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			Introduction

			So you want to be a writer.

			Chances are you’ve been thinking about this for a long time. Writing is something you did when you were a kid. Or it was one of your best subjects at school.

			Perhaps this is something that’s crept up on you, the feeling that writing is something you should be doing, that you need to be doing.

			Maybe you’ve even started, secretly opening a document called ‘My novel’ and beginning to write – and then getting nowhere, flummoxed by what to do next. Or maybe you read the weekend papers or your favourite website and think, “I could write something like that!”

			If so, you’re in the right place.

			This book is designed to help you to take that whisper, that need, that desire to write, and turn it into something practical.

			This is not a book about the craft of writing. There are lots and lots of courses and books out there to teach you the skills you need as a writer. Courses about structure and sentences. Books about hooks and climaxes, plotting and pacing. Workshops on the art of copywriting and on how to get more clients.

			We recommend you sign up to those workshops and read those books – as many as you can find – and do those courses. Learn everything you can about the craft of writing.

			But be aware that all the writing skills in the world won’t matter if you don’t know what to do with them. They won’t help if you don’t know how to use your talent and knowledge to get you from A (where you are now) to B (the writing career of your dreams).

			This book addresses all the other things you need to do to achieve your writing goals.

			We won’t tell you how or what to write. But we can tell you how to be a writer.

			We’ll look at how to decide what kind of writer you want to be. Where to find ideas, and what to do with them. How to get a book written. How to build a writing business. How to transition into a writing career. And more.

			So who are we?

			Regular listeners of our top-rating So You Want To Be A Writer podcast will know us well. In fact, with over one million downloads since the podcast began, there are thousands and thousands of listeners out there who know #ValandAl, as we’re known, possibly a little too well!

			They’ll know that Valerie Khoo is the founder and CEO of the Australian Writers’ Centre, the country’s leading centre for writing courses. She has a publishing career stretching over 20 years that includes roles as a writer, journalist and editor. Valerie is author of the book Power Stories: The 8 Stories You Must Tell to Build an Epic Business – as well as countless magazine and newspaper articles – and has a no-nonsense approach to the business of writing.

			They’ll also know that Val has a penchant for banoffee pie, a menagerie of pets and a singular passion for Jon Bon Jovi. Her Word of the Week segment on the podcast is a highlight (for Val – but not so much for Al…). And more recently, she’s added another string to her bow and is now a visual artist and arts/culture festival curator. 

			Allison Tait, meanwhile, is the internationally published, bestselling author of two epic, middle-grade adventure series: The Mapmaker Chronicles and the Ateban Cipher.

			With decades of experience in publishing, both as an editor and a writer, and with two non-fiction books, two ghost-written books and several (unpublished) adult manuscripts to her name, Al’s gone from full-time freelance writer to children’s author, creative writing teacher and in-demand speaker. Our podcast community has listened in as she’s taken that journey.

			Her busy family life, writing companion Procrastipup, wardrobe of authorial blazers and overriding philosophy of “finish the damn book” also get regular airtime.

			We met in 1998 when we were both working for Cleo magazine.

			We won’t bore you here with our writing CVs (see the end of this book for the official breakdown), because this book is not about us.

			It’s about you.

			It’s about you taking that dream of being a writer and turning it into a reality.

			So You Want To Be A Writer is a beginner’s guide for people who want to be writers. Like all good non-fiction books, we’ve broken it into sections so you can dip in and out as needed or read it from start to finish. 

			We’ll walk you through each stage, from deciding what kind of writer you want to be (don’t laugh, this is a big question!), where to get ideas and how to share your writing dream with other people. We’ll take you through how to get the words written, finding your writing community (and why you need one), harnessing your creativity, how to use technology and the business of being a writer.

