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Predicting Manuscript Acceptance through Reviewers’ Ratings on Evaluation Criteria: An Analysis of Manuscript Reviews for the National Agricultural Education Research Conference
Introduction
The value of conference presentations as a means of disseminating one’s research, increasing the impact of that research, and ultimately succeeding in the tenure and promotion processes has long been established in agricultural education (Birkenholz & Simonsen, 2011). However, the peer-review process through which papers are selected fro presentation has been met with skepticism, primarily due to the perceived lack of agreement between reviewers regarding manuscript quality (Bornmann, Weymuth, & Daniel, 2010; Hodgson, 1997). The agricultural education profession’s commitment to providing “accurate and reliable data that describes the quality and impact of…outreach efforts at all levels…to respective decision groups” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 10) warrants an analysis of the relationship between manuscript scores on individual manuscript review criteria and a reviewer’s decision to accept or reject a manuscript.

Conceptual Framework
Criteria on which manuscripts are typically evaluated include “selecting the appropriate research design to answer the question of interest, providing a strong theoretical rationale for the research hypotheses, using the correct analyses, correctly interpreting the results, using clear writing in the manuscript, and following required formatting within the manuscript” (Albers, Floyd, Fuhrmann, & Martinez, 2011, p. 670). The lack of current research investigating the relationship between criteria and manuscript acceptance suggests that “the peer-review process is an unclear and mysterious process to many prospective authors who frequently are unclear as to what characteristics make a manuscript likely to be evaluated positively by editors and reviewers. Such a mismatch between what is thought to be important by authors and what is actually considered to be important by editors and reviewers suggests that these discrepancies should be investigated and then explained” (Albers, et al., 2011, p. 671). 

Methods
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the use of specific review criteria on manuscripts submitted for presentation at the 2014 National Agricultural Education Research Conference. Specific objectives were to 1) describe reviewers’ mean manuscript evaluation scores for each evaluation criterion;  2) describe the relationship between reviewers’ evaluation scores for each evaluation criterion and their total score given to a manuscript; 3) describe the relationship between reviewers’ evaluation scores for each evaluation criterion and their decision to accept or reject a manuscript; and 4) determine the relative importance of each variable in predicting recommendations to accept or reject the manuscript.
After institutional IRB approval and approval by the AAAE Research Committee, the lead researcher was provided with access to the Fast Track® manuscript review files for each of the 112 manuscripts submitted for the 2014 NAERC. Each manuscript had been reviewed by three peer reviewers for a total of 336 reviews.  Review data were manually entered into an Excel spreadsheet; to ensure reviewer anonymity, no reviewer identification information was included in the data set. All data were verified and imported into SAS (Version 9.3) for data analysis.


Findings
Manuscript reviews scored in accordance with the official review rubric should yield valid scores ranging from 7 to 69, with higher scores indicating higher quality papers. For the 2014 NAERC, the mean manuscript evaluation score was 50.24 (SD = 11.47). The scores were negatively skewed (skewness = -0.78) and ranged from 1 to 71 (due to scoring errors). As a percentage of the evaluation rubric points possible, the manuscripts had a mean rating of 72.82% and were rated highest on writing quality (80.30%) and lowest on conclusions and recommendations (67.33%).  

There were significant (p < .001) moderate to very strong (Davis, 1971) positive correlations between each citerion score and the total manuscript score. Correlations between the criterion scores and the total score ranged from .45 (writing quality) to .85 (conclusions and recommendations). Review of squared semi-partial correlations showed that methods explained the largest proportion of unique variance in total score ( = .0440), followed by conclusions and recommendations ( = .0382), theoretical framework ( = .0233), results ( = .0154), purpose and objectives ( = .0080), writing ( = .0067) and introduction ( = .0047).  

There was a significant (p < .0001) and very strong (Davis, 1971) positive correlation (r = .77) between reviewers’ total evaluation scores and their level of agreement that manuscripts should be accepted for presentation (rated on a 1 - 6 scale where 1 = strongly disagree and 6 = strongly agree). Likewise, there were significant (p < .0001) moderate to very strong (Davis, 1971) positive correlations between reviewers’ ratings of the introduction (r = .56), theoretical framework (r = .51), purpose and objectives (r = .49), methods (r =.62), results (r = .62), conclusions and recommendations (r = .73), and writing quality (r = .38) and their level of agreement that the manuscript should be presented. 
Beta weights and squared semi-partial correlation coefficients were reviewed to assess the relative and unique importance of each manuscript component score in predicting acceptance recommendations. All predictors except for scores on the theoretical framework and purpose and objectives sections made statistically significant contributions to predicting manuscript acceptance recommendations. Standardized regression coefficients and the squared semi-partial correlation coefficients were consistent in identifying the relative importance of each significant variable in predicting acceptance recommendations. Scores on the conclusions and recommendations section ( = .0752) explained the largest percentage of unique variance in acceptance recommendations, followed by methods (), relevance (), writing quality (), introduction and need for the study (), and results ().
  
Conclusions & Recommendations
Agricultural educators tend to be pragmatic and results-oriented (Miller, 2006) and disciplinary research tends to focuses on meaning, ends, and ways and means (Copa, 1984). Given this orientation, there is little wonder that reviewers place the most importance on conclusions and recommendations (ends), methods (ways and means), and relevance (meaning) when deciding which manuscripts to accept for NAERC presentation. Researchers can maximize their likelihood of acceptance at NAERC by conducting methodologically sound studies on relevant problems likely to yield practical recommendations for improved professional practice. 
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