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Presenter: Barb Webb 
 
Course Description: 
 

Every writer has an idea, do you know how to sell yours? 
 
Make your editor beg. Get from first base to "I do" by courting publishers 
with a seductive non-fiction query and proposal. 
 
Barb will show you how in this two week, hands-on workshop! 
 
Topics include: Uncovering your ideas, identifying markets and preferred 
publishers, building the ideal query letter, designing a proposal to elicit 
the coveted "yes!", what to do while you are waiting for an answer, and 
how to avoid potential pitfalls. 

 
About the Instructor: 
 

From the age of four, Barb Webb could be found with a book in her hand. 
As a young writer, she had numerous poems published and won several 
Creative Arts awards. 
 
With a background in computer technology, education, marketing, and 
promotional communications, this prolific author has written over 200 
curriculum manuals for the corporate sector and has published several 
novellas, numerous short stories, poems, and articles. 
 
She’s also the owner of MOMdotCOM.net, an editor at Chippewa 
Publishing Ltd, and a regular columnist for Suite Magazine. 
 
In recognition of her writing and work with the community, Barb is the 
recipient of the Professional Association of Computer Training (PACT) First 
Place Award of Excellence, the 1999 Minnesota Children and Family 
Services Volunteer of the Year Award, and the 2005 Scarlet Boa. 
 
As a true Gemini, she has dual writing personalities: Barb authors non-
fiction under Barb Webb www.BarbWebb.com and Romance as Anne 
Leland www.AnneLeland.com. She currently resides in Georgia with her 
husband and three children. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Hello everyone and welcome! 
 
I'm very excited to working with the FTHRW team to bring you, what will 
hopefully be, a rewarding workshop! 
 
You all have the advantage of knowing a little bit about me from either 
association through our FTHRW group or from my bio... I'd love to hear a bit 
about you too. Please introduce yourself to the class. 
 
Be sure to tell us: 
 
1) Who you are 2) Your writing background and goals 3) What interested 
you about this class, and what you hope to work on over the next two weeks 
 
This is an active class. Please clear some time on your calendars each day to 
participate. I will be around as often as possible throughout each day to 
answer questions, help with homework and lesson assignments, and to keep 
the class going. 
 
Please don't hesitate to post, we all bring experience and insight to this 
course, and stand to learn a great deal from each other. 
 
In a few minutes, I'll be posting the first lecture/assignments. I will generally 
post assignments in the wee hours of the morning as 1) I'm up! <grin> and 
2) It gives early risers the opportunity to get going! 
 
Lectures & Assignments will be posted on Mondays, Wednesdays, and 
Fridays. Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays will be utilized for reviewing 
class exercises, open discussion, providing you with supplemental materials, 
and Q&A. We will not have any "official" class time on Sunday. Please 
consider it a relaxation day to recharge our energy for a fresh start to the 
next week. 
 
Again, welcome! Happy to have you here and looking forward to getting to 
know each of you better! 
 
Hugs, Barb 
 
http://www.BarbWebb.com (non-fiction)  
http://www.AnneLeland.com (fiction)  
Vice-President, From The Heart Romance Writers RWA Online Chapter #177 
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Lesson One: So You Have an Idea? 
 
The non-fiction book market is huge. It's a great way to break into 
publishing. You don't need name recognition. It's a lucrative venture, and 
chances are, you already have enough information at your fingertips to get 
started. 
 
Writing non-fiction begins with the spawn of an idea in much in the same 
way as dating begins with attraction. Something catches our attention, 
something we have to offer springs to mind, something tugs at our soul 
waiting to be released and shared with the world--- our idea. 
 
The non-fiction market is vast, filled with books based on idea after idea. 
People need ideas. They need information, instructions, recipes, reference, 
and stories they can identify with. It's no wonder non-fiction compromises 
around 60% of the print market today. 
 
Don't underestimate the power of this simple concept: 
 
An author by the name of Gregory Godek once had an idea that couples 
could use a little help in the romance department. He wrote a book entitled 
1001 Ways to Be Romantic. Over 1.5 million copies have been sold and 
people still agree, they need Gregory Godek's ideas. 
 
Another author by the name of Mitch Albom had the idea to record an 
account of conversations with a man named Morrie. Tuesdays With Morrie; 
An Old Man, A Young Man, and Life's Greatest Lesson was created and over 
5 million 
copies have flown off the shelves. People really like Mitch's idea. 
 
Getting the picture? 
 
Great! Time for an assignment! 
  
Lesson 1: Assignment 1 
 
1) Write down no less than ten topics for a non-fiction book. Don't worry 
about the feasibility of the idea; don't worry about whether you can fill 
enough pages to create a book. Simply pick ten ideas you feel fairly 
confident you could write about. 
 
The ideas may be for a how-to guide, a self-help, a cookbook, a picture 
book, a craft book, a memoir, reference guide, true story-choose whatever 
comes to the top of mind. 
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2) Now, go through your list of ten ideas and select the top five which 
appeal to you. Share them with the class. Do not worry about someone else 
having the same idea or getting an idea from your idea. The non-fiction 
world is filled with books spawning from the same idea. What makes the 
difference is your personal spin on that idea and that's something no one 
can duplicate. 
 
Okay, so we have a few ideas, which we'll now refer to as our topics. Next 
we need to define what it is we plan to write. How will you bring any one of 
these ideas to the world? How will you share the information? 
 
There are sixteen primary categories of non-fiction: 
 
1) Humor- ex. Cartoon, Jokes 
2) Reference- ex. Thesaurus, Dictionary 
3) How-To- external reference 
4) Self-Help- internal reference, also classed under Psychology 
5) Cookbook 
6) Biography 
7) History 
8) Trues- including True Adventure & True Crime 
9) Memoirs 
10)  Travel 
11)  Children's 
12)  Sports 
13)  Medicine 
14)  Religious 
15)  Science 
16)  Business 
 
Ready for another assignment? Sure you are- these are easy and fun 
exercises! 
 
Lesson 1: Assignment 2 
 
1) Go back to your top five list and mark next to each idea, the best choice 
of category in which your topic falls. 
 
2) Share your choices with the class. 
 
3) If you have a new idea/topic for a book, feel free to add it to your list. It's 
more than okay to continue to brainstorm ideas as we go along. 
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Now you have a feel for what you might write about. Next you need to 
determine your audience. Who will benefit from your topic? Who will want to 
read it? (And I'm not talking about your mother, sister, wife, husband here!) 
Think globally. Who needs the information you wish to write about? 
 
Don't limit yourself in your audience, other than to think a bit reasonably. 
For example, there aren't too many men who will be looking to read a 
"Women's Guide to Pregnancy." Not that the guys wouldn't benefit from 
reading it, they just would not be a practical target audience. 
 
Ready for another exercise? Of course you are! 
 
Lesson 1: Assignment 3 
 
1) Take your top five topics and narrow it down to your favorite one. This is 
the topic you will use for the remainder of the class. so choose wisely! (Not 
that you won't continue to brainstorm and you may switch if your inner 
muse begs you to. We'll understand.) 
 
