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1 Introduction

These notes arose from a conversation with Rebecca Isaaastaiw to review papers.
She asked me to write some notes that the 2007 SOSP ShadorariRrG@mmittee
might find helpful.

Itis a bit presumptuous to claim to know how to write a goodeevor a systems con-
ference. In particular, I'm inherently unqualified to sayetlier | write good reviews
or not, other than that | continue to be asked to be on the e C. | think | write
better reviews now than I did when | was younger and less eéperd, and some of
the mistakes I've tried to avoid in recent years are tackkse h

Consequently, these notes should be read as, firstly, aiptéserof how | aspire to
write reviews, and secondly, as a discussion of the kindvaével would like to receive
from a PC. Although they're written in an imperative styleey're not intended to be
prescriptive.

2 What'sareview for?

A paper review actually serves a remarkable number of @iffepurposes, though it's
rarely mentioned. Here are some examples:

e Areview serves as a record which partially documents andipsthe commit-
tee’s decision to accept or reject the paper, and its redsodsing do.

e A review provides feedback to the authors on how to improeepper or oth-
erwise proceed with their work, regardless of whether itsegpted or not.

e A review communicates your thoughts about the paper to dd@members.
There usually isn’'t time to talk about all the details of aiegwin the PC meet-
ing itself, and reading fellow PC members’ reviews is an intgoat time-saving
technique. Typically, one reviewer will be called upon tonsnarize the paper,
all the paper’s reviews, and their personal opinion in thestng, and others
chime in with other thoughts.

e Areview is a chance to get your own thoughts on the papergstrély writing
them down. It's surprising how your opinion of a paper canngeaby being



forced to explain it. I've sometimes found a paper utterfyugnant on first and
second reading, but in writing down why | hated it, found itswaostly my own
prejudice and actually got to quite like it. Converselyglfound trying to writing
a positive review for a paper | thought | liked turned me afffeople who have
written down a review of a paper are generally better qudlifiieassess it than
those who have merely read the paper.

Note that a review has several audiences: the paper auyfansfellow PC members
(your peers in the research community), and, finally, ydtirse

3 Stepsinreviewing

Everyone has their own methodology for reviewing a daunpihgof papers. | do the
following, which is probably no better or worse than many, warks for me:

e As soon as you get the assignments, print them all out, artd thve paper num-
bers on the first page of the paper. If you're a real workaheligte the con-
ference name as well so you don’t get mixed up between the fR@syyou're
currently serving on.

e Preferably (if you have lots of time before the reviewingdiae), read each one
in turn quickly from start to finish to get a general sense ot like.

e |tend to process my papers in numerical order - I've got td tham all anyway,
so there’s no point in cherry-picking. Since paper number®#en assigned se-
quentially in submission order, often the first papers aberstied very early and
can be quite random, so don't get dispirited. The middle huare often quite
solid, and the final ones can sometimes be excellent, butftam loe hurried as
well. This isn’t the case where pre-registration of abstrés required (as with
SOSP, for example).

If you like, randomize the paper order now, but then retais dinder. | don’t do
this because sooner or later I'll drop them on the floor andtiméxn all up.

e Starting as soon as possible, read each paper in turn dgrefibbling notes
on them in the margins with whatever comments you think ofiatime. | tend
to carry a bunch of papers around with me instead of a novadlp@ark them up
while on the train, plane, or sitting at home. You can do thia fairly leisurely
fashion (in fact, it's best to do this while you're relaxedhpd if you start early
there won't be much of a feeling of time pressure. If you neekbok up some
reference or do some other research at this stage (e.g. Uhe Multics did
something like this...”), don't bother but just note it dawlt’s better to keep
making progress than get derailed into reading more papeatshave already
been published.

e Finally, start at the beginning of the pile of papers and type full review of
each paper (see below). By now, you will have read all the zagssigned to
you at least once (perhaps twice), and have a pretty goodmegood the field
is. The papers will also have steeped a bit in your subcousdmr a while, and
your rage at reading the ones that don't cite your work (omsepthat scoop
it) will have subsided a bit, enabling you to think a bit moteacly and write



a more reasonable and constructive review. This is the tingotoff and look
up references that you might need to put in your review. Ifigoan a plane or
otherwise separated from the Internet or your trusty copg9rofanick, then skip
the paper and move on, and come back to it when you're bettereabed.

e Submit the reviews as you've done them. The chair(s) of th#erence will
thank you for this, because they can see progress being r6adés frequently
agonize over whether they will have enough reviews by the REtimg.

