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Presenter: Virginia McCullough 
 
Course Description: 
 
Although many writers hope for the day they can support themselves solely through their 
fiction, ideas for articles or nonfiction books may nag at them and keep them awake at 
night, too. These ideas could hold the key to adding needed income. Still, these writers 
often need strategies and tips to channel their interests—and passions—into the world of 
nonfiction writing. This workshop includes the following: 
 

* The reasons turning to nonfiction writing may be a great career move. 
* Brainstorming to uncover areas of interest, expertise, and passion. 
* Ways to convert interests and expertise into target markets for ghostwriting, editing, 

and consulting. 
* An exploration of initial marketing—what gold can be mined immediately. 
* Tips for balancing multiple projects while pursuing fiction goals. 
* Strategies to make the life of a self-employed writer work—and having some fun with 

it, too. 
 
About the Instructor: 
 
Over thirty years ago, Virginia discovered that she’s one of the lucky ones—she really 
enjoys the writing process. For the first few years of her career she produced articles on 
topics based on her life experience and interests. Her articles on family living, boating and 
cruising, women’s and social issues, and children’s literature appeared in dozens of diverse 
publications, including Baby Talk, Marriage and Family Living, Sail, and Cruising World. 
 
In the 1980s, Virginia found a niche working with experts who wanted—or needed—to write 
books. She’s written nine coauthored titles with experts, and as a ghostwriter-editor she’s 
written or revised well over 100 books and has edited or helped to develop many dozens 
more. Today, most of her clients are doctors, therapists, lawyers, and professional 
speakers. She coauthored her most recent book, The Oxygen Revolution (Hatherleigh, April 
2007), with a pioneer in the field of hyperbaric medicine. 
 
A member of the National Speakers Association (NSA), the American Society of Journalists 
and Authors, and the Authors Guild, Virginia has presented writing-related workshops for 
many organizations, including the National Association of Physician Broadcasters. For 
several years, she regularly presented her own three-hour seminar, “How to Get Your Book 
Published,” to audiences in Chicago and Asheville, North Carolina. 
 
Virginia joined RWA in 2001, and after being named a finalist in several chapter contests, 
Greta’s Grace, a mainstream family drama/love story, finaled in the 2006 Golden Heart 
Contest in the “strong romantic elements” category. Another complete book, Island Healing, 
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has won two chapter contests in that category. In June of 2007, her long contemporary, The 
Chapels on the Hill, won WisRWA’s Fabulous Five contest. 
 
Because she likes nothing more than hanging out with other writers and learning as much 
as she can, Virginia belongs to WisRWA and the Lowcountry chapters, as well as several 
online chapters. She currently chairs WisRWA’s Write Touch Readers’ Award Contest and 
has served as co-contact for the Greater Green Bay Area. Over the years, Virginia has 
mentored many new writers and has offered all-around support to writers in all stages of 
their careers. A mother of two grown children, she currently lives in Green Bay, Wisconsin, 
but has lived in several states and the U.S. Virgin Islands. 

INTRODUCTION 
Welcome to this workshop. I’m especially pleased to do this session because 
I like nothing better than engaging in a conversation about “the writer’s life” 
and ways to make writing the focus of a successful business and career. In 
this workshop, it makes no difference where you’re published in either or 
both fiction or nonfiction. Your place on this continuum simply doesn’t 
matter.  
 
I’ll start by parsing the title of the workshop because it’s relevant to the big 
picture.  
 
First, I use the word “create,” because every writing business is different 
and the only prerequisite is an active imagination. Like your novels, your 
nonfiction writing business will reflect your vision in combination with your 
individual skills and desires. In addition, a writing business is never static, 
but always dynamic, and you’ll often recreate your focus and marketing 
plans as you go along.  
 
Second, “fulltime” is a relative term, based on your circumstances. In the 
last couple of decades, I’ve talked with hundreds of women who long to 
replace salaries from outside jobs with income produced in their own 
ventures, writing or otherwise. Many women in RWA want to subsidize 
income made from fiction writing. I’ve consulted with a few women who 
prefer to stay at home with their preschool age kids, but need to earn 
money as well. Some of these individuals decide to try their hand at 
nonfiction and divide and balance their time between fiction and nonfiction.  

 
Third, “writing” might mean many things beyond producing magazine/ 
newspaper articles, newsletters, or books. In the context of a business, 
writing also could include ghostwriting, editing, producing ad or direct mail 
copy, writing speeches, researching, consulting, public speaking, certain 
kinds of teaching, and so forth. In fact, just as writing fiction catapults us 
into many exciting places, a nonfiction focus can take us to one new world 
after another!  
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Fourth, I use the word “business” to distinguish this kind of venture from its 
older cousin, “freelancing.” Back in the 1970s when I began nonfiction 
writing, most independent writers—men and women—called themselves 
freelancers. The word implied going from one assignment or project to 
another and taking what comes along; to some, the term was code for 
“between jobs.” I’m not saying these connotations were fair—they weren’t 
and aren’t. However, as we moved into the 1980s, the emphasis on 
entrepreneurship, specifically the rise in number of businesses started by 
women, many writers began defining the nature of their work in updated 
terms.  

 
Many writers have noticed that potential clients (individuals, editors, 
corporations, associations, and so forth) tend to take “business owners” 
more seriously than “freelancers.” When we think about a business, we know 
on some gut level that it involves planning, setting goals, promotion, 
researching markets, and looking ahead to the kinds of changes that could 
influence our business focus. And this is true for a ten-hour or a forty-hour a 
week writing business. It doesn’t matter if your writing business 
supplements income from an outside job or if you wrap it into your fiction 
writing pursuits, all the implied principles of running a business apply. As we 
move along, I’ll be glad to talk about the way my own business evolved if 
you’d find it helpful. (My web site, www.virginiamccullough.com can tell you 
what I’m up these days. 

 
So, that’s the basic foundation for this class. Please introduce yourself and 
tell me what you hope to take away from this class. My goal is to help you 
venture out in directions that meet your needs. Perhaps you’re trying to 
evolve from one kind of writing to another, or you may be taking first steps 
into nonfiction writing. Either way, I want you to have information you need 
to reach your goals. 

 
On Monday I’ll post a word about self-employment in general, and then on 
Tuesday, we’ll get down to the business of writing.  
 
