
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Writer’s Guide to 
Submissions Etiquette  

 
…a gift to you from your creative writing teacher, 

including all the accumulated wisdom  
 that she wishes she had  

when she began submitting her work.
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Ground Zero 
Take care of these basics before you even begin thinking about submissions. 
 
1. Obtain a simple, professional-sounding email address. Do not use your school 
account (high school or college) as that account is both temporary and gives away information 
about your age that you don’t need in the mix.  

• I highly recommend Gmail, as their archiving ability is unparalleled. 
• If you can make your username your first name and last name, perfect. If not, try your 

first initial and last name, etc. 
• BootyCall27@gmail.com is not a professional username. Neither is 

IHeartJordan4Eva@yahoo.com or MJ23OldSchool@me.com 
 
2. Clean up your digital footprint. 

• Google yourself on a computer that you typically do not use. What are the first hits? 
What does that mean/say about you? 

• Make your Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest and other social media accounts PRIVATE. It 
may not offer you much protection, but better than none. Once the cache is updated 
(sometimes this can take up to 6 months), this will be consistently useful protection. 

• Delete your Twitter account if there is anything remotely questionable/negative on it. 
• Create a new Twitter account. Consider it your “public face.” Twitter is (more so than 

other media) definitionally public. 
 
3. Preparing a Submission. 

• Do not “publish” your own work on a blog, facebook, or any other social media. 
This counts as publication and means a journal will not consider it. 
 

• Be professional; use a readable, size 12 font (Times New Roman unless otherwise 
specified). Do not make your title bigger or “fancier.” Do not use colored text or 
images. Include page numbers. Include your last name and/or contact information 
in the header with the page number unless otherwise requested. 

 
• Major part of being professional? PROOFREAD. 

 
You can see some sample submissions on the next page. 
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Submission to a Journal or Magazine 

 
 
Submission for a “Full” Manuscript 

 



 

©Alina Borger 

4 

Part I 
Submitting your written work to journals and magazines 

 
When you begin reading and writing for literary journals, you’re participating in the literary 
community in a way you likely have not done before. Like any community, there are 
expectations and values for appropriate conduct. A good citizen familiarizes him/herself with 
these expectations and values and lives them out. 
 
On reading and commenting  - as we already know from the Three R’s 

• Read. Read a lot. Find journals you love and go back to them regularly. A good 
member of the literary community is a reader as well as a contributing writer. 
 

• If you read something you like, commenting on it or sending a social media 
shout-out to the journal or the author is appropriate. This form of word-of-mouth 
publicity is important for journals. It is especially important  

 
• If you read something you don’t like, don’t comment on it. It’s not worth your 

time or the journal’s time, since the piece has already been published. It also gives 
you a bad reputation as a troll or a negative nelly. 

 
• Read author bios to get a feel for how these gems are constructed. You’ll likely be 

writing one at some point! 
 
Submitting 

• Follow submission guidelines EXACTLY.  
! Number of pieces you can submit. If they say 3-6, don’t submit 1-2 or 7+. 
! Formatting requests—whether or not they want your name/contact 

information on your work, whether or not they want all the submissions in 
ONE file or in several files, etc. 

! How they want the submission to arrive—via Submittable, via CLMP, via 
email, via mail, etc. 

 
• Do not contact the journal to ASK questions that are already answered in their 

instructions or about pages. In fact, it’s rarely a good idea to contact an editor 
when you’re submitting work. 

 
• Write a brief, professional cover letter (samples attached). 

 
• Write a biographical statement—having different versions on hand helps: 

! A shorter one (less than 100 words) 
! a longer one (less than 250 words),  
! a formal one (name, job, publication credits only)  
! a more informal one (including a personality detail as appropriate) 
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• Keep a careful record of your submissions so you know when to withdraw, nudge, 
or move on. 

! Withdraw – this usually happens for two reasons (1) when you get an 
acceptance elsewhere or (2) you have so radically revised that you think 
the original should not be under consideration any more. To be fair, 
editors look kindly on withdrawals for reason #1. They are not as kindly 
disposed to withdrawals for reason #2, so you do not want to re-submit the 
revised piece to the same journal unless there are extenuating 
circumstances. 

