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        “Based on experience and extensive research, Judy has created a digestible and easy-to-follow guide for anyone diving into a new world (to them) of publishing. Sometimes it’s hard to think of your creative masterpiece as “a product.” Judy’s guidance both respects your creative process and at the same time presents the realities of the outside world after the writing is done.— K.D. Sullivan, author of A Cure for the Common Word and co-founder, Untreed Reads Publishing

      

      

      
        
        “If you have ever wanted to write and publish a book, but didn’t know where to start, Finding Your Path to Publication is for you. Built on years of experience as a successful author and publisher, Judy Penz Sheluk lays out the steps to getting your book out into the world in a simple to follow format—everything from making sure your book is the best it can be, to branding and social marketing, to pitching your baby to potential publishers. If you are new to the world of publishing, this in an excellent guide to making your dreams become a reality.”—Mike Martin, Co-Founder, Writers First

      

      

      “A comprehensive resource for anyone interested in the business side of writing and the latest publishing options. Chock full of practical tips and sage advice, Penz Sheluk delivers the information in easily understandable bites with an insider’s knowledge. A highly recommended must-read for writers at any stage in their career.”—Brenda Chapman, Author of the Hunter and Tate Mysteries
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      Each November, regional writing chapters and libraries across North America set up workshops and events around National Novel Writing Month—an annual, worldwide challenge in which writers attempt to write 50,000 words in 30 days. In 2021, after learning that I’d been a NaNoWriMo “failure” on two previous occasions, the adult programming coordinator at my local library asked if I’d consider hosting a virtual “debriefing” on November 30, titled Failing (and Succeeding!) with NaNoWriMo.

      I agreed. If nothing else, it would encourage me to not only sign up for NaNoWriMo again, and  make a concerted effort to reach the lofty 50,000-word mark for the fourth book in my Marketville Mystery series.

      The 50,000 words didn’t happen, though I did come close. Not that it mattered. It turned out the attendees—whether they’d written 50,000 words or not —were far more interested in the publishing process than drilling down on failing or succeeding at NaNoWriMo. Furthermore, the nature of their questions made me realize that the vast majority had absolutely no concept of how to proceed beyond NaNoWriMo. Hint: sending a 50,000-word rough first draft to agents or publishers is not the way to proceed!

      What really happens next?

      I let that simmer for a few days, then approached the programming coordinator with an idea for a virtual presentation that would explore the pros and cons of various publishing options. She loved the concept, and we settled on a title—Finding Your Path to Publication—a date, and a timeline: five minutes for introductions, fifty-five minutes for the presentation, followed by a 30-minute Q&A. Because the event was virtual, it would be accessible to anyone who wanted to attend, even if they weren’t a library patron or lived outside of the area.

      Because the presentation contained so much information, I created a resource document with helpful links for the attendees, the kind of thing I would have loved when I was starting out. It didn’t have all the answers, but it was a place to start.

      Finding Your Path to Publication was both well attended and well received, leading to the creation of a spin-off presentation which was equally successful: Self-Publishing: The Ins & Outs of Going Indie.

      Fast forward a couple of months, and the Independent Book Publishers Association (IBPA), of which I am a member, sent out a survey asking authors if they had any outside-the-box strategies for business development. I submitted my experience from my two presentations and less than a week later, the Managing Editor of IBPA Independent magazine asked if I’d be interested in penning an article for their May/June 2022 issue.

      As a former freelance journalist, the idea of going back to my writing roots and sharing my experience held appeal, and so I agreed. Seeing that article in print also gave me another idea. Why not write a book that would demystify the publishing options available, including the steps required for each one? As a mystery author, I’m a complete pantser, never quite sure where the next chapter will lead, let alone the ending. With this project, I’d have my two presentations as an outline to follow.

      The result is this book, but with one caveat: if you’re looking for advice on which path you should choose, you won’t find it here. One path does not fit all.

      What you will find is a comprehensive, step-by-step guide to help you understand your options, including a breakdown of publishing and publishers: traditional (Big Five), independent (micro, small, medium, and large), hybrid/assisted, self, and social publishing. Included is information on editors and editing, writing a solid query letter, royalties, understanding copyright, and building your brand.

