript, they should turn down the
invitation; otherwise, this will prevent fair, impartial, and
objective reviews.

PLOS introduces a framework for organizing reviewer
comments in an effective way [9]. In the first section, re-
viewers should provide the summary of the research and
overall impression, which is regarded as the most important
information. In the second section, reviewers should dem-
onstrate evidence and examples to support their summary
provided in the first section by separating the review into
major and minor issues. In the last section, they can men-
tion any additional points about the manuscript needing
improvement. In the following 1 would like to explain more
details in each part of the framework and suggest example
sentences that non-native English-speaking reviewers can
practically use in their reviews.

ENGLISH EXPRESSIONS ACCORDING TO
THE FRAMEWORK

1) First section: Summary of the research and overall
impression

The most important information should be included in
the first section of the summary of the research and re-
viewers’ overall impression. Reviewers should summarize
what the authors of the manuscript claim to inform. This
summary will present to the editors how peer reviewers
understood the manuscript and emphasize any major dif-
ferences in perspectives among the reviewers. 1t will iden-
tify the study’s strengths and weaknesses, which would be
reviewers’ “take-home message” for the editors [9]. To this
end, reviewers should above all explicitly discuss what the
main contribution of the study is; this can be done in a few
sentences about the study topic [10]. Briefly starting with
this will inform both the editors and the authors of what
reviewers understood about the paper. Some useful sample
sentences are as follows:

“This paper discusses.... The main contribution of the
paper is...” [10]
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“This paper represents a major effort to test the efficacy
of duct tape in the treatment of warts. The methodology
of the study consists of a randomized trial. The study was
carried out in primary school children. The major finding
was that duct tape was not better than placebo. Only one
study has been previously published on this topic which
was methodologically flawed.” 3]

“The main strengths of this paper are that it addresses
an interesting and timely question... and provides a clear
answer. As such this article represents an excellent and el-
egant bioinformatics genome-wide study which will almost
certainly influence our thinking about protein aggregation
and evolution.” [11]

“Some of the weaknesses are the not always easy read-
ability of the text which establishes unclear logical links
between concepts.” [11]

“Thank you for the opportunity to review your work.
There are some minor revisions need. The abstract needs
attention. The first sentence of the abstract seems to repeat
content. Recommend revising. The results component of
the abstract also seems to repeat information. The descrip-
tion of the procedure should be sufficient to reproduce the
study...” (anonymous reviewer)

“Most comments below are not criticisms to be ad-
dressed absolutely but mere suggestions for improvement,
and | trust the authors to know better than 1 which ones are
valuable to follow.” (anonymous reviewer)

“This review provides a synthesis of current knowledge
on.... The writing is clear and the structure is satisfying.
1 found the paper an approachable yet in-depth review.”
(anonymous reviewer)

“My main comments on each of the three aspects of the
paper:

1) An up-to-date database of animals... is very welcome.

2) The discussion of the various methods used...is use-
ful, and will surely help readers interpret present data more
accurately and carefully, and researchers improve their ex-
perimental protocols.

3) The discussion of the patterns identified is interest-
ing...it could be enriched by discussing a few more perspec-
tives.” (anonymous reviewer)

After describing the valuable contribution of the study,
reviewers then should give their recommendation for ac-
ceptance, minor revision, major revision or rejection. Here,
reviewers should keep in mind that they are not making
the decision on acceptance or rejection of the manuscript;
in fact, they are only giving advice to editors, and editors
are the ones who ultimately decide whether to accept the
manuscript or not [1]. They can utilize one of the following
sentences for the recommendation [10]:
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“I recommend that this paper be accepted.”

“I recommend that this paper be accepted after minor
revision.”

“I recommend that this paper not be accepted without
major revision.”

“I recommend that this paper be rejected.”

