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Abstract 
This article contends that there is a plausible claim that peer-reviewing and editorship, 
two significantly impactful activities in our field—as in other disciplinary areas—function 
under black box approaches whereby the opacity of the process is overlaid by lacunae in 
learning, onboarding, and mentorship. In other words, current professional practice offers 
at best ad hoc and haphazard pathways to ‘coming to know the process’ of peer-reviewing 
and editorship, with little to no systematic discourse regarding adapting, disrupting, im-
proving these processes in the many and varied sites of practice, journals and edited books. 
The article invites readers to consider the nature of and challenges presented by the lack 
of legibility and professionalization of peer-reviewing—especially within graduate educa-
tion and early-career professionals—and how the field of higher music education may con-
sider continua within which this dialogue can take place. 
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he peer-review process, often viewed as the cornerstone of academic rigor, 
presents both an opportunity and a challenge for scholars. While it serves 
as a mechanism for maintaining quality standards and integrity within ac-

ademic publishing, its operational structures raise concerns regarding how indi-
viduals learn to participate in and contribute to this critical role. Opportunities for 
formal training or mentorship in peer review and editorial roles are often rare, 
confined to insular academic circles or professional networks, often leaving schol-
ars to replicate models they have experienced firsthand. For many in academia, the 
pathway is largely shaped by the limited examples of reviews they have themselves 
received, establishing a learning process that may be neither comprehensive nor 
reflective of thoughtful, ethical, and constructive practices.  

The challenges of this reality manifest in interdependent ways. Within peer-
review as a system, it takes place through disciplinary practices constrained by in-
consistent standards, a lack of transparency, and tacit histories shaped by estab-
lished cultural norms within journal communities. At the individual level—as re-
viewers learn in isolation, often through trial and error or by mirroring reviews of 
their own work—it takes place without the benefit of intersubjective critical reflex-
ivity, thus reinforcing the limitations of the system. The questions are not simply, 
Who reviews the reviewer? or To whom are editors accountable? but also and 
perhaps more constructively, how can our disciplinary environment facilitate leg-
ible avenues for personal learning, collective dialogue, and the overall improve-
ment of this crucial practice? 

In what follows and in conversation with colleagues in this issue, I invite the 
reader to consider the nature of and challenges presented by the professionaliza-
tion of peer-reviewing—especially within graduate education and among early-ca-
reer professionals—and how the field of higher music education may consider con-
tinua within which this dialogue can take place. Ethically, there continues to be a 
need to better prepare individuals for reviewer and editor roles and to ensure the 
ongoing development of fair, thorough, and supportive review processes. As one 
considers this environmentally, it seems rather symptomatic that the music edu-
cation profession has a near-zero history of public discussion or published ac-
counts regarding such significant issues and their practice—let alone a robust, vis-
ible, and systematic conceptualization and institutionalization of such a critical as-
pect of professional practice within graduate curricula. Pragmatically, structured 
reviewer development programs and agreed upon codes of conduct to improve the 
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quality and professionalism of peer reviews are either difficult to access, ad hoc 
and highly variable, or situated within organizational/institutional disclaimer and 
liability culture.   

A survey of issues and cases made available by the Committee on Publication 
Ethics (COPE) illustrates how pervasive they are and how complex. COPE identi-
fies the responsibilities of journal editors to support transparent and fair peer re-
view and develops, among others, guidelines for editorial board participation 
(COPE 2021). Mantie and Ruthman, in the editorial to this issue, provide an anal-
ysis of COPE participation of seventeen journals in the music education field, 
drawing attention to gaps between adherence and on-the-ground implementation 
of such guidelines. Similarly, Hirst and Altman (2012) highlight the important role 
that journal editors and publishers must play in improving peer review. The study 
found that more than seventy percent of the (health) journals they surveyed were 
members of COPE. However, only a small percentage of journals directed review-
ers to additional resources or offered robust professional engagement in the areas 
of reviewer ethics and constructive discursive practice. Freda et al. (2009) examine 
the impact of training sessions and workshops on the use of reporting guidelines, 
while also highlighting the role of constructive feedback in enhancing reviewers’ 
future assessments. Ware (2011) demonstrated how greater transparency in the 
review process, such as publishing reviewer comments or adopting open peer re-
view models, could enhance accountability and reduce the potential for bias. I am 
unaware of such practices in music education journals, nor have I experienced 
them in nearly twenty years of service on the boards of seven journals.  