! Nudge – read the guidelines carefully. If they say it may take up to six 
months to get a reply, then prepare to wait six months. If they say not to 
ask again about submissions, then don’t. However, if you have a 
submission that has been out for longer than the time stated in the 
submissions guidelines (or six months if no time is given), then go ahead 
and write a short respectful email along the lines of: I submitted 
__________ in January. I haven’t heard back yet, so I wanted to check 
and see if it was still under consideration. 

! Move on – Sometimes if a new issue of the journal has come out already 
or you don’t feel comfortable nudging, you may want to mark a particular 
piece “no reply” and just let sleeping dogs lie. That’s fine. 
 

 
A sample tracker for journal/magazine submissions 
Journal Piece(s) submitted Date Submitted Status 
Hermeneutic Chaos “Do Unto Others” 9/12 Accepted 9/14 
Found Poetry Journal “Surface Tension” 9/12 (still waiting) 
Cider Press Review “The Plural of Grief” 

“Disappearing Shore” 
“Anagnorisis” 
 

10/7 Accepted 10/18 
Accepted 10/18 
Declined 10/18 

Lunch Ticket “Anagnorisis” 10/7 Declined 10/26 
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Sample Cover Letters  
for Journal/Magazine Submission 

 
Dear Editors, 
 
For your “Farewell” submissions call, I am submitting three poems: “ ______,” “________,” and 
“______.” 
 
I have been writing poetry and fiction for the last several years. Currently, I am a student in Iowa 
City, IA.  
 
Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
Jane Smith 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Dear Editors, 
 
For your nonfiction issue, I am submitting “_________________.” 
 
As requested, my biographical statement is below. Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
Jane Smith 
 
Biographical Statement 
Jane Smith studies creative writing in Iowa City, Iowa. She is the recipient of the 2015 
Scholastic Silver Medal in Poetry. Her work has recently appeared in Village Mag and The City 
High Review, and was a part of Iowa City’s Poetry In Public installation in 2012. 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Dear Editors, 
 
For your consideration, I am submitting “_________________” and “________________.” 
 
As requested, my biographical statement is below. Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
Jane Smith 
 
Biographical Statement 
Jane Smith has been writin poetry and short fiction for several years. She is currently a student in 
Iowa City, Iowa.  
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Part II 
Querying An Agent or a Small House with a Manuscript 

 
When you have a completed, revised, revised, revised, revised to perfection manuscript, you will 
have to decide what you’d like to do with it. You have several options: 

1. Put it in a drawer or a file on your computer and get to work on the next one. 
2. Self-publish your manuscript (through Amazon or other self-publishing channels) 
3. Try to win a publishing contest with your manuscript. 
4. Seek traditional publication for your manuscript. 

 
If you decide you’d like to seek traditional publication for your manuscript, you will need to 
query agents. Why? Because with a few exceptions (Tor and Chronicle being the main ones, I 
think), the major houses are all closed to submissions from un-agented writers.  
 
A query is a letter introducing your manuscript.  

• REALITY: A query signals you’re interested in hiring that agent to represent you.  
• FEELING: A query is an audition to see if an agent will pick you.  

 
Query letters are one of the hardest things a fiction writer has to write. However, they are the 
ticket to becoming a traditionally published writer, so if that’s the dream, then learn to query you 
must. 
 
Practical Information 
A query is a letter. It is 250 words (1 page absolutely maximum). All the same issues that 
apply in submitting to journals apply here too:  

• Follow submission guidelines EXACTLY.  
• Do not contact the agent/publisher to ASK questions that are already answered in their 

instructions or about pages. In fact, it’s rarely a good idea to contact the agent/publisher 
when you’re in the process of submitting work—except to submit the work. 

 
A query consists of three parts: the Hook, the Book, the Cook 

• Hook – a sentence or two to catch the reader’s interest 
• Book – Make sure to focus on the plot catalyst NOT the whole plot, then include word 

count, genre, comp titles 
• Cook – your own bio, however skinny. Only give information relevant to your writing 

life, not personal information. 
 
A query should be personalization as appropriate for that particular agent/publisher 

• Dear + Agent/Editor Name at the top 
• If the agent/publisher specifies that they would like the information, you could also 

include1-2 sentences about why the book will appeal to that agent/publisher or how you 
met and decided to query. 

