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​​Introduction

Becoming a writer is a dream for so many people. And why not? Writing is a wonderful, creative outlet. It’s therapeutic, it’s absorbing, it can be exciting and fulfilling.  You can make a career from writing or you can write purely for fun and relaxation. 

For me, it started more than 30 years ago as a hobby while bringing up three small children and helping my husband run a car respraying business from home. Somehow, writing turned into a passion, a full-time career, and a way of life.

I discovered that writing is like any other craft, we learn through study, we learn from others, and we learn by practice. You don’t need to be ‘born a writer’, in fact, I wonder if anyone ever was. Most of the successful writers I know or have read about, have learned their craft through hard work and perseverance.

What I’ve also discovered over the last 30 years, is that we learn by experience, through making mistakes then (eventually) rectifying them and moving forward. So often, as we’re just starting out on our writing journey, we don’t know we’re making mistakes. It’s only when it’s pointed out to us that we can put it right. Over the years I’m so grateful to the editors and other writers who took the trouble to point out the errors I was making in my writing.






My own writing journey has resulted so far in 48 books published, around 2,000 magazine and newspaper articles published on almost every topic under the sun. Add to this a few book, short story and article awards under my belt and I feel suitably qualified to help other writers to achieve their ambitions. 






I love to see other writers doing well, so if passing on my knowledge and life’s experiences to other budding writers is of help, then I’m only too pleased to do so. 






I don’t have all the answers, but I can point you in the right direction and highlight the right and wrong ways to go about this amazing writing journey so many of us have embarked upon.






So, here it is, 30 years’ experience wrapped up in a couple of hundred pages. I hope it’s of use to you, and I hope you enjoy it.

Happy writing, everyone...   

Ann Evans
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Make Time to Write
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​​​​​​​​​Step 1: Getting Organised
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Many people fail in their writing ambitions simply because they can’t get organised and make the time to write. People lead such busy lives that they might feel guilty about sitting down to write. There are so many other things demanding their time: family life, work, housework, shopping, gardening, cooking, DIY, socialising, holidaying, watching TV, social media and so on. 

Of course, all these things are important and necessary but if you wait until you've dealt with all the usual chores and activities before you give yourself permission to indulge in your passion for writing, you will never start. So, don’t let writing be bottom of your list of priorities.

Just as you allot time for your work, family life and social life, allocate some specific time every day to write, even if it’s only half an hour or less; even if it’s just a description of something you see around you. It doesn’t matter what you write, just so long as you write.

Writing regularly will improve your skills and help you to feel like a writer. Plus, it shows others around you how committed you are and so they will hopefully respect your ambitions. Although I say that slightly ‘tongue in cheek’. 

Thinking back to when my three children were small, I would have my typewriter, papers and ‘how-to’ books scattered around the living room table. (How that table wobbled and rattled as my fingers tippy-tapped away.) 

I’d perhaps get five minutes at a time without an interruption, in between breaking up squabbles over toys, changing nappies or running down the garden to husband’s workshops to mask up a windscreen or polish a wheel trim. At mealtimes, the typewriter and papers would be pushed to the middle of the table, so we ate around the clutter.

Looking back, that period of my writing life bore a similar resemblance to working in the Features Department of the Coventry Telegraph some years later. But more on that later. The point is, no matter how busy you are, make time for your writing.

​​​​​​​​​Make time for yourself

Set yourself a specific time which is your writing time and stick to it. If you're thinking there aren't enough hours in the day as it is, then make time. Try getting up an hour earlier or go to bed an hour later. Allocate this time specifically for writing. 

Analyse your days. Create a 24-hour timetable and see where you have the odd half hour spare. Could you spend those few minutes writing? If you take a coffee break or lunchbreak at work, why not find a quiet place to sit and write?

We all enjoy chilling in front of the TV, but wouldn’t you be better off filling that time writing your own stories? Of course, it's nice to relax with the family but would they really mind if you had a laptop or notebook on your lap and a pen in your hand?

Discover your favourite ‘thinking place’. Possibly, that might be when you’re driving or out walking. When I first started writing I seemed to have my best ideas when doing the ironing. So, a notepad on the ironing board was a necessity. And there was always lots of ironing to do. But I would get so wrapped up in my thoughts as I ironed away, I would iron absolutely everything – even socks and pants. But don't panic, you don't have to like ironing to be a writer.