      Throughout these pages, look for the (#AR) symbol, indicating a web link to more information in the Additional Resources section at the back of this book. In the same section, you’ll also find Talking the Talk, a comprehensive reference list of terms frequently used in the publishing world.

      And now it’s time to turn the page and find your path to publication.
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      One of the most common mistakes new authors make is sending their book “out there” before it’s truly ready. Of course, the reverse is also true. I’ve heard of writers who have been editing and revising the same manuscript for years, never quite able to let it go. The question is, when is the time right, and how will you know when that time has arrived?

      
        
        Arbitrary and Self-Imposed Deadlines

      

      

      Maybe you’ve given yourself a timeline to get your project done, a milestone birthday or one year after retirement. Whatever the reason, arbitrary or self-imposed deadlines can be unrealistic. Yes, it’s good to have a goal, a date to work towards. It’s also important to allow yourself, and your book, the flexibility to change and adapt. Which brings us to…

      
        
        Honest and Objective Feedback

      

      

      Feedback comes in many forms and at various stages of the writing process. The most important thing to remember is that you are looking for an honest and unbiased evaluation of your work. You won’t agree with every comment or suggestion, but you should at least consider each one without becoming defensive. Consider it “thick skin” training for the rejections you’re almost certain to face going forward. Let’s look at some options:

      
        
        Writing Critique Groups

      

      

      Writers who connect on a regular basis to share their work for the purpose of remaining accountable to their project, exchanging feedback, and improving their craft. While there are no hard and fast rules, these work best if the group is small—three to five people—allowing each member time to read and respond without becoming overwhelmed, while developing an ongoing and supportive relationship with one another.

      Ideally, you’ll also be working in the same genre. There’s no point asking for feedback on your whodunit if your critique partner only reads historical romance and is unfamiliar with the tropes of cozy mysteries. It’s also necessary to establish parameters from the get-go, including weekly word count limits and the type of feedback expected. Are you looking for big picture or line edits? Facebook, your local library, and writing associations can be great sources to find an established critique group or connect with people to form your own.

      While critique groups can be invaluable for some writers, they should never be the final step in the review process. As you become immersed in your work for months on end, you will lose objectivity. Those intimately familiar with your work will too.

      Critique groups also aren’t for everyone. I’ve never belonged to one. Part of that is my own superstition: if I share it ahead of time, it won’t come true. But mostly—at least when it comes to my fiction forays—it’s because I prefer to focus solely on my work-in-progress without any intervention until the first, and sometimes the second, draft is complete.

      Whatever path you choose while writing your novel, honest and objective feedback will be required at some point, and that point should be well understood before you start submitting your novel for representation or consider self-publishing. Writing means rewriting and multiple revisions. Be prepared to let go of your favorite passages, scenes, and characters if your readers and editors agree that they hinder the flow of the story. Conversely, you may have to create new passages and scenes to clarify motive and action.

      
        
        Alpha Readers

      

      

      Readers who provide detailed and constructive feedback, both positive and tactfully critical, about your book’s premise, plot, characters, and other elements. Does the story flow, is it well paced, etc.? This is the place to include readers who have knowledge of the technical elements in your manuscript. You may have done extensive research and even if (for instance) appraising Irish bone china from the early Victorian era is your specialty, having a colleague fact-check your work will prove useful.

      Whether you choose to hire a professional, or ask a trusted friend or relative, they should be aware that they are commenting on an unpolished (first) draft. They should also be avid readers of your book’s genre or sub-genre.

      While a critique group focuses on workshopping with other writers, consider this the first test drive of your overall story from a reader’s perspective. This will help pinpoint any big picture problems that need to be addressed.

      
        
        Beta Readers

      

      

      Unlike alpha readers who provide first draft review, beta readers (or betas) critique finished manuscripts before they are published. As with alpha readers, it’s advisable to have betas who are familiar with your genre/sub-genre.

