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Introduction 

This is The Only Writing Series You’ll Ever Need: Get Published. That’s a big promise! But it can happen—if you follow the advice in this simple and straightforward book, you will find that getting published is actually possible.

It’s true, there has always been a certain romance about writers and writing—but along with the glamorous notion of the industry comes the serious mystery of how does it all actually happen?

How do people get their ideas to write? How do they know if they are good enough to be published? And how do they get an agent and actually, finally, get their work out there? In the end, most published writers feel like their energy, time, and work was well worth it. So how did they do it? And how can you? It’s easy!

Whether you are a beginner writer who is just experimenting and honing a hobby or you’ve been writing for years and you’re sick of receiving rejection letters, this book will act as your cheat sheet to success. Exposing the truths of the publishing industry as well as suggesting ways to get past common writer’s roadblocks, this experienced agent and author team will take the mystery out of making your work marketable.

If you’re considering sending clips to a newspaper or magazine, interested to try your hand a book proposal, or simply want to get your work up on the Internet, let this book guide you along the oftentimes meandering path that is the publishing industry.

What are you waiting for?




Chapter 1 
Welcome to the World of Publishing 

Newspapers 

Your local newspaper can be a great training ground for developing your freelance career. Aside from the opportunity to hone your writing skills and learn how to work with an editor, it’s a good place to develop story ideas for other markets. A story about an innovative new business in your community might be of interest (with the proper slant) to a larger newspaper, a regional magazine, or a trade journal, and, through the story for the local paper, you’ve already done some of the research and developed some sources.

Opinion Pages 

Letters to the editor and guest opinion essays are excellent openings for beginning writers. You won’t get paid for them, but you will get authorship credit, and these short pieces are valuable exercises because they force you to tighten and clarify your writing. Most local newspapers have a limit of 250 words for letters to the editors, and perhaps 600 to 800 words for guest essays. You don’t have room for excessive exposition here; you have to make the most effective use of your limited space.

Helpful Hints 

It’s harder to get your letter to the editor or opinion piece published by larger newspapers. The New York Times, for example, receives thousands of letters each week, and only a very select few ever get published. Those that do are generally quite short—100 words or fewer.

Some newspapers have policies limiting how many times you can have a letter or opinion piece published. They might publish a letter from you only once every thirty days, for example. Longer pieces will be published even less often, unless the paper asks you to write a regular column. If that happens, you might well be offered a small honorarium for your contribution, and you may be asked to commit to writing your column for six months or a year.

Weekly newspapers and small dailies often are more open to accepting regular columns from contributing writers (that is, writers who aren’t on the newspaper’s staff). Pay for your services will be minimal, but a well-written and well-read column can be a springboard to other writing opportunities.

Food, Entertainment, and Travel 

Medium- and large-circulation newspapers usually have sections devoted to food, entertainment, travel, and other special interests, such as hobbies. Often these newspapers accept articles from freelancers for these sections, especially if they don’t have staff reporters who are interested or available to cover these beats. Again, pay usually is low, but you generally get a byline and clips to add to your portfolio.

For food sections, you might be able to review new restaurants, interview chefs in your area, or even write a feature on unusual items for the barbecue or cool new kitchen gadgets. Entertainment sections usually cover such things as movies and concerts but also extend to articles on exhibits and lectures at area art and science museums, festivals, and maybe even architecture and local history. Travel sections usually use wire services such as AP or Reuters for major domestic and international destinations, but there may be opportunities for you to highlight local attractions.

Become a Stringer 

Occasional submissions to a local newspaper can turn into a regular freelance gig. Stringers, as they are known in the business, are basically on-call reporters who are assigned articles when the regular staff of reporters is too busy to do them. Depending on your newspaper’s coverage area, it may need stringers to cover high school sports, graduations, or other events where there are too many things for one person to cover. Some newspapers have general-assignment stringers who aren’t limited to any one beat or particular area of coverage. Some have stringers who cover only sports, business, or other specific beats. Pay rates for stringers vary widely and may be based on so much per article or column inch, or on hours worked.