Walking however, or some sort of physical repetitive movement aids the creative process. Possibly, exercising the muscles pumps more blood to the brain. Whatever the reason, many writers, including myself, say that walking can help clarify plots, inspire new ideas and really get the creative juices flowing. 

If you analyse your day, you will, I'm sure, find a little pocket of free time to call your very own 'writing time'. Once you have set aside a specific time for writing, make that a priority. When you sit down to write – write. (Nappies and squabbles permitting!)

​​Find time to read

If you can find time to read your favourite magazines, newspapers and novels, why not add ‘how-to’ books and writing magazines to your home library? Invest in a good supply of ‘how to write’ books which you can dip in and out of regularly. Whether it’s how to write magazine articles, how to write romantic fiction, how to write short stories, how to write for children. Download magazine contributor’s guidelines – anything in fact that increases your knowledge about the world of writing. Libraries usually have a good stock of books on writing. If you’ve a birthday coming up or at Christmas when you’re asked what you’d like, why not an annual subscription to your favourite writing magazine?

Get a copy of The Writers’ & Artists’ Yearbook and read the articles as well as browsing the listings. Such books are so informative and inspirational. It will be time and money well spent. The more knowledge you can absorb, the better your writing will become. Enter writing competitions. You have nothing to lose and so much to gain.

When reading fictional novels, as well as enjoying them, also read with the aim of learning from them. Look at the vocabulary; the sentence structure; the dialogue, the description. If a particular scene moved you to laughter or tears or made the hairs on the back of your neck prickle, read it over again and see if you can analyse how the author created this effect.

​Inspiration and ideas

Where would we be without inspiration?  There would be no novels, no stories, no poetry, no films, no TV drama, no theatre – nothing. The world needs inspiration, and as writers it’s up to us to be on the lookout for that illusive flash of inspiration and hold onto it.

Usually, inspiration comes knocking when you least expect it. For example, when you’re driving, in the shower, at work, drifting off to sleep etc. So, be prepared with notebook and pens handy; or the ability to record your thoughts onto your phone. You’ll have your own methods, but it’s never a good idea to rely solely on memory. 

If you're struggling to write a single word, write some throwaway sentences. For example, write about the meal you’ve just had; write about not being able to write; choose an object in your room and write about that; select a word randomly from a book and write what you know about it; look out of your window and write what you can see and hear. This free writing will get your brain ticking and your fingers tapping. 

Whatever I write, my first sentences nearly always get deleted. But if I didn't write them, nothing would follow. So, make time to write. Prioritise that time and stick to it.

Important! Don’t wait for inspiration or you’ll wait forever! Just write something, anything. Free-write, see where your ramblings take you. There’s an old saying – you can’t edit a blank page. 
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Step 2: Tools of the trade
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Whenever you get a good idea make a note of it. Ideas tend to vanish as quickly as they come. So, notepads, pens and pencils are your basics to begin with. Even if you plan on writing straight to your PC or laptop, stock up on these essentials. Having your tools on hand all adds to your belief in yourself as a writer. And who doesn’t love shopping for stationery and notebooks?

Invest in a good dictionary. While your computer will pick up on spelling mistakes, it may not alert you to the fact that you’ve used the wrong word. Try not to let mistakes slip through. 

A thesaurus is handy but don't be a slave to it. Usually, the first word that comes to mind is the natural one for your own individual style. If you are constantly searching for unusual alternatives, your writing could look forced and stilted.

If you plan on getting published, you need to become computer savvy. You may prefer to write long-hand into a notebook, but at some point, your stories and articles will need to be typed up and saved as a Word document or similar. Publishers and editors tend not to accept hand-written work no matter how neat and tidy it is. Also, while some publications accept submissions on paper through the post, the majority prefer emailed submissions. Check the submission guidelines to see what's required before you send anything off.  

An ideas notebook is a good idea. This is the place to store your random thoughts, your flashes of brilliance, all those great ideas. And when you have a brilliant idea, give it a page or a double page all to itself. This allows you the space to jot down additional thoughts as to how you can develop the idea. Ask yourself whether it could be a poem or maybe a short story or flash fiction? Perhaps it would make an interesting article. Could it even be developed into a novel? Jot down all the possibilities for this idea; keep adding your thoughts to this page, and gradually it will become clear what the best way(s) of dealing with it would be. 

