FOCUS ON HEALTH PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION: A MULTI-PROFESSIONAL JOURNAL VOL. 21, NO. 2, 2020

Writing a manuscript for publication: An action
research study with allied health practitioners

D. Harvey', R. Barker’ & E. Tynan’

Introduction: Writing a manuscript for publication is a challenge for those health
practitioners whose primary role is to provide clinical services. The aim of this study
was to increase the capacity of allied health practitioners who are employed in a clinical
setting to submit manuscripts for publication in peer-reviewed journals.

Methods: An action research study design was used to develop a “Writing for Publication”
program for nine allied health practitioners who had not previously published a
manuscript as lead author. Between May and November 2018, at a regional public
hospital service, three 90-minute writing workshops were offered, which included
manuscript plan and preparation guide, academic writing instruction, peer review and
mentoring by experienced researchers. Data were collected using participant pre- and
post-program surveys, post-workshop focus groups and facilitator reflections.

Results: All participants reported that their writing skills had improved. Enablers to
completing a manuscript for publication included structured preparation, mentoring,
training in academic writing skills, protected writing time and external accountability.
Challenges included not knowing where or how to start, competing priorities and
distractions within and outside of work hours, inadequate academic writing skills and
loss of momentum. Two participants submitted their manuscripts for publication by
the end of the study and a further manuscript was submitted by the time of writing.

Conclusions: Strategies to ensure publication of allied health practitioner research
findings need to be integrated into project planning and monitoring processes embedded
within a well-supported health service-wide research culture.
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Introduction

Research conducted by health practitioners in clinical practice is an important source
of evidence for practice. Publication of this research in peer-reviewed journals is key
to ensuring findings are disseminated for translation into practice (Gagliardi et al.,
2014). Since 2011, Queensland Health has invested in building the capacity of allied
health practitioners in clinical practice to undertake research (Hulcombe et al., 2014).
Although allied health research activity has increased (Wenke, Tynan et al., 2017),
confidence in writing for publication (Lazzarini et al., 2013) and publication in
peer-reviewed journals (Wenke, Ward et al., 2017) has not been commensurate with
the increased activity (Wenke, Mickan, & Bisset, 2017). Even health services with
reportedly high levels of research capacity and culture have demonstrated relatively low
publication rates (Wenke, Mickan, & Bisset, 2017).

Writing for publication is a challenge for health practitioners working in clinical settings
right across the health professions (Singh & Mayer, 2014; Wenke, Ward et al., 2017;
Yancey, 2016). Barriers to publication reportedly include lack of time due to clinical
demands and lack of academic writing skills, coupled with an inability to persist in the
face of these barriers (Harvey et al., 2013; Mickan et al., 2017; Yancey, 2016). Strategies
to increase publication rates have included writing retreats over 1 or 2 days (Bullion &
Brower, 2017; Jackson, 2008), writing workshops (Kulage & Larson, 2016), writing
mentors (Kennedy, 2017) and peer reviewers (Geithner & Pollastro, 2015). Evidence
of the effectiveness of these strategies when applied once off or within an embedded
program within a clinical or research environment is limited.

A survey of allied health practitioners in a Northern Australian public sector health
service identified writing for publication as the research task for which they had the
least experience and highest need for support (Harvey et al., 2013; Pighills et al.,
2013). Some even reported avoiding research because they were not confident writers
(Harvey et al., 2013). To encourage publication at the study site, strategies included a
day or evening “Writing a Journal Article” workshop, individual mentoring and online
resources and guides. In the same site, there had been 32 peer-reviewed publications by
allied health practitioners since 2013, far fewer than the number of projects completed
during the same period. Monitoring and accountability for publication as a research
output had also been limited.

