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Introduction - You Don’t Have to Be an Expert to Share Your Knowledge
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The questions and answers in this book are all adapted from my published Medium articles, including this introduction. With the mass of articles on Medium and everywhere else, it might seem like everyone is suddenly an expert. If anyone is starting out (a beginner, or with just a few years' experience) their advice is dismissed. I’m not saying we should just buy into everything someone says, despite them having little or no experience, but if you reach the point where you think you can only learn from ‘experts’ you might miss out.

With this in mind, I have put this book together to share my knowledge. I started out self-publishing in 2014 with no knowledge at all. In that time, I’ve picked up knowledge, which I’d like to share with you to help your journey progress a little quicker than mine.

You can be an ‘expert’ but not know everything

To excel in any subject or perfect a skill, you have to start somewhere. This could be anything like formal education, reading books, hands-on experience, learning from people around you, or a combination of these things.

Everything changes; new or easier ways of doing things are introduced, and sometimes you might not have learnt something which a beginner knows. Learning from other people and sources doesn’t make you any less of an expert. In fact, it adds to your skills or knowledge.

Less experienced people can still teach others

I’ve been writing as an amateur for most of my life and writing books professionally for seven years. I started copywriting and content writing almost two years ago. So, I’m not a beginner, but I don’t class myself as an expert in anything.

I believe I probably have knowledge others don’t and I’m happy to pass that on. If everyone felt the same, we’d all learn from each other, instead of discrediting people who aren’t deemed to be on the same level as you.

An example

I worked in a team of people reading short stories and poetry submissions. The team had different levels of knowledge and life experiences. They all saw the writing in different ways. Learning from their comments helped me to notice things and gain a different understanding of the meaning behind poetry and fiction, which I wouldn’t have had otherwise.

I studied poetry as part of my BA, then studied and gained a Creative Writing MA. Some people in my submission team didn’t study the same subjects as me, or on the same level, but I still learnt something from them.

Think of it like a jigsaw puzzle

In some ways, it’s like a jigsaw puzzle where everyone has some of the pieces, but you can only complete the puzzle and see the full picture if everyone shares their pieces.

I wouldn’t know many of the things which have helped me, if I hadn’t learned them from someone else. Individually, the pieces of information might not make a big difference to my knowledge or skills, but together they have changed the way I do things.
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Why Do Editors Reject My Work?
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When I use the term ‘editors’ here, I mean the editors at various publishers, or for magazine/journals/e-zines etc. Not editors, as in the people you pay to edit your manuscript.

Editors usually have a reason for rejecting your work, and it’s not always about the quality of your writing, although that is at least part of it. I’ve been on both sides of submissions; sending and receiving/writer and editor.

As a writer, I hate some of the more complicated guidelines when submitting my work. Although, I always do my best to follow them. At least I have a better understanding of some of them now. In December 2019, I decided to start my own journal. The following January, I sent out the call for submissions.

I didn’t ask for too much, or so I thought. I requested for writers to submit no more than three pieces in a word document, and their details, bio and titles of the pieces in the body of the email. I even stated the reason why; the submissions were read blindly. Of course, I knew the names of the people who sent work, that can’t be helped. The other two submission readers didn’t know, after I copied and pasted everything into a word document. Sometimes, by the time I read the word document — I had forgotten the writer of each piece.

I had submissions with 4 pieces attached. One case was a misunderstanding which was my fault. Editors are only human and can make mistakes too. The rest were the fault of the writers who either didn’t read the guidelines, or decided they would just send an extra piece anyway. With the exception of the one that was my fault, I only put the first three pieces of each submission into the document for consideration.

Some people sent their bio and contact details in the word doc, or even headline each page with their name or other identifying details. I edited these out when putting them into the document, which I sent on to the other submission readers, but it slowed down the preparation of that document a little. It’s easy to see why an editor with hundreds of submissions would narrow them down by rejecting these outright.

I had one person who sent a submission as a PDF in a strange format that wouldn’t copy and paste properly. I had to type the whole thing out myself. Luckily, it was only a poem, I never auto-rejected writers who didn’t follow all the guidelines, but they didn’t make a good first impression on me.

I also got submissions which went over the word count or line limit and I rejected those, because it wasn’t fair to the people who stuck to the word/line limits.

The other reasons for rejecting work (or in extreme cases, deciding it didn’t warrant a reply) were if the writing contained abusive comments about someone. There is a difference between a protest poem and just insulting someone — which is a less intelligent use of words.

I never added “no racism or insults” to the guidelines. It should go without saying, but I came close to adding that when one writer (who told me he had never been published) sent me some racist poetry. His was one of the rare submissions I didn’t reply to, because you shouldn’t to be told not to be racist. He later emailed again, asking why he never heard from me. So I told him why.

I should point out, we were new publication and only published six issues, before going on to publish two anthologies. We had more time to go through submissions and even give constructive feedback to most of the rejected writers. Publications who are established and receive hundreds or thousands of submissions, are more likely to auto-reject writers for not following the guidelines.

Some guidelines may also state that submissions could close early if the quota is filled before the deadline. In this case, it’s best to submit work sooner rather than wait until the last minute. If you miss out, don’t argue with the editor (about this or anything else). As writers, it’s our responsibility to read the guidelines. They are there to save the editor time, and help the writer improve his or her chance of being accepted.

Becoming an editor helped me to see the reasons for some guidelines, but there are many I still don’t understand. Some seem so complicated that they may as well say “Submit only during a full moon, while standing on one leg, drinking the blood of a sacrificial lamb.” I wonder if (in some cases) the editors who receive too many to go through, use them as a way of narrowing down their submission pile — though they could miss out on some excellent writing and they would never know. However, the guidelines need to be followed if you want a chance of being published, so I need to find where I put the *sacrificial lamb.

*No lambs were hurt during the writing of this article.
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Does Writing Have to Be a Lonely Profession?
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There’s a common misconception that writing is solitary. Of course, that’s true to a certain extent, but it doesn’t have to be as lonely as you might think.

I’ve always enjoyed writing, but in my early twenties, I struggled. Magazines led me to believe that writing was a lonely pastime, which took place in a confined room while tapping away on a typewriter, or a computer keyboard if you were lucky.

Maybe that’s why I was deterred and reached the point in my life where I only wrote occasionally, until I was in my early thirties and did some Creative Writing modules with The Open University. This was my first taste of communicating regularly with other writers. Most of the modules were online, but the students formed Facebook groups. The other students helped me whenever I had a strange question, and I had a lot of strange questions, but nobody seemed to mind. Once, I needed to know how realistic it would be for someone (a werewolf) to tear through a man’s chest and rip out his heart, because there are certain things you probably shouldn’t Google. I received some detailed replies which helped me write a scene in my story. Other times, I received advice about non-explicit sex scenes and a childbirth scene. I wanted to make it as realistic as possible, but had never given birth.

Five years ago, a friend (now my husband) dragged me to a spoken word night
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