• Some agents request a synopsis. A synopsis is the entire book in one page. It’s okay to be 
single spaced, provided there is an extra space between paragraphs. No suspense. Tell the 
ending.   
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Conventional Wisdom About Querying 

1. Send in small batches (10-15 queries at a time, and then wait for responses)—don’t send 
to your dream agent first. Test your query. If you get 5 requests from your query letter, 
then maybe consider querying your dream agent. If you get 0 requests, maybe rework 
your query and/or pages. 

2. Just like with literary magazines, FOLLOW THE SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS – some 
agents want 5 pages, some agents want query only, some agents want a synopsis plus 25 
pages…do your research. 

3. Sample pages → MUST be the first pages of the manuscript, not just random pages from 
anywhere in the book (besides if you have to go to random pages to find “good writing,” 
you’re not ready to query). Typically, agents want the sample pages in the body of the 
email, not as an attachment—but agents vary. 

 
How Do You Figure Out Who to Query? 

• Writer’s Market 
• Twitter (consider following Brenda Drake and look at Pitch Wars, PitMad, and other 

pitch contests as a way to see what other folks are doing and looking for) 
• #MSWL – Manuscript Wish List – Agents will talk about what kinds of manuscripts 

they’re looking for and this can be a great tool 
• Agent Query, Query Tracker 
• Composite Sites like Literary Rambles, Query, Sign, Submit, Mother, Write, Repeat 

Agent Interviews (or other agent interview sites) 
 
How Do You Figure Out Who NOT to Query? 
No part of the submissions process should cost you any money (unless you’re subscribing to a 
legitimate service or entering a contest). Some agents are just schmagents who charge 
submission fees and/or have no relationships in the publishing industry. An easy way to check 
this is to use Predators & Editors (free internet source). You can also check for confirmed sales. 
 
Record keeping 
Just like submitting to journals/magazines, you want to keep careful track of which agents you 
have submitted to, when, and how they responded. You have the same options of withdrawing, 
nudging, or moving on, and the same issues and warnings go along with them (see pg 5). 
 
RE: nudges and agents, read their guidelines carefully. It is almost NEVER wise to nudge about 
a query, unless you’ve received an offer. The only time nudges MAY be appropriate is with 
partials or fulls. 
 
A sample tracker for agent queries 
Agent Date Queried  Notes/Status 
Jane Smith 9/18 Query only 
Ben Miller 9/18 Query + 10 pages – declined 9/19 – said the 

character didn’t grab him. 
Jennifer Chavez 9/18 Query + 15 pages + synopsis  
Sarah Goldstein 9/19 Query + 5 pages 
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What Happens AFTER a query? 
You get rejections and non-responses. You keep track of these. You may also get some “this 
project isn’t for me, but query me again with your next project if you don’t find representation 
for this one.” You keep track of these, too! 
 
If your query is working, and your pages are good, you may also get some requests. Typically, 
these are either full requests or partial requests. 

• A full request – the agent would like you to send your complete manuscript 
• A partial request – the agent would like to see the first x-number of pages of your 

manuscript  
 
If your query is not working or your pages are not good, you will likely not get requests. If 
you’ve targeted the right agents (agents who represent the type of work you are writing and are 
interested in your topic), and you get no requests to 10-15 queries, you probably need to rework 
the query and/or the pages. 
 
This flow chart probably explains it better than just words. 
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Sample Query Letters 
for novel manuscript submissions to agents & small houses 

 
 
Dear Ms. Megibow, 
   
I am seeking representation for my YA novel, The Weight of Zero, complete at 86,000 words. Seventeen-year-old Catherine 
Pulaski knows Zero is coming for her. Zero, the devastating depression born of Catherine’s bipolar disease, has almost triumphed 
once, propelling Catherine to her first suicide attempt. With Zero only temporarily restrained by the latest med du jour, time is 
running out. In an old ballet shoebox, Catherine stockpiles medications, preparing to take her own life before Zero can inflict its 
own living death on her again.  
  
But Catherine’s life is changing with unexpected and meaningful relationships that lessen her sense of isolation. These new 
relationships along with the care of a gifted psychiatrist alter Catherine’s perception of her diagnosis as a death sentence.  This is 
a story of loss and grief and how the many shapes of love – maternal, romantic and platonic – lead to Catherine’s successful 
struggle to come to terms with her chronic mental illness. 
  