The aim of this study was to increase the capacity of allied health practitioners employed
in a clinical setting to submit manuscripts for publication in peer-reviewed journals.
The objectives were to develop allied health practitioners’ skills and confidence in
writing for publication, to identify context-specific barriers and enablers to allied health
practitioners writing a manuscript for publication and to mentor study participants to
submit a manuscript for publication.
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Methods

The study site was a regional Northern Australian public sector health service, which
employed approximately 580 allied health practitioners. An action research methodology
using multiple methods to collect and interpret data (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011)
was chosen for the study. Action research is a systematic form of collaborative inquiry,
which involves people changing their professional practice and learning how to improve
it by studying the effect of the change (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988). Iterative cycles
of planning, action, observation, reflection and then, in turn, revising the plan for the
next cycle were used to adjust the program design in response to data collected. The
study design incorporated analysis of individual participants’ strengths and challenges
associated with writing for publication, which enabled solutions to be created to address
barriers undermining each individuals’ ability to write for publication.

Ethics approval was granted by the Far North Queensland Ethics Committee
(HREC/18/QCH/37).

Participation in the study was voluntary. Eligible participants were employees of
the public sector health service who had completed or were conducting a quality
improvement project or research study, had not previously been first author on a peer-
reviewed journal publication and who responded to an email invitation sent via allied
health clinical directors. Eligible participants who contacted the researchers were given
an information sheet and provided written consent to participate. Two full-time allied
health researchers, who were not currently in clinical practice or clinical supervisors for
any participants, led the research and facilitated the workshops. The two researchers
were also active participants in the action research process.

Overan 8-month period, three 90-minute face-to-face writing workshops were facilitated
by two researchers. To limit disruption to the working day, each workshop commenced
at 8 am and involved education on how to write for publication, individualised
strengths-based problem-solving and 30 minutes for writing. Workshop content and
follow-up tasks were designed in response to needs identified by participants in the
previous cycle.

Data were collected using a pre- and post-program participant survey, three post-
workshop participant focus groups and three post-workshop reflective discussions by
the workshop facilitators. Surveys were used to gather input from program participants
whose practices and actions were the intended focus of the study. Designed by the
researchers, surveys included both quantitative (categorical, Likert-scale) and qualitative
(free-text) questions. The pre-program survey comprised 13 questions regarding
participants’ level of clinical responsibility, research qualifications and experience and
self-perceived capacity for writing for publication. The post-program survey comprised
nine questions on workshop attendance, peer reviews completed, confidence in
writing a manuscript for publication and usefulness of program activities, materials,
content and facilitators. Focus groups facilitated by both researchers were used to
gather participant reflections on program activities and progress towards their writing
goals and to identify potential strategies to achieve change. Post-workshop reflective
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discussions between workshop facilitators (DH and RB) focused on the value of the
workshop to participants, participant progress and challenges, and strategies to address
challenges. Focus group and post-workshop reflective discussions were recorded on a
digital recorder and transcribed for analysis.

Data analysis

To describe participant characteristics and experience, descriptive statistics were used
to calculate means and proportions from pre-program survey data. Due to the small
sample, responses to free-text questions were collated verbatim in an Excel spreadsheet.
Pre- and post-program survey data were not linked. Focus group data were analysed
using an inductive qualitative content analysis approach (Sandelowski, 2000), which is
“low inference” (Sandelowski, 2000, p. 335) and useful when the intent is to derive a
descriptive rather than a conceptual summary of patterns in the data. Both researchers
read the focus group transcripts several times. One researcher (DH) coded the data
into a number of descriptive codes and grouped codes into subthemes, which were
subsumed into a smaller number of themes supported by participants’ quotations. The
second researcher (RB) reviewed the themes, subthemes and quotations. Differences
were discussed and a final descriptive summary was agreed and collated in a matrix.
The same process was used for post-workshop reflective discussions between workshop
facilitators. The researchers met to discuss and reflect on the focus group analysis,
identify learnings and plan the next cycle of activity. This process was repeated after
each workshop.

Results

Participant characteristics and research topics are detailed in Table 1. Workshops were
facilitated by two researchers (DH, RB), with support from a third researcher (ET),
who provided instruction in academic writing skills in the second and third workshops.
Seven participants attended three workshops, and two participants attended two
workshops. Seven completed one peer review, and two completed two peer reviews of
manuscripts. Between each workshop, participants and mentors made contact between
one and five times, and on average twice. Two participants submitted their manuscript
to their chosen journal within the study timeframe; both were enrolled in a research
higher degree. A third participant submitted a manuscript for publication at the time of
writing of this manuscript. Two manuscripts have now been published.