2) Take your chosen topics and begin to make a list of who you think your 
target audience may be. Questions that may help you: Male or Females? 
Both? Young or Old? Do they have some commonality? Is there a particular 
nationality or religion? Income level? Geographic location? Singles or 
Couples? Do they have a particular need or want? 
 
3) Share your choice and your findings with the class. 
 
You're doing great! You not only have a topic, you now have an audience-it's 
every author's dream and the start of a fabulous non-fiction book project! 
 
 
We'll discuss target markets more in depth later, for now, you have a little 
homework to do: 
  
Lesson 1: Assignment 4 
 
1) Take your topic of choice and brainstorm no less than 15 creative titles 
you could use for a book 
 
2) Narrow your choices down to the top five 
 
3) From the top five, pick your favorite title 
 
4) Come prepared to share your title with the class tomorrow 
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We've gotten off to a great start and there's a lot more to come! Take a 
breather and let your idea mull around in your mind for a little bit.  
  
We'll be discussing your assignments and homework, and in the next 
lessons, we'll take a look at researching your target audience & market, 
differentiating your book, identifying publishers & agents, and developing 
your idea into the "real deal" -- a marketable book. 
 
If you have any questions in the interim, please feel free to email me at 
swsolo@charter.net 
 
See you in class tomorrow! 
 
© 2005 Barb Webb 
 
 
HANDOUT : The Importance of Defining Your Audience 
 
From the initial proposal to the promotional work after publication, your 
target audience will drive many of the decision you make, along with the 
decisions your agent and/or publisher make. 
 
An author who has a good handle on their audience will be able to better 
define the objectives of the book, their market analysis, promotional 
strategies, and why the book should or should not be on the market in the 
first place.  
  
Some books will not make it to market because the audience base is too 
narrow or vague. This doesn't necessarily mean the idea you have is dead 
though, there may be alternative outlets for the idea such as magazines, 
newspapers, or even electronic publishing. 
 
For the scope of this class though, we are speaking about the non-fiction 
book market, so we'll get back on track with that line of thought. 
 
Audience. Who are they? Where do they live? How many people will 
potentially buy the book? How do you find them? 
 
You began to define this scope in Lesson One, but let's take it one step 
further. Take your book idea choice and the basic sketch you made of your 
audience and answer the following questions: 
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Is my audience- Male, Female, or Both? If both, is one sex more likely to 
pursue this topic? Why? 
 
What age category is this book best suited for? Be as specific as possible. 
 
Will this book appeal to a particular ethnic group? 
 
Is this book suitable for only an American audience or does it have foreign 
appeal? 
 
Are there commonalities the readers will have, such as "they will all be dog 
owners or soon-to-be dog owners." List as many commonalities as you may 
think of. 
 
What income range will the readers most likely be found in? For example: if 
you are writing a book on how to care for your luxury car, the prime 
audience will be those who would be in a higher income bracket. You may 
have readers at all income levels, but generally, there's a niche of where you 
base readership exists. If you are uncertain, there are other resources 
to tap into for the information (see next question.) 
 
What magazines do your reader read? What television shows might they be 
interested in? What stores might they shop at regularly? These are all good 
questions to ask from a promotional standpoint but also from a research 
one. You may be able to tap into the demographics offered by these outlets 
to help you determine gender, income, age category, and other factors 
about your target audience. Some of these resources list their demographic 
profiles right on their websites or will provide the information over the 
phone. 
 
Once you have some of these base questions answered to the best of your 
ability, dig deeper. If you have determined an age category, find the census 
information on this group. For example: Writing a book geared towards 
teens? Find out how many 15-18 years old are there in the United States or 
around the world? Or if you are writing a book for new moms, find 
out how many babies are born per year. 
 
The U.S. Census Bureau is a great place to begin http://www.census.gov/ 
You'll find a wealth of other resources across the Internet and also in your 
local libraries too. 
 
Get the nitty-gritty and detail as much as you are able to about your target 
audience. The key to writing a successful non-fiction book proposal, and 
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book, is to know who it is you are writing for. This will also help you sell the 
concept to the publisher.  
  
Point blank, books with specific audiences and books with larger, defined 
audiences will be looked at for publication first. The publisher has to have a 
good sense of why the book is needed and some assurance that the book 
will have an audience big enough to make it a profitable venture. 
 
If there are only a handful of people interested in your topic, it may hinder 
your ability to bring the book to publication. This is not to say it won't or 
cannot see publication, it is to say it will be a harder sell and may be better 
information for you to target niche markets with such as small publishers, 
magazines, newspapers, websites, or electronic press. 
 
Today will remain open for discussion/questions on audience and your 
assignments. 
 
Wednesday we'll dive into Lesson Two! 
 
(c) Barb Webb 2005 
 
 
Lesson Two: A Match Made in Heaven  
 
You've chosen your date (your title) and you know what you're looking for in 
a mate (your audience.) Now the courting period begins! 
 
In order to woo the publishers, you have to have the right assets to lay the 
foundation for a non-fiction book they can't keep their hands off of. Before 
you can impress the masses with your new found love, you must figure out 
what makes your chosen beauty the best match.  
 
In order to differentiate your idea, you need to discover what is unique 
about it. What makes it different from all the other books on the shelves? 
What stands out about your book? Other than the fact you are writing it, 
what else makes it unique?  
 
To accomplish this, you must first begin to understand your competition.  
 
Yes, there's a little bit of work involved, and this is probably one of the most 
time consuming piece of putting together an attention-getting proposal, but 
the result will be worth it! You'll not only dazzle editors and agents with your 
genius, you'll learn a great deal about your topic and gain better insight into 
the non-fiction industry.  
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For your first assignment, I'm going to give you the easy road to get started. 
After the assignment I'll give the next set of steps, you'll want to go through 
during or after class, but definitely before you put your final proposal 
together to send out. 
 
Lesson 2: Assignment 1 
  
1)  Log on to either the Amazon or Barnes & Noble website. (You may use 
other book retailers, but these two have quite extensive lists and search 
functions you'll benefit from.) 
 
2)  Go to the book section. Type in the title of your book (the one you came 
up with for Monday's homework) and run a search. 
 
3)  Does your book title pop up? 
 
A.  YES- Don't worry, you can always tweak the title later. Take a look at the 
book that bears the same title. Is it the same topic? If no, disregard it and 
move to the next step. If yes, - How is it laid out? What does the table of 
contents look like? Is it a duplicate of what you can up with? How is your 
idea different? 
 
B.  NO- Move to the next step 
 
4)  What other book titles pop up? Are they related to your book topic? Find 
the top three listings that are related to your topic and take a thorough look 
at them. If there are not three listings with related topics, then run a second 
search using your topic, rather than your title. For example: If your title is 
"Online Auctioneering" and you do not find any books when you use this for 
your search, then run a search using "Ebay" or "Auctions" After you've found 
three similar listings, answer the following questions about each book: 
 
a.  Who is the publisher? 
 
b.  How much does the book retail for? (retail not sales price) 
 
c.  What is the page count? 
 
d.  What angle does the book take on the topic? 
 
e.  How is the table of contents laid out? 
 
f.  What is the book's sales ranking? 
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g.  Who is the author? 
 
h.  How does your idea differ from this book setup? 
 
