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Meet the authors

Welcome to Get Your Articles Published!

Neither of us intended to be journalists. Lesley wanted to write novels, while Ann had a passion for farce. And yet once you start writing it becomes a compulsion, and we each found ourselves looking round for other outlets for our work. Ann ended up working for a local paper, and then running her own magazine. Lesley went down the freelance route, writing humorous pieces for various publications as well as book reviews.

On the other hand, some of the people we spoke to in the course of researching this book were journalists first and foremost, with a passion for the craft of feature writing.

Whichever category you fall into, if you are starting out as a magazine writer you will find our book useful. We’ve included all our own favourite tips and hints, along with those shared with us by industry professionals. If you follow them, you will greatly increase your chances of getting published. Remember, an article means nothing until an editor uses it.

Lesley Bown and Ann Gawthorpe


1: Only got a minute?


	Start by writing about what you know such as your work, hobbies, or any other special expertise or personal experiences.

	Research the magazine market so that you don’t send proposals to the wrong magazine. Get at least three recent issues and analyse their house style. Phone for the name of the person you should send your proposal to. Then send a query letter with a summary of your article, its length, whether you can provide photos and why you think it is suitable for the magazine.

	Write using short words, positive statements and active verbs. Make your opening paragraph short, snappy and intriguing. Your closing paragraph must follow naturally from the main part of the article. The rest of the paragraphs should flow logically.

	Leave it for a few days then rewrite to give it a final polish. Do a spellcheck, double-check facts and figures and make sure everyone’s name is spelled correctly.
Type it on A4 paper, following the magazine’s guidelines. Otherwise create a front cover with the article’s title, your name, contact details, word count, number of pages and details of any illustrations. Also put your contact details and word count at the end of the article, in case it becomes separated from the cover page.


	Create a separate sheet for photos with their details and captions. Never write on the back of printed ones, although you can stick labels on them with your name, address and an identifying number.




5: Only got five minutes?

Getting started

Write about what you know such as your work, your hobby, or any other special expertise or personal experiences.

As editors will also want to see proof of your writing skills, build up a cuttings collection by writing without payment in club or school newsletters, church or local magazines, and so on.

Research the market

One of the most frequent complaints from editors is that they are sent ideas – and sometimes even fully written articles – which are completely unsuitable for their magazine. Obtain at least three recent issues of your chosen magazine and analyse them to ensure your article fits their requirements. Also obtain the magazine’s writers’ guidelines by looking online or phoning for them.

Make the initial approach by phone. Ask for the name of the person you should send your proposal to, and double-check the spelling of their name.

If they want a proposal, send a query letter with a summary of your article, its length, why you think it is suitable for their magazine, and what specific qualifications you have for writing it. Include your CV and copies of cuttings from your portfolio.

Writing

Choose a title for your article as it will help you stay focused on what exactly you are trying to do – but remember this might not be the final title.

Decide which pieces of information you want to use and then decide on their order, for example: chronological, building to a dramatic conclusion, or detailing the problem followed by its solution.

Write your article using short words, positive statements and active verbs. Make your opening paragraph short, snappy and intriguing. Your closing paragraph, which is equally important, must follow naturally from the main part of the article. Never ‘tack on’ an ending. The rest of the article should flow smoothly, with one paragraph following logically on from the previous one.

Quotations from interviews can be either direct speech in quotation marks or indirect speech preceded by ‘that’.

When you have finished, leave your article for a few days and then write the second draft to give it a final polish. Spellcheck your writing, double-check facts and figures, and make sure everyone’s name is spelled correctly. Check it for length and make any necessary alterations.

Presentation

Many magazines take emailed copy, but for hard copy use good quality A4 paper, and follow the magazine’s guidelines on layout. If there aren’t any guidelines, create a front cover with the article’s title, your name, the word count, number of pages, details of any illustrations and your contact details.

Use wide margins all round, double-spaced text, and a double space between paragraphs. Don’t allow paragraphs to run across from one page to the next. Number the pages and show how many there are altogether, for example ‘page 1 of 8’. Put the article’s title at the top of each page. At the bottom right of each page write ‘more’ or ‘mf’ (meaning ‘more follows’), except the last which should finish with ‘ends’. After ‘ends’, include your contact details and word count again, in case the article becomes separated from the cover page. Don’t staple the pages together – if necessary use a paper clip.

