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Makings of a Good Peer Review

By accepting to be a reviewer, one takes on the re-
sponsibility to read the paper thoroughly and provide
detailed comments and explanations for rejecting, re-
vising, or accepting a paper. It is also important for a
reviewer to maintain scientific objectivity so that the
decision or score for a paper is justified. Some of the
problems that I have observed in our reviews are very
similar to those experienced by the famous physicist late
Richard Feynman while he was reviewing new school
books for California.
While at Caltech, Feynman worked in the Califor-

nia State Curriculum Commission for the Los Angeles
area (excluding the city of Los Angeles) that chose new
school books for California. The book depository sent
him a large number of books weighing about three hun-
dred pounds. The book review process was a daunting
task. However, he read all the books carefully and kept
detailed notes of the review. He worked hard in the base-
ment of his house to read the books. His wife would say
that during this review period, “it was like living over a
volcano. It would be quiet for a while, but then all of a
sudden, Bllllloooooowwwww!!!!–there would be a big
explosion from the volcano below [1].” The reason for
Feynman's reaction was that the books were very poorly
written.
Feynman went to his first meeting with other mem-

bers of the commission. Some members of the commis-
sion asked him what he thought about a certain book. He
replied that he didn't receive the book from the deposi-
tory (because the book was not complete) and therefore,
he didn't have a judgment on it [1]. However, some other
members of the commission had a rating on this missing
book and in fact; the rating on the missing book was a
little bit higher than two other books in a set of three
books [1].

served as Technical Co-chairs for the Fusion 2009 con-
ference. From the peer review process for Fusion 2009
papers, I observed that some reviewers did not read the
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papers thoroughly and gave high scores without suffi-
cient explanations. This tends to happen when the ses-
sion chair of a special session reviews papers from au-
thors that he/she has contacted for the special session.
Reviewers associated with the topic of the special ses-
sion also give a high score to a paper when it doesn't
deserve that score. This causes a number of problems.
Some weak papers may get high scores and be consid-
ered for an award. Secondly, papers near the border-
line between acceptance and rejection can be rejected.
Therefore, it is extremely important for the reviewers to
be scientifically objective and for the Technical Chairs
to assign the papers appropriately such that these prob-
lems can be avoided. We have also observed that some
reviewers have not spent a sufficient amount of time and
have done a hasty review.
Bieber [2] provides a number of useful and practical

suggestions for reviewing a conference or journal paper.
He recommends reading the submission three times:
“the first to get a feel for it, the second reading the
paper in depth, and the third to actually mark it up.” He
suggests filling out the refereeing form right after the
third reading, while things are still fresh in memory.
Halmos [3] stresses “Honesty is the Best Policy” in

mathematical writing. The same principle also applies
while reviewing a paper. If a reviewer gives a high score
to a paper without reading the paper thoroughly, then
it violates this principle. If a reviewer does not have
time to review a paper carefully, then it is best for the

reviewer to notify the editors about it. Thorough and
fair reviewing does not go unnoticed by editors, and it
can establish a good reputation for a reviewer, which
can also spread in the research community [2].
At times, I have noticed that when an associate editor

of the JAIF recommends a paper for publication and it

figures, tables, equations, and references are found. It
is quite surprising that such errors have gone unnoticed
by all of the reviewers. Technical errors as well as these
errors should have been identified by the reviewers and
addressed by the authors and checked by the associate
editor before it was recommended for publication.
The success of JAIF strongly depends on high qual-

ity, fair, and timely reviews. Therefore, I encourage ISIF
members and non-members to contact the Editor-In-
Chief or me to be reviewers for JAIF.
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arrives for final proof reading, obvious errors related to