This does not mean that peer-reviewing and editorship work in music educa-
tion is not professional, that is, constructed at the intersection of codified and crit-
ically understood practice, with interconnecting autonomy and accountability (Wu 
et al. 2017). But it raises questions as to the quality and felt experience of the pro-
fessionalization of this practice. In other words, what is the educational responsi-
bility of the field in onboarding members onto an essential practice space? As a 
systems-wide practice, it begs questions regarding contextual and historical efforts 
in our discipline, of gatekeeping and exclusion, of the presence and construction 
of critical, open, and accessible discussion across higher education and journal or-
ganizations, and the dearth of publicly available discourse. Furthermore, if legibil-
ity—defined as that which is widely shared, if at times disputed, as well as available 
and comprehensible—is a marker of professional practice, it seems reasonable to 
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ask: why are few things in academic professional practice as opaque, distinctly ex-
periential and outside the realm of the pedagogical—in the sense of not systemati-
cally taught, exemplified, and practiced as a learning space—as peer reviewing?  

My interest here is to join the dialogue offered by this special issue and its ed-
itors, who rightly ask from whence this absence and why the lag within an arena 
this significant to higher music education. To me, it is worth querying over how 
legible, accessible, and coded is peer-review and editorial decision-making in the 
field, while centering on how professionalization (generally) takes place as one en-
ters, navigates, and establishes oneself in the field—including how peer-reviewing 
has an impact on those who decide to leave or never enter higher music education. 
The overall concern is that the premise of professionalism in peer-reviewing and 
editorial work might be more assumptive than acknowledged with individual prac-
tice varying widely—from the positive to the unhealthy, from the in-depth and ex-
pert to the casual and ideological, from the welcoming and constructive to the ex-
clusionary. Thus, and with only slight provocation, it seems reasonable to ask the 
extent to which and why the learning environment and the professionalization of 
this area of higher music education practice is both less legible than desired or as-
sumed, baring stouter amateur characteristics than a professional practice would 
require.  

 

Working at Intersections: A Small Rabbit Hole 
The question of legibility makes peer-reviewing and editorship a double-binding 
space, one that is at the same time known and unknown. It is known in the sense 
that it is imagined as understood by those engaged in it. As reviewing is a core 
aspect of professional practice within any disciplinary field, it follows that it ought 
to be understood, clearly and widely by those therein. In fact, one might say that 
not only is awareness expected by professionals in the field, but also dexterity—a 
given and an extension of calling oneself a scholar. At the same time, these prac-
tices are unknown, in the sense that they mostly function under black box condi-
tions—unsystematized, rarely openly to shared reflexive practice, and established 
by experiential histories of individuals on the few occasions when they themselves 
were subject to peer-review. Practices vary according to journals, to editors, to ide-
ological or epistemological bent, and of course, to history. And yet, as I write this, 
the extent, feeling, and verifiability of this very claim is only partially possible, as 
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there is a lack of data or research on the practice and nature of reviewing within 
the field of music education. I can only speak to the realities of my own experiences, 
my own ad hoc moments of interaction, themselves shaped by the confluence of 
time: the publisher or the editor at that moment, the colleagues serving as review-
ers or being asked to review alongside me (and even so, only for those few journals 
where reviews were shared among reviewers, even if anonymized).  

This double bind of known and unknown seems blind to learning and opti-
mized for conservation. How is one to learn and grow as a reviewer? What does 
competence, let alone flourishing, look like in such spaces? In high-stakes environs 
such as those presented to reviewers—particularly those new to the role—how is 
one to behave in ways different from the models offered to us, as authors? As stu-
dents during our doctoral education? How often do we find ourselves modulating 
into Reviewer 2 territory? How often is an adversarial stance taken to be synony-
mous with rigor or with being accountable? In what ways and to what extent are 
gaps of legibility in this arena deleterious to scholarly growth and even an enabler 
of bias, exclusion and misuse? Thinking more modestly, it seems plausible that the 
lack of professionalizing structures for learning and an opaque or barely legible 
system is best calibrated for the calcification of practice. If that is so, when do peer-
reviewing and editorship fail to be ethical practices?  

The challenge to which I return is not that, in principle, these are flawed 
spaces; peer reviewing and editorial work are often done in principled manner, and 
as such they can be wondrous. Further, this work is often done selflessly1, as a ser-
vice and out of a sense of professional responsibility and duty. The challenge that 
animates my questions and the discussion here is that both the legibility and the 
classification of these two activities as professional practice are, upon closer scru-
tiny, more assumptive than evidentiary. The truth of peer reviewing as a ‘one best 
system’ has a functional representation that is undeniable. It works. Indeed, the 
promise it carries and the absence of accepted alternatives allow the skeptics (those 
rolling their eyes here) to dismiss criticism as unreasonable. And yet, the meto-
nymic quality whereby the promise—the critical, constructive, insightful account-
ability of well executed peer-review—obscures the complex shortcomings of its en-
actment should be a greater part of our professionalizing discourse and have a 
greater significance in our own critical and empirical endeavors.  