 
5)  Share a summary of your findings with the class 
 
The exercise you've just completed gives you a base insight into your 
competition. Yes, competition. Unless you have front seat to the cutting 
edge of a new trend or some previously unknown insider information, there 
are very few topics that haven't already made it to the non-fiction book 
market.  
  
What makes your idea marketable is how it differentiates from the 
competition.  
 
Running preliminary searches by utilizing on-line bookstores is a fast, 
efficient way to check out the viability of your idea. Though we looked at 
only three titles during our exercise, it's advisable to research as many 
books as possible related to your topic.  
 
After you've researched online bookstores, the next stop on your research 
check list should be your public library. There you will find a book entitled 
"Books in Print." Yes, you guessed it, there's a print reference book that lists 
all the books in print. You'll be able to research by author, subject, and title.  
 
By researching "Books In Print" you'll find out how many books are in 
existence on your particular subject. If there are only a few, that's great, 
you'll have an easier time proving the need and the room in the market for 
your title. If there are numerous books on your topic already, it doesn't 
mean you should toss your idea away. Actually, it proves there is an 
established market for the book. You'll simply be changing your focus to 
distinguish how your book is better, more up-to-date, or how it tackles a 
different angle on the tried and true subject.  
 
Be sure to take notes as you go through your research and make a point to 
notate the book sale prices, authors, titles, publishers, and page counts of 
the books that appear to be closest to your own.  
 
Take your list and find out how many books you are able to find in the 
library. Flip through them and better yet, check a few out to read that are 
most closely related to your take on your topic.  
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The research phase is integral to developing your topic. When you begin to 
understand the market (competition) you'll have a much better 
understanding of how your book is unique. It's this uniqueness, the special 
aspects of your project, that you'll use to sell your proposal.  
 
Did you see it coming? You have homework!  
 
1)  Based on the exercise you completed earlier, make a list of five ways 
your book may be different than the competition.  
 
2)  Here's a few questions to prompt you: 
 
a.  Is your title a selling feature? (Don't underestimate the power of a 
catchy title) 
 
b.  What's your particular slant on the topic? Is it different than what's 
already been done? For example: You found ten cookbooks on Making 
Chocolate Chip Cookies. Your cookbook angle may be that you will write a 
book on Making Flour-free Chocolate Chip Cookies. 
 
c.  Do you have particular credentials? A cookbook written by a master chef 
will be different than one written by a Hungarian woman recording her 
ancestor's recipes. Both have great value and both authors have 
distinguishing credentials. 
 
d.  Is your information more timely? Have there been new developments 
since the other books were published? 
 
3)  Come prepared tomorrow to share your results with the class! 
 
We're knee-deep into developing our non-fiction proposal now! After 
reviewing your assignments and homework findings, we'll then take a look at 
building confidence in your idea and putting together a basic query letter 
from the information you've already gathered.  
 
If you have any questions in the interim, please feel free to email me at 
swsolo@charter.net 
 
See you in class tomorrow! 
 
© 2005 Barb Webb 
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HANDOUT: The Competition 
 
In Lesson Two, we spend a lot of time researching competitive titles. While 
you will need this information for your book proposal, this core practice will 
provide you with other valuable information and insight, as well. Some of 
which will come in handy in your proposal, some of which will aid you in 
gaining an better understanding of your project, and some of which will aid 
you in finding the right match for your work.  
 
Let's take a closer look at the information you were asked to record on each 
competitive title: 
 
WHO IS THE PUBLISHER? 
 
Gathering the publisher information is a necessary component to list on your 
proposal, but it will also give you something more-- a great foundation list of 
publishers to submit your query to. By finding out who publishes the type of 
work you are proposing, you are building a catalogue of receptive publishing 
houses. You'll want to explore other options and add additional publishers to 
your list, of course, but what an excellent base you'll have by simply noting 
this information.  
 
On that note, if you are researching Books in Print at the library... why not 
pull a few titles off the shelves, flip to the inside, and see if there's any 
agent information listed. Many authors acknowledge their agents in the 
dedication, acknowledgements, and foreword of the book. This is will offer 
you insight into what agencies are familiar with and interested in ideas such 
as yours.  
 
HOW MUCH DOES THE BOOK RETAIL FOR? (retail not sales price) 
 
This is important information for the publisher to have in your proposal as 
the editor will want to gauge how the competition ranks with the publisher's 
preferred format and pricing structure. If the publisher you are targeting 
only prints hardcover with a $24 tag, they may not be the best house to 
compete with paperback titles in the $5-$8 range. Or they may decide that 
it's time a more comprehensive, hardback title be produced on the topic. 
Either way, it's key information.  
 
For you the author, it will instantly give you a price point when you research 
publishers to submit to. You may want to refrain from sending to smaller 
publisher with higher cover prices if your competition is all have moderate 
price covers. Tackling the larger publishers with capacity for larger print 
runs/ reduced cover price could then be a better starting point for you. Or 
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looking at it another way, you may want to go the opposite route and tag 
your book higher as to establish perhaps, elitism in title. 
 
Another thing this information may provide you with is a rough estimate of 
royalties you might expect from your project, and perhaps even help you 
determine whether it's a worthwhile undertaking.  
 
WHAT IS THE PAGE COUNT? 
 
This information will provide you with an excellent idea of what lies ahead 
for your project. Try to get at least ten page counts for competitive titles and 
then take an average of to gauge your estimated page count for your 
project. You'll need this information for the proposal, but also to estimate 
your time to complete the project. As most non-fiction is sold on spec, you'll 
need to have a comfort level that you can complete the book within a 
specified time frame.  
 
For example: Your estimated page count comes in at 200. At an industry 
average of 250 words per page, your total estimated word count will be 
50,000 words (50K) The average writer can produce anywhere from 1000 - 
2000 words per day (if you have a FT job, this will probably be lower/ if you 
have no obligations other than writing, this could be higher) Using the low 
end of 1000, you would need at least 50 days to complete the book, or 
about two months. HOWEVER, you will then need to factor in research, 
emergencies, life events, editing, and so on. So, if your book is picked up on 
proposal and you are given a contract which states you are to produce the 
completed manuscript to the editor in a six month time frame, you should be 
able to meet the deadline, or (and especially if it is your first book) you may 
want to consider negotiating an extra month or two into the contract.  
 
WHAT ANGLE DOES THE BOOK TAKE ON THE TOPIC? 
 
Is your angle the same? Is it so different, that it might be way out there? 
Has your angle already been done too many times? These are questions the 
publisher will be asking, but by asking yourself upfront you will save a lot of 
heartache. If your topic has been taken and the angle you wanted to 
approach well covered, then it may not be in your best interest to continue 
with your chosen idea. You may want to re-explore your options and come 
up with a new or fresh approach. Or you may want to revert back to the 
next book idea on your list of books you'd like to write. 
 
Note that there are a few times where the idea angle may be okay to run 
with. For example: If the competitive titles are out of print and a modern 
version of the topic is needed. 
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HOW IS THE TABLE OF CONTENTS LAID OUT? 
 