			We’ve drawn together the best advice we’ve found from our many interviews with some of the world’s most successful writers. You’ll read tips about the writing process, getting the first publishing deal, dealing with editors, writing the book and everything in between, by authors such as Liane Moriarty, Michael Robotham, Nick Earls, Charlotte Wood, Graeme Simsion, Jane Harper, Di Morrissey, Anita Heiss, Garry Disher, Jaclyn Moriarty, Andy Griffiths, Amie Kaufman, Jackie French, Veronica Roth and more.

			Literary authors, commercial fiction authors, non-fiction authors, publishers, agents, crime authors, romance authors, children’s authors, young adult authors, freelance writers, content writers – you name it, we’ve got them, Australian and international.

			This is a masterclass in writing and an incredible resource in itself.

			So what are you waiting for? 

			If you want to be a writer, the time to start is now!

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Ready to be a writer?

			Picture this. You’re sitting at your computer tapping away at the keys, ideas pouring out of your brain so fast that your fingers can’t keep up. Maybe you’re working on your next piece of writing – a story that’s been swirling around your brain for ages – and finally it’s forming right there on the screen in front of you.

			Your characters are coming to life, the story is so intriguing that you can’t even wait for the next paragraph to emerge, and you feel such an outpouring of creativity that you simply can’t stop. You’re in a creative flow. And it feels like magic.

			It’s the dream, right?

			If this is your idea of an idyllic way to spend the day, you might be wondering if this is ever going to happen. Or whether it will remain in your fantasies forever.

			Well, the good news for you is that this is not a movie. It’s real life. And if you’re reading this book, chances are that you’re interested in the life of a writer.

			Maybe you’re not quite sure what kind of writer you want to be – novelist, freelance writer, content writer, copywriter, the list goes on. On the other hand, maybe you’re crystal clear on your writing aspirations. It doesn’t matter where you are on your writing journey – or even if you haven’t even started on it. Because this book will give you the inspiration, motivation and guidance to help you on your path.

			Also, we know that not everyone has the luxury of writing full-time when they start out. In fact, most people begin their writing careers as a side hustle. 

			You might work in an unrelated field, but perhaps you’ve always harboured a secret love of words that you want to explore. Or maybe you already write in some form at work, but want to indulge in personal writing projects in your spare time.

			Whatever your situation, we get it. You probably have a day job. So this book is about how you can follow your writing dreams when you have other commitments. It’s about how to foster your creativity, even if you’re focused on another professional career.

			It’s about being able to have your cake and eat it too. Despite the old saying that this is not possible, it is. 

			As long as you follow some simple rules. 

			Rule 1: You need to believe it’s possible

			The first step in making this a reality is acknowledging that you can do it. After all, if you suspect that it will be a pipe dream – if you think this is something that only ever happens to other people – then it’s likely that perception will become your reality.

			We know that sounds a bit ‘woo woo’, but if you want the cold hard truth, it’s this: until you believe that you can pursue your dream of becoming a writer, it will never be in your grasp.

			Right now, some of you are thinking, “Well, I’d better stop reading here then.” Because, deep down, you don’t think it’s possible.

			It’s very easy – and perfectly natural – to think this way. We’re conditioned by our families to take the safe option. That is, to follow traditional career paths that lead to secure jobs, not realising those jobs could disappear in a single decision by management. 

			We’re conditioned by our peers not to take risks that are too big. Because we could fail. Or we could risk disappointment.

			We’re conditioned to think that dreams come true for other people. Why on earth would they happen to us?

			The thing is, all of these sentiments usually come from well-meaning loved ones. But the irony is that, if we heed them, we could end up never realising our potential, never experiencing the joy of achieving our goals, and never expressing the creative voice that’s in each and every one of us.

			So, while it might not come naturally to you, it’s vital to believe that pursuing your creative dreams – and achieving them – is possible. Because once you believe that, you’ve already won half the battle. And that’s pretty exciting!

			Author Terry Pratchett is known for saying: “The first draft is just you telling yourself the story.” He’s referring to the first draft of a manuscript and his point is that you should just be telling yourself the story of your characters and what happens to them. That first draft shouldn’t necessarily be about writing what your readers want or crafting a story to other people’s expectations.