Magazines 

As exciting and gratifying as it is to see your byline in Cosmo or GQ, the truth is that these large markets are highly competitive and almost always out of reach for beginners. However, there are hundreds of smaller magazines, many of which welcome new writers. Pay rates and circulations often are lower than with the big national magazines, but a solid track record with them can help open doors down the road.

Trade Journals 

Virtually every sector of business has its own magazine, and very often there are several magazines covering various aspects of a particular industry. These highly focused magazines are known as trade journals, and they have very specialized needs for very specialized readerships. Northeast Export, for example, covers New England’s international trade community. The Chief of Police magazine is targeted to the command ranks of law enforcement agencies. There are hundreds more; Writer’s Market devotes nearly 150 pages just to paying trade journal markets.

Trade journals are always looking for well-written articles that meet the needs of their readers, and they are generally open to beginning writers, as long as you can supply appropriate material. This doesn’t mean you have to be an expert, or even a practitioner, in the field, but you do have to be able to write for a knowledgeable reader. If you have lots of good ideas for a trade area that interests you, you can make a respectable income while you build a collection of clips.

Helpful Hints 

One of the easiest ways to break into the trade journals is to examine the magazines in your own profession, or that of someone close to you, such as a parent, spouse, or friend. As with any potential market, study several issues of a journal to get a feel for the kinds of information it publishes and the writing style.

Consumer Magazines 

Most people think of the big national magazines that you see at supermarket checkouts and bookstores when they think of consumer magazines. As noted earlier, these can be hard to break into. But there are hundreds of smaller consumer magazines. Some of them have a general-interest slant, but many of them fill narrower niches, such as rock-climbing, star-gazing, gourmet cooking, or home decorating. If you have a hobby, chances are there’s a consumer magazine that could be interested in your material.

Starting out with small consumer magazines can give you the credentials you’ll probably need to break into the larger publications. Even so, when you’re first starting to approach the big magazines, you have a better chance of breaking in with shorter pieces. The big national magazines generally reserve their main features for established writers, but they also usually have departments that are open to newcomers.

The Internet 

The Internet has given rise to a whole new world of potential markets for writers. Every Web site must have content, and Web site operators often need writers to supply that content. If you connect with the right place and know how to write effectively for the Web, you can command respectable fees for your work.

Writing for the Web 

According to various studies, Internet users are an impatient bunch. They are willing to wait an average of eight seconds for a Web page to load; if it takes longer, they give up and go somewhere else. They generally like small nuggets of information and tend to shy away from text-heavy pages that scroll on forever. If they can’t find what they’re looking for within a few seconds on a given page, they try another site.

Most of these issues can be resolved in the design of a Web page. But an effective design requires effective structure in the content. Long pieces generally should be broken into sections to allow for easier navigation. Links to additional information often need to be imbedded in the text. Writers need to think about the keywords users will search for to find what they want.

Helpful Hints 

Whenever you post your writings on the Web, whether it’s through an e-zine, a blog, or on your own site, it counts as publication. If you post an essay about your cat, for example, you can’t sell first serial rights to that same essay to Cat Fancy magazine; the best you can offer is second serial rights.

Writing for the Web can be a challenge, especially for writers who aren’t accustomed to thinking about space limitations. It requires tightly focused text, an understanding of how readers will use the site, and insight into what readers want and need. If you can master these elements, you can make a name for yourself creating content for any number of businesses and organizations that need a continual supply of fresh material for their sites.

“Guide” Sites 

Becoming an expert guide on sites like About.com can provide a big boost for your writing career. It gives you a platform for marketing magazine articles and book proposals, especially if your articles and book ideas are related to your guide topic. Writing regularly for these sites helps you sharpen your skills, and many such sites pay respectable fees to their guides.