All nine participants completed the pre- and post-workshop survey, however one post-
workshop survey was incomplete and was, therefore, excluded from the analysis. All
participants present in each workshop contributed to part or all of the focus group
interviews. The workshop facilitators provided reflections after all three workshops.
Pre-program participant research experience and factors impacting capacity to write for
publication are shown in Figure 1 and Table 2, respectively. The four action research
cycles for the study are shown in Figure 2. Details of workshop content are shown in
Table 3 and post-program participant satisfaction in Table 4.
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Table 1
Participant (n = ) Characteristics and Manuscript Topics

Employment status

Fulltime 5
Part-time 4
Employment level
Entry level 1
Senior 3
Advanced 5
Years of experience with current employer
<2 years 2
2-5 years 2
6-10 years 2
16-20 years 2
>20 years 1

Allied health profession
Social worker
Dietitian
Occupational therapist
Physiotherapist

Highest tertiary qualification
Enrolled
e PhD 2
e M Phil 2

Completed
e Masters (coursework) 3
e Graduate certificate 1
® Honours

Number of published manuscripts
First author publication
Second or subsequent author
e No manuscripts
e (One manuscript
e Two manuscripts

N — W w

—_

N N O o O

Manuscript topics:

Model of care for older gay and leshian people

Roles and value of allied health assistants in cancer care

Access to care for parents of children with developmental delay
Physiotherapy management of ED spinal cord presentation

Integrated care for community dwelling older people with complex conditions
Experiences of rural young people living with cancer

Dietitian-led gastrostomy care

Effects of ambient light on appetite

Community engagement for Indigenous health research
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Table 2
Participant Characteristics
Question Average Score Number of Participants | Number of Participants
(1 =not atall, Who Scored Who Scored
5 = completely) “Not at All" “Completely”
| am able to prioritise 2.8 0 0
writing over other
activities
| am able to dedicate time 2.4 2 0
at work to write
| have the academic skills 35 0 0
to write
| have support from 3.3 0 1
management to write
| am confident that | can 35 0 0
write a manuscript suitable
for publication in a peer-
reviewed journal
I know how to get started 22 3 0
| am able to make time 35 0 2
outside work to write
I know how to use Endnote 3.4 2 3
referencing software
|'am able to find and 3.8 0 0
critically review the
literature
Figure 1

Pre-study Research Experience

Research Experience 20162018

Ethics exemption application
Quality activity

Applying for a grant

Conference presentations

Peer reviewed journal publication

Analysing quantitative data

Research Tasks

Analysing qualitative data
Collecting data
Submitting ethics application

Writing a protocol

Number of Participants
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Program Structure and Content

Program Content

Program Activity/Support

Tasks for Completion by Next Workshop

Pre-workshop 1

Email to participants with Preparation
Checklist

Laptop with Endnote, target journal and
example publication identified, author
guidelines, standardised reporting guidelines
for manuscript

Workshop 1 e Introductions and learning outcomes Complete Gantt chart and structure and
o Feedback results of pre-program survey content template
e Introduce Gantt chart and structure and Write manuscript section as per individual
content template Gantt chart and submit to mentor for feedback
e 30 minutes individual writing time
e Researcher/mentor allocated
e Post-workshop focus group
Workshop 2 e Focus group analysis feedback to group, Write next manuscript section as per Gantt
reviews of Gantt chart, structure and chart and submit to mentor for feedback;
content template and manuscripts revise and submit to coinvestigators; revise
e Presentation on constructing an argument and submit to mentor. Conduct a peer review
and paragraph and sentence structure of at least one participant manuscript
® 90 minutes writing time
e Post-workshop focus group
Workshop 3 e Focus group analysis feedback to group, Write complete manuscript draft and email to

review of manuscripts, discussion about
PEEr review process

e Presentation on writing the discussion
e Activity in pairs on writing the discussion

