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GUIDE TO
GETTING PUBLISHED

Broadly speaking, there are two kinds of writers—those who want to write, and those who want to have written. The first group consists of people who would like to be published someday, but, even if that never happens, they’ll continue to write because writing is as much a part of their lives as breathing. The second group tends to be more businesslike, wanting at least recognition and perhaps the fame and fortune that comes along with being a bestselling author.

There’s nothing wrong with either approach. Writing can be a reward in itself, but there are few thrills that compare with seeing your name in print—associated with the words that you wrote—whether it’s in your local newspaper, a national magazine, a popular blog, or on the cover of a book. And when someone actually pays you for what you’ve written, well, that’s like having an extra scoop of ice cream on your cone.

My goal in this book is to expand your knowledge of publishing in general and to introduce you to the myriad opportunities to see your words in print. As a writer myself, I treasure every tiny thrill of success in my quest for publication, and I hope you will find and savor the same pleasures on your journey.

May you find success!
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To Eunice Riedel, who didn’t live long
 enough to see how much she had taught me
 simply by her example.





The Top Ten Things You Should Know about Getting Published


	Writers today have more opportunities than ever before to get published in traditional and virtual media, and more opportunity means more demand for good writers.

	The difference between a rejection and a contract often lies in the quality of your market research, not necessarily in the quality of your writing.

	The maxims “Think like an editor” and “Write to the market” are code for putting the reader first.

	The fierce competition in publishing is really an opportunity to learn and motivation to improve.

	Submission guidelines are your friends; your work stands the best chance of getting noticed when you follow them.

	Constructive criticism should be cherished. It can make you a more effective writer and increase your chances of getting published.

	In traditional book publishing, look for a good agent before you try to approach editors on your own.

	Building solid, respectful working relationships with editors will help your career more than writing the perfect query will.

	A healthy skepticism is your best protection against scams and the unscrupulous.

	Getting published is the gravy. The real joy is in the writing, and no one can ever deny you that.





Introduction

There always has been a peculiar romance about writers and writing. The process itself is mysterious, even sometimes to those who do it for a hobby or for a living; it has been compared to giving birth, and it has been described as a form of madness. Most writers don’t like to delve too deeply into the mystery of writing. They fear that the magic will evaporate and leave only the wispy, dreamlike memory of the excitement they feel when the perfect combination of words bubbles up from their inner wells. Madness it may be, and laborious, and inexplicable. It doesn’t matter. It’s what we do.

But that’s only part of the romance. The true seduction of writing is the idea that somebody, somewhere, someday will read what we write and be touched, informed, and entertained by it. And, when that happens, we achieve a sort of demigod status, even if only for a fleeting moment. That is the glory of getting published; not just the first time, but every time.

How to get published also is a major mystery for many writers. Countless aspiring authors of every genre find themselves flummoxed and befuddled by a steady stream of standard rejection letters and wonder if there is some dark conspiracy at work to keep their words out of the reading public’s hands. It’s easy to believe in such a theory when you don’t know the inner workings of magazine and book publishers. For ninety-nine out of 100 hopeful writers, the unpalatable truth is that mere talent and great ideas are not enough to pierce the natural and strong sales resistance in today’s publishing market. You need a platform to stand on, a track record to prove your ability, and a thorough familiarity with the needs and wants of your readers and the editors who select content for them. There is precious little romance about the publishing business, and writers who want to build a career for themselves doing what they love to do must learn to balance the sentimental glamour of the process with the more prosaic realities of the industry.

That’s the bad news. The good news is that there are more opportunities for new writers to break into the business than ever before. Depending on where your interests and talents lie, you might pursue landing bylined feature assignments from national consumer magazines or having your short stories or poems published in small but high-quality literary magazines. You might write exclusively for the innumerable e-zines available on the web. You might contribute to newsletters for hobbyists, or financial analysts, or chiefs of police. Or you might write press releases and copy for a corporation’s quarterly or annual report.

Most books about getting published focus primarily on getting books published, because, for most writers, seeing one’s name on the spine of a bona fide book is the Holy Grail. But there are many avenues to getting published, and any of them can lead to a busy and profitable writing career. Chances are good that they’ll even lead to your own Holy Grail, if having a book published is your ambition. And, like most things in life, chances are you’ll take a few unplanned detours during your quest.