Many magazines won’t take articles without photos or illustrations. Create a separate sheet detailing the captions for them. Never write on the back of them, but do attach sticky labels on the rear, with your name, address and their identifying numbers.

Include a brief covering letter with the following information: the title of article, your name and a short reference to your brief.

Finally, before you post it off, make sure you have a copy of your article – either on the computer or a hard copy.


10: Only got ten minutes?

Getting started

Firstly, no magazines will take handwritten articles, so you will need a typewriter and preferably a computer.

Editors will want to see proof of your writing skills so build up a cuttings collection by writing without payment in club or school newsletters, church or local magazines, and so on.

Start by writing about what you know such as your work, your hobbies, or other special expertise or personal experiences. Other ideas can be triggered by news stories, press releases or browsing the internet.

Researching the market

To avoid rejection, research the magazine market – one of the most frequent complaints from editors is that they are sent ideas, and sometimes even fully written articles, which are completely unsuitable for their magazine.

Obtain at least three recent issues of a suitable magazine and analyse them. Is the writing style chatty or highbrow? Are topics covered in-depth, lightly or humorously? Request writers’ guidelines by looking online or phoning for them.

Make the initial approach by phone. Ask for the name of the person you should send your proposal to, and double-check the spelling of the name. A letter starting ‘Dear Sir or Madam’ is just asking to be binned.

If they want a proposal, send a query letter with a summary of your article, its length, whether you can provide illustrations, why you think it is suitable for their magazine, and what specific qualifications you have for writing it. Include with it your CV and copies of cuttings from your portfolio.

If your proposal is accepted, check what the deadline for delivery is, whether it should be posted or emailed and what illustrations are wanted.

Making it saleable

Once you have an idea, make it attractive to the editor, by finding a new angle for it. For example, if you decide to write about stately homes, you could focus on those which have been used as films sets or for television series, or use a well-known format such as ‘Top Ten stately homes’.

Or slant the article to appeal to specific magazines. For example, again using the example stately homes, you could concentrate on their gardens for gardening magazines or their kitchens for household and cookery magazines.

Research

Most articles need some research, even if it only involves checking statistics. There are many tools to help you research your ideas, including the internet, libraries, national newspapers, cuttings agencies and press offices. The internet is probably your first port of call but be aware that information has been uploaded by all kinds of people and may not always be accurate and reliable.

Interviews

Some articles will benefit from the inclusion of interviews. These can be done on the phone, by email or face to face. They can be brief to get some background information or a quote, or they can be an in-depth questioning.

Setting up the interview is the first point of contact between you and your interviewee; be professional, be friendly, be clear why you are contacting them and don’t waffle. For the interview itself, have your questions prepared in advance and write up your notes and your first impressions straight afterwards.

Writing

Once you are ready to write, choose a title as it will help you stay focused on what exactly you are trying to do – but remember this might not be the final title. There are several different ways of titling an article, including using a question, a quotation, a pun or alliteration; which one you use will depend to a large extent on the type of magazine.

Decide which pieces of information you want to use and then decide on their order, for example: chronological, building to a dramatic conclusion, or detailing the problem followed by its solution.

Your opening paragraph, which sets the tone for the rest of the article, must grab the editor’s attention. It can be a surprising opening statement, an anecdote or a scene-setting description. You can also use analogy, humour, a personal remark or a quotation. Keep the paragraph short, especially the first sentence and don’t use anything which needs explaining such as jargon, foreign words, unusual abbreviations or complicated statistics.

Your closing paragraph is equally important and must follow quite naturally from the rest of the article. Never ‘tack on’ an ending. Different types of ending include a summary, a surprise, advice or a statement.

Between these two paragraphs the rest of the article should flow smoothly, with one paragraph following logically on from the previous one. Use bridging paragraphs to connect the first paragraph with the main body. These can be a nub paragraph which explains what the article is going to be about; a background information paragraph, which might contains facts and figures relevant to the piece; or a context paragraph which explains the circumstances surrounding the main thrust of the article.

Quotations from interviews can be displayed as direct speech in quotation marks or indirect speech preceded by ‘said that’. Use direct quotes if they are short, pithy, contentious, emotional or explain a situation clearly. Other material from the interview can be compressed into indirect speech.