			However, his quote goes deeper than that. It can also refer to the story you tell yourself… about yourself. If you fundamentally tell yourself the story that it’s too hard to become a writer, that will become your reality. If you don’t think you can succeed, that story will underpin how your life turns out. But if you tell yourself the story that you can explore and thrive as a writer, you’re shaping the story that you’ll get to live.

			If you still need convincing, stick with us. We hope that the stories in this book of creatives (with day jobs) can show you that your goals are within your grasp.

			Rule 2: It starts off as a side hustle

			When you want to pursue a creative endeavour, success almost always starts off as a side hustle. Especially if you’re exploring your creative side later in life.

			By that time, you might have a family, mortgage and other responsibilities you need to commit time and money to – so a writing side hustle is your only option to start with.

			But that shouldn’t be considered a negative. While you might like the idea of winning the lottery so you have the luxury of spending all morning writing and then all afternoon drinking tea and musing about what lyrical prose you’ve just penned, the truth is that some people find this situation more of a curse than a blessing.

			Why? Because there’s no imperative to succeed. There’s no need to be efficient. There’s no urgency to learn and create opportunities. When you start your writing career as a side hustle, you have to make every minute count. And that means you need to make decisions and grab opportunities that will give you the best return on your efforts.

			Nurturing a side hustle is also less risky. We know very few people who will say: “Hey, I’m going to give up my hefty salary tomorrow so I can transform myself overnight into a writer earning the equivalent income!”

			Very few people go down this path because it’s simply not a wise decision, especially if you have big family expenses to consider or loans you need to pay back. 

			However, we do know tonnes of people who take a stepped approach. That is, their writing starts off as a side hustle, perhaps after hours or on weekends. When they get some runs on the board, then they devote more time to it. 

			Tamsin’s side hustle led to award-winning books

			Award-winning author Tamsin Janu is a good example. When Tamsin first ventured into the world of writing, she was studying law at university. During a weekend course at the Australian Writers’ Centre, she came up with the idea for her first book, Figgy in the World, about a little girl named Figgy in the West African country of Ghana. Aimed at eight to 12-year-olds, the book won a slew of awards and established Tamsin as a fresh, exciting voice in publishing. 

			Tamsin says, “Seeing it in bookstores was definitely a thrill, as was other people telling me they’d bought or read it. I still receive emails from kids telling me how much they liked the book and asking really detailed questions about the story. It’s great they’re so interested!”

			After graduating from law, Tamsin entered the workforce and another couple of books followed: Figgy and the President and Figgy Takes the City. While working at a legal association four days a week, Tamsin dedicated the fifth day to her writing side hustle. She has since released another novel, Blossom, a fantasy-mystery set in Australia that follows the adventures of 10-year-old Lottie.

			Tamsin shows that a side hustle can result in publishing success. She doesn’t work full-time as a writer, but instead fits her writing around her lifestyle and other commitments. “How much I get done, or whether I get any done at all, varies widely from week to week,” she admits.

			Incorporating her passion for writing into her life has paid off. “I still feel kind of overwhelmed seeing my name listed alongside really great and established Australian children’s authors.”

			Brad went from history teacher to full-time writer

			Brad Kelly was in a successful career as a history teacher for 15 years before he decided to explore his love for writing. Brad completed several courses at the Australian Writers’ Centre while working full-time in teaching.

			He wanted to give his side hustle a go, so he quit his full-time teaching job and worked a few days per week as a casual teacher while building up his freelance writing career. Within a year, his side hustle became a healthy full-time income. Brad took a stepped approach and it worked.

			“I do a variety of work for corporates, for content writing, for book publishers and for private contracts and commissions,” says Brad.

			“Being in the Australian Writers’ Centre community taught me that making a living from writing is absolutely possible. Writing is a business and the AWC masterclass program has helped me treat it as such. I have spreadsheets, financial targets and a business plan. It opened up a whole world of ideas that I wouldn’t have been previously exposed to.”