Section 1: The Self-employment Issue 

 
Sooner or later, the pros and cons of self-employment come up, so we might 
as well address them now. I recall being told it was more or less impossible 
for me to maintain a fulltime writing business because of the insecurities 
involved and lack of “benefits.” It’s true that given the nature of this 
business, you can’t reliably predict how much money will come in each 
month or even over a year. To overcome that fundamental fact and other 
disadvantages of self employment, motivation for independence (which is 
really self-direction) must run deep.  
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The desire to work for myself has been an overriding motivator and has kept 
me going over the long haul. In addition, I’ve had both practical reasons and 
a desire to move around some, and today, with all the communication 
technology available, location is much less important than it was a couple of 
decades ago. 
 
Of all the benefits involved in having an outside job, health insurance seems 
to be the biggest and certainly the hardest to match when we’re on our own. 
(I realize, by the way, that not all jobs offer health insurance, so 
employment is not a guarantee.) Insurance may or may not be an issue for 
you, but if you have questions, I’ll be happy to address them, because it’s 
not a minor issue. While it’s not the case for me, I realize that many women 
are covered under a family insurance policy, which can be a huge relief! I’ve 
found that the other two issues, namely, paid sick leave and paid vacation 
days seem to take care of themselves.  

 
On the other side of the ledger, the benefits of working for ourselves can be 
practical and have some financial advantages. Most of us have seen cartoons 
of writers working all day in their bathrobes, and while that’s not my style, I 
certainly need far less in the way of professional clothing than my friends 
who work in outside jobs. I even have less wear and tear on my rather old 
car and I don’t have to factor in transportation, lunches, and myriad 
incidental expenses. As I write this I’m snowed in up here in Wisconsin and I 
can stay off the roads rather than slog through traffic. For women with 
children at home, eliminating daycare expenses may be a major advantage 
of pursuing nonfiction writing.  

 
So, ask yourself some questions about how working for yourself fits into 
your larger writing vision and plans. Figure out if fulltime writing suits your 
personality. Some features are more attractive than others and may end up 
driving your quest. Discover what for you are the most exciting advantages 
of working for yourself.   

 
• Being your own boss?  
• Setting your own schedule?  
• The ease of working from home?  
• Working alone?  
• The creative possibilities?  
• Freedom and independence—controlling your own destiny? 

 
I recommend that you give these issues/questions serious thought, but at 
the same time, I’d avoid buying into the negative talk about how creating a 
fulltime writing business is all but impossible. On to some brainstorming! 
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Section 2: Expand Your Thinking: The 15-Minute Brainstorm (or 30 
minutes if you’re on a roll) 
 
I’ve found that this exercise often starts to expand thinking because it 
assumes that you don’t have all the answers when you start! Besides, an 
important part of business success in any field is the willingness to think 
about possibilities and be open to new opportunities.  
 
These two “fill in the blanks” exercises are designed to expand your thinking 
and give you a place to start. Even if you already have a good idea about the 
kinds of nonfiction material you’d like write, do this exercise anyway. 
Remember the basic principle of brainstorming: there are no bad ideas—
write down everything—anything—that pops into your head. 
 
Exercise #1:  
 
Right now I can write the following kinds of material… 
(List anything that comes to mind—off the top of your head. No over-
thinking yet!) 
 
With some practice and research, I could write the following… 
(Examples: corporate reports, gardening books, user manuals, parenting 
advice, educational materials, and so forth.) 
 
I have expertise and/or credentials in… 
(Examples: customer service, teaching, healthcare specialties, parenting, 
law, accounting, computer technology, nutrition, management and 
supervision, the travel industry, leadership training, event planning, and so 
forth.) 

 
Okay, you’ve covered some practical ground. Now try expanding your 
thinking into areas that may or may not be related to the information above. 
List anything that comes to mind 
 
Exercise #2: 
 
I am interested in… 
 
But I’m passionate about… 
 
So I can use my interests, passions, and expertise/credentials to write the 
following… 
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Of course, the goal is to write from your deepest interests and passions as 
much as possible, and now you have a fuller picture of areas you may want 
to develop. You can work with areas of interest, passion, and/or expertise to 
find the types of writing that may suit you now and the markets that may 
want what you have to offer. 
 
So, if some brave souls will post what they’ve come up with, I’ll use the 
information to begin talking about individual areas of writing and marketing.  
 
Section 3: Examples 
 
As I continue going through the results of the exercises, some issues come 
up that may help you explore the next steps and determine where you go 
from here.  
 
One thing is clear: writers have more ideas and areas of interest than 
anyone I know! It can be overwhelming and sometimes feel less like a 
blessing than a curse.  
 
Everyone in the class provides an illustration of both possibilities and 
dilemmas—I’m no different, by the way. Many of us want to write about all 
kinds of things. Our challenge is to narrow the focus. I’ll use two women’s 
exercise results to expand on that point.  
 
Example 1: Tressa—if you look at the exercise Tressa posted, you’ll see 
that she has many areas in which she could write, but I pulled out one, her 
interest/passion in all things Victorian. That covers a lot of ground, but it has 
the potential to represent a specialty (or sub-specialty) of sorts. She can use 
it as the basis of specific types of articles. I mentioned travel, antiques, 
romance, and so forth. She has regional possibilities—Victorian homes or 
festivals in her region. Obviously, that could expand beyond her home state.  
 
The point here is that we always have a better shot at grabbing an editor’s 
attention if we our idea is targeted and has a specific hook. So, a story on a 
town in Illinois with a Victorian Days festival or a roundup of famous 
Victorian estates/homes in a three-state region likely has more appeal to an 
editor than a survey of Victorian houses across the U.S.  
 
Tressa also mentioned a couple of specialty magazines she could write for or 
perhaps even work for. Someone who combines a clearly defined interest or 
expertise with writing ability may be able to become a contributing editor for 
a special-interest magazine. (More on that later.) 
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So, should Tressa devote all her nonfiction writing time to this focus? That 
depends on her schedule and the wider career/business path she wants to 
pursue. But this focus provides one path. Maybe she’ll develop two or three 
paths, but her Victorian interest gives her a place to begin exploring 
possibilities. This focus might complement her fiction as well.  
  