      Beta readers can be friends, family members, teachers, members of online writing groups, or other writers willing to do a manuscript swap—basically, anyone who will approach the book as a casual reader, pointing out things they liked and disliked. This will help identify the finer points of your book that may need an adjustment.

      “Too many cooks spoil the broth,” and this holds true when it comes to betas. Ideally, you’ll have no fewer than two and no more than five, allowing for a comparison of opinions without the risk of opinion overload. If one beta reader doesn’t understand why your protagonist hates red, that might be a point worth clarifying. If two or more betas don’t get it, it’s a must-fix.

      While betas are an excellent way to obtain (usually free) feedback that allows you to tweak and polish your manuscript, they do not replace the role of a professional editor. There is one school of thought that because traditional publishers pay for editing, there is no need for authors to incur this expense if their intention is to traditionally publish.

      Let’s look at that statement. Is it true that traditional publishers hire and pay for editing services? Yes. However, it’s equally true that agents and publishers receive thousands of submissions from aspiring authors every year. Furthermore, you only have one opportunity to submit to each agent and/or publisher on your wish list. While there are no guarantees, a professionally edited manuscript may increase the odds of acceptance.

      On a personal level, I look at hiring the services of a professional editor as an investment in my personal publishing education. For example, I could sign up for creative writing class(es) or I could hire an editor to point out issues that are specific to my work, while helping me to learn and grow for about the same cost.

      That said, if you are considering an assisted publishing model where editing and proofreading is part of a paid package, independent services may very well be an unnecessary expense. If you plan to self-publish, however, hiring an independent editor and proofreader is not a corner you want to cut.

      
        
        Editing and Proofreading (#AR)

      

      

      Just as there are genres and sub-genres in fiction, there are differences in the types of service editors provide. It’s important to understand the nuances of each. Each editor is different, and many will provide a complimentary or modestly priced sample edit of a few pages, allowing both parties the opportunity to evaluate the relationship before signing a formal contract.

      
        
        Developmental Editing

      

      

      Also known as substantive or content editing, developmental editing is the first step, focusing on big picture story elements. The developmental editor will also assess and shape draft material to improve flow and organization by revising or reordering content and clarifying plot, arc of action, characters, and/or thematic elements.

      
        
        Line Editing

      

      

      Also known as stylistic editing, the line editor focuses on coherence and flow, eliminating jargon, clichés, and euphemisms, while adjusting the length and structure of sentences and paragraphs, and establishing or maintaining the overall mood, style, or voice.

      
        
        Copyediting

      

      

      Ideally combined with line editing, the copy editor checks spelling, grammar, punctuation, and usage, and ensures consistency in character names, places, descriptions, and other details. Copy editing also covers fact checking and/or obtaining or listing permissions needed (e.g., use of song lyrics or trademarked products). The copy editor may create or work from a style sheet.

      
        
        Proofreading

      

      

      Not to be underestimated, proofreading is the final step to catch errors (typos, punctuation, misplaced or missing modifiers, proper capitalization, consistency, and verb or tense usage) and ensure adherence to style. This is not the time to revise or rewrite. At this stage, you should have already completed any necessary revisions (though the urge to keep tweaking never truly stops). Proofreading is your final step to making sure your manuscript is clean and ready to be seen by others.
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      If you’ve gotten this far, you’re clearly ready to put in the work. In this chapter, I’ll do a quick overview on the types of publishing options available before delving into greater detail. These are not your only options; the publishing landscape is changing daily. But these are the ones we’re going to explore and are, to the best of my knowledge, the most popular as of this writing. You’ll also find that there are pros and cons to each path, though how you define those will depend on your individual needs, wants, and personality. For that reason, I’ve omitted a structured pros and cons list. After all, my pro may very well be your con.

      
        
        Traditional (Trade Book) a.k.a. The Big Five

      

      

      Most aspiring authors dream of signing a contract with one of the “Big Five” traditional book houses (Hachette Book Group, HarperCollins, Macmillan Publishers, Penguin Random House, and Simon & Schuster), publishers with a team of professionals who take care of everything from editing, proofreading, interior book design, cover art, digital and/or print advance review copies (ARCs), book blurbs and uploading to retail, to detailed sales reports to accompany royalty payments, and assistance with advertising and promotion.