Don’t miss the free link to the Writer’s Digest webinar, “How Do I Get My Book Published?” conducted by Jane Friedman, contributing editor for Writer’s Digest. Please see the last page of this book for more information.



CHAPTER 1

The Wide World of Publishing

Aspiring writers sometimes focus their energies on the big prizes in publishing and overlook a multitude of opportunities to hone their skills and build their portfolios. Dreaming big is a good thing, and striving for your goals is laudable. But don’t shortchange yourself by limiting your options. Even if your ultimate objective is getting your book published, there are lots of other opportunities for you to make a name for yourself—and some extra money—with your writing.

Newspapers

If you’ve spent any time reading about journalism, you may have assumed that the newspaper industry is dead or, at the very least, dying. Certainly a number of prestigious newspapers around the world have disappeared, but your local newspaper can still 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 specific 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.

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 or games. 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 your local newspaper can turn into a regular freelance gig for you. 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 when 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. And, as with newspapers, many once-successful magazines have disappeared because of falling ad revenues. 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. Fancy Food & Culinary Products, for example, covers gift, gourmet, and food products. Police Chief 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.
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One of the easiest ways to break into trade journals is to examine the magazines in your own profession—since you’ll be familiar with its jargon—or that of someone close to you. As with any potential market, study several issues to get a feel for the kind of information it publishes and the writing style.



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 an area that interests you, you can make a respectable income while building your collection of clips.

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—and they are also the kinds of magazines that have been suffering due to lost ad revenue. But there are still hundreds of smaller consumer magazines. Some of them have a general-interest slant, but many 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’ll 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 have opportunities for newcomers.

The Internet

The Internet has given rise to a whole new world of potential markets for writers. Every website must have a continuous supply of content, and website operators often need to go to outside 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. For example, according to the User First Web blog, they are willing to wait an average of four seconds for a webpage to load; if it takes longer, they give up and go somewhere else. They also seem to like small nuggets of information and tend to shy away from text-heavy pages that scroll on forever.
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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 on your personal website, for example, you can’t sell that story to another website or magazine under the pretense that it’s unpublished material.


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

Writing for the web 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, high-quality 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 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—its “Listmania” feature. 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 can help establish you as an expert on your topic.
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Articles you write for websites 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.



Things to Consider

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 websites, 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.
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How should I establish fees for corporate and nonprofit projects?

Some writers will do these 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, convey 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 fliers, you’ll have an opportunity to sell those skills to establishments that don’t have the time or resources to do it themselves. A flair for concise phrasing is important here, 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 understanding of desktop publishing programs, you may be able to offer your design services as well as your writing talents.
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E-zines, or online newsletters, make the cost of producing your own newsletter negligible and allow you to reach a much 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.



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.

Working on newsletters can help you advance your writing 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 future 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 Jodi Picoult, 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 absolutely essential for marketing your novel. If you’re writing romances, pay attention to 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 any stories that involve infidelity or premarital sex.
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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 trying to sell their work. So many agents and editors have been burned by hopeful writers who can’t complete an entire novel that no one will take the risk any more. 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 Stieg Larsson, but you can describe your mystery as an American version of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo.

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. 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 nonfiction sales are made on the basis of a proposal, which describes your book, the market for it, and some sample chapters. 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. The main question agents and editors have about new authors is whether they’re capable of completing book-length work, and your high-quality proposal and contents can convey that skill.

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 and young adults. 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 loyal, lifelong fans of their favorite authors.

E-Books

You may be more familiar with the electronic versions of adult fiction, nonfiction, and even children’s books, but there is a growing market for original e-books, which are only published in electronic form. Electronic publishing has leveled the playing field for many writers because it is easier—and cheaper—to publish a full-length book or something shorter and simply sell it online. Major booksellers, including Amazon.com, will publish e-books on their website, and there are ways for you to sell your e-books directly to consumers on your own website. (See Chapter 15 for more information on e-books.)

Working with an established e-book publisher will allow you to profit from the services it provides, from editing to marketing, just as traditional book publishers do.





CHAPTER 2

Planning Your Career

Luck and talent play important roles in most writers’ careers, but there are other, more prosaic things you can do to help launch your career and maintain its momentum. Creating a plan has the distinct advantage of helping you avoid disappointment by keeping your goals realistic and giving you a concrete way to measure your progress. Whether your ambition is to become a bestselling author or just to make a little extra money with your writing, putting some practical thought into your dreams will help you realize them.