2) Second section: Evidence and examples

In the second section, reviewers should demonstrate evi-
dence and examples to support their comments provided
in the first section by structuring this section into major
and minor issues [3]. Specifically, they should provide the
reasons for their recommendation as well as detailed com-
ments on specific areas for improvement [8]. That is, by
dividing this section into major and minor issues, reviewers
can describe the biggest issues first and then more specific
issues systematically. In addition, numbering the com-
ments is strongly recommended, considering that it will
be very helpful for the authors to follow and respond to
reviewers’ each comment; it will be especially helpful to the
authors when the reviewers refer to specific lines, pages,
paragraphs, sections, or table and figure numbers, because
authors are able to know exactly which parts the reviewers
are mentioning [8,9].

The major issues should consist of vital points to ad-
dress, and reviewers should concentrate on the fundamen-
tals of the study. For example, they can write comments on
the originality of the research, the clarity of the research
questions, or the suitability of the methods [3]. Some ex-
ample sentences for the major issues are introduced in the
following [10]:

“The statistical analysis in this paper is suitable/unsuit-
able for...”

“In terms of experimental technique, this paper is con-
ventional/novel, and so....”

“The Methods section does not clearly explain....”

“The results obtained will be useful in....”

“Some of the fundamental/recent papers in the field are
not cited, among these....”

“I would like to see some discussion of the findings of
the papers in relation to recent findings and developments
in.."

More example sentences from anonymous reviewers are
as follows:

“It would be beneficial for a general education reader-
ship to state why this area might be important for medical
education and how it links with clinical practice.”

“There is insufficient evidence in the introduction to
provide rationale for this study.”
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“It is not clear whether ethical approval was sought for
this project- under the Method section....”

“Abstract presents information on key areas being mea-
sured but it does not identify how these were measured.
Was this a mixed methods approach, quantitative or quali-
tative only?”

“Argument in the second paragraph needs to be devel-
oped. What is the evidence that...? There is limited evidence
in this paragraph to support claims made.”

“Overall results are given but there is no information on
the significance of the results.”

“No explanation on design and methodological ap-
proach for the study. This needs to be explained first before
describing sample and procedure.”

“More detail is required on the data collection tool. How
was the questionnaire constructed? How was validity and
reliability of this tested questionnaire?”

In terms of the minor issues, reviewers should be aware
that minor issues are still critical for improving the quality
of the manuscript although they will not largely influence
the main conclusions of the study [3]. Minor issues might
be comprised of missing references, technical clarifications,
data presentation, figures and tables, typos, spelling, gram-
mar, phrasing issues and so on [10]. Some useful sentences
from anonymous reviewers to describe minor issues are as
follows:

“Page 3: Lines 38-53 this paragraph is somewhat con-
fusing and 1 would advise rewriting it, it contains some col-
loquial language....”

“The list of references needs to be double checked be-
cause at least one reference had an incorrect title....”

“So of the reference source in the introduction were
rather old. There are certainly more recent academic texts
that would develop the concepts further.”

“Page 3, paragraph 2: the notion that these data from
Papp et al. convey is critical and the message needs an ex-
plicit sentence or two at end of paragraph.”

“I think the title is awkward and does not do a good job
of letting the reader know the true meaning of your work.
I think the title should clue the reader about the purpose
of the manuscript. Perhaps the title could be something
like....”

“I think it is OK to mention the purpose on page 3 be-
cause pages 1 and 2 are an excellent example of clarifica-
tion of the key study concepts. 1 found these pages to be
written clearly and concisely.”

“On line 86, the theoretical framework will either need
some explanation or can be removed. | am not certain
that your manuscript benefits from an explanation of the
framework... a description will be very helpful.”
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“Line 100, 1 think you can remove ‘during the break’. |
do not know if this means break between classes or holiday
break. So, 1 think you can omit.”

“The measurement section is a little bit lengthy. Perhaps
on line 139, just say: ‘all Cronbach’s alphas were above
0.69.”

“The legends are too small to recognize in Fig. 2.”

“On page 4, it is mentioned that..., but the study by
Spencer (2010) mentions that.... Can you elaborate on this
difference?”