You'll need to create a table of contents (TOC) for your proposal and 
detailing how the competition has done so will offer you a starting guide in 
producing your own unique TOC. It will also give you a feel for how various 
publishers prefer to divide subject matter within their books. Each publishing 
house has a style. If you are targeting a specific publisher, you may want to 
have your TOC tailored to their guidelines prior to submitting a proposal. It's 
a small gesture, but will speak volumes to the publisher about how well you 
researched them and how well you fit within their preferred format.  
 
Don't stress too much about this area though and waste time tailoring it 
specifically to each publisher. First and foremost, it needs to meet/match the 
idea of your book's particular style. TOC is always negotiable and often 
times, if the publisher is interested in the book, but doesn't like the structure 
you chose, you will have the opportunity to revise it to meet their needs. 
 
WHAT IS THE BOOK'S SALES RANKING? IS IT A BESTSELLER ANYWHERE? 
 
This may or may not reveal a lot, especially depending upon the source you 
are using for your research. Barnes and Noble rankings differ greatly from 
Amazons, as well does Borders rankings differ from the NY Times listings. 
Most importantly though, pay attention and make note of where the 
competition is ranked in the overall scheme of things.  
 
This is important for at least two very important reasons: 
 
1) You don't want to list low ranking books as your competition in your 
proposal. If a book has a ranking of 2,102,011 in sales on Amazon, it's not a 
steady seller and is probably past its prime. Hence, no longer your 
competition. The publisher/agent wants to see the best-sellers, the hot topic 
books that are still going strong as your competition because if those book 
sales are viable, chances are yours will be too.  
 
Occasionally you may stumble upon competition that ranks low across the 
board. This won't automatically disqualify your book from being produced as 
perhaps it's simply time for a fresh perspective, or perhaps there is no 
competition. This is rare but it can happen. Generally, there may not be 
direct competition for your idea, but there will be at least a few indirect 
competitive titles you may use for reference in the proposal. For example: 
You wish to write a pocket guide for Windows NT users. The pocket guide 
may not exist, but you'll be able to find out whether other books, such as 
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instruction manuals or user guides for Windows NT are our there and how 
they are selling. 
 
2) Knowing whether your competition is in the best selling ranks, mid-list, or 
bottom will help give you some grounding as to where your book may fall. 
This is not to say that you can't take a typical mid-list idea and make it a 
best-selling one, but you will at least get a base to work from and a better 
understanding of what sales category your idea falls in/ how large your 
audience is.  
 
WHO IS THE AUTHOR? 
 
Are you up against all celebrity writers? Do the authors of your competition 
all have a PHD? Do you recognize any of the names? The publisher will be 
asking these questions and determining how you fit into the mix. If your 
entire competition base is comprised of Psychologists and you hold a degree 
in Architecture, this may be considered questionable. Unless of course you 
are writing a book about how to best design/layout a mental health facility.  
  
However, though your background may be conducive to the design aspect, 
you may still want to consult professionals in the mental health industry for 
their feedback, and give them credit in your proposal and your book. You 
don't always have to be an expert or hold a degree in the topic you are 
writing in, but if you competition is, you'll want to truly highlight what you 
bring to the table in contrast or consider involving some experts in your 
project. 
 
Also, you may want to consider enlisting a co-author or contributor for your 
project. Yes, you may have to share the royalties, but you'll also share the 
workload, promotion, and sometimes, the combination of credentials will be 
a big win! 
 
Take all these factors into consideration. You will utilize them in your 
proposal.  
  
Bottom line, the more you understand about the competition, the better 
your proposal and your book will be. 
 
(c) 2005 Barb Webb 
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Lesson Three: First Date 
 
Now that you've discovered all the things you love about your non-fiction 
book idea, it's time to begin forming your plan to share the unique and 
wonderful qualities of your book with the publishing industry.  
 
The "first date" you need to take your idea on will be one of exploration. 
You'll want to test the waters and get a good feel for whether the idea is 
going to work out. In essence you'll create your query letter.  
 
The neat thing about non-fiction is you do not have to write the book or the 
proposal before querying the idea. Yes, I said you do not have to write the 
book first. Cool, huh? Sure saves an author from wasting time putting too 
much time and investment into an idea that might not go the distance.  
 
Note: If this is your first non-fiction book, you may want to have a rough 
proposal together prior to sending your query letter as you'll have a better 
idea how long it will take you to put the proposal together. In other words, 
you won't get caught scrambling for a plan if your idea is accepted off the 
query.  
 
In any case though, building the query before the proposal is often helpful 
as it will give you a foundation from which to build from in your proposal.  
 
So what is a query? A query letter is a simple one page letter addressed to a 
publisher or agent detailing the highlights of your idea and your credentials. 
Simple.  
 
Okay, well, maybe not so simple, as while you are notating all the things 
that need notating, you also need to be selling the editor or agent on your 
idea and you. You need to convince them that you have found the ideal 
mate to walk down the aisle of happily-ever-after book sales. But it is 
doable! With a little time and effort, you'll have an amazing pitch to zip out 
in the morning mail. 
  
So how do you do it?  
  
Let's take a look at each part of the query letter by looking at a real query 
letter that sold and dissecting its parts. The query letter that follows is 
copyrighted and may not be reproduced or copied in any form without 
express permission from the authors.  
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#Date 
# Address 
 
#Dear (Agent/Editor): 
 
American mothers are crying for relief!  
 
Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting Buy in America is currently holding the 
number three spot on Top 5 National Bestseller List for Paperbacks. This 
book details the issues of working poor families, but does not offer any real 
life solutions. 
 
* Family households comprise over 80% of the United States population. 
*  50% of U.S. family households live under the median household income 
standards. 
*  There are an estimated 183,000,000 home-based Internet users in the 
United States today.  
*  70% of these home users are family households with children under the 
age of 18.  
*  5.2 million mothers with children under 15 choose to stay at home and 
that 82% of these mothers left full time jobs to stay at home. 
*  10 million single parent households are headed by females who do not 
receive child support.  
 
What do all these facts and figures suggest?  
 
The mass need for mothers to find non-traditional ways to supplement 
family incomes is paramount to society today. The internet contains a 
plethora of resources and legitimate ways to provide families with cash, 
savings, deals, free items and services.  
  
HOWEVER, the World Wide Web as we know it is an enigma. Today's mother 
doesn't even know where to begin to tap the resources she needs to boost 
her family income. It's no wonder, with over 900,000,000 websites to 
choose from, even the most educated user needs some direction. 
 
We can offer real, long term solutions. A way of life, so to speak. 
 
A proposed 80,000 (negotiable) word length non-fiction how-to handbook for 
mothers- MOM (dot) COM: The No-Nonsense Guide to making money, 
finding bargains, and getting free stuff on the Internet 
 
A thorough inspection of Books In Print reveals that while there are popular 
singular topic books such as The Stay At Home Mom's Guide to Making 
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Money, Frugal Living for Dummies, and The Great Grocery Giveaway, each 
only offers tidbits of information on Internet resources. No book on the 
market today offers a comprehensive guide. There is unquestionably a void 
waiting to be filled. 
 