This manuscript was awarded the SCBWI 2014 Work-in-Progress Grant in the Contemporary YA category and the Serendipity 
Literary Agency 2013 YA First Page/Novel Discovery Contest. My experiences with children as a juvenile prosecutor and court 
appointed child advocacy attorney definitely influenced the writing of this story. But it was my husband’s job that gave birth to it. 
He is a child psychiatrist and through him, I understand that treatment can and does work. This is what inspired me to write a 
story of hope. 
 
Thank you for your time! 
 
Sincerely, 
Karen Fortunati  
 
(see agent commentary on this query at http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents/successful-queries-
agent-sara-megibow-and-the-weight-of-zero) 
 
 
Dear Ms. Townsend: 
 
In the fall of 1918, Cleo Berry is completing her studies at St. Helen’s Hall, one of the oldest boarding schools in Portland, 
Oregon. When soldiers arrive at nearby Camp Lewis, they transport the Spanish Influenza, a mysterious strain of flu that strikes 
down young men and women with swift, shocking brutality. 
 
Schools, churches, and theaters are shut down. Cleo disobeys her headmistress’s quarantine order, choosing to wait out the 
epidemic, and her family’s impending return, in the relative safety of their empty home. But it isn’t long before the Red Cross 
launches a plea for volunteers. For deeply personal reasons, Cleo finds she cannot ignore the call for help. 
 
Her duties are clear — to search the neighborhoods and report cases of influenza to the grand auditorium, which has been 
transformed into an emergency hospital. There Cleo meets Lieutenant Edmund Parrish, a medical student who bears the 
permanent scars of war. In the coming weeks, the death toll mounts, and reality sets in. There is little help forthcoming from an 
overworked medical staff and a strained ambulance service. If Cleo is to help save lives, she must find the courage to navigate 
alone in a city turned ominous with fear. 
A DEATH-STRUCK YEAR is a young adult historical novel, complete at 56,000 words. 
 
My articles have appeared in the Portland Oregonian, Bookmarks Magazine, and Library Journal. I have a BA in journalism from 
the University of Oregon and an MLIS from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, where I studied literature for children. 
Additionally, I am a member of the Society of Children’s Book Writers & Illustrators. 
 
I have attached my complete manuscript. Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
Makiia Lucier  
 
(see agent commentary on this query at http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents/successful-queries-
agent-suzie-townsend-and-a-death-struck-year) 
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Epilogue 
On getting a rejection 

• Expect it. It’s normal. Let it roll off your back. Keep submitting. And more 
important, keep writing. 
 

• DO NOT write back to the editor/agent and ask why. 
 

• DO NOT argue with the editor/agent about his/her opinions. 
 

• DO NOT badmouth the publication/agent because they didn’t accept something 
you submitted. ESPECIALLY not on social media. 

 
• Do not write a thank you for their consideration; you’ve already done this in the 

cover letter and it simply takes up time and space in the editor/agent inbox, which 
is already crowded. 
 
 

On getting an acceptance or an offer of representation 
Acceptance in a journal or magazine Offer of representation 
Respond as requested by the editor/agent.  
 
Read any contract and choose to sign it or not 
to pursue publication any further on that route 
(if you’re under 18, you will need to request 
parent and/or teacher assistance with this). 
 
If the journal requires or requests a bio, prepare 
one and send it back in the format they’ve 
requested. 
 
Immediately contact the other journal(s) 
considering that work and withdraw it with a 
simple, respectful letter (sample below). 
 
 

Respond as requested. 
 
Let the agent know how many other people are 
considering the manuscript, and explain that 
you need to let them know. 
 
Immediately contact the other agents 
considering the manuscript and explain that 
you have received an offer of representation 
(sample below) 
 
Dear______: 
 
I have received an offer of representation for my MG Fantasy, 
GROVE, which you requested in January. I need to let the offering 
agent know my decision by next Friday. 
I wanted to let you know so that you would still have an opportunity to 
read it. For your reference, our original correspondence is below. As 
always, thank you again for your time and consideration. 

Sincerely, 
Jane Smith 

(If this prompts the agent to read, fall in love, 
and offer, then you’ll have to consider both 
offers and accept the one that’s right for you. 
There are lots of resources about how to 
navigate this part of the process available 
online. ☺) 

 