As you can see, | personally tend to thread paper reviewirguth the gaps in the
rest of my so-called life, though in practice the final writistage is often an intensive
session in front of the computer. For this style of workirmgg toffline review” interface
of many online review packages is really useful.

Serving on a PC can be a serious time commitment. The time gendson an in-
dividual paper varies considerably based on the paperHeangd quality (very bad or
very good papers take less time, those in the middle takeslpnin total, though, you
should expect to devote several days of your time (spreadvautreviewing period) to
reviewing papers for a good conference.

4 Structureof areview

Reviewing forms can have varying degrees of structure,rdauog to the taste of the
program chair, or his or her motivation to wrestle with counfigg the review system.
However, it's a good idea to structure your review irresippecdf whether the review
form does this for you. The rest of this section makes no aptons about the review
form in front of you in the interests of generality.

First of all, summarize the papeGive a neutral description of what you think the paper
is about, where the authors are coming from, why they viewptbelem as important,
and what they've done. This is a great way to start writingvéerg, particularly when
you're not sure how to get started.

Secondstate what you think the contributions ari#’s rare to find a paper that com-
pletely fails to make any contributions, but it's much momerenon to find one that
makes no useful contributions, or contributions that turhto be flawed. In any case,
state what the authors think the contributions are, or, if yonk there’s a contribution
you think they've missed, what it is. A surprisingly commoristake among paper
authors is to fail to state the contribution - if that’s theseagently point this out (see
“Tone” below), but try to fill it in.

Next, give yourspecific commentsn the paper by working through the scribbles you
made on first (or second) reading. Often you may find your opihias changed in the
meantime, which is fine (you may even have learned somephi8ghme reviewers like
to separate their comments into technical discussion, fzerd $mall points like typos
and other mistakes, often referred to as “nits”.

Specific comments which aren’t nits fall into several categm e.g.:

e Novelty: what's new about the work? Is there some relateckwlmat the authors
have missed? Does the related work invalidate the conimiibubr (more likely)
simply change it's context or emphasis?



e How well written is the paper? Could it be made clearer? Ssiijges here
range from running a spell checker or improving the languadgeearranging
entire sections of the paper to make it flow better.

e Are there any apparent technical flaws? If you think there e better to
express these concerns as questions than flat assertieri3g¢se” below).

e Arethere gaps or unaddressed issues? These need not fenpaper worthless,
but they may be suggestions for points the authors shoulceaslchext time or
in the camera-ready submission.

e Was there anything you thought was really cool about the Papes always
good to mention any moments of delight you had reading it.

e Is the paper likely to prompt interesting discussion at tbeference or work-
shop? Are the audience likely to take away some interesti@gs they can work
with, beyond simply a feeling of good, solid, but otherwisgnspiring work?

e Is the paper appropriate for the venue, given the Call foreP&p For exam-
ple, papers suitable for IEEE Infocom are rarely approgriat SOSP (and vice
versa). Also, in theory at least conference papers repodoonplete, mature
work whereas workshop papers present early work or argusitiqgro

Finally, provide some kind ofonclusionat the end. If you like, summarize the good
points and bad points separately, but the important thing ggve a brief recommen-
dation for the paper and your reasons for it.

This may sound complex, but the point is not to write a lengtsgay on the paper. The
review can be quite brief, but if it contains most of the abthen both the PC and the
authors are much more likely to find it useful (which is theembjof the game).

5 Tone

Remember your review will be read by people who don't know wha are, don’t
know what your personality or sense of humor is like, and tcee your face or hear
your voice. Consequently, tone is important.

Caution is the order of the day. Reviews are almost alwaysyanous, so the reviewer
is in a position of considerable power and privilege, withmuch means of being held
to account (other than by a diligent PC chair). This powermiodection should not be

abused - abuse in the form of bad or unfair reviews devaliesdhference venue (and,
consequently, one’s own prestige in being on the PC). Funtbiee, the protection of

anonymity doesn'’t extend to one’s fellow PC members - theywkwho you are, and

their opinion of you will be conditioned by the reviews thaiuywrite and they read.