How could author Barb Webb and co-author Maureen Heck write 
Mom(dot)Com? Very simply, we are living it. We've researched and 
successful taken advantage of the Internet resources to supplement our own 
family incomes. We know the secrets. We have the answers. 
 
Would you like to see the complete proposal and sample chapters? Please 
email, write, or call, and we'll send you the whole she-bang. 
 
# Sincerely, 
# Barb Webb and Maureen Heck 
 
©2004 Barb Webb & Maureen Heck 
 
This is one example of what a query letter may look like. It isn't the perfect 
formula and it certainly is not an example of the only way to form a query. It 
is, however, a query that sold the book, The Mom's Guide to Earning and 
Saving Thousands on the Internet by Barb Webb and Maureen Heck to a 
New York agent, who in turn sold the proposal to McGraw Hill. (Release 
date: February 2006) 
 
Ultimately it's the idea that sold. As you'll note, the title changed from query 
to print.  
 
The query is the main form you have to sell the idea to the agent or editor. 
Let's take an in-depth look at each section of the query to see how the 
example aided the idea.  
 
A successful non-fiction query typically contains the following: 
 
1) AN ATTENTION GETTING OPENER. The opening sentence or paragraph to 
your query must immediately draw the reader in. Editors and agents read 
hundreds of queries each month. Your query needs to stand out from the 
crowd by offering a punch right from the start. It may go without saying, but 
the punch should also be related to your topic. 
 
In the sample query, the opening line is: American mothers are crying for 
relief! 
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While relational to the concept of the book, the sentence is also worded in 
such a way that it draws the attention of the reader and puts a question in 
their mind-"why are American mothers crying for relief?" This encourages to 
the editor/agent to read a bit further to find out the answer. 
 
2) A SUMMARY OF THE BOOK. The summary of the book is comprised of two 
parts. First, and most importantly, you must include the title of your book. 
Second, a brief sentence or paragraph describing the heart of the idea for 
your book needs to be present. The entire query (as in the above example) 
can build the premises for you book, but you still need to give a summary of 
what the editor/agent reading the query may expect to see when you submit 
your proposal.  
 
In the example, the summary is:  
 
"The mass need for mothers to find non-traditional ways to supplement 
family incomes is paramount to society today. The internet contains a 
plethora of resources and legitimate ways to provide families with cash, 
savings, deals, free items and services. 
 
HOWEVER, the World Wide Web as we know it is an enigma. Today's mother 
doesn't even know where to begin to tap the resources she needs to boost 
her family income. It's no wonder, with over 900,000,000 websites to 
choose from, even the most educated user needs some direction. 
 
We can offer real, long term solutions. A way of life, so to speaks 
A proposed 80,000 (negotiable) word length non-fiction how-to handbook for 
mothers- MOM (dot) COM: The No-Nonsense Guide to making money, 
finding bargains, and getting free stuff on the Internet" 
 
In the example, the summary is intermixed a bit with the supporting 
evidence, but is still clear as it builds. The reader would expect to see a 
proposal on an 80,000 word length book detailing Internet resources for 
mothers seeking to supplement their family income.  
 
While it's not 100% necessary to list the word count of your proposed book, 
it's generally a good idea as it gives the publisher an indication of whether 
they are looking at a slim handbook or a bulky encyclopedia of information. 
Often word counts in non-fiction will change based on the author or 
publisher's needs. In the case of the above book, the final word count of the 
book came in at 60,000 at the publisher's request. Unlike fiction, there's a 
lot more flexibility in length and content of a non-fiction book. (With that 
said though, again, it's still a good idea to give the editor an estimate up 
front.) 
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3) INFORMATION TO SUPPORT YOUR IDEA. This information can be 
comprised of one line of text or many. It can be interweaved into your query 
or stated in a single paragraph. What you are trying to communicate to the 
editor/agent is the need, or in other terms, the audience for your book.  
 
Remember the exercise we did on day one of class where we began to 
identify our target audience. Here's where that information comes into play.  
 
In the example the information is:  
 
"Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting Buy in America is currently holding the 
number three spot on Top 5 National Bestseller List for Paperbacks. This 
book details the issues of working poor families, but does not offer any real 
life solutions. 
 
* Family households comprise over 80% of the United States population. 
* 50% of U.S. family households live under the median household income 

standards. 
* There are an estimated 183,000,000 home-based Internet users in the 

United States today.  
* 70% of these home users are family households with children under the 

age of 18.  
* 5.2 million mothers with children under 15 choose to stay at home and 

that 82% of these mothers left full time jobs to stay at home. 
* 10 million single parent households are headed by females who do not 

receive child support."  
 
The target audience is defined by the current events (listing a top ranking 
best seller on a topic pertinent to the audience,) and by statistics. Statistics 
about your audience can be attention getters if the audience population is of 
significant number.  
 
4) YOUR COMPETITION. As we discovered in Lesson Two, it's important to 
find out who your competition is and how you differ from them. The 
editor/agent needs to have assurance that you've done your homework and 
that you truly have an idea that stands out from the pack.  
 
In the example, the competition is: 
 
"A thorough inspection of Books In Print reveals that while there are popular 
singular topic books such as The Stay At Home Mom's Guide to Making 
Money, Frugal Living for Dummies, and The Great Grocery Giveaway, each 
only offers tidbits of information on Internet resources. No book on the 
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market today offers a comprehensive guide. There is unquestionably a void 
waiting to be filled." 
 
By showing that there are similar books on the market, a need for this 
information is established. By showing how the new book proposed differs 
from the existing materials, a desire for this idea is formed.  
 
5) YOUR CREDENTIALS. It's important for you to let the editor/agent know 
why they should believe you are capable of executing the idea. In your 
proposal, you'll sell them to believe you can actually write the book. In the 
query, you need to establish very quickly that they should look at your 
proposal because you have some insider track on the idea or credentials 
they can have faith in.  
 
In the example the credentials are:  
 
"How could author Barb Webb and co-author Maureen Heck write 
Mom(dot)Com? Very simply, we are living it. We've researched and 
successful taken advantage of the Internet resources to supplement our own 
family incomes. We know the secrets. We have the answers."  
 
You're credentials are not always your writing abilities or writing history. 
While they may come into play and may be important, it's more important to 
establish your expertise on the subject matter you are proposing. This will 
lead the editor/agent to believe in your idea.  
  
You don't have to hold a host of degrees, be a celebrity, or the CEO of a 
Fortune 500 company, or have worked in the same profession for twenty 
years (though those are attention grabbers, so flaunt them if you can!) 
There are many things you can bring to the table when promoting your 
book: life experience, hobbies, culture, and class distinctions, to name a 
few. You'll note that in this query, though the book is of a financial and 
technical nature, the authors chose not to mention any backgrounds in 
Communications, Finance, or Technology. They could have and may have 
been just as successful on query, but they chose to highlight their 
knowledge and class distinction. Indeed, they are both mothers who have 
lived the topic they wish to write on.  
  