Use short words, positive statements and active verbs for example ‘the cat sat on the mat’ rather than ‘the mat was sat on by the cat’. Avoid specialist vocabulary, clichés and empty words.

When you have finished, leave your article for a few days and then write the second draft to give it a final polish. Spellcheck your writing, double-check facts and figures and make sure everyone’s name is spelled correctly. Check the article for length and make any necessary alterations.

Illustrating it

Many magazines won’t accept articles unless you can also provide photographs as well. If you have reasonable expertise with a camera, take the photos yourself. Otherwise use a professional freelance photographer or pay for photos from picture libraries or agencies.

Presentation

Many magazines take emailed copy but for hard copy use good quality A4 paper, and follow the magazine’s guidelines on layout. If there aren’t any, create a front cover with the article’s title, your name, the word count, number of pages, details of any illustrations and your contact details.

Use wide margins all round, double-spaced text, and a double space between paragraphs. Don’t allow paragraphs to run across from one page to the next. Number the pages and show how many there are altogether, for example ‘page 1 of 8’. Put the article’s title at the top of each page. At the bottom right of each page put ‘more’ or ‘mf’ (meaning ‘more follows’), except the last which should finish with ‘ends’. After ‘ends’ write your contact details and the word count again, in case the article becomes separated from the cover page. Don’t staple the pages together – if necessary use a paper clip.

If there are photos or illustrations, create a separate sheet detailing the captions for them. Never write on the back of them, but do attach sticky labels on the rear with your name, address and their identifying numbers.

Include a brief covering letter with the following information: the title of article, your name and a short reference to the brief.

Finally, before you post it off make sure you have a copy of your article, either on the computer or a hard copy.


Introduction

Can anyone be a journalist? Yes.

Can anyone be a successful journalist? That will depend on talent, hard work and luck.

We are living in the information age. There is more information available than any of us can absorb, and most of us have less time to spend acquiring information than ever before. That is where magazines come in. We rely on journalists to select and interpret information, and present it to us in an accessible form. Whether it’s a round-up of the new season’s fashion or an in-depth analysis of global warming, we can find the information we need in the relevant magazine.

As a result there is a vast range of magazines available today. The average high street newsagent will stock between 500 and 1,000 (depending on the time of year) and larger branches of WH Smith will have as many as 2,000. Add to this all the free magazines, the trade magazines, the magazines that various organizations send to their members, and you can see there is a never-ending need for written material.

What’s more, most magazines are under-staffed. Staff writers work at a frantic pace trying to keep up with their deadlines, and as a result almost all magazines carry contributions from freelance writers.

Despite this, however, it can be very difficult for the freelance writer to find a way into the world of writing for magazines. This book aims to help you avoid the common mistakes of the novice writer and to show you how to produce articles that are both publishable and saleable.

Why Write?

Of course not all readers of this book will be interested in the money side of writing for magazines. People write for all sorts of reasons:

 


	as a one-off

	as a hobby

	for a second income

	as a career.



ONE-OFF

So why do you want to write articles? You might want to write just one article, to express a point of view on something you feel strongly about, or you may have been asked to write a piece* because of your particular expertise.

HOBBY

You may see article writing as a hobby to be fitted in around full-time employment, raising a family or enjoying retirement.

SECOND INCOME

Writing articles can produce a steady stream of income to bolster your finances.

CAREER

If you want to make writing for magazines your full-time career, see Chapters 26 and 27.

Whatever your motivation, the basics will be the same – you will need to write clearly, accurately and in a way that keeps your readers interested. You will need to do research, keep records and liaise with your editor or editors. These skills are common to all magazine writing, and without them you are unlikely to be successful.

This book takes you through all the stages of writing, researching and submitting a magazine article. There are examples throughout the book and exercises to help you, and we also analyse two of our own articles. Journalistic vocabulary is explained as we go along in the footnotes, with a summary of all the jargon at the end of the book. Also at the end of the book you will find sample writers’ guidelines, a list of useful websites and a booklist.

Everyone should read the section on Income Tax in Chapter 27, since all earnings from writing are taxable, even if it is just a hobby.