The field is fairly competitive, and the more well-known guide sites have a fairly rigorous screening process for hiring guides. These sites also require you to commit your time to research and writing, because you’ll be expected to provide regular updates to your page. However, as in any aspect of publishing, there are other ways to break in. For example, Amazon.com allows you to put together a virtual reference library on a topic you’re interested in. You won’t get paid for this, but you will draw in other readers who share your interest, and a comprehensive resource list under your name helps establish you as an expert on your topic.

Things to Consider 

If you get a contract to write Web site content, go over the provisions carefully. It’s reasonable for the site owner to prohibit you from putting material you’ve written for the Web site into a book. However, the contract should not prohibit you from writing any print books on any topic related to the content you create for the site. Such a requirement is overly broad and even unnecessary, since the target markets for Web sites and print books usually are significantly different.

Helpful Hints 

Articles you write for Web sites often are work-for-hire arrangements. That means you get paid for what you write, but the site owner keeps all rights to the article; you can’t sell reprint rights, for example. This usually isn’t of too much concern, because most publications aren’t interested in printing something that already has appeared on the Internet to a global audience.

Your contract also might bar you from providing any articles, on any topic, to competing Web sites unless you get prior approval from the site you’re contracting with. This also is a reasonable demand, but, again, make sure it isn’t too broad. If you’ve contracted with a food Web site, you should be free to contribute articles to time-management Web sites, for example.

Payment for Web content might be calculated in the form of a flat fee or, more often, as a percentage of advertising revenue based on page viewership. Some writers don’t like the percentage arrangement because they don’t get paid up front for their work. In practice, though, this payment method is like receiving royalties on a book; the more people read your work, the more money you make. Site operators like it because they don’t pay for content no one reads, and the onus is on the author to provide interesting, relevant, and useful material on a continual basis.

Commercial Opportunities 

Businesses and nonprofit organizations need a variety of written materials to support their missions, and they often look to outside agencies or independent contractors to produce these materials for them. The people who write these materials don’t usually get a byline, but they are well paid for their skills, and they get nice finished pieces for their portfolios.

Corporate Communications 

Businesses may hire you to write annual or quarterly reports for investors, press releases about new products or services, a history of the company, speeches for executives to deliver at stockholder meetings or other events, content for their Web sites, or copy for brochures. Large businesses usually hire professional advertising or public relations agencies to handle these projects, or they may have their own in-house departments. Smaller businesses, which may not be able to afford the retainers agencies charge and may not have the time or expertise to create their own materials, often are delighted to find an individual willing to do the work for a reasonable fee. Nonprofits often have the same financial and expertise restrictions of small businesses. And, many times, these clients are willing to hire writers with little or no experience for these assignments.

Helpful Hints 

Some writers will do corporate and nonprofit projects for a flat fee, while others prefer to charge an hourly rate, which can range from $25 to $150 or more. An hourly rate ensures you get paid for additional work if your client asks for substantial changes.

A freelance writer who can effectively communicate an organization’s message in a variety of media can make good money and build a reputation for himself. You should be able to write in the client’s voice, master the key points the client wants to make, and understand the market the client is trying to reach.

Advertising 

Small businesses and nonprofits often can use help writing advertising copy as well. If you can craft an effective message for direct mail campaigns, print or electronic advertising, and even flyers, you have an opportunity to sell those skills to establishments that don’t have the time or resources to do it themselves. A flair for phrasing is important, as is an ability to persuade your audience to take action.

Newsletters 

Writing a weekly, monthly, or quarterly newsletter can give you a steady income and, over time, expertise on a particular topic. Many companies, even smaller ones, have a regular newsletter for employees; some even have one for their vendors or customers who have signed up on a mailing list. If you have even a basic desktop publishing program on your computer, you can offer your design services as well as your writing talents.