Example 2: Jill, an attorney, can consider two paths that don’t appear 
related. She could narrow her focus and market herself as a legal expert. 
She could write or edit for legal publications, she could consult, write 
consumer articles and/or books, and so forth. Over time, we could probably 
do a careful analysis and even figure out an approximate per year income 
level for either a part-time or fulltime focus. But, based on what came 
through in her exercise, she’d enjoy outdoor writing, perhaps combined with 
a “family living” focus. We could brainstorm that passion and come up with 
all kinds of ideas and marketing plans.  
 
Jill and others represent what I often call the intersection of wants and 
needs. Whether Jill decides to do the planning and marketing for a legal 
focus likely depends on practical needs and goals at the time.  
 
Putting the emphasis on one clear track doesn’t mean that she can’t write 
about outdoor and adventure travel—or carve out fiction time. It simply 
illustrates the notion that when you’re weighing what to focus on first, 
thinking about your financial needs and goals can help guide your planning. 
You may also find that you feel less overwhelmed over the long haul. 
 
Section 4: Slanting Material—Getting the Most From Your Ideas   
 
This discussion/exercise helps you understand spin-offs and go from the 
general to the specific, from the “one to the many.” 
 
In the initial brainstorming exercise, you made a list of topics you could 
write about—with varying degrees of enthusiasm, of course. Now you’ll 
brainstorm again. This time, pick a topic or two from your list and come up 
with specific article ideas. In other words, your brainstorming continues, but 
in a targeted way.  
 
I’m using articles as an example, but bear in mind that some of your ideas 
may contain a slant on a topic that could expand into a book or they may be 
areas you could write about for businesses or associations.  
 
Many of you said you could write about broad topics such as parenting, 
aging parents and being a grandparent, and cooking. Parenting and cooking 
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are broad areas, much like “romance,” so the challenge is to find specific 
topics that appeal to you or in which you have expertise.  
 
For the sake of conversation let’s look at “aging parents” as a jumping off 
place. We could write about literally hundreds of areas: physically caring for 
aging parents, arranging care for aging parents, helping one’s parents stay 
independent, choosing assisted living facilities, establishing medical power of 
attorney, sharing care with siblings, the nursing home decision, and so forth. 
These articles could have a legal and/or medical slant, i.e. “Does you parent 
have a living will?” or “Medical Symptoms to Watch For—and What They 
Could Mean.” 
 
Based on personal experience, I could slant any number of articles about 
aging parents, some of which could be “nuts and bolts” pieces: Questions to 
ask your parents’ doctors, reorganizing a parent’s home, finding part-time 
help, facts about living wills and other end-of-life issues, and so forth. 
Depending on my target market, I could consult with legal experts or those 
who specialize in working with the elderly. 
 
Beyond the practical concerns, I could write about the more personal or 
emotional issues: how we feel watching parents’ age, the gentle art of filling 
in memory, the myth of “role reversal,” establishing boundaries, the painful 
beauty of being present at the death of a parent, and so forth.  
 
Where do we find markets for these ideas? Well, as I’m sure you’ve noted, 
articles about aging parents are found in newspapers, newsletters, general 
interest magazines, women’s magazines, and religious/spiritual magazines 
and journals. They run from nuts and bolts to intensely personal, the how-to 
piece to the intimate essay. You’ll find the same diversity in content and 
tone in books written about aging in general and coping with the issue of 
aging parents or the loss of a parent in particular. And the same writer 
might choose to write a dozen articles on related topics, each with its own 
slant and market. 
 
So, if you have a topic that is broad, like “parenting” or “cooking,” you’ll first 
narrow the topic and come up with as many different article ideas using the 
same or similar information. The next step is to figure out how you’ll slant 
each piece to fit a particular market. Don’t censor anything—let the ideas 
flow. 
 
You can see the advantages of taking big topics and looking for the areas 
that match your interests or skills. First, you begin to identify the types of 
articles you’d enjoy writing, but you also see that the same experience or 
information can be slanted to fit the needs of any number of publications. 
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You can write the how-to piece on making soap or potpourri or choosing the 
highest quality olive oil to the personal essay about the scent of your 
grandmother’s cosmetics and kitchen.  
 
So, when you do this exercise, post your results and we can brainstorm for a 
range of markets to match your ideas. (Remember to note book ideas or 
corporate writing that could come from this exercise.) 
 
Section 5: Writing From the Heart—The Personal Pieces  
 
Based on the brainstorming exercise, it’s clear that almost everyone is 
drawn to the idea of putting a personal slant on their general topics of 
interest. This “personal piece” category includes the 500-1000 word “slice of 
life” gems we might find in a variety of newspapers of all descriptions and 
hundreds to thousands of magazines and journals, including denominational 
publications (discussed below). It also includes the longer, deeper articles 
that arise from personal observation, experience, or reflection. These pieces 
may be as light as recounting amusing stories about kids or fashion or travel 
mishaps, or they may use a personal illness or tragedy or other serious 
events to explore or analyze a larger issue, including the big political/social 
issues of the day. And, of course, they include everything in between. No 
area of nonfiction writing has more variety than this one.  
 
Another way to distinguish this kind of essay or slice-of-life piece is its 
difference from the typical “how-to” or “self-help” article. An article about 
cooking with a particular group of spices is a how-to piece, but in a reflective 
essay a cook might compare the limited number of spices in her 
grandmother’s kitchen to the more exotic array in her own. Likewise, an 
article entitled “The First Five Questions to Ask Your Divorce Lawyer” is a 
different piece than one recounting a personal journey to recovering self-
esteem after a divorce.  
 
Now for the good news and bad news about these personal pieces. 
Obviously, I think the good news includes the fact that readers (and 
writers!) are drawn to these pieces. Observations and reflections provide 
entertainment and the proverbial “food for thought.” These pieces help us 
gain insight into ourselves, our culture, and perhaps, faith communities of all 
types. Markets for these pieces are plentiful, too.  
 
The not-so-good news is that these markets tend to be lower-paying than 
other markets. In fact, if you put aside the issue of being paid, you could 
probably write and place this type of article in short order. Virtually all RWA 
chapters run “slice of the writing life” pieces in their newsletters and the 
editors regularly put out calls for material. No payment is involved, but 
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many writers enjoy producing these articles. I just submitted one to a 
chapter newsletter editor myself. It was fun to write and so different from 
my bread-and-butter ghostwriting and editing. 
 