			After hours activities

			When your writing starts off as a side hustle, you have to work at it after hours or on weekends if you want to grow it. Sometimes that means writing when you’re tired, or while you’re waiting for the kids at soccer, or getting up earlier so you can write a few hundred words before everyone else gets up.

			We met a woman recently who said, “I love writing. I know I’ll find a publisher for my novel when I finally finish it because it’s got a really great plot. But it’s just so hard to find the time.”

			She went on to tell us how her day job was so mentally taxing that the last thing she felt like doing after she got home was to sit in front of her computer to write her great story.

			Her job may well be mentally taxing. So might yours. But if you want your writing to progress beyond being a nice little fantasy, you need to be serious about your side hustle.

			Nigel’s Sunday writing sessions

			Nigel Bartlett took that approach. He had a busy day job but also had a compelling story brewing in his brain for years. So he decided to commit his Sundays to writing it. That meant turning down social functions and invites from friends, and not allowing himself to go hang out in the park, gym or shops.

			He designated that time to writing and, for the most part, stuck to it. “Usually I write on a Sunday,” Nigel says. “If I get invited to any social engagement on that day I just say, ‘Sorry, that’s my writing day.’ Going to the beach and that sort of thing is out of the question on my Sundays.”

			Nigel’s Sunday sessions resulted in his page-turning debut novel King of the Road, and he was over the moon when it was shortlisted for a Ned Kelly crime fiction award.

			Rule 3: Follow the steps in this book

			We’re laying out a blueprint for you right here in this book. If you follow the advice we’re giving you, based on literally decades of our experience – not to mention the generous tips from all the authors we’ve featured – you will get there.

			We get pretty excited when we see aspiring writers follow this blueprint and find success. It makes us do our own respective happy dances. Allison’s is likely to be a shimmy against the strains of a bluesy jazz number, while Valerie’s is probably a vigorous boogie to Bon Jovi. (Yes, we’re unashamed dags but we’re okay with that.) 

			The point is that it really does warm the cockles of our hearts when we see people achieve their writing dreams. And we’re not even a tiny bit smug if they get there because they’ve followed our blueprint. Okay we can’t lie... maybe just a tiny bit smug.

			But here’s the thing, it’s called a blueprint for a reason. It lays out the various components and foundations that will lead you towards becoming the writer you want to be. And they’re all important.

			Blueprints and building plans are vital when you’re constructing a house. If you ignore the section that tells you where the supporting walls are going to be, you may end up with some semblance of a house – but it won’t stand for very long.

			The same goes for our blueprint. If you choose to ignore some of the key elements because you think they’re not important or that they don’t apply to you, you’re not giving yourself the best chance of success. Or you’ll simply take longer to get there.

			We’re sharing this blueprint with you because we want you to achieve your own personal writing goals. And, we’ll be honest, we get asked how to do this so many times every week that we figured the most efficient way to reach as many people as possible was to lay out the blueprint in this book in a way that’s easy for anyone to follow.

			The key word here is “follow”. Sure, you can cherry pick the bits that sound most appealing to you – and that will help you make some progress. However, if you follow our blueprint step by step, you’ll maximise your opportunities and fast-track your quest to becoming a writer.

			Okay, are you ready for your first few steps?

			We know that if you’ve picked up this book, you’re probably interested in writing. But perhaps you’re not sure what your first steps should be. When you Google “how to become a writer”, so many options come up that it’s hard to know which one is the best path for your needs. So which direction should you head in?

			In the next chapter, you’ll discover exactly that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Your first few steps into the world of writing

			When you experience that first inkling that you want to explore the world of writing, it can be challenging to know where to start. There are so many options, so many Facebook ads telling you about masterclasses that will turn you into a published author and so many opinions from friends and family on what they think you should do.

			It’s certainly something that Valerie experienced when she first ventured into the world of writing. While Allison began her career as a writer early on, working her way from secretary to cadet journalist by the age of 19, Valerie came to writing via a circuitous route. 