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 hefty 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 inexpensive home computers and cheaper Internet access has made such equipment the industry standard for publishing. 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.

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.

Ink-jet and laser printers deliver a quality hard copy of your material, if necessary, 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—will immediately brand you as an amateur in the eyes of agents and editors.

Likewise, your ISP doesn’t have to have all the expensive bells and whistles. You need a reliable way to send and receive e-mail and to do web-based research when warranted. 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, so take that into account when selecting a service.

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.

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 self-addressed, stamped envelope (SASE) that the company can use to respond to you. 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.
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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.


Most word processing programs have a mailing label function, and your submission will look more 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.

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 always use black or blue ink for a professional look.

Your Reference Library

Every writer needs her own reference library. In addition to a good dictionary, a good thesaurus, and a good style guide to resolve grammar and punctuation questions, your library should include an up-to-date directory of potential markets. It may also include inspirational books about the writing life and how-to guides like this one. Of course, many dictionaries, encyclopedias, and directories are available to you, at a mouse click, some of it free of charge, on the Internet. For example, the venerable Chicago Manual of Style has a website for its sixteenth edition at www.chicagomanualofstyle.org.

Other titles in your library will depend on what type of writing you do or want to do. If you’re mainly writing historical fiction, a guide to the latest scientific discoveries probably won’t be of much use to you. On the other hand, a book describing everyday life in the 1800s might be indispensable. No matter what your genre, there are countless books and reputable websites available that can be of enormous help in developing your career.

Finally, your personal reference library should include writer’s guidelines and sample issues of the publications you hope to break into. Many magazines include their guidelines on their websites. Sample issues usually can be ordered for a small fee.

Setting Goals

Many aspiring writers talk about what they will do “someday,” trusting in luck and inspiration to fulfill their dreams. If you’re serious about a writing career, though, you’ll benefit from setting realistic short- and long-term goals. The more specific your goals are, the easier it is to identify steps you can take to achieve them, and the more control you have over the direction and progression of your career.

Use your computer or a notepad to put down your goals in writing. Having them in print will make them more real—and firm—to you. Even before you have your first writing assignments, you’ll be doing research, reading books, newspapers, and magazines. Get into the habit of setting realistic deadlines for work of any kind. And check back on the goals you’ve set over time, to see if you’re achieving them.

Selecting a Specialty

Especially in fiction, new writers benefit from specializing in one genre. Having several sci-fi short stories published helps give you a platform for marketing your sci-fi novel. And it will be easier to find a publisher for your second novel if it’s the same genre as your first; staying with one genre helps build a fan base among readers, and your second book will be more attractive to a publisher if you already have that fan base to tap into.

This doesn’t mean you can’t jump from one genre to another. But, in most cases, that jump is better delayed until after your second or even third novel is published. Besides, the more experience you gain in getting stories or novels of one genre published, the more confident you will be when it’s time to try something different.
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Aspiring fiction writers can benefit from adding nonfiction pieces to their clip files. Nonfiction is easier for new writers to break into, giving you those all-important published credits. You also can strengthen your fiction platform if your nonfiction clips are related to your fiction—if your nonfiction is on new scientific discoveries, for example, and your short story is sci-fi.


Nonfiction writers generally don’t have the same restrictions on category, but, like fiction writers, they can get typecast for certain assignments. If your clip file mainly consists of profiles of sports figures, for instance, you might have trouble convincing an editor that you’re qualified to write an article about climate change. Some writers get a reputation for delivering quality feature-length articles, and editors are loath to waste these writers’ talents on shorter, newsy pieces. That said, it generally is easier for nonfiction writers to get a variety of assignments, giving you a well-rounded portfolio.

Time Management

Many new writers have difficulty finding the time to focus on their writing. Other obligations—family, your regular job, social engagements, and so on—eat up so much of the day, and so much of your mental energy, that there often isn’t any to spare for the creative process.

The challenge for most new writers is making writing a priority among all the other events in your life. At the beginning of your career, before you break into the larger markets and begin to see a substantial return on your investment of time and energy, it’s all too easy to let your writing slip into hobby status. But that initial investment is essential if your goal is to become a professional writer.