Handy tools: Have an ideas box or folder in which to keep cuttings, photographs and objects that have caught your eye which might inspire a piece of writing.

Nice tools:  A scrapbook or ring binder to paste all your published cuttings in. Picture frames for your published articles or stories – maybe even for your book covers in time.

Useful tools: Small recording device, such as your mobile phone, to record spur of the moment thoughts and interviews. Stock up on stationery, especially sticky notes which are also useful.

You also need a logbook or a spreadsheet to keep track of the written work that you send out. Don’t reply on memory. 

On your logbook, make columns showing: 

	Date sent.

	Title of work.

	Publisher/magazine/competition you sent it to.

	Accepted or rejected, plus date.

	Publication date.

	Amount earned.

	Number of photographs if illustrated.


It’s important to keep a record of where you submit each piece of writing for a number of reasons:

	To chase up if you don't hear anything.

	To avoid duplicating submissions.

	So that you know whether to send work to them again.

	To understand their timeframe with submissions.

	For the tax man. If you start earning it must be declared.

	To claim ALCS and PLR payments. (More on these later)







​In a nutshell

	Keep an ideas notepad, or a file on your PC or phone.







	You might have notepads and scraps of paper with ideas jotted down, but also have a central file or book where they are logged down. You lose scraps of paper.


	Never rely on memory for flashes of inspiration and ideas. Your brain provides them and then moves on to other important things. So, grab these flashes of brilliance before they fade.


	If you’ve space for a noticeboard, make it a place to pin photos and cuttings etc. If you do Social Media such as Pinterest or Instagram, you could store inspirational pictures – and draw prospective readers to you and your work. Publishers too maybe? You never know!


	Allow yourself time to be creative. Take a break from your writing to relax and do mundane things. Your creative side will become starved of seeking out ideas and characters and plots and come knocking.


	Absorb yourself in another creative activities and see whether links are formed.


	Take yourself off to somewhere new that might inspire ideas. 


	Listen to what other people are doing. 







	New places can inspire new ideas.


	Subscribe to online writing sites who send regular links to informative articles and inspirational ideas. 







Exercise 1

Free write – for your eyes only, where you see yourself a few years’ time, having accomplished some of your writing hopes and dreams. ​

Exercise 2

Browse the magazines on the newsagents’ shelves and online and discover the many different genres and possibilities open to writers. Browse libraries and book shops, look at who publishes what. See what really appeals to you. ​

Exercise 3

Learn from the experts. Select a page from a professionally published book and literally copy it, word for word, comma for comma. This will give you the feel for sentence structure and punctuation, especially around dialogue. Do the same with a column from a newspaper or magazine. Take note of how every word has earned its place there. Remember to delete your copied work, you don’t want to come across it later and think it was yours.

​
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​​​​​​​​​​​Chapter Two: 
Solid Foundations
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​​​​​​​​​Step 1: Your hopes and dreams
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Usually when you think of being an author, you think of writing books. But to embark on writing a book is a major undertaking, especially if you’re new to writing. It’s a bit like running before you can walk. So why not start by writing something shorter such as a product review, a short story, or a letter to a magazine’s letter pages?

When you start writing, just write freely, don't worry too much about perfecting every sentence at this stage. The important thing is to get into the habit of writing regularly. You can perfect things as you learn more about the craft of writing. 

Everyone has their own style and method of writing. There are no right or wrong ways regarding how you write. Some people like to write the whole thing before improving, others like to polish and improve as they go along. The main thing is to get something written. Don’t become so self-critical that you can’t move forward. Remember you aren’t writing in stone, so simply get on with your writing, enjoy what you’re doing and see how you progress.

So, what are your writing dreams and ambitions? You may hope one day to write blockbusting sagas, or be a crime writer, or a writer of fantasy novels. You may want to write columns for the women’s pages of magazines, or write short stories. Your dream may be to write technical articles for trade magazines. Perhaps you want to write for TV, radio, stage or screen. Possibly, you want to write your autobiography or family history. The world is your oyster, but as mentioned above, my advice is to start small and work upwards, learning as you go. It’s an old cliché but a valid one – don’t run before you can walk.