Qualities needed

If you have an interest in words and how they are strung together, you can learn the writing skills needed to get your articles published – but of course there is more to it than just being a competent writer. You will also need other qualities as well. These include:

 


	confidence in your own abilities

	an ability to generate ideas

	a willingness to produce what editors want

	an ability to meet deadlines

	curiosity

	perseverance

	people skills

	networking skills

	an ability to cope with rejection

	an ability to cope with insecurity.



CONFIDENCE IN YOUR OWN ABILITIES

To be a freelance writer you have to be proactive. Unless you are a household name, or top in your field of expertise, it is unlikely that editors are going to beat a path to your door begging you to write for them. Following the advice in this book should give you the confidence to approach editors knowing that you have saleable material to offer them.

AN ABILITY TO GENERATE IDEAS

Most literate people could, if they set their mind to it, learn to write competent copy* – and certainly all magazines have staff writers who can do that. The core problem for almost all publications is the need to come up with a continual flow of ideas, and if you can generate ideas for articles then you are more than halfway to success. In Chapter 5 we give advice on how to come up with new ideas and how to make one idea go a long way.

A WILLINGNESS TO PRODUCE WHAT EDITORS WANT

Editors have to keep an eye on two interrelated factors – what their readers want to read, and what their advertisers want from the magazine. Once you have your ideas, then it is necessary to find the right magazine for them. You are just asking for rejection if you send ideas which don’t meet a particular magazine’s requirements. In Chapter 4 we go into more detail on analysing magazines and assessing their requirements.

AN ABILITY TO MEET DEADLINES

Both magazines and newspapers are driven by their deadlines. A writer who is consistently late with work will never be successful, and even sending work in at the last possible minute will make you unpopular.

CURIOSITY

Journalists are always asking questions, and good journalists ask the questions their readers are interested in having answered. If a writer isn’t curious about a subject and therefore interested in finding out more about it, it is unlikely a magazine editor will be enthused about it either.

PERSEVERANCE

This important quality goes without saying, especially at the beginning when you are trying to establish a reputation. If one magazine is not interested in your ideas – try another one. Always have several ideas or articles out there in the marketplace and constantly keep adding to your list of ideas to investigate for future articles.

PEOPLE SKILLS

Journalists need to be good listeners, with an ability to get people to relax and open up to them.

NETWORKING SKILLS

Journalists need contacts – people to interview, people to provide background information, people to help with research.

AN ABILITY TO COPE WITH REJECTION

Rejections are inevitable. It may be that the magazine has already featured that particular idea, or that it was wrong for their readership, or that it just didn’t enthuse the editor. They are not rejecting you as a person, so don’t take it personally. If you think the idea still has potential, find another market immediately.

AN ABILITY TO COPE WITH INSECURITY

The nature of freelance journalism means that there is little routine and little that is predictable about the work. And anyone trying to make a living as a freelancer will have to be able to cope with financial insecurity.

Libel and legal queries

Writers have to take into account that there are laws relating to what they can write about, particularly the law of libel. While most journalists won’t be writing features which might be open to litigation, it has to be borne in mind. You should keep all notes relating to an article and records of interviews in case of query by the sub editor or the magazine’s legal department.

Because this is a specialist area, outside the scope of this book, writers should take professional advice and consult a lawyer or the many excellent books on law. It is sometimes possible for journalists to take out insurance against libel and other legal problems, and for this you would need to consult a specialist broker.

Using this book

The book is divided into four parts. Part one takes you through the process of researching the market, generating ideas, carrying out the research and submitting proposals. Part two shows you how to write a publishable article. Part three outlines the different options available to the writer and Part four expands on making writing a full-time business – including starting your own magazine.

We have included a feature called ‘Work in progress’ which shows the process of finding an idea, researching it and then writing it up. There are also exercises at the end of the chapters in Parts one, two and three, and plenty of examples throughout to clarify the points being made. Many of the examples are from our own published articles and are printed courtesy of Horse + Pony magazine, Motorcaravan Motorhome Monthly and the Weston Mercury, and others have been specially written to illustrate a point.

Although we have included a few websites in each chapter, there are plenty of useful sites, shown in chapter order, in Appendix B at the end of the book.

Remember, although it’s demanding work, getting your articles published can be rewarding both intellectually and financially. It can give you the opportunity to meet many interesting people and to find out about a wide range of subjects.

Good luck!