I think it is important to note that I am not focusing on the significant anecdo-
tal and empirical articulation of deleterious practices themselves (Nickerson 
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2005). As Ware (2011) reminds us, challenges to peer review can include but are 
not restricted to “poor quality reviewing, (e.g., superficial, vague, unsupported); 
inappropriately self-serving feedback, (e.g., attempting to increase citations to the 
reviewer’s own work); or less frequently outright misconduct (deliberately delay-
ing work, plagiarizing ideas, etc.)” along with general “complaints of criticism 
creep” whereby the reviewer requests so many detailed changes they start to be-
come in effect a co-author” (28). Looking more broadly, naming and addressing 
systemic challenges, can be played down given other elements of academic life. 
Larson (1977), for example, emphasized “autonomy” as a central element of pro-
fessional practice. This does, to some extent, allow professionals to be insulated 
from external control, affording them latitude over their own tasks and behavior. 
Perhaps contradictorily, current directives enacted by some journals might be fol-
lowed in autonomous fashion by reviewers, who again, can base their work on pre-
vious personal experience or as an extension of their practice in academia. This can 
become self-defeating. Autonomy, while ethically and professionally meaningful, 
can also have an impact on the kind of ‘black boxness’ of other practices in aca-
demia—think for instance of the subjectivity of faculty feedback to students, a prac-
tice not widely scrutinized until seriously substandard. Efforts to extend ethical 
and professional learning and practice by journals alone—beyond directives or 
norms for better practice— might then be resisted and perceived as intrusion.  

Taking ownership of my own complicity in this process, I recognize that while 
I have approached the dozens upon dozens of reviews I have conducted over the 
past twenty years with a sense of service—grounded in my own understanding of 
professional judgment—I also struggled to learn and navigate this black-box sys-
tem. This was a trial-and-error process, evolving over time, often with unintended 
consequences for those who may have assumed a level of expertise, breadth of 
knowledge, or evaluative capacity that was not always fully developed. This was 
mostly solitary work, unmentored, bounded by but the minimal guidance offered 
by journals and editors, and most rarely, if ever, openly questioned, rebutted, rea-
soned with, or for that matter, recognized. In other words, there are distinctions 
between the epistemic truth of peer reviewing and its on-the-ground realization, 
whereby organizing principles are operationalized in multiple, dissimilar, non-
transparent ways, making discussion, learning, and ‘improvement’ difficult—both 
philosophically and pragmatically. 
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Complexity, Context, and Complicity   
Before going further, I want to acknowledge the depth of the emotional and intel-
lectual labor involved in peer review processes—be it as author, reviewer or edi-
tor—and the toll it can exact on one’s life. The complexity of the enterprise is evi-
dent to anyone who has served on multiple editorial boards, led special issues, 
managed edited books, or served as editor for a journal. As articulated in this issue 
of ACT, the music education field may also find itself at a time and place where the 
maturity of publication venues, along with their proliferation and diversification, 
call for greater attention to the challenges raised here. In fact, anyone who is di-
rectly involved or paying attention is contending with and aware of the growth in 
article submissions, including the skyrocketing of desk-rejections, fomented by in-
creasing international demand for publications, and now Generative Artificial In-
telligence. In my own institution, we have now identified doctoral applicants sub-
mitting fake publications—with fake and professionally looking formatting, in fake 
but difficult to uncover journals. Simple plagiarism is starting to look like a quaint 
reality of simpler times.  

I do not want to obscure the resounding impact of a publishing system that 
further intensifies the already free labor at the center of most peer-reviewing and 
editorships. The relational and power asymmetry between publishing houses and 
independent journals is more than evident, with few large for-profit corporations 
experiencing high profit margins while relying on the unpaid labor of scholars (e.g., 
Sage, Elsevier, Springer, Wiley). Larivière et al. (2015) provided an analysis of how 
the transition to digital publishing increased these publishers’ power without 
translating into better compensation or support for academic labor. Perhaps most 
significantly, digitalization amplified the concentration of publications in the 
hands of a few major publishers. The shifts observed over a forty-year period (1973 
to 2013) are staggering, affecting both the hard sciences and the social sciences—
though to a lesser extent in the arts and humanities, where smaller publishers con-
tinue to hold meaningful market shares. Open access remains a central concern for 
both authors and publishers (Lupton, 2014) and features prominently in public 
discourse, particularly in relation to the tensions between a nineteen-billion-dollar 
publishing industry, copyright protections and limitations, and funding agencies 
advocating for broader public access to research.2 An illuminating example was the 
significant lobbying force against the so called “Nelson Memo,” released by the 
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White House in 2022. The memo, directed at all heads of executive departments 
and agencies, called for “all peer-reviewed scholarly publications authored or co-
authored by individuals or institutions resulting from federally funded research 
[be] made freely available and publicly accessible by default in agency-designated 
repositories without any embargo or delay after publication.”3 The subsequent fail-
ure to appropriate and enact this directive demonstrate the incredible political 
power of the publishing industry, which saw free and accessible availability of fed-
erally funded research as anathema to its interests.    