e Individual activity (15 minutes) to complete
“Writing a Discussion” worksheet

e Presentation on the art of editing/concise
writing

© 30 minutes writing time

e Post-workshop focus group

mentor for review
Complete post-program survey

Option of submitting further revisions for
feedback
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Table 4
Participant Satisfaction With “Writing for Publication” Program
Question Average Score Number of Participants | Number of Participants
(1 =notatall, Who Scored Who Scored
5 = completely) “Not at All” “Completely”
Confidence in ability to 3.8 0 1
write a manuscript for
publication
Confidence to conduct a 3.3 0 0
manuscript peer review
Resources useful 4.1 0 6
Writing mentors effective 3.8 0 6
Effective with respect to 3.8 1 6
project aims
Improved as a writer 4 0 5
Project was a valuable use 5 0 8
of my time
Achieved personal 3.3 1 2
writing goals

Action research cycle to build program structure and content

Workshop structure and content (Table 3) were designed through:

* planning in response to the pre-program survey

* action before, during and after each workshop

* observation (data collection and analysis) during and between workshops
*  reflection after workshops

e revising the plan (workshop and post-workshop activities) in readiness for the next
action research cycle.

This enabled workshop content and activities to be designed in response to the needs
of the participants rather than being pre-determined by the researchers. In Cycle 1,
pre-program survey responses indicated that participants struggled with how to get
started, how to structure a manuscript and how to write using research language instead
of clinical or project language. Hence, Cycle 2 began with a plan for workshop one
that included tasks before, during and after the workshop on “how to get started”,
including targeting a journal and manuscript format and content. After the workshop,
post-workshop activities and review of writing submitted by participants, we identified
that participants still struggled to develop an overall argument for their manuscripts.
Participants also requested additional writing time at the end of the next workshop and
an opportunity to learn by reviewing each other’s writing. Therefore, Cycle 3 began
with a plan for workshop two that included a 30-minute session from a researcher with
expertise in teaching academic writing skills (ET). This session focused on constructing
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an argument and structuring sentences and paragraphs. Participants also had the
option of 90 minutes rather than 30 minutes individual writing time at the end of
the workshop and were invited to peer review another manuscript before workshop
three. After this workshop, the post-workshop activities and review of manuscripts
submitted, it became clear that many participants had difficulty writing the discussion
section of the manuscript and needed assistance with editing their work to adhere to the
word length for their chosen journal. Therefore, the plan for Cycle 4 involved a third
workshop that was focused on strategies and activities to assist with writing a discussion
section and editing for a “final polish” of a manuscript. The expectation at the end of
this final workshop was for participants to complete and submit their manuscripts.

Participant and researcher reflections on program content and structure

All participants reported that their writing skills improved and that the “Writing for
Publication” program had been a valuable use of their time.

Skills and confidence in writing for publication

After the first workshop, most participants reported feeling confident about starting
and continuing writing. Participants attributed this confidence to the preparation
activity (identifying the journal and an example paper to model their writing on) and
workshop activities (goal, plan, manuscript structure and content template).

Before, when [ started doing this, it was more like I am lost; I don’t really know where
to start. ... You know, what sort of paragraph, what sort of information I need to put in
certain sections. (FG1)

Learning how to write and how to engage the reader using appropriate research language
were skills participants felt would enable them to be confident and competent in
preparing a manuscript for publication. By the end of the second workshop, participants
reported having a better understanding of scientific writing overall, including sentence
and paragraph structure, as well as the need to persist with multiple drafts to achieve
clarity of expression. Writing the discussion was the greatest challenge, with some
participants not attempting to write the discussion section prior to the final workshop.

The discussion area ... that is such a difficult area to write, a little but more as to how

we put that together might be useful. (FG2)

Understanding how to refine their manuscript was emerging as an issue by the third
workshop. Participants recognised the value of feedback, both receiving and giving
feedback in the form of peer review. They also understood that the writing and rewriting
process was required to refine their argument.

Tve further refined exactly what I want to happen in my article, so I had a few lightbulb
moments with the feedback. (FG2)

10
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Enablers of writing for publication

Preparation for writing was valued by participants. They particularly liked having a
goal for publication, a plan for achieving their goal and a structure to follow, even those
participants who had already begun drafting a manuscript.