On a personal note, I learned to write nonfiction by producing personal 
experience and reflection articles. The first piece I ever wrote contrasted the 
experience of giving birth to my first child and adopting my second. As the 
hook or opening, I used the vehicle of birth “stories” we tell little kids in 
answer to their questions. I sold this light, but warm piece to Baby Talk 
magazine (on the article’s thirteenth trip out and after several rewrites) for 
$35.00. I’d sold a couple of other pieces in the interim. This sale took place 
in 1974 or so, and I’d like to think that those doctors’ office magazines pay a 
bit more today!   
 
At the time, the 35 dollars thrilled me! After all, I was a beginner. I always 
wrote for paying markets, but I believed I was serving a writing 
apprenticeship, and my family wasn’t dependent on my income. Later, when 
I was the sole support of my teenagers, I had to make different decisions 
about my writing direction and earning money became the priority. That’s 
how I happened into ghostwriting and editing and focusing on longer 
formats, mainly books.  
 
I mention my own experience as a way to help you figure out how you both 
want and need to proceed. If nonfiction writing is new to you and you have 
ideas you’d like to explore, then I think these personal essays and their 
variations may be right for you. You are more likely to sell these pieces 
when you target them to specialized markets, also known as secondary 
markets, as opposed to the glossy women’s magazines that are harder to 
break into. These secondary markets include local and regional publications, 
denominational journals, special interest, hobby, and affinity group 
publications, and so forth. In some cases, you need to write a query letter 
and get an assignment before proceeding, but many of these publications 
accept—even welcome—complete articles. 
 
This is an area where following your heart and writing these personal pieces 
may pay off in some important ways, including building a portfolio. Every 
article you publish is a sample—or a “clip,” in the language of magazine 
writing. Publishing credits accumulate and may give you entry into larger 
markets.  
 
A NOTE ABOUT DENOMINATIONAL PUBLICATIONS 
 
Several of you mentioned a desire to write pieces for your faith/spiritual 
community or you mentioned topics that could be slanted toward the 
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hundreds of denominational magazines—and most faith communities in our 
country have publications targeted to their members. Many of these 
publications are national and boast large circulations. They also generally 
use material that falls into self-help and how-to categories, but they usually 
publish pieces written from a personal perspective.  
 
When I first started writing, I sold many pieces to both Baptist and Catholic 
publications, even though I didn’t belong to either faith community. 
However, the tone and reflection of my values matched their slant and 
requirements. In other words, while the pieces didn’t mention religion or 
faith at all, but my exploration of the topics and my tone were compatible 
with the values of the publication.  
 
Clearly, I’m not suggesting that you write non-religious pieces for 
publications in which the particular faith and the texts linked to that faith are 
important. But, explore the possibilities here, because these magazines are 
always looking for material. They’re good outlets for many of the family 
living topics some of you mentioned or personal reflections on recovering 
from illness or coping with tragedy and serious life events, including divorce. 
Many also welcome humor, and some look for controversy, too, and 
welcome a pro and con approach to topics.  
 
Before you submit pieces to these publications, some of which are listed in 
WRITER’S MARKET, send for samples and study them. I made my own rule 
about this after submitting a piece with a feminist slant to a faith-based 
publication that I later saw wasn’t interested in exciting developments that 
grew out of the women’s movement! But I sent the piece to another 
denominational magazine and it sold. Had I studied the first publication I 
wouldn’t have wasted time with it.    
 
This is an area that I urge you to explore if you’re itching to write personal 
opinion/experience essays or slice-of-life pieces. The book, WRITING 
ARTICLES FROM THE HEART: HOW TO WRITE AND SELL YOUR LIFE 
EXPERIENCES, by Marjorie Holmes and published by Writer’s Digest Books 
may that might help guide you in this writing area. It’s considered a classic—
I had a copy in the 1970s, and I noticed that the book has been reissued 
several times. Much of the material Holmes explores remains relevant today. 
 
Section 6: An Uncommon Look at Common Things 
 
The phrase I chose as the title sums up what we need to think about when 
we’re writing the personal essays or slice-of-life pieces. The success of these 
articles turns on what we bring to them.    
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I recall a particularly memorable essay written by a single-mother woman 
who had been diagnosed with breast cancer. After her treatment, she took 
up jogging and decided to train for a marathon, and in the process, finally 
lose the fifty extra pounds she carried. Her essay turned on her 
determination that no matter what happened over the long-term, her young 
daughter would see her as a winner, someone who set a goal and reached it. 
It was an extremely touching piece and I came away with great admiration 
for the author. (By the way, that piece was published in the ‘80s in a 
national magazine for runners. I still remember it.) 
 
Another memorable piece took a common event, the early signs of spring, 
and turned it into a kind prose poem. He used the gradual return of light and 
melting snow as vehicles that parallel hope and renewal. Then, he described 
his daily watch for the first robin the yard. To be sure, this kind of essay has 
been done before, but the difference in this piece involved both the great 
writing and his reverent tone of a naturalist. This author brought knowledge 
gathered over a lifetime of study and observation of the natural world and 
he passed it on to readers in an artistic way.  
 
I can’t remember where I read the nature piece, but I recognized the 
author’s skill in combining good writing and broad knowledge. I’m quite sure 
he could have written how-to pieces on everything from hunting for 
mushrooms to identifying trees on a nature walk with kids. The woman in 
the first article could probably have written how-to pieces about weight loss, 
coping with illness, running, and so forth.  
 
In other words, the subject matter of personal essays can be common, but 
the author provides the twist or the angle that makes the piece unique. So, 
when you’re looking at your ideas, look for that extra “something” that 
signals your “uncommon” approach. I also recommend reading a wide 
variety of essays and slice of life pieces and in each one, identify what the 
author did to make the piece stand out.  

Section 7: The Market that Never Goes Away: How-to and Self-help 
Articles 

Before discussing these two article types, I wanted to mention some books 
about magazine writing in general. I’ve mentioned a couple of these before, 
but I realize that not everyone reads all the posts and some people prefer to 
lurk and take away the things they need from each of my posts. The list 
below is certainly not all-inclusive. Hundreds of books have been published 
about writing magazine articles and query letters, and these are just a 
sample. The two books about query letters are widely respected, as is the 
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Holmes book about personal essays. The Gerard book may be helpful for 
both articles and book-length material.   