If you start off writing something major without first mastering the basics, you are letting yourself in for a lot of rejections and unnecessary re-writing, and success will be a long time coming. You will soon learn that good writing is all about re-writing. You need to edit and polish your work to make it shine. So, avoid giving yourself unnecessary work by making mistakes with the elementary principles to begin with. You need sound, solid foundations on which to build. 

​Know what you are writing

It helps to know what it is you are writing.  Is it a short story, flash fiction, a poem an article, a filler, the beginning of a novel, a radio story, a children’s story – and if so, what age range/ability?

If it’s an article, what’s your purpose in writing it? Is it to entertain, enlighten, educate, amuse, shock, inform? It's useful to know which magazine you are writing it for. If it's a specialist magazine are you ‘qualified’ to tell its readers something they didn't know? If it's a general interest piece have you written it in a lively and entertaining way? If it’s a short story, is it for radio or a magazine? Have you checked out what various magazines have space for? Similarly, for radio. What time slots are available?

That all seems like a bombardment of questions, but it really is important to spend some time thinking about what you are actually trying to write. 

If it’s a novel have you enough drama to keep readers absorbed for a couple of hundred pages or more? And then what type of novel? Is it a saga, an historical novel, a romance, a crime story, a thriller or maybe a supernatural story? Ask yourself which area of a library or bookshop would this novel sit? That’s what publishers will be asking themselves – and possibly you.

If you have a clear idea of what you are writing, and who your intended readership might be, it will help you to focus on producing a good piece of writing.
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​​​​​​​​​Step 2: Basic rules of writing
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The more you write, the better your writing becomes. Your writing style and techniques will grow stronger as you progress. We are all individuals with our own unique way of writing; no two people will write something in the same way. However, there are some aspects of writing which are universal and need to become second nature to you.

Don’t worry, these rules certainly won't restrict your creativity. Basically, they are pretty much common sense and apply to whatever genre of writing you are involved in. But sticking to them as you write will show your skill as a writer and prove that you know your craft.

	Don’t waste words: don’t waffle or pad out unnecessarily.







	Ensure your spelling, grammar and punctuation are correct; punctuation around dialogue particularly. 


	When writing fiction, be aware that too many adverbs can make your work look amateurish.


	Avoid old clichés.


	Use exclamation marks sparingly.


	Never write in stone. Be aware that your first draft is just that, a first draft. Your work will improve with editing and polishing.


	Be correct with your facts: research from reliable sources and double check your facts. If you submit work to an editor containing incorrect information, that editor won’t look too favourably on future submissions from you.







	Read your work aloud and listen to the euphony or flow of your words.

	Present your work as neatly as possible and in an acceptable format. Writing for publication is a professional business, so be professional with your approach and your presentation.


Allow these basic rules to become second nature and you’ll have plenty of breathing space to be creative.

​​​​​​​​
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​Step 3: Making a start
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My advice to anyone just starting out on the road to becoming a writer is to take it a step at a time. A good starting point is writing a Letter to the Editor on a magazine or newspaper’s Letters Page.

You might not consider writing a Letter to the Editor as actual creative writing, but this really is an ideal starting point. It’s where I started and no doubt it’s where many other writers began their writing career. Letters to an editor may be short and to the point but they still require you, the author, to come up with an interesting topic, to craft the sentences skilfully, to write to the style of the publication and present it neatly and legibly. Look on readers’ letters as mini short stories or mini articles. 

On the positive side, getting a letter published will see your name in print, your thoughts, opinion and cleverly crafted words published, you will possibly be paid for your efforts, and it won’t have taken up very much of your time. And believe me, you will be extremely pleased with yourself.

You only have to browse through the numerous magazines and newspapers on the newsagents’ shelves to see the wide range of publications that have a readers’ letters page. Some pay exceptionally well others just pay for the ‘star’ letter. Some pay in gifts. Some pay extra for photographs. Others don’t pay at all.

Letters to magazines vary in length, style and content, so it is necessary to analyse the sort of letter each individual magazine publishes. Don’t assume they are all the same. Some magazines publish handy tips. For example, a gardening magazine might be interested to publish your tip on keeping snails away from lettuces. A lifestyle magazine might like to know how to tell if an egg is still fresh. A motoring magazine might like to know your tips on getting more mileage out of a litre of fuel.