Looking up the journal that you want to publish in ... investigating what they are
looking for, having a look at articles that are similar to what you want to do ... that gives

you a good guide. (FG1)

From the participants’ perspective, set tasks between workshops provided structure and
held them to account, which helped to maintain their momentum.

Tve got some deadlines and some structures, which is really helpful because just out there

before I was kind of just plodding along. (FG1)

Quarantined writing time to just sit down and write was highly valued. Following
instruction on paragraph structure and writing a “discussion” in workshop two and
three, respectively, participants felt motivated to write, as they were able to immediately
apply what they had learnt. Writing time under the strict conditions imposed during
the workshop (writing not talking, writing not reading) led to more writing. After the
third workshop, participants felt their writing skills and confidence to achieve their goal
had increased through commitment and persistence.

The workshops actually made me sit down and dedicate time to it, and work on it, and
submit a manuscript. (FG3)

Feedback on manuscripts was appreciated, as participants felt it was conducted in a safe
environment and by someone who could provide an objective review. This included
feedback on their written work, feedback to other participants and through providing
and receiving peer review of manuscripts.

My struggle is being methodical in how I incorporate feedback into my manuscript. ...
It a step-by-step process, and you can’t rush it. (FG3)

Barriers to writing for publication

Being unprepared for writing meant that some participants were immediately behind
and stayed behind because they had limited access to a laptop and did not have Endnote
software loaded. Others were burdened with indecision about the type of article or
journal they were targeting, leaving them unsure of where to start.

Come prepared. ... Its really underestimated how much you really need to. (FG1)

Lack of time to write and a quiet space in which to write, at work or home, was a barrier
for some participants but not others. Those who felt they lacked a suitable space at work
were unaware of a quiet space in the library at the study site. Competing priorities, at
work and at home, were a constant struggle for most participants, particularly for those
who felt their clinical workload was all-consuming,.

11
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Maybe its just about saying no and just really honouring that time that I put aside.
(FG2)

Distractions plagued some participants, many of whom recognised their role in allowing
the distraction to occur and the need to prioritise writing time.

1 do put that time aside and then I get easily led at times. (FG2)

Participants increasingly recognised that writing takes discipline and felt that the biggest
improvements they could make were committing and sticking to their writing plans
and sticking to their Gantt chart. More resources or workshops were not considered the
answer and might in themselves be a distraction from the task of writing.

Feedback was challenging for many participants, even though they knew they needed
guidance and that the process would improve their manuscript. Some were reluctant
to change what they had spent so much time writing yet recognised that they needed
to “let go and let it grow” (FG3). Chasing feedback from co-authors was tiresome for
one participant, however she learnt to be persistent yet flexible when other authors were
involved.

You get all this feedback, ob gosh, why am I doing this. ... But it is trying to say, “well,
no, it just going to make it better” and ... trying not to get too emotionally attached to
what you have written. (FG2)

Loss of momentum occurred for many participants, with monthly deadlines requested
to overcome this problem. Others floated the idea of a writing group between workshops
to help maintain motivation and momentum and to learn skills from each other (e.g.,
Endnote).

It kind of spurs you on to write when everybody else is enthusiastic as well, so whether we

get together for a couple of hours at some point. (FG21)

As this was the first manuscript for publication that participants had ever prepared, the
researchers offered further mentorship after the final workshop, however uptake was
minimal. It appeared that once accountability ceased, the program was considered to
be over.

Discussion

The aim of this action research project was to increase the capacity of allied health
practitioners employed in clinical settings to publish their research in peer-reviewed
journals. Nine allied health practitioners participated in three 90-minute workshops,
pre- and post-workshop activities and mentorship over an 8-month period. Surveys and
focus groups with participants before and after each workshop guided program structure,
content and process within each cycle of the action research process. All participants
felt their time was very well spent and that their writing skills had improved. Two
participants submitted their manuscripts for publication by the end of the 9-month
study period, and one has submitted their research since completion of the study.

12
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Ideally, preparation for publication starts when writing a project proposal (Walshe,
2018). Despite having completed their chosen projects, participants in this study
typically reported not knowing where to start or where to publish their work. Publication
had apparently not been a priority during project planning, with resources not explicitly
allocated for this purpose (e.g., laptop, backfill). Despite working in a relatively well-
resourced and supportive research environment, many participants did not have ready
access to a personal computer and a suitable environment in which to write.