			In fact, her first career could not have been further from the world of writing. She became… wait for it... an accountant! We know. It’s hard to believe, but it’s true. More about that later!

			Both of us know what it feels like to have that creative urge to explore the world of writing. And if you’re feeling that urge now, we strongly encourage you to give in to it. 

			We know it can be scary to admit you have this secret passion to become a writer. We know it can even be confronting, especially when you’re in a whole other career, one you’ve spent years studying for, or one you’ve invested time in and built to a decent level. 

			Allison will tell you that, even as a working journalist, making the switch to writing fiction felt like a leap of faith. “It felt like such a big thing, to say to other people, ‘I’m writing a novel,’” she says. “Like, ‘Who am I to be trying to do this?’”

			Deep down, some people are scared that if they open the door to the world of writing, they could discover they’ve made the wrong decisions about their career up until this point. And they’re concerned that it’s now too late to start again with a new one. So they leave that door firmly shut, in case they realise they’re missing out on what they’re truly meant to do in life.

			These are normal fears. Completely normal.

			But we want to make it clear that giving in to your creative curiosity about writing doesn’t mean you need to change your life in any kind of dramatic fashion. It doesn’t automatically mean you’re going to chuck in your current vocation and begin a new life as a writer tomorrow – to hell with the consequences.

			You don’t have to suddenly throw caution to the wind, give up your day job and plunge headfirst into an uncertain new career in writing. Nooooo. That’s not a pathway we advise. Remember, we reckon that writing usually starts off as a side hustle.

			If these kinds of thoughts are anywhere on your radar, you’re projecting waaaay too far into the future. Don’t overthink it.

			Just treat that little voice inside you that’s nudging you into the world of writing as a good friend who wants you to be happy.

			Go on, flirt a little

			If you’re wondering whether you should entertain the thought of writing as a side hustle, then we suggest you simply treat it as a brief exploration. A flirtation of sorts. You know, a simple glance, a little hello, a brief encounter where there are no strings attached.

			It’s like the coffee you have with someone who piques your interest before you decide whether you want to turn it into a full-blown romance.

			What does that look like in real life? Well, it depends on what works for you, but here are some possible first steps:

			
					Journalling: If you’re interested in the idea of writing but don’t actually… write… then start journalling regularly to see what it feels like to have words pour out of your brain, through your fingers and onto the page (or keyboard).In The Artist’s Way, Julia Cameron advocates doing “morning pages”. These are three pages of longhand writing in which you allow yourself to write in a stream of consciousness fashion, knowing that no-one is going to read what you write except for you. 
There’ll be no judgement, no expectations and no pressure that you need to create anything that’s publishable or even decipherable. As long as you do it every day and let yourself write whatever comes into your head, this process can provide you with great clarity on what’s truly important to you in life. It also gets you into the habit of writing regularly. 


					Do a short course: You don’t have to commit to a three-year degree. Or even a one-year program of study. Start off small. Do a weekend workshop. If you’re too much of a commitment-phobe even to do that, then enrol in an online workshop that you could complete in a few hours. Some people think the only way for them to truly explore their love of writing is to gain an academic qualification. However, the beauty of writing is that unlike a profession like medicine or engineering, you don’t need a piece of paper to show you have the goods. Writing is one of those skills that can be honed without a heavy-duty tertiary qualification. So don’t get hung up on the idea that you need to get one. 


					Enter a short story competition: You don’t have to embark on an 80,000-word novel as your first project. Write a short story. Write some flash fiction of only 500 words. Enter competitions without putting any pressure on yourself that you need to win! Just enjoy the act of writing.

			

			We’re sure you can think of other brief flirtations that can connect you into the world of writing. Even if it’s simply trying your hand at The New Yorker’s caption competition, where readers are invited to pen their own captions to an illustration each week. Just do something.

			These small actions give you a taste for what it feels like to write. Because the mere act of writing will eventually reveal to you the steps you should take next.