Teach Yourself Writing for Magazines by Rod Lawton 

The Complete Guide To Writing & Selling Magazine Articles - Second Edition 
(Paperback) by Peggy Fielding and Dan Case 
 

Writer’s Digest Handbook of Magazine Article Writing, Michelle Ruberg and 
Ben Yagoda 
 
Creative Nonfiction: Researching and crafting stories of real life by Philip 
Gerard 
 
Writing Articles from the Heart: How to write and sell your life experiences 
by Marjorie Holmes 
 
How to Write Irresistible Query Letters by Lisa Collier Cool 
 
How to Write Attention-grabbing Query & Cover Letters by John Wood 
 
As you know, you can’t open a magazine of any type without seeing either 
how-to or self-help articles. The markets for these articles are like the gift 
that keeps on giving, and they are the easiest types of pieces to sell, 
especially if you identify some specialties to write about. The writer’s 
challenge is to match her topic to the market. An article about how to build a 
birdhouse may have certain defined markets, but one about an easy 
birdhouse you can build with your kids will probably find a different home. 
 
Using your list of topics and the articles ideas you’ve come up with, I 
suggest framing your articles into one of these two article types. Here are a 
few tips to help you: 
 
--Readers and editors like numbers—six keys to improving communication 
with your teenager, five dinners you can make in fifteen minutes or less, the 
four-step plan to clear your clutter, the three gifts of journaling, the six best 
second honeymoon destinations, and so forth.  
 
--Depending on your market and the topic, you may want to use experts or 
you may be able to write from your own expertise. This depends on the 
topic, but you can get clues from studying each magazine you’re targeting. 
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Do they appear to prefer articles that quote several opinions on the same 
topic or might they welcome an interview-style piece with one expert?  
 
--Study the magazines you’re targeting for tone, style, and article length. 
For example, a denominational magazine might have a different slant on 
communication than a typical woman’s magazine. Or, some magazines 
welcome humor in their articles, while others keep their tone consistently 
serious. Some magazines hold their article word count to 1500 to 2500 
words, and some welcome shorter pieces. Again, follow the guidelines. If an 
editor doesn’t want a 3000-word piece, consider it a fairly unbendable rule 
and don’t propose longer pieces.  
 
--Magazine editors aren’t that different from books editors in that they say 
they welcome new voices and fresh ideas, but often they reject ideas that 
don’t “meet the needs of the magazine.” It is a dilemma in this type of 
writing, just as it is in our fiction—different, but not too much, fresh, but not 
too new. It’s a matter of trial and error and adopting a variation on 
“discussing common things in an uncommon way.”  
 
These self-help and how-to articles are often where you’ll find the seed for 
book-length manuscripts. I’ll touch on this later. Sometimes writers conclude 
that writing a book on their topic might actually be more advantageous than 
producing articles. I recommend always keeping those book ideas in mind. 
 
I’m happy to answer questions about any part of this—and feel free to 
backtrack, too, and ask about topics we’ve covered. 
 
Section 8: Writing Books—A Real Option  
 
While I’ll continue addressing questions about writing articles, I think it’s 
time to talk about the possibility of writing books. In the interest of what 
politicians call “full disclosure,” I’ll admit to being a bit biased about this 
topic. For about twenty-five years, focusing on book-length material has 
allowed me to make ghostwriting/editing and producing book proposals the 
primary work of my writing business. At the time I began developing this 
business niche I was in the midst of divorce and needed to support myself 
and my two young teenagers. That meant finding some way to make a living 
and I very much wanted to use the writing skills I’d gained through several 
years of writing articles. I became a coauthor first, and then used that 
experience to become a ghostwriter/editor. That’s one path, but certainly 
not the only one.  
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Although writing books may sound too time-consuming, I found that coming 
up with article ideas and researching markets and so forth took time as well. 
Personality plays a role, too. I was attracted to longer projects because they 
made my schedule and writing time easier to manage. I could also develop a 
marketing plan I could replicate to produce consistent results. (Many fulltime 
writers who focus on the shorter business-related or article-length pieces 
also streamline a marketing process that they repeat to produce reliable 
results.) In short, writing and later, ghosting and editing, book-length 
material fit my long-term goals and suited my personality and working style. 
 
Many professionals feel a strong need to write books in order to advance 
their careers and businesses. Nowadays, they have a choice between self-
publishing and conventional publishing, but either way, they don’t 
necessarily have the skills to produce—or perfect—their own manuscripts. In 
recent years, writers who work with manuscripts at various stages of 
development are sometimes known as “book doctors.” By that definition, 
I’ve done a great of book doctoring over the years. 
 
Many of you have credentials or experience in specific areas and you could 
consider writing books (or “doctor” books) rising from that expertise. In my 
own case, I teamed up with healthcare experts and became the non-expert 
coauthor. Since I didn’t have experience writing full-length material, I had to 
throw my lot in with the first couple of experts with I wrote and take a risk, 
too. It gave me a way to learn the ropes of book publishing, which I then 
took with me into a ghostwriting/editing business.  
 
If you look at some of your article ideas and the areas in which you’d like to 
write, then you could probably expand at least a few of those ideas to books. 
In some cases, your portfolio of articles represents your best experience. I 
would imagine that one of the participants in the class, Shann Fountain, who 
lives in Croatia and is a travel writer, landed her book contract at least in 
part because of her experience. (Perhaps Shann will jump in and tell us 
about the way the articles led to the book contract.) Diana Rowe, also a 
participant in this class has also found her way to ghostwriting, so please 
Diana, jump in here!  
 
Based on the brainstorming lists, I can see book ideas everywhere! Articles 
about living with a chronic illness could be expanded into a book; specialized 
cooking skills could end up being a cookbook or part of a lifestyle book, 
perhaps even one focused on weight loss; negotiating skills could be used as 
the basis of a few different types of books. Those with medical expertise 
could write as experts or team up another person in the same field. Those 
with a business background might find a niche with professional speakers 
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and trainers—those individuals often feel a strong need to write books. I’ve 
worked with dozens of them over the years.   
 