Like any other publication, newsletters usually have a specific mission and a specific audience. An employee newsletter, for instance, is likely to focus on company policies, benefit information, training opportunities, and the like. A newsletter for vendors might include requests for proposals or bids on a company project or discuss how a vendor’s product helps the company succeed. One aimed at customers likely will highlight special offers, new products or services, and the company’s philosophy.

Helpful Hints 

E-zines, or online newsletters, make the cost of producing your own newsletter negligible and allow you to reach a broader audience, which helps you build a platform for other publishing opportunities. Writing an e-zine for stay-at-home mothers with 5 ,000 subscribers is a hefty credential for the article you want to sell to Parenting magazine. 

Working on newsletters can help you advance your career, particularly if you’re trying to sell articles or books that relate to your newsletter focus. If you can’t find one that suits your goals, consider starting your own and build a subscriber base. It can be as broadly or as narrowly tailored as you like, but it should be about something that interests you because you’ll be writing about it a lot. Potential topics include hobbies, charitable or political causes, or social issues. 

Books 

Book publishing is widely seen as the pinnacle of writing success, and there is fierce competition to be one of the “chosen:” a bona fide book author. Even experienced writers with killer clips sometimes have a hard time landing that first book contract. But, like every other market in publishing, there are opportunities for talented writers who do their homework and match their work with the right market.

Adult Fiction 

Seventy percent of all books sold in the United States every year are books for adults, and fiction for adults accounts for 50 percent of the American book market. Little wonder, then, that so many aspiring writers dream of being the next Amy Tan, Dan Brown, Stephen King, or Danielle Steel. Besides, fiction is where your imagination and creativity have free rein; for many writers, the fun is in fiction.

Unfortunately, adult fiction is one of the most difficult book markets for new writers to break into, partly because there is so much competition. That doesn’t mean there’s no room for new talent. On the contrary, agents and editors are always looking for well-written stories with strong characterization and plots that will captivate readers. But if you don’t have all those elements in your manuscript, it’s difficult to get your fiction noticed.

Researching potential markets is essential for marketing your novel. If you’re writing romances, know what romance publishers require. Many of them insist that any explicit sex or violence take place off-stage; some won’t consider interracial or interfaith characters; some don’t want stories that involve infidelity or premarital sex.

Helpful Hints 

The number one complaint from agents and editors is that they receive material that is not appropriate for them. Study the guidelines in the print directories and online to find out whether an element in your story excludes it from a particular market. If it does, don’t waste your time—or the agent’s or editor’s—by submitting it.

New fiction authors almost always have to have their manuscripts completed before they begin marketing. Many agents and editors have been burned by hopeful writers who can’t complete an entire novel. You may even be required to finish the manuscript before getting a contract for your second or third novel.

When it is time to market your novel, you need to have a clear idea of who your target readers are. Agents and editors are never impressed by claims that “everyone” will want to read your book. You don’t have to provide hard numbers in your marketing package, but you do have to give an agent or editor an idea of where your book will fit on a bookstore shelf. Do this by identifying the genre of your novel and, if appropriate, published authors whose works are similar to yours. You shouldn’t claim to be the next Amy Tan, but you can describe your novel as an Italian-American Joy Luck Club. 

Adult Nonfiction 

Fiction writers sometimes turn up their noses at nonfiction opportunities because nonfiction is not what they want to write. But nonfiction is easier for unpublished authors to break into, and a nonfiction book credit is helpful when you market your novel, because you are no longer an untried writer. The main question agents and editors have about new authors is whether they’re capable of completing book-length work. Even though styles and demands are different in fiction and nonfiction, the fact that you’ve been published marks you as a professional book author.

Another advantage to nonfiction is that you don’t have to write the entire manuscript in order to make a sale. Most sales are made on the basis of a proposal, which describes both your book and the market for it. If you can find a niche to be filled and craft a well-written, well-targeted proposal, you have a good chance of landing a contract.