Bringing this closer to higher education, one might again consider how the eth-
ical and economic tensions in these and other relationships fit within broader cri-
tiques of academic labor and the neoliberal university, where productivity metrics 
and cost-efficiency have increasingly come to define the scholarly landscape 
(Allmer 2018). There are many ways to understand the environmental conditions 
that may facilitate the challenges here presented. Labor Process Theory, for exam-
ple, emphasizes intensification, deskilling and proletarianization and their effects 
on education (Apple and Weiss 1986; Ozga and Lawn 1988). I believe these con-
cepts underscore the impact of intensification and a form of deskilling that is not 
directly driven by external policies or mandates (as in teaching) but is instead ex-
perienced as a gradual erosion. Here, intensification and deskilling contribute to a 
felt flattening resulting from the ever-growing demand for article reviews, the (ar-
guably) declining quality of submissions exacerbated by the rise of paper mills and 
generative AI, the scarcity of critical and supportive scholarly environments, and 
the overwhelming proliferation of publications. The consequence is dilution, not 
simply of the quality of the work, but of its value, of the time, effort and capital 
placed on its cultivation—including both professional development and research 
in the area. The demand for additional publication outputs without compensating 
the labor that makes them possible could indeed impact the autonomy and integ-
rity of the research process. But does the acknowledgment of such macro realities 
signify the impossibility of more localized efforts? Do they fully explain their near 
absence?  

Challenges of peer-reviewing structures and editorships and the questions of 
professionalization and legibility seem to be significant enough to be more present 
in our research, more preeminent in discussions in professional organizations, 
more visible in promotional criteria within higher education, and more systemati-
cally articulated within our curricula in doctoral education, leading the field to ask: 
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What is the role of higher education in establishing stronger discourse and practice 
in this area? What is the responsibility of publishers to foment and more substan-
tially onboard and foster professional development that is meaningful? Could jour-
nals do more than posting policies and guidelines signaling ethics and accounta-
bility? What is the role of professional organizations in leveraging some of this on 
behalf of the profession and by which means could these be operationalized?  

Professional organizations might be a particularly pertinent place to start, as 
they could facilitate organizing action on behalf of larger constituencies. My own 
personal experience while serving on the board of the International Society for Mu-
sic Education (ISME) is illustrative here. While I was on the board, ISME renego-
tiated its contract with Sage Publishing and its production of the International 
Journal of Music Education. My perception of those negotiations clearly exempli-
fies the significant power imbalance articulated here, where, despite a modest ef-
fort toward re-negotiation of the contract, very little was gained: not in percentage 
of revenue, not in space for publication, not on open-access availability, not on re-
sources. I recall significant pushback related to the attempt to provide greater sup-
port and space for the then Revista (ISME’s Spanish based journal).4 I also recall 
the minimal and yet not insubstantial revenue that the organization received from 
Sage as compensation for the journal and its importance to ISME’s economic 
health—a significant point of leverage benefiting the large publisher. I felt a sense 
of powerlessness as a member of that board, as I am sure did my colleagues. On 
the other hand, I also failed to make an argument that more of the revenue the 
society received from its publication should be allocated to the work of those la-
boring on its behalf. Looking back, it is hard not to consider how often consequen-
tial processes and decisions within such organizations are met with capacity defi-
ciency or amateurship. I have no knowledge of such arrangements with other large 
professional organizations such as the National Association for Music Education 
(NAfME), but I find it hard to conceive significant difference, particularly when 
facing behemoths such as Sage and the like. Further, I am unaware of arrange-
ments to support editors and reviewers within NAfME and its journals that would 
be reasonably compatible with the revenue the organization receives from Sage for 
those same publications.  

All of this is to say yes, the issue is complex. But further, the tacit lack of legi-
bility and the unprofessional nature of this environment—unsystematized, unpaid, 
unaccounted—carries with it the need for greater reflection and engagement. It is 
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not difficult to acknowledge that those of us with years in the profession have been 
exploited by and benefited from the status quo. Harder is to offer a vision for the 
extent to which the boundaries of this work can be pushed, or to ask: to what extent 
a lack of imagination, of prioritization, or collective organizing are in fact shaping 
the hard edges of this challenge?  

 

Ethical Incrementalism and Epistemic Ex/Inclusion  
At times when one encounters demand for change in tacitly consensual spaces, the 
notion of heterotopias might serve as a reminder that what is constructed as com-
mon-sensical is only as valid as our capacity to imagine counter-sites and plausible 
contestation (Foucault 1967; Genocchio 1995). Peer-reviewing and editorship are 
regulated spaces where enough normative isomorphism (Wooten and Hoffman 
2008) has led to uniform expectations regarding principles and general parame-
ters of ethics, disclosure, and procedural practice—for instance, the ideal of three 
reviewers per article. Underneath the formal policy structure, however, remains a 
significant dissimilar operationalization of such notions, with significant unknown 
and undiscussed practices functioning outside general and public discourse.  