The very first thing I ever had published was a letter to the editor at Weekend Magazine many moons ago. It earned me the fantastic sum of £1.50. I cut the letter out and pasted it in my scrapbook. It looked quite lost and lonely to begin with, but not for long. 

This is the letter that launched my writing career... My washing machine had broken, the kitchen floor was flooded. My husband came to the rescue – he bought me a mop!

Oddly enough my husband was the subject of my next letter too... I feared romance had died when my husband replaced a photo of me on his dressing table with one of a motorbike!

It’s surprising how you can turn ordinary little incidents into readers’ letters. I once had a vase in the shape of a pair of hands, my letter to the editor was along the lines of my little daughter bringing the vase into the kitchen because I was always saying: “I need an extra pair of hands in the kitchen.” 

Allow yourself some poetic licence and turn a mundane incident into something entertaining – and get it published.

Before writing your ‘Letter to the Editor’: 

	Study the magazine to discover its readership and their interests.







	Come up with an interesting topic that readers will like.


	Study the published letters and keep within the framework of what is already published.


	Craft every sentence with the greatest care. Make every word count.

	Keep within the word length of previously published letters.


	Write in the style of the publication.


	Present it neatly and legibly.


​​​​​​​

​​​​​​​​​How to write a ‘Letter to the Editor

Select the journal you want to try for. Read it thoroughly, including looking at the advertisements and photographs. Read the articles and stories and work out what sort of person would buy this magazine. Make sure your writing will appeal to that readership.

​Analyse the letters:

	Check the minimum and maximum word lengths.







	Do any refer to something in a previous issue?


	Are any of the letters, handy tips? 


	Are any of the letters amusing family/toddler incidents?


	Are the letters controversial or opinion pieces?


	Do letters comment on topical issues?


	Do the letters have accompanying photographs?


	Do the letters have titles?


	Understand why the editor selected these letters.


Once you get a feel for the letters published in a particular journal then try your hand at writing something that you believe would slide in very nicely and not look out of place on that page. So:

Choose your topic and write it as best as you can.

	Now re-read it. Does it have a snappy opening sentence, or a long, unnecessary preamble? Have you made your point or is it jumbled? Is it lively to read or dull? Is it within the word limit?


	Re-write with a more critical eye. Make the opening sentence catchy. Work on the main story so that it is clear. Remove or change dull phrases; make it sharp, lively and easy to read. Ensure it is within the word count.


	Re-write it again making it word perfect. Read aloud or get someone to read it to you and listen. If anything, however slight, jars or sounds awkward, then re-work until you are completely happy.


	Include a relevant photograph.


	Tips for taking photographs for magazines: Make the subject fill the frame so there is no unnecessary background. If you are sending it digitally, send it as a jpg at 300dpi. In your letter, write a brief caption for the photograph.


	When sending your letter include your contact details.


	Jot this submission in your logbook.









​How to write a reader’s ‘Handy Tip’

As with letters, analyse the tips that have already been published, note the word length. Look to see if ‘tips’ are illustrated with a photograph.

	Choose your topic. You might have your own handy tip, something you’ve been doing all your life; or you might want to research the subject and come up with something brand new. Maybe you can think of some old wives’ tales – the good old-fashioned ways of doing things.


	Look at the readership of the magazine and ensure your tip is appropriate to them.


	Write this up as best you can.


	Now re-read it bearing in mind all the points mentioned. Is it snappy, clear and interesting? Can you include a photograph?


	Re-write and re-write until you are totally happy with it. 







​​​​​​​​​How to write a review

Newspapers and magazines publish reviews on all kinds of things: books, plays at your local theatre, restaurant reviews, film and game reviews as well as product reviews. Obviously to write a review, you need to have sampled the product or read the book or seen the show – which is a bonus in itself. 

However, before you can put yourself forward to a newspaper, magazine or website to do reviews, you need to be adept in writing them. So, practice. The next time you go to the theatre or restaurant, use a product, play a video game, or read a book, write about it. Trip Adviser is a good platform to write about the places you visit. Amazon is another outlet for product and book reviews. Often, after purchasing something, you’ll be asked for your opinion on it. Use this as writing practice.