Another rationale for writing books is that this kind of project can be part of 
a larger plan to carve out a market niche. Here are a couple of examples. A 
person who is an expert on organization and “de-cluttering,” for example, 
can write articles about organization or “simplifying” life, or she could give 
seminars or talks, have individual clients, and write a book. The articles and 
books establish expertise and presentations are a second source of income.  
 
So, for now, I suggest opening up to possibilities to write a book on your 
own, team up with an expert, or as a way to function as a 
ghostwriter/editor. Brainstorm these ideas and then we can find ways to 
break into these areas.  
 
Section 9: Six Keys to a Winning Nonfiction Book Proposal 
 
Producing an effective book proposal can seem like a truly daunting task, 
especially when we consider the extent to which we must sell—even justify—
our idea in the competitive publishing market. (Given what we know about 
the publishing industry as fiction writers, this may not come as big surprise!) 
Proposal packages remain the best marketing tool nonfiction book authors 
have when they approach agents or editors. The package includes a 
narrative chapter outline and sample chapters, but the proposal itself is a 
critical piece.   
 
Let these six concepts guide your proposal plan:  

 
--The Hook—agents and/or editors want to be drawn in quickly. Your hook 
can be a statement, an anecdote, or even a startling or important statistic. 
Use the first paragraph or two to describe the essence of your book. 
 
--The Reason—why does this book fill a gap or respond to a particular need 
among a select group of potential readers? What is your book’s fundamental 
appeal to a primary audience, along with one or two secondary markets? 
 
--The Readers—can you identify your primary readers? Will your book 
appeal to women or men under or over a certain age? Individuals with a 
particular medical condition? New parents? Aspiring investors, avid 
gardeners, or beginning golfers? You may have strong secondary markets, 
too? If you are writing about health problems that affect the elderly, then 
perhaps your market includes medical professionals and family members.  
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--The Timing—why is this book needed now? What trends exist in business, 
medicine, technology, cooking, parenting, travel, and so forth, which make 
your book a compelling topic today? How do your experience and concept 
complement other available books on the topic? 
 
--The Author—why are you the best person to write this book? What special 
experience or quality do you bring to it?  
 
--The Platform—nowadays, the platform and promotion plan are key to 
finding agents and/or editors and this section of a nonfiction book proposal 
may be the most important element of all. Are you known in your field? Do 
you have media experience? How do you plan to promote your book? What 
avenues have you already developed? How will you use your website to 
promote the book? How does your special expertise and skills drive the 
promotion plan itself? (Details required!) 
 
I’ll be happy to answer questions about any part of this. The way my 
business developed, book proposals ended up being a kind of sub-specialty 
of mine, so feel free to pick my brain!  
  
Section 10: Seeking Balance or Finding Rhythm   
 
Since this is a holiday weekend for many people, I thought I’d discuss some 
“softer” ideas about a writing career that includes producing both nonfiction 
and fiction. Some of you understand this issue because you’re already trying 
to balance both kinds of writing.   
 
I’m going to sound a bit philosophical here, because there aren’t any right 
answers or solutions that work for everyone. In the last several years, I’ve 
tried various strategies, including: devoting mornings to my fiction and 
afternoons to my bread-and-butter nonfiction work, designating fiction days 
and nonfiction days (and fiction weeks and nonfiction weeks), writing fiction 
on weekends only, and on and on. I wish I could say that one of these 
strategies is a winner all the time, but I can’t.  
 
What motivates my experimentation is what I used to call a desire for 
balance between two different parts of my creative life, but also between 
working hours and downtime. When I’m excited about a fiction project, my 
tendency is to overwork and wear myself out trying to squeeze thirty hours 
out of a single day.  
 
Not too long ago, a friend introduced a concept she’d heard in a seminar. In 
essence, it calls for replacing the word “balance” with “rhythm.” When you 
think about it, that makes sense. Two people on a teeter-totter may have to 
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work and even struggle to maintain balance, but two people dancing a waltz 
ease into a rhythm and unless they stumble over each other’s feet they tend 
to remain in step. If the music changes to a tango, the pair can either walk 
off the floor or fall into the rhythm of the new dance.    
 
This idea started a train of thought, which led me to conclude that rather 
than struggling to find the single best work pattern that will “balance” my 
life, I’m better off dancing to whatever music the band is playing at the 
moment. Right now, I’ve got designated fiction and nonfiction days, but the 
way my April planning is going, I’ll switch to mornings for fiction and 
afternoons for the client work I’ve lined up. If a deadline or other demand 
intrudes, I’ll adjust.  
 
At one time, I thought I had to set firm rules for myself or I’d never get to 
my fiction writing. I hadn’t yet had enough practice writing fiction to realize 
that it deserved a prominent place on my list of priorities. As I wrote more, 
the desire to keep going grew stronger and stronger so I had no choice but 
to make a permanent place for it in my life. Early on, this commitment 
involved making a clear delineation in my life between fiction and nonfiction 
writing. For me, that often meant writing in different locations within my 
home or writing at a coffee shop or the library. For a while, I had designated 
“fiction writing music.” Those strategies may sound simplistic, but trust me, 
they work!  
 
From what I gather, many of you would like to generate income with 
nonfiction writing and perhaps replace an outside job with writing. 
Obviously, that means carving out time for both fiction and nonfiction work. 
I have grown children and live alone now, but I started writing when I had 
small children playing at my feet. I understand the need to juggle many 
roles—and I guess juggling is a perfect example of finding a rhythm.  
 
My best advice is to experiment to find out what works for you. Finding the 
rhythm in your writing and creative time, especially when you’re switching 
between projects and life roles isn’t easy, but it’s worth taking seriously. 
Frustration with our work can take the pleasure out of other things in our 
lives. That means that to feel creatively whole, we must claim time for the 
work we love.   
 
Section 11: Recap—and the Home Stretch  
 
Well, this month is flying by and I want to make sure that when we finish, 
you all have what you need to consider entering—or expanding your 
involvement in—the nonfiction arena, if not now, then at some point in the 
future.  
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So, by this time, you have a list of subject areas and topics about which you 
could write—and perhaps a shorter list of topics that arouse at least a little 
passion in you. You also have some resources and ideas about targeting 
markets for articles, and the basics of book proposals, should you decide to 
go that route.  
 