Juggling Projects

Professional writers are masters at juggling various projects, and they almost always have several projects going at once, in various stages of development. There are several advantages to this, including a somewhat steady income. Another benefit is that when you have a second project to work on, you’re less likely to obsess over the fate of your first. There are always new ideas to pursue, which can be a great comfort when one of your ideas doesn’t go anywhere.
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Set up a system to keep track of ideas as they occur to you. It doesn’t have to be elaborate; it can be as simple as a set of index cards on which you jot notes about potential stories or articles. If you can make notes about ideas when they occur, then file them away safely, these new ideas are less likely to distract you from your current project.



Writing projects have four main stages of development: the thinking-up stage, the research stage, the query stage, and the writing stage. Ideally, you should have one project in each of these phases at any given time. As soon as you send out a query for one idea, begin researching one of your other ideas. This keeps you busy while you’re waiting to hear back on your first query. Once you get a sale, you’ll have the full cycle going—writing for the sale, querying your next idea, researching markets or information for a third idea, and dreaming up fourth, fifth, and sixth ideas.

Writing for Free

When you’re just starting out, you may find that the only markets open to you are ones that pay little or nothing. But these markets can help you build a platform, which makes you more salable to bigger markets.

The key benefit to you with nonpaying markets is credit, credit, credit. If you don’t get a byline, and you don’t get paid, then you’ll be doing the work for the love of it. There’s nothing wrong with that, if that’s what you choose. But, for the career-minded writer, the real value of these markets is the opportunity to build your clip file and to use these credits as a springboard to bigger things.

Many publications invite readers to contribute ideas, and most have a letter-to-the-editor feature. For example, Sew News has a column of tips provided by readers; if their tip is used, they receive a token gift, such as a free subscription.

Websites often invite bloggers and others to write material for them without payment. This may be a good idea for you, especially when you’re first starting out. The community you can reach via the Internet can be huge, which makes it one of the best ways to build your platform. The handful of websites that pay their contributors are very difficult for newcomers to break into.
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Shorter usually is better for letters to the editor, especially for large publications. Speak your mind in a maximum of 150 words, and you’ll increase the odds of getting your letter published. Op-ed pieces, also called guest editorials, usually can run between 400 and 800 words, depending on the publication.


Newspapers, of course, have active letters-to-the-editor sections. The bigger the newspaper, the more difficult it is to get your letter printed. However, if you’ve had two dozen letters to the editor printed in the New York Times or the Los Angeles Times, that could impress an agent or editor. It even could lead to an invitation to write a longer op-ed piece for pay.

Most of the nonpaying markets are small-circulation newspapers and magazines. For some small book publishers, too, you might have to work without an advance, but you should get royalties from sales of your book.

Getting Paid

As you gain experience, you’ll move into paying markets, and these, too, typically follow a progression from smaller fees to larger ones. Depending on the type of market, your fee might be based on so much per word, so much per printed page, or a flat fee. In the case of websites, you may be paid a fee for every time your work is viewed. Flat fees often are quite small, but not always; Reader’s Digest, for example, pays a flat fee of $300 for its “Life,” “@Work,” and “Off Base” features, which run 100 words or fewer. That works out to $3 or more a word—a very good pay rate for writers. Sometimes it’s easier to assess the fairness of the pay by converting it to an hourly rate. Twenty-five cents a word may sound like a respectable rate on its face, but if the research is going to take a great deal of time, the pay may not be worth the effort. Balance these factors and others in choosing your projects.

The bigger your portfolio gets, the more leverage you’ll have to negotiate better pay rates—and the more confidence you’ll have in asking for more money. Remember that the pay rates listed in market directories like Writer’s Market often are just averages. You might be offered less money than the listing indicates, especially if you’re an unknown. On the flip side, you might be offered more if you’ve proven yourself as a reliable contributor.

Get It in Writing

Writers’ websites are teeming with horror stories of writers who received assignments and whose work was published, but who never received payment. Having a written agreement is no guarantee that you will get paid, but a publication willing to put the assignment and the fee in writing is more likely to be on the up-and-up. Most professional writers refuse to do any work without a contract.

Especially for magazines, contracts can be quite short and simple. At some publications, the contract consists of a few lines on the back of the payment check; endorsing the check also executes the contract. It should spell out the nature of the assignment—or the title of an already-written article or short story—as well as the fee to be paid and when the writer can expect payment, such as “on acceptance” or “on publication.” Because magazines usually have lead times of several months, and because your article or story might get pushed back for a number of reasons, getting paid “on acceptance” is the better option for you.
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Some writers advocate sending an invoice when you submit articles that have been assigned. If you have a contract for the article, an invoice should be unnecessary. However, if the arrangements have been made by telephone or e-mail, an invoice that describes the piece and the agreed-upon payment can be a good backup for your records.