      Traditional publishers may also pay an advance against future royalties (the author’s money to keep, even if the advance doesn’t earn out), though in today’s world advances aren’t guaranteed with a book deal. The amount of an advance, if offered, is typically 50% on signing of the contract and 50% on publication, although terms can and do vary. The amount of the advance offered will depend on how much the publisher wants to publish your book. Authors with a bestselling track record and those with celebrity status or name recognition will reap the largest rewards.

      Getting a book deal as an unknown author is far from easy. With rare exceptions, traditional houses do not accept manuscripts from authors directly and will only work with literary agents. This means you must first start the process of finding a reputable literary agent who will represent you and your book, an extensive process that can take months, even years. That’s because reputable literary agents do not charge a reading or placement fee. They work on a commission basis, earning a percentage of your royalties (including advances) when you are paid. The good news: they want you to get paid, and work hard to make it happen. The bad news: they need to be selective about the clients they take on.

      No matter how great your book is, if you’re an unknown commodity without celebrity status, name recognition, or some sort of networking “in,” you aren’t likely to be at the top of anyone’s wish list. So, when you’re pitching your book to agents, your title needs to stand out to capture their attention. You’ll learn more about this process in Getting Down to Business.

      Patience is a definite virtue when it comes to landing a Big Five deal. Publication often takes 18 to 24 months from the day you sign on the dotted line, though it can, and often does, take much longer.

      
        
        Independent  Publishers

      

      

      If being traditionally published is important to you, regardless of your reasons, a contract with an independent publisher is often more attainable. That’s because unlike trade book conglomerates, independent publishers (which will later be defined as micro, small, medium, or large press) accept manuscripts directly from the author without the aid of a literary agent, although you’ll need to pay attention to their submission guidelines, which vary. In addition, they might have “open” and “closed” reading periods.

      Regardless of the size of the press, your contractual agreement should, at a minimum, include paid professional editing, proofreading, cover art, interior book design, uploading to retail, and structured sales reports to accompany any royalty payments. Some will offer a modest advance (think in the low hundreds) against future royalties, again usually 50% on signing, 50% on publication. Other terms vary by press, but all should be clearly identified in the contract.

      Some presses will offer digital ARCs (Advanced Reader Copies), though many do not, preferring to fast-track publication in lieu of sending out advance review copies. Authors may also be expected to solicit and/or pay for their own reviews through a review service, and the advertising and promotion budget and support is often minimal. The time from acceptance to publication tends to be faster than a traditional press, typically a few months to a year.

      
        
        Hybrid/Assisted

      

      

      Not to be confused with the term “hybrid author” (an author who is both traditionally and self-published), hybrid publishers offer assisted self-publishing, sometimes referred to as “pay-to-play.” Years ago, these publishers were known as vanity presses, and there are still plenty of unethical vanity presses out there that will take an author’s money and do little to nothing in return beyond getting your book out there, regardless of whether it’s ready or marketable. When searching for a hybrid publisher, the importance of careful research cannot be overstated.

      In many ways, a reputable hybrid publisher behaves much the same as a traditional publisher. They will vet submissions, publish under their own imprint and ISBNs (International Standard Book Number) (#AR), adhere to industry standards, and ensure editorial, design, and production quality. They will also publish in both print and digital formats, provide distribution services, and have demonstrated sales.

      There are some notable differences, however. Where a traditional publishing company will assume all financial costs related to your book’s publication (cover art, editing, interior book design, etc.), a hybrid publisher uses an author-subsidized business model in exchange for a higher-than-industry standard share of royalties. Expect a complete hybrid publishing package to cost several thousand dollars. A small percentage of authors recoup their investment. However, if you’re interested in self-publishing without the responsibility of subcontracting editorial and design services, and without the learning curve to upload your book to retail, the hybrid model offers a viable, albeit expensive, alternative.