At the heart of the argument for greater public engagement with questions of 
professionalism and legibility is not a call for uniformity in the soft policy struc-
tures of journal management (Jones 2009; Schmidt 2019). Rather, it is an invita-
tion for the scholarly community to articulate the tacit and persistent aspects of 
peer-review discourse, challenging its prevailing “syntax.” One way to frame this is 
by viewing peer review as a heterotopic space within the broader scholarly appa-
ratus. Innovative processes could function as a parallax, maintaining regulation 
while shifting the relational distance between authors and reviewers. This shift, in 
turn, can create spaces where conventional social and professional dynamics are 
temporarily suspended— pedagogical and learning spaces that could foster new 
modes of scholarly engagement. Following Žižek (2006), the notion of parallax 
suggests that the irreducible gap between differing perspectives is not a failure of 
synthesis but a productive tension that reveals deeper structural conditions. Ra-
ther than seeking resolution, this dissonance itself becomes generative, exposing 
the ideological, epistemological, or institutional blind spots that shape our under-
standing. In this sense, the parallax offers a conceptual lens for pedagogy, where 
the coexistence of conflicting viewpoints—rather than their reconciliation—creates 
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a space for critical engagement, reflexivity, and transformation. Just as in peer re-
view or academic discourse, where competing epistemologies unsettle presumed 
neutrality, a pedagogical approach informed by parallax resists closure, encourag-
ing students to inhabit the space between perspectives as a site of meaning-mak-
ing. 

My goal here is to suggest that if we wish to ask questions such as: How does 
peer review both reflect and disrupt the ideals of academic rigor and equity? To 
what extent does it function as a space of inclusion, exclusion, and gatekeeping? 
When does its institutionalization privilege certain epistemologies, and how do we 
come to recognize this?—then we must consider the nature of the public space we 
construct for such discussions. If, like me, you wonder why efforts toward ethical 
practice and journal impact so rarely seem linked, then you may also be concerned 
with the scarcity of critical public reflection, exploration, and counterfactual prop-
ositions regarding the structures—assumptive, political, and policy-driven—that 
define peer review as a project.  

It is worth noting that the issues I raise have related but broader implications 
in academia. For instance, several higher education institutions now formally in-
troduce parameters for faculty search committees—and required training in/for 
them—where the notion of epistemic exclusion is directly cited and clearly articu-
lated. Settles et al. (2024) define epistemic exclusion as “a form of scholarly deval-
uation that is rooted in disciplinary biases about the qualities of rigorous research 
and identity-based biases about the competence of marginalized group members” 
(540) and provide a lucid and current analysis of the plateauing of diversification 
in higher education and its potential connections to epistemic exclusion. While hir-
ing policies have benefited from broader anti-discrimination legislation and public 
political pressure, their long-term impact and outcomes remain difficult to fully 
assess. Moreover, it is less clear—at least to me—whether the other dimension of 
such policies, namely epistemic inclusion, is equally prioritized in promotion and 
tenure procedures—another crucial peer-review process in higher education. To 
the arguments above, but at the individual level, the ways in which reviewers en-
gage with these ideas—particularly in anonymized peer-review contexts—are often 
opaque. Identifying instances of epistemic exclusion can be particularly challeng-
ing, as doing so places a burden on the interlocutor (albeit a necessary one), and 
because such exclusion often operates within ostensibly neutral systems of evalu-
ation, making it difficult to recognize and address (Settles et al. 2024). 
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I argue that one can easily bring tensions delineated above to the normal busi-
ness of any journal. One can look at the published history of any long-standing 
journal in the music education field and it would not be difficult to ascertain ideo-
logical preference or epistemic exclusion (although research here is still uncom-
mon and often descriptive; see Yarbrough 1984). Less available is a history of re-
jection, or a historical archiving of tensions between peer-reviews and how they 
have been resolved, or the ways in which such epistemic/ethical issues have been 
openly discussed. In other words, how questions of ethics and journal mission in-
tersect, and most significantly, how and when change in paradigmatic understand-
ing tip into organizational cultural change. Editors can have a key impact here, but 
this space too seems to both depend on and allow for leadership to exist in a tacit 
environ where the expectation may be one of a significant hand in shaping direc-
tion or—at the other end of the continuum—upholding the assumptive expecta-
tions that elevated editors to their positions in the first place.   

My aim is not to impugn individuals or to assign bad faith to a community that, 
as noted, takes service seriously and strives to do its best—often with little or no 
support. As articulated above, I situate myself squarely within this conundrum. My 
goal, however, is to demonstrate that the history of these practices—peer review 
and editorship—constructs what Foucault might call a table, a grid of understand-
ing that (1) renders established processes acceptable, even when poorly legible; (2) 
burdens reviewers, particularly novices, with onboarding that is highly assump-
tive; and (3) establishes a general practice that is narrowly understood and sus-
tained by minimal, if any, feedback loops. 

