
From Writer to Author 

The Publishing Checklist 

 

The world of publishing can be a confusing one, and I want to help make it a little more clear. Here 

you will find a quick overview of what to expect when you pursue publication, and what steps to take 

to get there. 

 Finished manuscript. A good first step. There are, of course, books sold to publishing 

houses “on spec,” with the expectation that the book will be written as pitched, but our focus 

here will be on pitching a finished product. 

 Beta readers. These are your first readers, who you can count on to give honest, constructive 

feedback about the story. Beta readers can be from a writing group (which I highly 

recommend you join; groups can be virtual or in person), or they can be family and friends. 

Be very careful in choosing first readers. Know that while it is important to take all 

comments into consideration, you are under no obligation to implement every piece of 

advice. 

 Let the work sit. You may want to jump right back into revisions, but it doesn’t hurt to step 

away from the manuscript for a time. This way you can come back to it with fresh eyes, and 

perhaps spot issues you hadn’t seen before. Repeat these first steps a few times, if necessary. 

You’ve been working on this manuscript for a long time, and you don’t want to rush a 

manuscript that’s not ready into the hands of an agent or to publication. 

 Professional editing. A good editor will see your vision for the book and help polish it. 

Sometimes this means a complete overhaul, or developmental edit, and sometimes all it 

needs is a bit of a proofread. Either way, editors are as varied as writers, and you want to be 

sure to find someone with whom you can work well. I highly recommend this step before you 

pitch agents or publishing houses. Presses do have in-house editors who will work on the 

book, too, but you want to be sure the book is as close to perfect as it can be. 

 Decide on the next step. 

o Traditional publishing or self-publishing? Everywhere you turn on the Internet, 

you can find advice for and against either choice. There are pros and cons to each, 

and you will want to weigh your options carefully before pursuing a route. 

o Agent or not? Pitching agents is great if you would like to be published by a mid-

size to large publishing house. Agents know what specific presses are looking for, 

and can help navigate selling the book and dealing with contracts. Before you pitch 

agents, know what kind of books they sell, where they’ve sold books, and who some 

of their authors are.  

 



 Research, regardless of route. I am a big believer in looking before you leap. 

o Specialties? What kinds of books do they normally publish/sell? 

o Distribution? If pitching directly to a publishing house, how do they sell their 

books? Do they have a nationwide distribution system? International? How do their 

books get online? Where are their books sold? 

o Exposure? Are they well known/do people know about them and the books they 

publish? Are they known regionally or nationwide? What kind of exposure can they 

give your book? 

o Medium? Would working with a press include hardcover, paperback, ebook, 

audiobook? Which do you find necessary, and which are you okay not having? (For 

example, some presses only do paperback and ebook. Some will go the more 

traditional route of publishing in hardcover and releasing a paperback version later.) 

o Working relationship? Are these people you can work with for an extended period 

of time? Do you have the same values, motivations, and vision? 

o Services included? What would signing with a publisher/agent entail? If self-

publishing, how much is included in the price? Are there add-ons or surprise fees? 

o Reputation? What kind of reputation do they have in the industry? Are they well-

regarded? Talk to others who may have worked with the press/agent and see what 

their experiences were like. 

 Send out query letters. Again, be sure you query presses and agents who deal in your genre. 

Include the genre, word count, a short synopsis, short bio (including previous publications), 

and a short marketing plan/who would buy your book (be specific; don’t say, for example, 

“anyone who loves Harry Potter”). The query letter should be about one page. Don’t overload 

the agent/publisher with information; in many ways, let the manuscript speak for itself. 