      
        
        Self-Publishing

      

      

      Self-publishing takes hard work, time, and commitment.

      Years ago, the only way to self-publish was to use a hybrid publisher, but today it is easier than ever to upload your book to a variety of retailers and make it available for purchase by libraries and in online and brick-and-mortar bookstores. However, there are some caveats.

      Where literary agents are looking for an author with name recognition before investing their time and money, so too are booksellers, librarians, and readers. For the unknown author, gaining recognition in a very crowded and competitive marketplace can be an uphill battle, and not one for the faint of heart.

      Another consideration is your own time, money, and organizational skills. As a self-published author, you essentially act as your own contractor, taking on, and paying for, all publishing-related responsibilities. That means editing, proofreading, cover art, interior page design, and more. While your costs will be significantly lower than going hybrid, they will be much higher than if you were to follow a traditional publishing route.

      There are upsides, too. Unlike traditional publishing, where the publisher calls the shots (and often dictates the cover art), as an indie-publisher, you have complete control of your book’s path to publication from start to finish. Furthermore, any royalties paid are yours and yours alone, no sharing with another party. That said, 100% of nothing is, well…still nothing. A quality product, along with a strong social media platform and marketing plan, are essential for return on your investment. Don’t mistake “easier than ever” with easy.

      If self-publishing sounds like more than you’re willing to take on, and you’re not sold on hiring a hybrid service, consider an independent publisher that offers distribution services in exchange for a percentage of your net sales, e.g., a 20% (publisher) 80% (author) split. One such example is Untreed Reads Publishing (#AR).

      
        
        Social Publishing

      

      

      Social publishing is an avenue for authors to write, publish, and distribute their work in a public or semi-public forum directly to readers, either by a personal blog or via an established storytelling website. Self-directed, the emphasis is on feedback and growth as a writer, and the pleasure of sharing your words, versus earning writing-based, royalty income.

      Social publishing can allow authors to develop their voice while potentially building a fan base. It can also provide a forum to create longer works in a serialized format. It’s important to note, however, that any work(s) shared in this matter will be considered previously published, significantly reducing, if not eliminating, any interest by traditional publishers and literary agents for those specific work(s). It will not, however, preclude the author from undertaking an independent or hybrid publication path for those same work(s).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MANAGING EXPECTATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Of all the learned professions, literature is the most poorly paid.” — Dr. Edward Eggleston, 1890.

      

      

      I know what you’re thinking…is she ever going to get to the part about finding my path to publication? I promise I will. But before I do, allow me to touch briefly on managing expectations. Yours, to be exact. Because the reality is, very few authors earn a living exclusively from their book royalties. If your primary motivation to get published is to get rich, you might want to consider another line of work.

      The following data has been culled from two independent author income surveys, one from the Authors Guild, and the other from Sisters in Crime.

      
        
        Authors Guild  Author Income Survey

      

      

      Founded in 1912, the Authors Guild is America’s oldest and largest professional organization of writers, welcoming traditionally published authors and self-published authors alike in all genres and categories. From June 7 to August 21, 2018, the Authors Guild conducted a survey of U.S. professional writers, generating data from 5,067 book authors, including traditionally published (46%), self-published (27%), and hybrid (traditionally published and self-published) authors (26%). Using the prior year (2017) as the benchmark, 53% of respondents considered authoring books their primary occupation, spending half or more of their work time writing (#AR). This was further broken down by category:

      
        	Genre fiction: 38%

        	Academic: 22%

        	Literary fiction: 18%

        	Nonfiction: 18%

        	Undefined: 4%

      

      In addition to the Authors Guild, several other writers’ organizations and independent publishing platforms participated in the survey: Romance Writers of America, Society of Children’s Book Writers, Sisters in Crime, International Thriller Writers, Textbook and Academic Authors Association, National Association of Science Writers, American Society of Journalists and Authors, Association for Garden Communicators, Independent Book Publishers Association, PEN American Center, Authors Alliance, Next Big Writer, B&N Press, Authors Registry, Ingram Spark, Reedsy, and Lulu.
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