			You’ll find that you gravitate to certain types of writing. You’ll be more passionate about certain genres or style and less interested in others. But you’ll never discover this if you just read the theory about different types of writing. It’s in the actual ‘doing’ that you discover what really sparks your interest.

			What if you find out you love it? 

			Let’s say you do this for a while and realise, “Yes, I love to write!” And you want to take this further but you’re not sure what to do next. 

			If you think this might be a direction you want to continue in, this is where we strongly encourage you to do a course. And not just because we both teach courses in writing!

			It’s because we don’t want you to waste time. There’s no doubt that if you do a course, you’ll fast-track your learning. In a short time, you’ll learn rules, techniques and vital industry information that would otherwise take years to glean.

			Let’s take one of our students, Greg. He worked on his novels for years and years. But he beavered away in isolation, writing at every available opportunity, fleshing out his characters and taking them on an epic adventure. Greg ended up with a multi-book series. 

			He even hired editors and manuscript assessors to polish his massive tome. We could see he had a passion for storytelling and the seed of a great idea. But Greg, who worked in a day job as an engineer, had never learnt the fundamentals of creative writing through any kind of course or book or workshop. Sure, he read fiction a lot – but that isn’t the same as actually honing his skills in writing. Even though we tried to convince him to do a course, it was years before he finally did so.

			And in Greg’s words: “I wish I’d done this sooner. You don’t know what you don’t know. And I could have saved a lot of time if I’d learnt some of the basic rules of writing and publishing way back when I was still writing my first manuscript. Doing a course was one of the most valuable things I could have done for my writing – not only because of what I’ve learnt, but also because I’ve realised how valuable it is to be around other writers.”

			Greg touches on another important part of your journey into writing. It’s important to be part of a community. That is, people who understand what it’s like to journey down the path of becoming a writer. If you can’t access an entire community, then at least find a handful of friends who share the same passion as you do. 

			That’s because writing can be an isolating activity. You’re always in your head or tapping away at your computer. And even if you’re usually quite a loner, it can do wonders for your writing – not to mention your sanity – if you can connect with other people who are going through the same experiences you’re going through.

			You don’t have to throw in your day job!

			Now, you might be perfectly happy in your current job – and that’s great! We’re certainly not here to tell you to quit it. Not at all. Many people are happy to stick with their chosen careers and enjoy writing as a sideline. We’ve had many students successfully do just that. They enjoy earning a part-time income from writing – whether that’s writing books or freelance articles – and because they have a full-time income from their day job, they don’t feel any pressure to earn a certain income level from their writing. 

			They literally do it for the love of it. Many confess they love it so much they’d even do it if they didn’t get paid. The income is simply a bonus – a reward where they get paid to explore an interest they’re passionate about.

			They’re part of the growing number of multi-hyphenates who successfully juggle dual professions.

			But you can if you want

			However, perhaps you’re now at the stage where you actually want to transition out of your career to become a writer. Perhaps your flirtation with writing has revealed that you’re not in a very happy relationship with your current job. And you think you might want out.

			That’s totally understandable. It can be easy to be seduced into this new career if you’re miserable with your current one. And if you’re truly passionate about writing, then we want to encourage you every step of the way.

			We’re not going to lie. It’s not like you’re going to do one course, snap your fingers and become a fully fledged writer overnight. You’re going to have to put in some work. But if you’re prepared to do it, we truly believe that you can make it.

			“What

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/Combined_logo_prepublication.jpg
book is available from the
National Library of Australia

TN A catalogue record for this
AL






OEBPS/image/1.jpg
So You Want To
Be A Writer

Allison Tait
Valerie Khoo





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
‘Practical, grounded and inspiring. When a thousand voices tell you that you can't,
you need a voice to make you believe you can. This book is that voice.'
Candice Fox, #1 New York Times bestselling author

A
& "

SO YOU WANTTO BE A

WRITER

How to get started
(while you still have a day job)

,.1

ALLISON TAIT & VALERIE KHOO