Is there a best choice on what information to highlight? No and Yes. No, 
there is no failsafe. Yes, the best choice you can make is to target what you 
feel is most pertinent to the topic you are suggesting and will be most 
engaging/attractive to the agent or edit you are choosing to solicit.  
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For example, if you are writing a book on Horseback Riding for Women, you 
might not want to focus on your mechanical drafting background. You may 
want to highlight your experience with barrel racing and rodeos, your years 
growing up on a ranch in Texas, and the fact that you are a woman. 
 
You do not have to waste space in a non-fiction query detailing your writing 
background unless it is highly pertinent to your topic. For example, you write 
a weekly Financial Column for the Chicago Tribune and you are proposing a 
book on Finances. Or you have two bestsellers on Baby topics and you are 
proposing a third. Otherwise, if you have a well written query, it stands to 
reason that you are a capable writer. The editor/agent will infer this, thereby 
leaving you more room to wow them with your special credentials pertinent 
to your idea. 
  
In summary: If your writing experience is directly on target, then by all 
means include it, but if not, determine what is and make the best of the 
space! 
 
6) A STRONG CLOSING WHICH PROMISES MORE.  
 
In the example the closing is:  
 
"Would you like to see the complete proposal and sample chapters? Please 
email, write, or call, and we'll send you the whole she-bang."  
 
The closing doesn't have to be spectacular, but it should leave the query on 
a positive note and let the editor/agent know they can expect to receive 
more materials from you, should they desire to ask for them. Also the play 
on words in the example adds a touch of fun, giving a glimpse of the friendly 
tone of the proposed book and serves a dual purpose to emphasize this is a 
book for women.  
 
As the above example illustrates, successful non-fiction queries also contain 
a few things that are a bit harder to define: 
 
1) A snapshot of the tone of the book. If you are writing humor, the query 
should reflect it with a quirky line or two or a light tone to it. If you are 
writing an inspirational self-help book, the query should be flavored with 
buzz words pertinent to your topic. Try to write the query in a style that 
matches the book idea. 
and 
  
2) Interesting and marketable material. Make every line of your query count. 
Don't waste space with dull information or unnecessary information. If you 
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are querying a Beginner's Quilting How-To Guide, the editor/agent probably 
doesn't need to know that you recently won an award in Computer Science, 
how to step by step complete a basic quilt, or that Walmart is your favorite 
place for quilting sullies.  
 
A few other notable notes: 
 
Traditional queries are usually: 
 
 a. Neatly typed in 12 point easy to read font 
 b. Single spaced 
 c. One Page 
 d. Single Sided 
 e. Not scented 
 f. Printed on plain white paper 
 g. Don't have coffee stains 
 h. And are not sent with a bag of M&M's or other bribes (though the 
editor/agent may appreciate the gift, it won't necessarily get you a request 
for proposal and may be deemed unprofessional) 
 
Assignments: There are no assignments for homework this weekend. If you 
feel up to the task, however, take a stab at a rough draft query letter and 
share it with the class.  
 
Please take time this weekend to work on your lessons, catch up on 
assignments, post, and ask questions. Next week, we will take an in-depth 
look at designing the full proposal.  
 
If you have any questions in the interim, please feel free to email me at 
swsolo@charter.net 
 
See you in class tomorrow!  
 
© 2005 Barb Webb 
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ANSWER TO QUESTION ON SELF-PUBLISHING: 
 
I think self-publishing can work very well for some authors. The Chicken 
Soup for the Soul series is probably the most famous of all self-publishing 
success stories. It can be a good choice for an author. The biggest drawback 
for some is that you will be doing most of the leg work yourself without the 
backing of a publisher/promotion department/sales force/etc. If this is an 
option you'd like to pursue, it's best to go into with a full-blown business 
plan.  
  
The e-book market is a growing one and certainly worthy of exploration. 
Similar to self-publishing, you will be doing most of the legwork. Will it hurt 
your chances of getting published with a print publisher down the line? 
Probably. If you decide to use an established epublisher or an ebook outlet 
(example: Fictionwise) you may be locked into a contract. This will make it 
difficult if a print publisher decides to contract your work. Also, many 
publishers have a clause in their contract that the work, or a portion of the 
work cannot have appeared in any other format accessible by the general 
public. This would hurt your chances dramatically at getting picked up by 
one of those publishers. Other publishers will be okay with it, though. 
  
Also, there have been authors who self-published, who's work was later 
bought based on the success of their self-publishing efforts.  
  
Self-publishing and ebooks are more profitable in terms of royalties for the 
author (keep in mind though, there's more promotional expense/etc. put out 
by the author to push their title.)  
  
Multiple pros and cons on both sides of the fence. So, bottom line, it comes 
down to what is best for you! 
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Lesson Four: Popping the Question  
 
Ideally, you've wooed your idea and are well on the way to impressing the 
agents/editors, of your choice, with your query letter. Now it's time to get 
serious about popping the question and planning the union.  
 
The editor/agent who takes to your initial query of your idea will request a 
proposal. The proposal takes the information you hinted at in the query and 
letter and expounds upon it. In addition the proposal begins to define your 
book.  
 
The proposal is generally broken into these seven areas:  
 
 a. Overview 
 b. Market (Audience) Analysis 
 c. Promotional Opportunities 
 d. Competition 
 e. Author Bio 
 f. Table of Contents 
 g. Chapter by Chapter Summary 
 h.. Sample Chapters 
  
Let's take a look at each one individually.  
 
* OVERVIEW- the overview is an introduction to your idea. It should contain 
a brief description of the proposed book. (One to two pages in length.)  
 
The overview should expound upon your idea and summarize what the book 
is about. It should also include such things as: 
 
 a. How the book is structured 
 b. Notable distinctions such as a forward by another author or celebrity 
 c. The key points that make your book desirable/different 
 
Think of the overview as if you were explaining the book to an audience of 
the Oprah Winfrey show. Why should they want to buy your book? What will 
they find inside that is appealing to them? What can they expect to read? 
 
Look at the back cover jackets of some popular non-fiction books. The 
information found there is information that would work well in a proposal 
overview. It's a succinct way of explaining to the reader why your book is 
valuable, what they can expect to gain by purchasing the book, and what 
unique factors it contains.  
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Remember, above all you are selling your book in the proposal. Let the 
editor/agent know why they should consider buying it.  
 
* MARKET ANALYSIS- Remember the exercise where we began to define 
your audience? This is where you will truly utilize the detailed information 
you've obtained. The market analysis is a snapshot of your audience. It's 
where you provide the statistics, demographics, and detailed information 
about who you foresee purchasing and reading your book.  
 
The market analysis can at first seem a little daunting. Perhaps you are 
writing a book about Quilting. In your exercise, maybe you defined your 
base readership as women who like to quilt. Maybe you feel that's enough or 
that the editor/agent should understand your base audience without an 
explanation. 
 
The truth of the matter is, the book industry is a for-profit organization. Your 
potential audience is a big factor in whether your book will be accepted by a 
publishing house. If the editor/agent cannot envision the audience clearly, 
they may not see the need for the publication.  
 