Children’s Books 

The children’s book market is, in many ways, even more competitive than the adult markets. Publishers receive tons of queries and manuscripts for children’s books, both fiction and nonfiction, but only a select few ever make it into print. The good news is that the children’s market holds great opportunities for talented writers who know how to write for this demanding readership.

Children’s book publishers usually define readers by age groups, progressing in stages from infants and toddlers to teens. There’s plenty of room for both fiction and nonfiction in the children’s market. Advances and royalty rates tend to be lower than for adult fiction and nonfiction, but children’s books often stay in print longer, and children often become lifelong fans of their favorite authors.




Chapter 2 
Set Yourself Up for Success 

Learn the Tools of the Trade 

As in any profession, writers need the proper tools to do their work. You may like to write your stories or articles in longhand on a legal pad, or you might like the clacking of the keys of a manual typewriter. But when it comes time to submit your work to agents and editors, you need the equipment that will make you look like a pro.

Computers and the Internet 

A handful of professional writers still cling to the old-fashioned typewriter. But the proliferation of relatively inexpensive home computers and cheap Internet access has made such equipment the industry standard for publishing these days. Indeed, so many publishers— of newspapers, magazines, and books—now prefer to receive assigned material electronically that you put yourself at an unnecessary disadvantage if you don’t have a home computer and an e-mail account.

Your personal computer doesn’t have to be fancy. You need a good word-processing program, a good-quality printer, and a reliable Internet Service Provider, or ISP. The industry standard for word-processing software is Microsoft Word, although some publishers will accept material in other formats. Word is not typically included in the software bundles for most home computers, so you may have to purchase the program separately or upgrade the software package when you buy your computer.

Ink-jet and laser printers deliver a quality hard copy of your material, and they also are fairly inexpensive. Unless you plan to use it for other things, you don’t need a color printer. The only acceptable design for submitting your writing is to use black ink on white paper. It is the easiest combination to read and the most professional. Colored inks and papers—even for your letterhead—are hard on the eyes and will immediately brand you as an amateur in the eyes of agents and editors.

Helpful Hints 

Incompatible word-processing programs can result in formatting errors and, often, simply lines of gibberish. If you aren’t using Microsoft Word, you may have to convert your material to a text-only file when you submit it. This ensures the recipient will be able to open and read the file, regardless of which program either of you is using.

Likewise, your ISP doesn’t have to have all the bells and whistles. You need a reliable way to send and receive e-mail and to do Web-based research when warranted. Keep in mind that some ISPs put limits on the size of e-mail attachments, as well as on the amount of server space you have for archiving e-mail.

Office Supplies 

Most agents and editors judge materials based on the content, and not necessarily on the way they are presented and packaged. But presentation and packaging can reinforce your image as a professional— or as an amateur. And, in the highly competitive arena of publishing, aspiring writers need every edge they can get.

Start giving yourself that edge by selecting good-quality supplies. Use a 20-pound, white typing paper with some rag or linen content for all your submissions, even your letterhead. For query submissions, use a good-quality, white number 10 business envelope; enclose the same kind of envelope, folded in thirds and paper-clipped to your query letter, as your SASE. For submissions of more than five pages, use a 9 × 12 or 10 × 14 manila mailer; again, enclose the same kind of envelope, folded in half, as your SASE.

Most word-processing programs have a mailing label function, and your submission will look most professional if you use typed address labels. If you must handwrite addresses, use block letters to ensure readability. Remember to include your own address on your SASE.

Helpful Hints 

Always print all of your materials—queries, cover letters, proposals, and manuscripts—on one side of the page only. Printing on two sides may save you a few pennies on paper, but it will annoy the agent or editor and make it more difficult for him to read your submission.

Aside from mailing labels, your own handwriting should appear only on the signature line of your query or cover letter. Always sign in pen, never pencil, and use black or blue ink for a professional look. Avoid red ink; studies have shown that people react negatively to red, whether on graded tests in school or in your signature. Other colored inks, like green, purple, or pink, may look whimsical and fun, but they are not appropriate for professional communications.
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