Although information on scientific writing had been available from an online
training program, direct instruction on writing skills and individual feedback on draft
manuscripts was sought, well received and highly valued. Similar to previous reports,
participants’ limited awareness and uptake of local resources and supports (Matus et
al., 2019) possibly reflected little understanding of publication as an essential research
output. More broadly speaking, this could represent the generally low level research
culture found in allied health (Mickan et al., 2017). Integrating publication into
project plans as a deliverable and including a publication plan with allocation of time
and resources may help to promote writing a manuscript as a priority rather than an
afterthought.

Lack of time was perceived to be a major barrier to publication due to clinical and
personal demands, within and outside working hours, and difficulty prioritising and
managing time and being able to stay on task amid many possible distractions at home
and at work. Protected time seemed an ideal solution and one shown to improve
publication rates by allied health practitioners in a clinical setting in Australia (Wenke,
Weir et al., 2018). Yet finding time and/or backfill in a busy clinical role posed a
challenge in a regional setting where recruitment and retention is difficule (Wenke,
Weir et al., 2018). Hence, creative ways of providing protected time may need to be

developed.

Success in producing a draft manuscript was, in part, attributed to external accountability
to the mentor and the timeline created by the impending workshop. When considering
the success of other similar programs, it is possible that the environment and culture
surrounding the participants was not as conducive to writing, without peers to read and
talk through drafts and, perhaps, even to write with (Borkowski et al., 2016). Protected
time to write for publication has been implemented in allied health departments where
research capacity building is prioritised and resourced (Wenke, Weir et al., 2018).
Writing time within work hours, working with co-authors and more regular (perhaps
weekly) access to a mentor (Wenke, Weir et al., 2018) could provide ongoing support
and external accountability.

Submission of a manuscript was achieved by three participants in the current study.
Perhaps not surprisingly, those who submitted a manuscript had an allocation of
work time for research and were completing a research higher degree. While the final
workshop was geared towards discussion and refining the manuscript, workshops could
have continued to allow submission by a larger number of participants and included
topics relating to the submission process and handling responses to reviewers (Wenke,

13
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Weir et al., 2018). Furthermore, the drive for publication could have been embedded
in a reward system to foster a stronger culture of research (Matus et al., 2019) within an
integrated whole of system approach.

Strengths and limitations

While the workshop content and activities are specific to this study and not transferable,
the action research approach offered an effective process for responding to the context-
specific enablers and barriers experienced by the participants. The methods have been
described in detail to enable researchers in other settings to consider applicability
of the approach to other contexts. Participants were a relatively small, self-selected
highly motivated group of allied health practitioners who had conducted projects in
a real-world setting and had volunteered to participate. It is possible that allied health
practitioners with less experience and less motivation or from different allied health
professions may have responded differently. In addition, the high level of satisfaction
and self-efficacy may have been a socially desirable rather than personal response by
participants, particularly as the researchers who delivered the program also collected the
data and, hence, could have influenced responses.

Future direction

Allied health practitioners are known to have low publication rates compared to
their nursing and medical peers (Mickan et al., 2017). To increase publication rates,
forward planning and strategies for external accountability are required. For new
studies, this includes making publication plans a budget item in grant applications
and part of project management processes and department key performance indicators
and identifying opportunities for co-authorship and university/service partnerships.
Training in scientific writing together with professional mentors, protected writing
time through clinical backfill, flexibility or sharing of responsibilities and peer support
are also recommended. Furthermore, incentives to submit a manuscript for publication
and reporting of research outputs as part of workload might stimulate growth of a
research culture.

Conclusions

Research conducted by allied health practitioners needs to be published to ensure that
research evidence can be translated into practice. The action research approach used
in this study provided a practical process for determining strategies required to boost
“writing for publication” by allied health practitioners working in a unique regional
clinical setting. Ideally, plans for publication of research findings need to be integrated
into overall project planning and monitoring processes and embedded within a health
service-wide research culture that is well supported.
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