This doesn't mean your audience has to be in the billions, or even millions. It 
simply means you need to fully understand who your audience is and help 
the editor/agent to understand as well.  
 
The Market Analysis may be one paragraph or one to two pages of 
information. It all depends upon who your audience is and what attributes 
are most important about them.  
 
Most importantly, be sure to present the information in a lively and reader 
friendly way and you'll have a sure win!  
 
* PROMOTIONAL OPPORTUNITIES- Some people combine the Promotional 
Opportunities with the Market Analysis, some separate it. For purposes of 
this class, we'll keep them separate.  
 
The Promotional Opportunities section defines where you will find your 
audience. In essence, if the book is published, how will you reach the 
audience who's interested in buying the book?  
 
In today's world, our book-buying audience is not longer found merely at the 
local bookstore. Placement in a bookstore doesn't guarantee the book sales. 
The reader has to want the information, needs to be seeking your book.  
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The Promotional Opportunities section spells out all the key potential outlets 
that may be used to promote your book. This is not a commitment on your 
part to take on all the advertising or promotion for the book, its intent is to 
raise the awareness level of the editor/agent of the avenues available. It 
assures them there is a market for the book and that you understand how to 
best reach your reader. 
 
Some promotional areas to consider are: 
 
 a. National Organizations 
 b. Magazines 
 c. Periodicals 
 d. Internet websites 
 e. Book signings 
 f. Radio/Television 
 g. Seminars 
 h. Mail 
 
Also consider if there's any current event or upcoming event in which you 
may attach your book to, such as government initiatives or national 
holidays.  
 
Summarize the promotional opportunities and list only those that may have 
high impact. Telling your next door neighbor about your book may lead to 
book sales, but it wouldn't be considered a high impact promotional 
opportunity, unless of course, your neighbor happened to be a professional 
news anchor who volunteered to broadcast your book during primetime.  
 
ASSIGNMENT- you knew you'd get one eventually, didn't you?  
 
1) Off the top of your head, list five promotional opportunities for your book 
 
2) Share them with the class 
  
* COMPETITION- Guess what, you already have this one down! If you've 
done your upfront research, all you need to do in the Competition section is 
recap what you've learned. In the Competition section, share your 
knowledge of a few titles that have sold in your topic area. Be sure to 
include the title, author, publisher, sales price, and a brief summary of the 
book. Then, share how your book is different or stands out amongst the 
competition. 
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What you are doing is letting the editor/agent know: 
 
1) There is a market for your book and other publishers have accepted it 
 
2) The basic price point they may consider for your book based on the 
competition 
 
3) Why your book is new, unique, or outstanding in comparison 
 
Here's an example of a competitive analysis taken from an actual proposal: 
 
"MOM(dot) COM is a breakthrough venture with no competitive title on the 
market today. Books in Print reveals that while there are popular, single 
topic books, each offer only tidbits of information on Internet resources. 
MOM(dot)COM is a one-stop shopping comprehensive guide. 
 
However, it should be taken into consideration that similar singular titles 
have done exceedingly well, which is a strong indicator of the potential 
buying market for MOM(dot)COM. Among these titles are: 
 
The Stay At Home Mom's Guide To Making Money from Home (2nd 
Revision), by Liz Folger, Prima Lifestyles Publishing, $15.95 
 
This book narrates stories of people who started a business and tells of their 
experiences. It fails to tap into any of the Internet resources available to the 
stay-at-home mother.  
 
Frugal Living For Dummies, by Debra Taylor-Hugs, For Dummies Publishing, 
$16.99 
 
This book guides the reader through a wealth of basic, frugal ideas, such as 
staying home to play board games instead of going to the theater. The book 
completely neglects to incorporate any resources on the Internet today to 
aid families with stretching their dollars. 
 
Living Well on Practically Nothing: Revised and Updated Edition, by Edward 
H. Romney, Paladin Press, $27.00 
 
This books offer a guide to thrifty living. Chapters cover topics on saving 
money on food, clothing, shelter, utilities, transportation, and other areas. 
However, the book fails to incorporate modern technology and new avenues 
available to families today. 
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Miserly Moms: Living on One Income in a Two-Income Economy 3rd Edition, 
by Jonni McCoy, Bethany House, $11.99 
 
This book offers common sense advice and an upbeat survival guide for 
frugal mothers. It attempts to delve into the Internet, but only lightly 
touches upon the topic by mentioning travel sites for saving on airfares and 
recipes sites for make economical meals. 
 
The market is prime and the competition is weak. MOM(dot)COM is a 
success story waiting to happen."  
 
© 2005 Barb Webb/ Maureen Heck 
  
 
Note: In the above example the book is distinguished within the summaries 
provided for the competitive titles. You may choose to separate the 
distinctions or combine them. The personal style of how you choose to 
display the Competition section is an individual choice. The main points you 
are conveying remain the same. 
  
Also note that while the weaknesses of the competition are highlighted, it is 
done in the spirit of competition. There's no book bashing. (i.e.: Stating that 
one of your competitor's books is "poorly written trash", or a "grammatical 
nightmare" is taboo. Singling out one aspect of a book to push the point that 
your book contains missing materials or a new angle, is acceptable. Be sure 
to choose your words carefully!)  
 
* AUTHOR BIO- If you already have an author bio, this section is a breeze! 
Simply insert your author bio and be sure it is tailored to the strengths you 
have for this particular project. If you do not have an author bio, it's 
relatively easy to create one.  
 
In the Author Bio section, you are basically selling yourself as a writer and 
an expert on your subject. The author bio should contain: 
 
 a. your writing experience/history 
 b. other pertinent publications you've written (magazine articles or books in 
related areas) 
 c. other related skills you may have (professional speaking, organization 
affiliations, etc.) 
 d. a touch of personal information to individualize your bio 
  
Think of your author bio as your resume. You are in reality applying to be 
the author of the book you've proposed.  
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Here's a sample bio for your reference. This is a bit out-of-date, but in 
keeping with the examples, it's the bio used in the MOM(dot)COM proposal.  
 
"Barbara Webb is a Free-lance writer, author, and communications 
specialist. She is also an active member of the Romance Writers of America 
(RWA), and the local Georgia Chapter of RWA.  
 
Barb has an extensive background writing technical and instructional 
manuals. Well versed in computer technologies, she is also a Content 
Engineer and Forum Leader for multiple websites. Her recent 
accomplishments include: 
 
* Writing online content for multiple channels on Ivilliage.com, the Craft 
channel at Women-Together.com, and for multiple channels of 
TheFugeeForums.com  
 
* Authoring over 200 curriculum manuals and design of four board games 
for Best Buy, Inc. training programs 
 
* Development of 35 instructional guides for the St. Louis Park and Faribault 
Community Education Adult Learning Centers. 
 
* Design and editing of 12 technical resource manuals for DriSteem, Inc. 
 
Born in Chicago, IL in 1969, Barb, she relocated to Minnesota to begin a 
successful career in Marketing and Promotional Communications. In addition, 
she has eleven years experience teaching Community Education Courses on 
Marketing, Writing, and Computer Technologies. 
 