Lesley and Ann

 

*Piece: article

*copy: written material, the words that make up the article


Part one
Getting started


1

Practical basics

In this chapter you will learn:


	what equipment you need

	how to organize your time

	what skills you need.



 

You’ll need belief in yourself, an ability to cope with rejections (think of each rejection as one step closer to eventual acceptance), determination to succeed and stamina.

Jan Barwick, Editor, Devon Life

Before you start work give some thought to the basic practicalities:

 


	equipment

	space

	working pattern

	skills

	software

	reference material.



Equipment

It is possible to write for magazines with almost no equipment – a borrowed typewriter, a library ticket and some change for a phone box would just about get you started. However, if at all possible, you should have a computer and a phone of your own. Other equipment can be added as necessary.

COMPUTER

No matter how beautiful your handwriting, editors will not accept handwritten copy. Unless your article is going to be a one-off, invest in a computer. This makes it easy for you to store information, make alterations to your articles and print off immaculate copies. Most have facilities for cutting CDs or DVDs and if your article is to be illustrated with your own photographs, many editors prefer the pictures to be sent on CDs rather than having to download them from an email.



Insight

A laptop – as well as or instead of a PC – is useful for taking to interviews and libraries and so on, as you can then write up notes straight away. Be sure to have the battery fully charged.



INTERNET ACCESS

Internet access is invaluable for researching online and also allows you to email copy directly to the editor. However, check first that this is acceptable to them, since some still prefer articles to be sent by post. A broadband connection will also speed up internet access and make it easier for surfing the internet.

CAMERA

A camera should preferably be digital with a high pixel* number – at least 8 mega pixels (see Chapter 18).

TAPE RECORDER

A tape recorder or voice recorder is useful for interviews, even though you may also take notes at the same time.

Space

As well as enough space for your typewriter or computer, you will need somewhere to keep your paperwork; the paperless office has yet to materialize and even the most dedicated user of electronic media will find they accumulate press releases, books, pamphlets and pages of notes from research or interviews. However big or small your space, try to organize it efficiently and you will get much more work done.

Working pattern

Unless you plan to be a very occasional writer, you will need to be disciplined in establishing a work routine. Most freelance writers are not full-timers, and fit their writing in around their main job or childcare commitments. Try to establish regular routines and times when you will be at your desk, come what may.



Insight

Your mind doesn’t work to a rigid timetable and once you are in the habit of writing you will find that new ideas and answers to current writing problems come to you at all sorts of odd times, so always carry a notebook.



Skills

KEYBOARD

The faster you are on the keyboard, the easier you will find it to produce copy and it is worth taking a little time to master ten-finger typing (‘touch typing’). If you struggle with typing, then perhaps voice recognition software would help.

NOTE TAKING

Shorthand takes a while to learn and many journalists manage without it, but if you plan to do a lot of interviewing then it is worth considering. Teeline and T-script are systems which rely on word abbreviations and are considered easier to learn than the traditional Pitman’s shorthand (see Appendix B).

Software

Most computers come loaded with programs which allow you to write articles and print them off. It is also possible to buy specialist software which can be useful for managing large amounts of information produced by research, and for record keeping (see Appendix B).

Reference material

Although computers generally come with a spellchecker, a good dictionary is still important. It is also worth investing in a thesaurus to give you a range of words with similar meanings and a book on grammar to check on aspects you are unsure of. Alternatively, use the internet for this information if you prefer.

Other reference books will depend on the type of articles you propose writing. To keep costs down, it is worthwhile checking for second-hand copies of them on www.amazon.co.uk or www.amazon.com.

Another useful source for building up your reference library is charity shops, which carry all kinds of interesting books which can be bought for a few pounds. Aim to acquire some basic books of general knowledge, as well as books relating to your specialist subjects.

If you prefer to use websites, remember that not all of them contain reliable information (see Appendix B).



CASE STUDY
Mary Frances

I’d been writing since I was old enough to hold a pencil but was obliged to work at boring cash-on-a-Friday jobs. Finally, I decided to qualify for something where I could use my writing skills and earn money at the same time, and at the age of 70 went back to college. Within three months I had broken my elbow, developed arthritis in both hips, lost my current job and run out of money. So I applied for housing benefit. The result was bizarre and chaotic. Having to write an assignment for college, I described these wonderful tussles, decided they should reach a wider audience and sent them as a feature to the local paper – which promptly gave me a job. Despite elbow, hips and cash flow, the journalism course was completed, with several distinctions, and an award – National Senior Learner of the Year for 2002.



