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Just for Writers --

Tips on How to Get Published
	The most helpful book for writers of all kinds is probably Writer’s Market (Writer’s Digest Books, Cincinnati, OH). This book is a compilation of essays about the options open to writers, and the last half of the book contains a list of agents and publishers with current contacts and brief profiles of what they are looking for and how to “put your best foot forward.” This book has many competitors, and some of the competing books are also good. It’s best to locate a current copy, though, so that you have up-to-date information since the publishing world is a fast-changing animal.
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Familiarize yourself with this book first and then you will be able to ask intelligent questions and make choices based on your individual goals. Pay special attention to the section on query letters, since this information will serve you well no matter which choices you make later.

Writing the Book
It is critical to have your manuscript available in an electronic format in a word processing program that is compatible to the printer. The manuscript should conform to a consistent style and most writers cannot go wrong if they adhere to the rules set down by The Chicago Manual of Style, The University of Chicago Press. (Make sure you have the most recent edition!) All style books emphasize consistency in punctuation, spelling, capitalization and other elements of language, and this one is the most popular among academic and mainstream publishers.        

Publishing Options

“New York” Publishers

Many writers are seeking a publisher to buy their work and make them rich. Unless you’re J. K. Rowling or Stephen King, however, your chances of winning the lottery are just about the same as finding a publisher in New York, Los Angeles, or one of the other centers of publishing. But – there are always exceptions and real writers are never deterred! If your interest lies here and here alone, Writer’s Market, again, is your best guide.

Other Presses

Sometimes a manuscript is better suited to a University Press, a specialty press or a publisher of “genre” books. For example, a book on cloning sheep might go a University Press that has published books on animal husbandry, a book of poems would go to publisher of poetry books and a book on Pennsylvania historic sites might go to a small publisher based in Harrisburg or Philadelphia. Once again, Writer’s Market, or one of its peer publications, will save you time and effort by helping you to target your manuscript to a publisher who will, at least, take a look at it. Also, your local phone books will help you contact people you need to know. In fact, people you know probably will turn out to be your best resource in publishing. It’s always good to talk to someone who knows authors, along with authors themselves. Each has a different story and often you can learn about pitfalls and shortcuts that save time, energy and money. 
Your ability to “pitch” your project in a few sentences will contribute to your eventual success and when communicating by “snail mail” your query letter and the SASE that goes along with it, might make or break your writing career at this point. So make sure you’ve done your homework and that you’re avoiding the pitfalls that amateurs make before you enter this intimidating world.

Self Publishing

Many writers decide sooner or later that Self Publishing is the best way to go. Some older writers don’t want to spend the time trying to find a publisher and they view their work mostly for family members and close associates. Writers of all ages sometimes don’t want to give up the choices that one must give up if a publisher “buys” his or her work. For example, most publishers will change your title, discard any ideas you have about art work, and sometimes ask that you change the ending, or “find another voice.” Some publishers will want to wield a heavy hand in how you tell your story.
Publishing is always judged by “cost per unit” and your self published book can range in price from a few dollars per copy to 30, 40 or 50 dollars per copy. 

On the low end, for example, you can prepare your camera-ready manuscript and have it copied at your corner copy center (or stores like Staples and OfficeMax) for a few dollars per unit. You can choose a “color cover”, a spiral binding, a stapled book, or one with a “perfect” binding. You can use a favorite picture you took on the cover and dedicate the book to your beloved aunt – or your parakeet! But whether your book has humor, or a lack thereof, there is nothing funny about typographical errors. So -- proofreading should be an obsession before multiple copies are produced! Many books benefit greatly by having an Index, sometimes considered “the soul” of a book.  

If money is not a main concern, you can publish a book that meets your expectations in almost every regard. With the help of a graphic designer and a local printer, you can have a book that looks, feels and reads like any book on the shelf at your local library or your local book and gift store. 

Some writers hire an experienced person to act as “production manager” at this stage since dozens of decisions must be made and a printer will not take the job without exacting specifications. Every book that is being sold should have an ISBN (International Standard Book Number) and there are issues like copyrights, publicity, storage, distribution, and marketing to consider. We won’t even mention Autographings here! (Marketing a book is a separate subject and sometimes the most difficult part of being an author.)   

Vanity Publishing
Almost every writer has seen the ad in the magazine that reads “So you want to have your book published!” Then follows the name, phone number, and web address of a company that calls itself a publisher. Some are -- and some are not. Some of them promise to deliver you a dozen books for a certain amount of money and bind future copies “on demand.” Some will promise to market your book over the World Wide Web and have reviews of your book published in leading magazines. Some want you to mortgage your house and some want you to send monthly payments equal to a European vacation. A few of these companies provide a valuable service at a cost you can accept; and others do not. Before you make any decisions ask someone who knows from experience.

In many ways, books are immortal. They jump continents and generations. Sometimes they change lives for the better and inspire readers to excel in ways they never imagined. They continue to convey knowledge, love and peace long after the author has departed this earthly life. And in some cases, they cost more than they’re worth. So let’s be wise: Let the Writer Beware, but never Deterred!
(Prepared by Georg Sheets for the Martin Library 
Reference Desk, 2007)

If you have questions after you have considered the issues above, you may contact me at gsheets@yorklibraries.org.