Saying No

Payment for your articles or short stories should be commensurate with the quality of your clips and the work involved in the current project. If you’re like most writers, you may start out working for little or no pay, but once you’ve paid your dues with smaller markets, you should be able to garner bigger earnings. And once you’ve written an article or two at twenty-five or fifty cents a word, you should have enough confidence to turn down the markets that only pay ten cents a word, or to insist on an increase in payment.

Writers who stick with it generally grow beyond the small markets that gave them their start, in terms of both profile and pay. You might still do occasional work for a small magazine once you’ve managed to break into larger markets, and that’s fine. But those occasions probably will become rarer as your career builds and the value others place on your work grows.

Collecting Credentials

Just as your per-word rate should increase as you gain more experience as a published writer, your credential file should follow a natural progression from smaller to larger markets. Little pieces in little markets lead to bigger pieces in those same markets, which lead to small pieces in larger markets, and they in turn lead to longer pieces in the big markets.
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Be open to working with the editor at your local newspaper. Especially if you have no formal journalism training, you might have much to learn about how newspaper stories are constructed. A good working relationship with your editor is more likely to lead to additional assignments, as well as a more impressive clip file.



The easiest places for most rookie writers to break in usually are in their own backyards. Check out freelance opportunities with your local newspaper or with regional magazines. Local business journals, entertainment magazines, and the like can provide excellent opportunities for beginners. And clips from these kinds of publications can help open doors at larger newspapers and magazines.

Don’t neglect trade journals in your quest to capture clips. Company or individual profiles, new products, discoveries in medicine or other sciences—these are just a few likely areas for potential articles. Pay rates in the trades vary widely; in some cases, getting a published credit may be more important than how much you get paid, but some of these journals pay very well for well-researched, well-written articles.

The high-profile national magazines are the most difficult for newcomers to crack, but even these usually offer some opportunities. Think small when you’re approaching these markets, at least at first. Feature-length pieces almost always are reserved for staff writers or for freelancers who have a track record with the editor or the publication. But most magazines have departments at the front or back of the “book” (the industry term for the magazine) that are open to new writers. These pieces usually are shorter and often don’t pay as much as features, but they are an excellent way to build a reputation with a particular magazine.

Image and Attitude

Most agents and editors consider an unknown, unpublished writer to be a liability. They generally have to spend more time with new writers, explaining procedures, making suggestions for improving a manuscript, and, sometimes, offering encouragement and handholding when writers succumb to feelings of inadequacy. This time investment may not seem worthwhile when the agent or editor doesn’t even know whether the writer is capable of delivering quality material on time, which is why so many of them—especially at larger agencies and publishing houses—deal exclusively with established writers. Because of this, your image and attitude are key elements in determining how successful you’ll be in breaking into new markets.

Image

No matter where you are in your writing career, your image can help or hinder your progress. If you come across as professional in all your communications with agents and editors, they will be more inclined to work with you when you submit something that meets their needs. If you come across as unprofessional, chances are you’ll sabotage any potential working relationship, even if your material is exactly what the agent or editor is looking for.

Your professional image starts on paper. As discussed earlier, presentation and packaging help reinforce your image. The following elements also play a role in defining your image on paper:


	
Contact information. Include your name and full address, as well as your full telephone number and e-mail address on all correspondence.

	
Recipient’s name and address. Double check name spellings and titles and use courtesy titles (Mr. or Ms.) in all correspondence. If you don’t know the gender of the recipient, use the full name (e.g., Dear J. C. Smith).

	
Proofreading. A query or proposal dotted with errors in spelling, punctuation, and grammar project an amateur image. Use the spell check function on your computer but also give all material a final read-through before you send it.

	
Margins. Every page should have one-inch margins all around. The first page of a manuscript and the first page of a new chapter each should have a three-inch top margin.

	
SASE. Always affix the correct postage and make sure the SASE is addressed to you, with the agent’s or editor’s name and address in the upper left corner.