Of course, you should still raise any and all concerns with glper. Most review
forms have an entry of “reviewer confidence”, and it's OK ta pdow score here if
you're not sure you're right. You can also clarify your thing to the rest of the PC
in the “PC-only comments” section which is always there:hihk there’'s a complete
show-stopper with how they handle escaped giraffes, bunhitdmow enough about
cookery to say for sure”.



Make the review constructive. With a bit of thought, it's yerasy to transform every
negative comment into a constructive suggestion, and youlgh't need to have to do
with is by actually inventing new ideas, just suggesting tha authors should invent
some. For example: “This system doesn’t deal with unexplegégetables” can be
turned into the more positive “The paper would be much steorifgt discussed how
the system deals with unexpected vegetables.”

Criticize the paper, not the work itself. The paper is a dpton of the work, but in

theory, the only thing you know about the work is what is veritin the paper. You
should generally assume this regardless of whether or nokgow who the authors
are, or whether or not you're already familiar with the woslgce you're deciding
whether the paper should be presented to an audience whonagtly) unfamiliar

with it.

Rather than saying “this paper doesn't cite Multics, whiah el/erything you do and
more”, it's better to say something like “This paper remididee of Multics, which
seems quite similar. | would find the paper more persuasivstifited what the authors
do over and above Multics.”

Also bear in mind that, irall cases, there is a still a remote possibility that you've
misunderstood the paper. Hence, a flat assertion like “Tgarithm given in the paper
breaks in the presence of Byzantine faults” is risky, and maynfair to the authors.
It's better to write “The description in the paper left me wed that algorithm breaks
in the presence of Byzantine faults.”, preferably follovida sketch of why you think
this is the case.

Finally, it's OK to be humorous in a review, but try to stay dmnally mature, and
never ridicule the paper. Bear in mind that witty commengglmuch of their comedic
impact when read by a disappointed author (often a fresbdfgcaduate student, and
most of us remember what it was like to be one of those). | tceaceived the
following comment in a review of a paper:

“...Also, cut Figure 1. Holy, moly, Worst Figure Ever. It'®dad it
transcends bad, it even transcends being so-bad-on-uifsegood, and
ends up a sort of badness vortex.”

While out of context of a review for a respected publishinguethis has a certain
amusement value, | don'’t think on balance it reflects welll@anonymous reviewer.
As it happens, the paper was accepted, and this commeninceavime that Figure 1
had to remain in the camera-ready version of the paper.

6 ThePC meeting

The day of the PC meeting is usually long and tiring, oftemsje a crowded room
with the door closed. It is not uncommon for PC meetings taraveby several hours.
On the positive side, systems PC meetings are mostly goetband typically end
with a meal at a fine restaurant. After many hours of intenseudision, a relaxing
conversation with your colleagues about something otteer fapers is very welcome.

Remember that the purpose of the PC meeting is to select gigbssible program,
not necessarily to pass judgement on each paper.



As a PC member, you may feel that your work is largely done grmzesubmit the
last review, but this is not the case. Helping the commitae&to a consensus on a
program is as much about your verbal contributions at the RE€timg as about your
written reviews. It pays to be prepared.

Before the PC meeting, you may find it helpful to do the follogi
e Reread, or skim, the papers you reviewed.

e Reread your reviews. Ensure you can articulate why you arerfagainst the
paper. Work out which papers you feel strongly about, and why

e Read the other reviews of your papers, if available. If thsrdisagreement
among the reviews, try to understand why.

e Read or skim related work that may have come to light sincefiystuvrote your
review.

Most importantly, be prepared to speak about each papeydhtave reviewed. The
PC chair will usually ask one of the reviewers to summarizshgaper for the rest of
the PC (many of whom have not read the paper). If this is yast, $ay what the paper
is about, then summarize the reviews, then give your pefsqigion of the paper.

Note that this is not the same as paraphrasing your own revigw important to be

familiar with the other reviews of the paper. Time is alwaght at PC meetings, so
brevity is important. Try to strike a balance between primmgdenough information

while keeping the summary brief.

If you are in the enviable position of being well prepareddod time, then you may be
able to look over a few papers that you didn’t review as well.idformed contribution
to the discussion on a paper is always appreciated, howmadt. s

7 Conclusion

Writing a good review is important: it helps the authors dadyetvork, it helps you
to learn more about the subject being reviewed, and it makedook good in front
of your peers. Surprisingly, it can also be fun — even wriingview for a really bad
paper can be rewarding if it forces you to explain conceptssafin a new context.
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