The tacit assumption underlying this system is that scholars must inherently 
understand the workings of peer review—otherwise, by definition, they would not 
be scholars. This premise raises a deeper challenge: the organizing principles of 
peer review are operationalized in multiple, dissimilar, and non-transparent ways, 
making discussion, systematization, and meaningful improvement difficult—both 
philosophically and pragmatically. If there is any truth to this critique, then one 
must ask whether these issues function as disincentives or structural gaps that 
could be more effectively addressed. Are they the result of intensified labor de-
mands and an underprofessionalized space? Or do they reflect a deeper feature of 
scholarly training—one that over-relies on, or overestimates, the impact and qual-
ity of its own internal mechanisms? 



Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 24 (4)  61 

 
Schmidt, Patrick. 2025. Making it legible: Learning challenges in the closed system of peer-review 
and editorship.  Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 24 (4): 49–70. 
https://doi.org/10.22176/act24.4.49      

I find these issues troubling, even as I recognize the challenges of determining 
how, in what forums, and in what constructive forms we might invite critique and 
discussion. As Topinka (2010) notes, “If it is true that our knowledge rests on a 
[tacit] operating table, if it is true that we can make sense of things only because of 
an underlying structural support, then removing this support or destabilizing it, as 
heterotopias do, would represent nothing less than an attack on our way of know-
ing, a direct assault upon our episteme” (62). In writing this, I am confronted with 
the unsettling realization that my argument may be inoperable—that the fear of 
disruption is simply too great, particularly in the absence of viable alternative mod-
els. And yet, the notion of flourishing remains—an ideal worth discussing, worth 
pursuing. 

 

On Flourishing 
Once again, and finally, I am not suggesting that individuals within organizations 
fail to consider pathways forward. On the contrary, many have worked—and con-
tinue to work—to professionalize peer review and make its challenges more legible. 

Personally, I have twice experienced distinctive editorial practices that stood 
out for their intensity, responsiveness, and insight. These interactions were excep-
tional, emerging not from standardized processes but from a mix of personal rela-
tionships, deep commitment to an issue, and a profound sense of responsibility. I 
acknowledge these are hard to disambiguate. I found myself in awe of these two 
editors and their practice—a personal practice, mind you, that seemed to me un-
tenable. How could they consistently devote the time, effort, and depth of engage-
ment they extended to me across their broader editorial responsibilities? What 
must it have felt like to witness the learning, the unfolding insights, the conse-
quences of such exchanges—only for these moments to remain uncaptured, illegi-
ble to the broader academic community? How could such efforts not be systemat-
ically recognized and harnessed to cultivate a flourishing scholarly community? 
Personally, if I am to be vulnerable, these experiences also provoked self-doubt and 
a sense of inadequacy regarding my own shortcomings. They were undeniably crit-
ical learning moments, yet they also underscored the very absences I have outlined 
here—the structural challenges that make fostering genuine intellectual flourish-
ing within this system so precarious. 
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These experiences and my ongoing work with colleagues, with doctoral stu-
dents, and as an editor keep bringing me back to the Aristotelian idea of flourish-
ing, which encompasses not only the acquisition of knowledge but also the devel-
opment of critical thinking, self-reflection, collaboration, and the ethical orienta-
tion necessary for contributing to communal intellectual endeavors. Church and 
Samuelson (2016) argue that intellectual humility enables scholars to engage 
meaningfully with diverse perspectives, fostering not only personal growth but also 
the collective flourishing of intellectual communities. The challenges outlined in 
this section may, in part, stem from the lack of sustained public discourse and re-
search—particularly in higher music education—on the intersections and tensions 
between rigor and equity, expertise and intellectual humility, or objectivity and ex-
clusion. These tensions, often unexamined, shape the norms of peer review, edito-
rial practice, and academic discourse in ways that merit deeper reflection. 

For those who might be skeptical of the larger argument here, Krumrei-Man-
cuso (2014) explore how intellectual humility promotes prosocial behaviors, which 
in turn contribute to individual flourishing. Her research suggested that intellec-
tually humble individuals are more likely to engage in open-minded dialogue and 
respect differing perspectives, both of which are vital for personal and intellectual 
growth. In an era of increasing political polarization and, indeed, in the often-con-
tentious nature of scholarly discourse itself, attending to such framings may offer 
a constructive way forward. 

There is a dual effect to my reflection on the two editor/educators mentioned 
above. On one hand, one ought to speak of mentorship and guidance or of empha-
sizing collegiality. On the other hand, perhaps greater and more careful engage-
ment with considerations of how cultures of hypercriticism, anonymity, and ineq-
uity can dampen flourishing is also necessary. Just as significant, I believe it is 
worth asking how academic cultures of hypercriticism not only fail to combat ano-
nymity-induced harshness or rejection-centered practice and positions (Squazzoni 
et al. 2021; Tennant et al. 2016), but themselves tacitly uphold homogenized scho-
lastic environs. 