 Self-promotion. Even before your book is slated for publication, you want to promote 

yourself as a writer. Not only will this help you gain a following, but it shows publishers and 

agents that you can put yourself out there and already have a public persona. 

o Social media. Find out where your readers are most likely to be and make author 

profiles there. Many authors cross-post to Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. Know 

how each platform works, what makes them unique, and how to best utilize them. 

o Blogging. Let your readers know what’s going on. Of course they’re coming to your 

blog for news related to your book, or to read a new short story, chapter, or poem 

from you, but don’t be afraid to make it a little personal—they’re also probably 

curious about who you are and what you’re working on. It’s a fine line between 

enough and too much, so work to find a balance that’s right for you. 



o Hire a publicist. This step isn’t for everyone, but a publicist can be a great asset 

when you’re working to promote your writing. They can help set up social media 

pages or websites, as well as help promote your finished book to relevant review sites 

and media outlets. 

 Get signed! It’s a long road, and the work isn’t done yet. It’s time to make a book! 

o Ask about and be aware of deadlines. This is very important. Publishers and editors 

work on tight deadlines and can be juggling quite a few projects, so you want to be 

sure not to miss any deadlines they give you, be it for the finished manuscript or page 

proofs. It makes everyone’s lives easier in the long run, and helps ensure your book 

can be released on time. 

o Provide input on design (if applicable). Depending on the press, you may get input 

into design or cover art. Ask the publisher ahead of time whether it’s helpful for you 

to provide ideas. 

o Self-promotion. Keep using those social media pages you set up earlier to reach your 

audience and to find new readers.  

 Set up a launch, readings, signings and/or work in conjunction with your 

publisher or a publicist. Depending on who you sign with and what kind of 

contract you have or package you’re given, you may not need to do a whole 

lot in this arena, or you may have to do most—if you self-publish, this will all 

fall on you. Work with local bookstores to set up readings and signings, 

contact libraries to become involved in their author events, and find other 

venues that perhaps don’t traditionally cater to authors but would be great for 

an event (reading at a coffeehouse, selling at a craft fair, etc).  

 Contact media for reviews and/or interviews. Local newspapers can be a 

great outlet, and can provide a good write-up for you and your book. This can 

also be the time to call in favors and score that interview on the morning news 

or with the book blogger you’ve always admired. The sky is the limit!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Resources 

There are a lot of books and websites, with a lot of advice, available for anyone looking to get 

published. Below are a few of my favorites. 

 The Elements of Style, by Strunk & White. A classic, this slim volume gives a good 

overview of grammar and style rules to follow and avoid. It’s a great reference to have on 

your shelf. 

 Chicago Manual of Style, 16th Edition, University of Chicago Press. I don’t recommend 

this one for everyone (it’s a brick, to begin with), but if you want to see what style guide 

book editors use, this is it. This comprehensive guide covers just about everything a writer 

will encounter, and if it doesn’t, the University of Chicago Press has a wonderful online 

Q&A site (a subscription is required to see some posts). 

 Writer’s Market 2017. This reference book contains information on book publishers, literary 

agents, contests, and magazines, as well as tips on writing query letters and developing an 

author brand. Highly recommended. 

 “Nuts and Bolts: ‘Thought’ Verbs,” by Chuck Palahniuk (from Lit Reactor). The article 

isn’t very long, but it provides an exercise in “showing” rather than “telling.” If you like this 

one, you can find 35 more articles by him on the art of writing.  

 On Writing, by Steven King. One of the most prolific writers of our time, I’d say, King’s 

memoir about writing is recommended by nearly everyone who’s read it. In this memoir, he 

also gives advice on how to tell a good story and on, true to the title, writing. 

 Story Hospital, by Rose Fox. This advice column for writers is a great resource. In her own 

words: “Story Hospital is an advice column published on four Tuesdays a month. Each 

column answers a writer’s question about their work in progress. These columns are focused 

on the craft and practice of writing. I don’t tell you how to get an agent or quit your day job; I 

get right into the heart of the relationship between the author and the work.” 

https://litreactor.com/essays/chuck-palahniuk/nuts-and-bolts-%E2%80%9Cthought%E2%80%9D-verbs
https://litreactor.com/essays/36-writing-essays-by-chuck-palahniuk
https://storyhospital.com/