Neatness counts in publishing, if only because of the enormous volume of submissions agents and editors have to deal with every day. A professional-looking submission is only the beginning—your material still has to be appropriate for the market—but it does help create a favorable impression in the mind of the editor.

Attitude

Professionalism is more than getting paid for what you write. It involves your general comportment in dealing with agents and editors. Your attitude—how you respond to criticism, how you handle rejection, and how well you respect an agent’s or editor’s time and expertise—is an integral part of your image as a professional writer.
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You don’t have to agree with or implement every suggestion an agent or editor makes. However, remember that the agent or editor has, most likely, years of experience in the field, and knows what the market demands. Make an effort to see the issue from the other person’s point of view.



When you receive criticism on your writing, it almost always is intended to help you improve the piece and make it more salable. Agents offer criticisms based on their knowledge and experience with book markets, and editors offer criticisms based on what their readers want and need. Writers who argue with even the most constructive suggestions earn themselves black marks with publishing pros. Whether you decide to act on the suggestions or not—and that is always your decision—it behooves you to learn how to listen to and weigh criticism as objectively as you can.

In addition, you must develop a professional attitude toward rejection. No writer likes rejection, but everyone who submits his material is bound to run into it sooner or later. Arguing with a rejection is not only futile, it is the act of an amateur. Don’t kid yourself into thinking that an angry note or phone call to the agent or editor who rejected your work will fade into dim memory. Unprofessional responses can linger for a very long time, contaminating your chances of getting a yes in the future.

Professionalism also means respecting the agent’s or editor’s time. When you’re submitting queries, expect to wait at least the time listed in the market directories for a response, and don’t pressure an agent or editor for a more rapid reply. When you’re working on an assignment, limit phone calls and e-mails to essential communications, and keep them as short as possible. Do not expect an agent or editor to be at your beck and call; she has dozens of other claims on her attention, and your particular issue may be far down on the list of her priorities. If you have something urgent to discuss, send a brief e-mail and, if necessary, ask to set up a time for a phone call.

Establishing Your Reputation

Like most of us, agents and editors prefer to avoid working with difficult people. And, again like most of us, they tend to share war stories about difficult people. It’s extraordinarily easy for writers to get a poor reputation in publishing circles. All it takes is one nasty response to a rejection, a temper tantrum on the telephone, or failure to deliver what you promise when you promise to have it done.

You begin building your reputation when you query an agent or editor. A well-written, well-researched, well-targeted query—sent via the method he prefers and containing all the necessary information—projects a professional image. Willingness to work with the agent or editor to fine-tune your idea so it better fits the needs of the market reinforces that image. Delivering a manuscript that lives up to the vision of the initial query and any tailoring done along the way, and delivering it on deadline (or even before your deadline) further defines you as a professional.

Publishing is, in essence, a small network; agents and editors talk to each other. And editors move around quite a bit. The writer who gives an editor a hard time today likely will be remembered a year from now, when the editor has moved on to a bigger magazine with more responsibility. Likewise, an agent’s assistant may be setting up her own agency in a year or two; she may be seeking clients, but may not be interested in the writer who hollered at her over the phone about a rejection.

The Rules of the Game

New writers can get frustrated by what seem like arcane and foolish rules for breaking into the publishing world. Indeed, from the outside, publishing can seem like a closed circle, admitting only a select few for indeterminate reasons. But the rules that govern the publishing world actually are intended to benefit both writers and the people who make the decisions about what makes it into print.

Submission Guidelines

Agents and editors receive a mind-boggling amount of material every day. There are the queries from hopeful new writers, as well as the vast amount of material from established clients and freelancers. Agents and editors establish submission guidelines to cope with the ever-growing mountain of material on their desks.
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Treat e-mail addresses as the privilege that they are, and don’t share them with anyone unless you have the agent’s or editor’s permission to do so. Many agents and editors still prefer to receive queries and other preliminary submissions by regular mail and reserve e-mail for active projects.


Follow the submission guidelines listed in the market directories. Doing so demonstrates your respect for the agent’s or editor’s time and marks you as a professional. Other ways of approach might look like shortcuts, but really they are unhelpful detours.

Match Your Material

If a market doesn’t accept personal profiles or humor, you waste your time and theirs by submitting personal profiles and humor. Take the time to research the markets before you send out queries, and match your material to markets that are looking for what you write. Publishing can be a maddeningly slow business anyway; don’t slow it down further by aiming in the wrong direction.
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