Flourishing is definitionally incremental, and at the level of the intersection 
between the individual and the organization (reviewers and journal), flourishing 
needs not be the aim, but could be considered as a representation of good process. 
Aligning opportunities for flourishing with efforts toward legibility, and thus the 
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purposeful enactment of professionalizing spaces that value virtues such as dis-
cernment, rigor, and objectivity but also fairness, generosity, and intellectual hu-
mility, seem to me as professionally sustaining, ethical, and perhaps just as signif-
icant educative aims. If this is the case, then such a vision aligns with the stated 
goals of research and higher education as enterprises. Should we not, then, pursue 
it more vigorously and with greater consistency? 

 

Returning to Legibility 
In an effort to outline possible pathways and return to my initial aims, my first 
proposition is that, in the face of structural inequities, a heterotopic approach—
embracing multiple, sometimes divergent pursuits—can serve as both an organiz-
ing tool and a means of mobilizing collective understanding. Put simply, the core 
argument of this article is that our system faces significant challenges yet we lack 
sustained scholarly and public professional dialogue to address them. At a mini-
mum, I suggest that fostering such dialogue can serve as a catalyst for breaking the 
stasis and the assumptive comfort under which journals often operate. 

I do not presume that my propositions alone carry any substantial weight; they 
may, on their own, be little more than theoretical musings. However, as part of a 
broader collective effort—an agenda shaped by concerned colleagues—they have 
the potential for amplification. Such an agenda might encourage deeper inquiry 
into journal practices within our field, spark conference sessions dedicated to these 
issues, and even prompt curricular changes in doctoral programs. In this way, what 
begins as critique might evolve into a meaningful and sustained effort toward re-
form.  

I have argued for an expansion of the role journals and editors themselves can 
play, from general ethical stances to the pragmatic functioning of these organiza-
tions. A community orientation in this process might lead journal leadership in the 
field to discuss and collaborate on how to guide the onboarding of new reviewers—
providing, for instance, anonymized examples of various past reviews—as well as 
discussion/dialogue among outgoing review board members.5 I believe there is a 
space that is emergent from such ‘educational’ needs, that can serve for public di-
alogue about ethics and reflexive practice. This approach could be productive ra-
ther than merely instrumental—moving beyond the typical “how to publish in this 
journal” presentation model, toward deeper research, scholarly debate, and shared 
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doctoral curricula across institutions. Crucially, such efforts could be pursued us-
ing the resources already available within the field, requiring not radical restruc-
turing but a reorientation of priorities and commitments. 

Beyond collaborative efforts, broader considerations could further enrich dia-
logue and align with calls for greater legibility and stronger professional develop-
ment. For instance, the discussion surrounding Open Peer Review in other fields 
(see Wolfram et al. 2020) presents compelling—if challenging—reasons to con-
sider publishing the names of reviewers alongside articles or journal issues. At a 
minimum, this raises important questions about acknowledging the tacit labor 
embedded in peer review and the potential impact of such transparency on ac-
countability. Would increased legibility encourage greater responsibility in the re-
view process? Or might it introduce new complexities, including pressures that 
could shape reviewing practices in unintended ways? These are conversations 
worth having, particularly in a field where peer review remains largely opaque and 
under-theorized. 

Greater exploration, including research, on impact, nature, and malleability of 
reporting guidelines and rubric instruments, as well as dialogue on conceptual un-
derstanding and aims of peer-reviewing itself are growing in other fields (Jefferson 
et al. 2002), as is the availability of de-identified, meta-data from reviews, pro-
vided by journal for external analysis. I understand these may involve an infra-
structure that goes beyond the means of most journals but given what some music 
education organizations receive as proceedings from their journals, and the poten-
tial benefits to legibility and professional practice in the field, at least a discussion 
seems plausible to me.  

By way of offering pathways for future discussion and inquiry, the following 
questions are an attempt to frame concerns for an arena of the field’s professional 
action that could foster intellectual humility and flourishing. I hope they can also 
serve as an incremental starting point for public dialogue and research around is-
sues directly pertinent and related to the enactment of peer-reviewing as a practice, 
as well as its professionalization and legibility:  

• What is the reality of systematic and formalized learning spaces within doc-
toral programs in fostering and fomenting a complex and nuanced under-
standing, heterotopic even, of peer-reviewing processes and practices?    

• What research efforts could the field map to more clearly delineate the pub-
lication and peer-reviewing landscape and its isomorphisms, particularly in 
the face of increasing demands and diminishing returns?  
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• What are the barriers to better understanding capacity building toward 
peer-reviewing that is rigorous but also equity-oriented and innovative? 