Diana’s post provides great information about expanding into the area of 
commercial writing—and that’s broadly defined. Sometimes it means 
targeting corporations and/or local businesses, and sometimes it means 
working with individuals. It could mean writing brochure copy or working as 
a medical writer-editor, or it could mean acting as a writer in a specific field 
who helps her colleagues with their writing projects. It also means building 
on whatever credentials you have.   
 
Fulltime writers generally gravitate toward the kind of target markets in 
which they can find repeat business. For example, a friend of mine wrote a 
few pieces for a couple of alumni magazine, and using those clips, she 
created a direct mail piece and sent it to editors of alumni magazines all 
over the country. Over time, she landed a few more of these pieces—often 
profiles of individuals. She now has a niche in that area. This particular 
woman also writes about the arts, and because of extensive past PR 
experience at a folk arts center, she has a working knowledge of the most 
successful craft artists in the country. She works with a couple of editors to 
produce profiles and has done the occasional regional craft tour. She also 
does PR for individuals and small business, along with business writing 
seminars for corporations and not-for-profits. She’s recently added this 
“public speaking/training” piece to her venture. Put it all together, and she 
has a fulltime writing business. 
 
So, over the next days we’ll talk about taking your interests and skills and 
trying to match them with markets outside of the traditional article or even 
book market. Frankly, we all make certain business decisions based on need. 
If we need to make money to partially or fully support ourselves and our 
families, then we may decide to aggressively pursue a corporate/commercial 
niche. As I’ve said, I made many decisions based on those realities and 
developed areas I might not have thought about had I not needed to make a 
living with words!  
 
Section 12: Commercial/Corporate Writing  
 
Depending on the areas of nonfiction you’ve decided to pursue, your next 
steps may or may not be obvious to you. Given what we’ve covered so far, 
you no doubt know that if your interests lead you to writing personal 
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experience or how-to articles, your next steps probably involve studying and 
targeting magazine markets and producing articles and/or composing query 
letters. On the other hand, if you determine that a combination of 
commercial writing and producing articles is best for you, then you’ll have a 
different plan.  
 
The best way to present this is to look at scenarios that illustrate the way 
different “branches” of a nonfiction writing business develop. I’ll use 
examples of women with a professional specialty, such as medicine, law, 
customer service, business management, education, and so forth. We can 
see how a plan develops from a few basic ideas. 
 
If you have particular professional expertise, you can write articles targeted 
to consumers or general readers. For example, Jill came up with ideas using 
both contract law and negotiating skills. However, if you also want to write 
for professional journals or attract individuals for whom you can write or edit 
articles and books, you will enter the world of ghosting and editing (or 
coauthoring) and that means making potential clients aware of you.    
 
As much as we like the company of other writers, when we enter the world 
of writing for or about professionals in various fields, we may need to hang 
out in places where we find the type of clients we’d like to attract. For 
example, I joined the National Speakers Association (NSA) because these 
individuals were a target market for me. At one point, working with them as 
an editor and ghostwriter became one of my “subspecialties.” I attended 
state chapter meetings and national conferences because of the networking 
opportunities. Then, in the mid-1990s, after being away from that market 
for a couple of years, I put out a direct mail piece to reactivate it. In other 
words, I used a combination of networking and marketing. I could have also 
chosen to advertise in the association journal. 
 
I once knew a teacher who liked staying home with her kids. She decided to 
at least try to develop a writing business so she could work from home. She 
wrote articles for a local parenting newspaper and her hometown paper 
about basic things like helping kids with homework, communicating with 
teachers, and spotting potential learning disabilities early. (These articles 
didn’t pay much, and in a couple of cases, she wrote them for free, but she 
was building her portfolio.) She interviewed a couple of independent tutors 
and wrote about setting up a tutoring business—and made some money 
working as a tutor, too.  
 
This teacher also attended an education conference sponsored by a national 
association of Catholic schools. She went for the purpose of collecting 
information from textbook publishing companies. She broke into the 
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textbook field based on a combination of professional expertise, a modest 
article portfolio, and the contacts she made through that expo at the 
conference.    
 
I’ll use a doctor friend of mine as another example. While still in her thirties, 
she developed a health problem that made her semi-disabled and no longer 
able to practice medicine. An excellent writer, she joined the American 
Medical Writers Association in order to explore ways to combine her skills. 
She and I did some brainstorming together and as a result, she sent a letter 
and a succinct resume to law firms specializing in medical malpractice. She 
offered her services as a medical consultant with strong writing skills, and 
over time, it worked and she expanded her client list. She also is positioned 
to function as a medical editor and ghostwriter if that becomes her long-
term goal.  
 
Using the example of my doctor friend, it occurred to both of us that she 
could find her way into food writing by partnering with a chef interested in 
publishing a book about cooking for people with particular health issues. She 
also considered finding a psychiatrist or a psychologist to work with on a 
book about living with disabilities.  
 
A nurse once came to me as a client, not for writing, but because she 
wanted to brainstorm about becoming a writer herself. The shorter forms of 
writing appealed to her more than focusing on book-length material, so she 
ended up writing marketing materials and in-house newsletters for clinics 
and hospitals. She then marketed to larger medical associations and ended 
up doing member profiles for various medical association journals. She also 
edits medical papers for doctors and nurses.  
 
Those among you that have a business background and want to write 
corporate reports or brochures or marketing material may need to join 
business organizations, such as your local Chamber of Commerce or other 
local networking groups. If there’s an organization for women business 
owners, join it—writers are business owners. I’ve known several writers who 
make money producing brochure and/or web site copy for small businesses 
and professional practices.  
 
If you have particular business specialties, such as management experience, 
PR, technical writing, customer service, and so forth, then start looking for 
clients in the fields in which you have the most experience. In other words, if 
you’ve worked for a manufacturing firm, then lead with that experience as 
you network within similar industries. You may find a specialty within trade 
magazines, for example. 
 



FTHRW WORKSHOP NOTES, Page 22 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2009, All rights reserved. 

Do not copy or distribute any images or text from this document without permission. 

So, this is the pattern or model to start with when you’re developing 
possibilities for you writing—it all comes back to brainstorming.  
 
See what you can come up with for the kind of writing you’d like to do. 
 