 



10 THINGS TO REMEMBER


	You can start writing with a typewriter, but aim to acquire a computer plus printer.



	Access to a phone is all-important.



	Access to the internet (preferably with a broadband connection) is useful for research.



	Keep a notebook to hand for recording ideas and information, which may come to you when you’re least expecting it!



	Be realistic about the time you have available for writing.



	Learn ten-finger typing (‘touch typing’).



	Shorthand is a useful skill, but not essential.



	It’s important to organize a dedicated space for writing.



	Buy a dictionary and thesaurus.



	Collect reference books; second-hand ones will do.





 

*pixel: short for ‘picture element’. Pictures are made up from thousands of dots of colour. As a rule of thumb the more pixels there are to the inch the better the quality of the picture.
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Making a start

In this chapter you will learn:


	about the importance of building a portfolio

	how to practise your skills

	where to start.



 

It you want to be a writer, start simply. Keep a journal. You can’t be a writer without being an observer.

Jan Barwick, Editor, Devon Life

Even if your ultimate aim is to be paid for what you write, you may need to do some unpaid work first. You will need to:

 


	build up your portfolio

	practise your skills.



Building up your portfolio

Editors like to see a portfolio of a writer’s previous work if they are being asked to commission an article on the basis of a proposal*. They need some reassurance that you have the skills and stamina to carry out what you propose. Some of the pieces that you write for free will be good enough to go in your portfolio.

Practising your skills

You may like the idea of writing articles, but unless you already work in journalism you won’t know if you can master the type of writing required. Writing reports in a commercial environment, or academic essays, or letters to friends, are all quite different from feature* writing.

All of the media discussed below provide opportunities for you to try your hand at writing for publication. However, many of them will not apply professional standards to your work. Some of them may be so desperate for material they will take almost anything, others will be more selective – but don’t assume that success in any of these areas means you are good enough to be paid for your writing.

You can still learn a lot from the experience. If you found the work tedious – and kept putting off having to sit down and write – then you probably aren’t cut out to be a magazine writer. Also you will learn how different your work looks in print. Wait until the initial excitement of seeing it in print has worn off and look through your piece objectively. In particular, look for anything that was changed from your original. Ask yourself why the editor needed to do that.

The best of your successes can be included in your portfolio (see Chapter 6). Editors will recognize that you weren’t paid for the material, but at least they will be able to see that you can write.

There are innumerable opportunities to practise your writing skills as long as you don’t want to be paid. These include:

 


	local newsletters

	local newspapers

	parish magazines

	company magazines

	membership magazines

	college/university newsletters

	fanzines

	e-zines

	press releases.



LOCAL NEWSLETTERS

Small local organizations and clubs usually produce a newsletter. They can be anything from a printed booklet to photocopied pages and are increasingly sent as emails. The editor is nearly always short of material and grateful for anything that is sent in. If you belong to a badminton club, a drama group or any other local group, offer to write about something relevant, or to report an event.

LOCAL NEWSPAPERS

Consider becoming a correspondent for your local newspaper. This involves collecting information from local clubs, groups and organizations and putting them together in one report. You may even be paid ‘lineage’ – which is a set amount for each line printed in the paper – or per word.

There

PARISH MAGAZINES


COMPANY MAGAZINES


MEMBERSHIP MAGAZINES


COLLEGE/UNIVERSITY NEWSLETTERS


FANZINES


E-ZINES


PRESS RELEASES


Money earning opportunities

     READERS’ DIGEST


LETTERS























	Compile a list of newsletters and so on that you receive and write something for at least one of them.

	Choose a topic for a letter and write it as if you were going to send it to different magazines, changing the style to suit the magazine.










	Editors like to see a portfolio of work.



	Feature writing is a special skill.



	Unpaid work is good practice.



	Start by contacting the publications you already receive and are familiar with.



	Check out e-zines on the internet.



	Contact your local newspaper and offer to act as a correspondent.



	Letters pages often pay quite well.



	Humour is often welcome on letters pages.



	Don’t include letters as examples in your portfolio.



	Offer to do the publicity for local groups – you will get to know editors of the local press.
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