• What research endeavors could facilitate an understanding of ‘better prac-
tices’ regarding the work of journals in the field?  

o In other words, how to best identify emerging policy and practice, 
and facilitate its critical translation across the field?  

• How can organizations and professional groups/associations foment criti-
cal discourse around the questions of legibility in the peer-review process? 

o What efforts could be fomented by journals themselves toward em-
pirical research and philosophical discussions on issues related to 
the ethics, economics, bias and exclusion, and professionalization of 
peer-reviewing (among others)? 

o What would be a reasonable threshold for availability of data from 
journals and their innerworkings? 

• What professional development spaces could the field create for discus-
sion, mentorship, onboarding and capacity development for both review-
ers and editors?  

o Being more specific, how do we maintain but expand the how to 
publish in [fill in the blank] journal workshop model?  

• What role should journals and publishers play in the onboarding of new 
reviewers and on the professional development of board members?  

o How to develop, communicate and foster understanding regarding 
systemic and accepted professionalizing practices as well as guid-
ance to their implementation and review?  

• How can the field and those in leadership organize and establish advocacy 
pressure toward publishers and their role in generating a more sustainable 
environment? 

o What role and responsibilities should national and international or-
ganizations have in this process? In its economic sustainability? 

• Is it reasonable for journals to consider if not the abandonment of double-
blind reviewing, at least a scholastic discussion of when and how it fails 
and what practices might provide corrections?  

o In what ways do lack of legibility, unprofessionalism, and/or edito-
rial discernment play a role in limitations experienced by the dou-
ble-blind standard?       

 

Conclusion  
In this article, I have examined the legibility and professionalizing function of peer 
review and editorship within the field, raising questions about their accessibility, 
structure, and impact. To underscore these challenges, I invite readers to consider 
the extent to which systematic and formalized learning opportunities exist within 
professional spaces for emerging scholars and early-career researchers. I also ask 
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when, and through what mechanisms, these spaces fail to cultivate a complex, nu-
anced—even heterotopic—understanding of the peer-review process. Focusing on 
higher music education and the publishing landscape of academic journals, and 
drawing from relevant literature, I also highlight the economic constraints and la-
bor dynamics that define this system—where peer review remains largely voluntary 
and unpaid. Given that publishers profit from this uncompensated intellectual la-
bor, they bear a critical responsibility in allocating appropriate resources to sup-
port and sustain peer review as a meaningful scholarly enterprise. 

Alongside my colleagues in this special issue, I seek to initiate a dialogue on 
how our community can systematically map, delineate, and critically engage with 
the current landscape of peer review and editorship—examining its isomorphic 
tendencies to identify opportunities for meaningful change. This is a challenging 
yet necessary endeavor, particularly in the face of escalating demands and dimin-
ishing returns in academic labor. By making these structures more visible and sub-
ject to critique, we can begin to envision more sustainable and equitable practices. 

Given that many of us writing for this issue, and likely reading this, work in 
higher education, we might start by asking ourselves, using the leverage we have 
in our own institutional spaces and inviting our graduate students to consider how 
higher music education can engage more intently (seriously, systematically, edu-
cationally) in: (1) troubling the (un)sustainable labor involved in these processes 
and redirecting the current lack of recognition/value/status often accompanying 
them; (2) better integrating conceptual/ethical/pedagogical discussions regarding 
research practice writ large and the related practices of peer-review and editorship; 
and (3) making legibility a central issue in the work of journals and peer-reviewing, 
aligning it to onboarding practice and professional development while also push-
ing for both greater accountability and recognition of the work our community 
does as/while reviewers and editors.  

Ultimately, it seems to me we can better use our influence within publishing 
environs to structurally adopt and publicly foster forms of accountability and eth-
ical engagement that are desirable for such work to thrive, becoming less exploita-
tive and more responsible. While the task is undoubtedly complex, it begins by 
creating a public, critical space for imagination, dialogue, and the reconfiguration 
of priorities. 
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Notes 
1 I do recognize that there is self-interest in taking on the role of reviewer, from 
aspects of promotion and tenure to perceptions of status. I do also recognize that 
some engage in the role of reviewer from a position of power. Mainly, however, I 
do believe that peer-reviewing’s most significant tensions are between sense of 
duty (selflessness) and the challenges of reproduction (doing as I have experi-
enced).  
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2 See the following Inside Higher Ed for a sense of this challenge. 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/government/science-research-pol-
icy/2024/08/29/open-access-expansion-threatens-academic  
 
3 https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/08-2022-OSTP-
Public-access-Memo.pdf  
 
4 See Arostegui’s contribution in this issue.   
 
5 Publishers are offering more detailed professional development on this area (see 
https://editorresources.taylorandfrancis.com/reviewer-guidelines/excellence-in-
peer-review-reviewer-training-network/?utm_source=chatgpt.com) but I am 
suggesting that closer contact, cross journal but within field, might generate a 
distinct and less functional approach.   