Be sure to include the facts. If it’s a theatre play make sure you cover the name of the theatre, the dates the play runs, running time, who it was written and directed by, who the main actors are, or the ones who really shone. Write your review honestly – but never brutally. The pen is a powerful tool and it’s not nice to smash a budding actor’s dreams by scathing words. Similarly, for a book review, be honest but never unkind. Remember there is a writer behind that title, and one day that writer could be you.

Once you are confident that you can write a review, do your market research. Study local and free newspapers, you might find a regular column that publishes reviews. Offer your services (with an example of your style). You may not get paid for your review, but you could get your words published. You may get a regular slot and could even be rewarded with other products and places to review. And when you have a regular outlet for your reviews, there’s nothing stopping you from requesting complimentary products from their source to review, which you generally get to keep.

Some journals let you know if they plan on using your letter or review, some don’t. Often, it’s a case of keeping your eyes peeled for it. An internet search may turn up your published online work. If you’ve heard and seen nothing after about three months, it’s probably safe to assume it hasn’t been published, so send elsewhere if relevant and update your logbook. Be aware that if sending a reader’s letter to a particular magazine they won’t appreciate you sending it to other magazines at the same time.

It is important to keep on writing your letters and reviews. The more you send out, the more chance you have of being published. Once it’s sent, get on with the next. Writers keep writing.  

​In a nutshell

	Have a clear idea in your head what you are writing.

	Understand the basic rules of writing regarding spelling, grammar, punctuation.

	Study what is already getting published in the field that you’re trying for.

	Make your writing easy to read and understand.

	Cut out superfluous words and phrases.

	Read your work out loud, develop a critical ear for the flow of your sentences.

	Engage the reader from the start.

	Never be satisfied with your first draft. Polish until it shines.


Exercise 1

Choose a newspaper/magazine that publishes Readers’ Letters, Tips or Reviews. Read the magazine from cover to cover, looking at the photographs and advertisements to define who its main readership is. Then, just for practice, write a review about the actual magazine. See if you can post your review on their website.

Exercise 2

Write a reader’s letter or a reader’s tip to the relevant letters page of that magazine following all the advice given above. Put it aside for a few days. Write up another letter or tip in the meantime. Finally, read your work, edit as necessary and send off. Remember to record in in your logbook. Good luck!
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​​​​​​​​​​Chapter Three: 
Being professional
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​​​​​​​​​​Step 1:  One step at a time
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As previously mentioned, you need to know what it is you’re writing. What is also important to be aware of, is that when you’re writing for publication, there’s a lot of competition from professional and experienced writers. Your work needs to be presented in an equally professional manner. The exception to this rule is Reader’s Letters. It’s okay for them to look ‘amateurish’. Nevertheless, they should be legible, concise and have something to say which is relevant to that journal.  All other work should be typed and double spaced unless told otherwise. Pages should be numbered, with the title and your name – or an abbreviation of these in the header or footer. For example: Writer/Evans/30

When sending work off to an editor or publisher, include a brief covering letter or email. The first page of your manuscript should be a title page. This gives the title of the piece, number of words, your name and contact details. If you’re including photographs, here’s where you credit the photographer. If sending your work by post rather than email and would like it back, include return postage. 

A short item such as a letter or filler, will take a fraction of the time it would take to write a novel, short story or article. But to see your written work and your name in a publication is a huge thrill – and a reason to be proud of yourself. You will be a published writer and there will be no stopping you.

We will be looking at writing short stories and articles later in this book, but to reiterate, I really recommend writing short pieces of work before diving into writing something major. If you concentrate on writing shorter pieces to begin with, you will really get into the swing of writing well and being focused, which is all good practice for your future writing career. 

Also, writing shorter pieces to begin with will highlight any areas of grammar, punctuation, spelling and presentation that need to be perfected before you embark on something more time consuming such as a story or novel. The last thing you want is to be making the same basic mistakes over and over again without realising. 

In fact, when you get something published, bring up the same piece on your computer and compare the two. While you may read the published piece and be pleased with how great it reads, look to see if the editor has altered anything at all – punctuation maybe, or phrasing. Most likely they will have. Take this onboard and learn from it.

Even if you are only writing for yourself or drafting out an idea, try and think professionally from the start. Never let spelling and punctuation mistakes pass you by. Make it second nature to rectify errors as you see them. If you prefer writing your early drafts onto notepaper rather than a computer, it’s a good idea to write on every other line
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