3) Last section: Additional points

Finally, reviewers can leave any additional comments
about the manuscript in addition to the summary of the
research as well as major and minor issues. Some helpful
example sentences are as follows:

“In several places, you've used the term..., but it seems
you mean...” [10]

“Have you thought about testing this with ...?" [10]

“The findings are in line with previous work and demon-
strate the importance of peer support in education. 1 would
like to have learned more about how you see cognitive
attribution fitting in to this model, but it isn’t necessary.”
(anonymous reviewer)

“Try to find some areas where you can cut back on the
detail but still let the reader know the quality of the mea-
surements.” (anonymous reviewer)

4) Reviewing a revised manuscript

In addition, when reviewing the revised manuscript, re-
viewers can refer to the following sentences excerpted from
anonymous reviewers’ comments.

“Thank you for submitting your paper. Overall it appears
that you have addressed the main issues highlighted in the
first submission.”

“The revision to the background and discussion have
resolved the originally identified weakness of the first sub-
mission, and therefore makes this paper more suitable for
publication.”

“Statistical analysis appears suitable and correct.”

“The overall discussion and the final conclusion provide
useful information for the readers.”

“I found your edits to be very helpful in understanding
your variables and outcomes.”

“Your paper contributes to our knowledge of the impor-
tance of social relationships and positive emotions in the
educational environment.”
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FINAL TIPS FOR EFFECTIVE REVIEWS

In order to provide effective feedback to authors, peer
reviewers should justify their recommendations with
constructive comments, concrete evidence, and specific
examples [3,9]. The comments should be as specific and
thorough as possible so that the authors know exactly what
they need to revise to improve their manuscript. Impor-
tantly, peer reviewers should always keep in mind that they
should be respectful in a writing tone. This could be also
difficult for non-native English-speaking reviewers, because
of the foreign language issue. It is hard to use a proper
tone when it comes to English writing for them. It could
be helpful for them to ask native English speakers to check
whether the expressions in some of their earlier reviews are
polite and also reflect cultural norms. Then reviewers will
be able to write their reviews more confidently in a respect-
ful way. Peer reviewers should be also professional in their
writing, and they should remember to mention what they
liked about the manuscript.

On the other hand, there are some considerations that
peer reviewers should not include [9]. For instance, they
should not suggest additional or unnecessary experiments
that might be out of scope for the research or for the jour-
nal criteria, or take an extended period. They do not have
to describe exactly how the authors should revise their
manuscript; peer reviewers do not need to do work for the
authors; the authors will know what they have to do to
revise, and that is their obligations, not the reviewers’. Re-
viewers should avoid promoting their own research or hy-
potheses to persuade authors in their reviews. Furthermore,
reviewers do not have to highlight typos and grammar
mistakes in writing. 1If the manuscript needs considerable
revision in terms of language and writing quality, reviewers
can just mention this in their comments. Finally, reviewers
should not submit their reviews without proofreading it;
it is important for them to check everything carefully one
more time before the submission.

CONCLUSION

In this article 1 briefly introduced general guidelines and
suggested specific example sentences for peer reviewing.
This paper is one of the first papers that provides practi-
cal English expressions for peer reviewers, whose mother
tongue is not English, to construct better quality reviews.
Since most journals have specific guidelines for peer re-
viewers, reviewers can tailor the expressions that 1 intro-
duced in this article according to the journals that they are
serving. Given that reviewers also constantly get reviews
of their own papers as authors, it would be advantageous
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for non-native English-speaking reviewers to refer to how
other reviewers, especially native English-speaking review-
ers (we can probably tell by their affiliations and names),
write their comments. This could help them compensate for
the disadvantage of being non-native English speakers.
Finally, peer reviewers are at the same time authors as
well. Thus, 1 personally agree with the golden rule that re-
viewers should deal with the manuscripts they are review-
ing the same way they want to get their own manuscripts
treated [1,12]. Therefore, reviewers should write while bear-
ing in mind how they would feel as authors themselves if
they were to receive similar reviews of their own manu-
scripts from other peer reviewers. This highlights that re-
viewers should try not to offend the authors in any way but
show respect for authors by using a polite and modest tone

English Expressions for Peer Reviewers

in their comments.
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