Section 13: A Five-year Plan—Why Writers are a Special Case   
 
When I’ve talked with groups or individuals about owning a writing business 
over more than a couple of decades, the issue of long-term planning comes 
up. While a few forward-looking folks like to go out twenty or twenty-five 
years and create a vision for their lives, most people find five to ten years 
more manageable.  
 
Years ago I worked with a consultant to small businesses, and he had all his 
clients set goals twice a year, January 1 and Labor Day. (He believed that 
Labor Day, which traditionally marks the beginning of school year, is, 
psychologically speaking, at least as significant as New Year’s Day.) He 
found that for most people, this twice a year exercise was enough to remain 
focused and on track. After working with me and a couple of other writers, 
he concluded that because of its uncertainty and inevitable ups and downs, 
our business demands at least a five-year plan.  
 
All businesses have cycles and are subject to economic influences and so 
forth. However, economic factors and marketing efforts aside, writers have 
little control over what happens to their work in the short term. This is true 
for nonfiction writers, and it’s most certainly the case if we want to add 
writing and publishing novels to our list of goals. The time it takes to write 
books and then find agents and publishers, not to mention the gap between 
acceptance and release of our books, means that it’s next to impossible to 
predict what will happen to our projects. All we can really control is the 
writing. We can set daily or monthly or yearly writing goals, and we can 
create a specific marketing plan, but we have very little control over the 
journey our work takes once we send it off in the mail. 
 
In nonfiction, too, long-term planning involves a balancing act between 
marketing and production. Those in pursuit of article assignments may need 
to make a short-term goal to send out a certain number of query letters 
every week. Commercial writing may involve cold calls or direct mail pieces. 
The time we spend meeting with clients or attending professional meetings 
is time away from writing. All writers have to figure out a way to schedule 
the jobs involved with running a business along with whatever writing-
related work actually generates our income.   
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When we’re traveling down two roads, fiction and nonfiction, then we need 
many short-term goals. We could become mired in detail and overwhelmed, 
especially if we can’t see the big picture. That’s why it’s especially important 
to keep our eyes on the major goals down the road.  
 
My business advisor encouraged me to define what I wanted in my life five 
years out and then step back to see what I needed to do to make it happen. 
At the time, I saw myself living in a different city in five years. I also wanted 
to focus exclusively on book-length material—no more newsletters or 
business profiles and such. (Fiction was on my list, but I hadn’t yet made it 
one of my top priorities—funny, huh, that it never seemed to get done 
either.) Once I had that vision, then I could put together a year-by-year 
plan.  
 
I ended up moving in less than three years because I took steps to make my 
location essentially unimportant to my ghostwriting business. I was 
motivated to relocate because I wanted to move closer to my very elderly 
parents and help them stay independent. My own kids were entering young 
adulthood and that made the move practical on a personal level. Still, I’d 
needed to make sure I could keep my business going. Then, eight years 
later, after both parents had died, I relocated again. The move was easier 
because my business was not defined by geography, and I can live 
anywhere. That part of the initial five-year plan worked out over a period of 
almost fifteen years.  
 
By my second move, my priorities had changed and I’d begun writing fiction 
and that meant having new goals. I’d also learned from experience the folly 
of trying to predict the path a novel manuscript will take. In all seriousness, 
on some days, I’m not sure where my moods would be if I didn’t have a 
long-term vision of my fiction career. In addition to the joy I find in writing 
novels, keeping my eye on the prize that’s still on the horizon provides a 
push to continue producing, even when I’m feeling discouraged.   
 
For many of you, a five-year plan may by necessity be limited to writing 
goals and other personal issues. Perhaps you have a husband to consider or 
children at home. In that case, long-term planning is a family affair. 
However, you can project out five years and imagine what you would like 
your writing career to look like. Then you can set the short-term goals by 
working backwards year by year to this very month, week, and day.  
 
The exercise of looking forward five years is especially helpful in keeping the 
“noise” at bay. By noise I mean all the “what ifs” we can’t control. We 
always come back to what we can control and that’s the act of writing itself.   
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Section 14: Tips and Strategies  
 
I know that for many of you, this class was a kind of “intro” into a different 
kind of writing, and for some it offered a chance to think about some new 
options within nonfiction. No matter what near-term goals you have, 
perhaps some of the information included in the class will help you if at 
some point you decide to explore nonfiction writing. In any case, keep the 
following in mind:  
 
--You can build a writing business around a specific writing skill, i.e., 
newsletters, speeches, public relations, technical writing, and/or around 
professional expertise and experience, i.e., business, cooking-food-
gardening, law, healthcare, education, and so forth. 
 
--Educate yourself about writing and selling various kinds of nonfiction, 
including editing and ghostwriting. In addition to books, websites, and 
magazines check out the organizations where you can network for the kinds 
of clients you’d like to attract. It may mean joining your local Chamber of 
Commerce, professional organizations, and other groups that offer the kind 
of networking opportunities you need.  
 
--If you can, go where your heart leads you. If articles attract you, then 
pursue topics you’re passionate about. If you’d like to sink your teeth into 
longer projects, then write from your own expertise or find an expert who 
wants or needs a book and team up.  
 
--If you see a need for an article or book about your passion, then why 
shouldn’t you be the one to write it—alone or with someone else? 
Sometimes you can create your niche. 
 
--If you don’t have any special skill or training or a profession outside of 
writing, that’s okay. Writers learn how to research, interview, sift through 
data, and educate themselves. Sometimes the “non-expert writer” is in 
demand because she’s curious and experts of all kinds love nothing more 
than to talk about their fields. (Trust me on that. I know from experience 
with experts that it’s 100% true!)   

 
--Marketing programs are ongoing—determine your markets and target your 
efforts to reach them.  
 
--Just as in fiction writing, nonfiction writers or fulltime writers need both 
short-term and long-term goals. Consider a five-year plan! 
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--Creating a writing business, being self-employed experiencing the “writer’s 
life” can bring great rewards on many levels. I’ve found the life is worth 
working and even fighting for.  

 

Best of luck and thanks for taking this class! I’ll leave you with a tidbit that 
applies to all our writing, both nonfiction and fiction. Sarah Orne Jewett 
wrote this to Willa Cather: “You must find your own quiet center of life, and 
write from that to the world.”  

 

Thanks! 

Virginia McCullough 
www.virginiamccullough.com 
vemccullough@earthlink.net 

© 2008, Virginia McCullough 

 