Barb is an active volunteer with many local and national organizations, such 
as United Way. In 1999, she won the Professional Association of Computer 
Training Award of Excellence and the Minnesota Family Volunteer of The 
Year Award. 
 
Barb currently resides in Georgia with her husband, James, and their three 
children." 
  
(c) 2005 Barb Webb  
 
Clearly, this may not be the best bio ever written, but it contains some vital 
information about the main author, including highlights of a background in 
computer technology and curriculum-- both highly pertinent to the book 
proposed.  
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Also note, a bio is traditionally written in the third person and is generally 
kept to under one page in length. Any longer and you risk loosing the 
reader's interest. 
 
The biggest concern of writers early in their career is the lack of writing 
credits they are able to list. If you do not have an extensive writing 
background, focus on what you do have that is most pertinent to the book. 
As you may note in the above example, the computer technology 
background is highlighted due to the nature of the proposed manual being 
an Internet related how-to guide.  
 
It's more important that you have the base knowledge and skills to write 
about your subject material, than it is to have a lengthy list of publishing 
credits. For example: If you have several novels published in the Horror 
genre, it's not likely the works are relational to your proposal for a Greek 
cookbook. (Unless, of course, you are slanting it towards offering "meals to 
die for" or something equally appealing to your base readership!) In any 
case, it would be best to list your Horror publishing history in a sentence or 
two and then focus a bit more on your culinary training and years spent in 
the Greek restaurant industry, or family heritage and so forth.  
 
* TABLE OF CONTENTS- The Table of Contents (TOC) is exactly what you 
would expect. Flip open nearly any non-fiction book and you'll be presented 
with a table of contents. In your proposal you must define the content using 
a basic Table of Contents structure.  
 
How do you write the table of contents before you write the book? Easy 
enough. Take the time to thoroughly think your topic through. Think about 
all the things that need to be contained in the book and write them down. 
Then, organize them in a fashion that makes logic sense. And viola! -you've 
created a basic table of contents! 
 
Once you have a basic list, think about how you'd like to label each chapter. 
Will it be with a single word? A quirky title? A lengthy title? Remember how 
we looked at the TOC of other books when we checked out our competition? 
Note how they are structured and consider structuring yours in a similar 
format. The TOC does not have to be reinvented or amazingly unique. Tried 
and true formats will work well.  
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Also, don't forget to include things like the: 
 
 a. Foreword 
 b. Introduction 
 c. Glossary 
 d. References/Resources 
 e. Appendix 
 f. Index 
Or other necessary components of your book. You may or may not wish to 
have these items included, but if you do, be sure to list them in your TOC.  
 
* CHAPTER BY CHAPTER SUMMARY- The Chapter by Chapter Summary is a 
brief outline of each chapter as it exists in the order of the Table of 
Contents. The Chapter by Chapter Summary follows the Table of Contents, 
they are generally not combined.  
An example of a Chapter by Chapter Summary style is: 
 
"Chapter 6: Who said there's No Such Thing as a Free Lunch? 
 
Mystery shopping has long served as an excellent way for companies to self-
evaluate their strengths and weaknesses in the consumer marketplace. 
Mystery shopping researchers are now flocking to the web to recruit and 
dramatically cut their survey processing time and expenses. The reader will 
learn how to find companies that will pay them to shop and evaluate 
retailers and restaurants in their area. The chapter lets the reader know 
what the mystery shopping company's expectations will be, as well as what 
skills they will need to do the job efficiently. Topics include: 
 
 a. Overview of mystery shopping and the exciting opportunities available 
 b. How to become a mystery shopper and the skills required 
 c. How to profitably complete a mystery shopper assignment 
 d. How the reimbursement/payment for mystery shopping works" 
 
© 2005 Barb Webb/ Maureen Heck 
 
* SAMPLE CHAPTERS- For the most part, especially if you are new to the 
non-fiction industry, you will need to write the first two to three chapters of 
your proposed book and attach them to your proposal.  
  
It is suggested that you write the Introduction of the book and a sample first 
chapter to submit with the proposal. This is not a hard-fast rule though. You 
may choose to write two middle chapters of the book. Above all, write what 
you feel will be the strongest part of the book and/or the piece of the book 
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you are able to write the easiest with the least amount of time and research 
investment.  
 
Once you advance in your non-fiction career and have an established 
relationship with an editor or publishing house, you will most likely not have 
to write sample chapters in addition to the proposal as the editor/publisher 
will have confidence in your writing already.  
 
Up front, however, they do not have this confidence level. You must prove 
that in addition to writing a stellar proposal, you are able to write the 
components of the book.  
 
Homework? Nope, none tonight. You've had a busy day absorbing the pieces 
of the proposal.  
 
Come to class tomorrow with your questions and we'll further discuss any 
area you'd like to explore in more depth. 
 
On Wednesday, we will take a look at what to do while you are waiting for 
an answer to your proposal, how to identify if you have a good match for 
your book, and round off with some extra tips.  
 
If you have any questions in the interim, please feel free to email me at 
swsolo@charter.net 
 
See you in class tomorrow! 
 
© 2005 Barb Webb 
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Lesson Five: The Engagement 
 
After you’ve written your proposal, generally a waiting period ensues while 
you await a response from the agent/editor who is viewing your materials. 
This process may take two days to over one year (though typically around 
two to three months on average.) 
 
There are four things you should be doing in the meantime to prepare for 
your expected wedding date!: 
 
1) Continue your research- Gather information on your topic and continue 
researching your audience. Stash your finding in a file folder or a series of 
computer files. When the day comes that your book sells, you’ll already be 
one step ahead and will easily meet what may be stringent deadlines for 
pulling the book together. Also, if you have a need to revise your proposal, 
you’ll have new material to do so. 
 
2) Continue to submit your query- If you haven’t exhausted your market, 
continue to revise and submit your query to agents and editors. An 
acceptance of a proposal is not a guarantee of contract. Some people in the 
writing industry may suggest that you should not have proposals out to 
publishers and agents simultaneously. Realistically, if you limit yourself to 
banking on one editor or agent at a time, you run the risk of having a very 
long wait for response time and your idea may not be presented as timely. 
Use your best judgment and never shy from an opportunity. 
 
3) Check on your submissions- It is not the best idea to let your proposal sit 
forever on someone’s desk without follow-up. Be sure to check the 
agent/editors response time (usually found on their website) and follow-up 
with a letter or note card inquiring about your submission. If they do not 
have guidelines as to their response time, following up after ninety days is 
considered appropriate. In your follow-up, mention your book title, your 
name, when they requested the proposal, and politely inquire as to the 
status of your submission. Be sure to include a self-addressed-stamped 
envelope to make it easy for the agent/editor to reply. 
 
4) Continue writing- Keep generating new ideas, new proposals, new 
articles, or books while you are awaiting a response. Continue to submit 
your other ideas. Don’t hinge all your expectations on one proposal request; 
rather use the downtime to continue to generate more books to further your 
career objectives. 
 



 Romancing Non-Fiction, Page 35 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2006, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

After an editor/agent reviews your proposal, one of two things will happen. 
You’ll get an acceptance letter/phone call/email or a rejection letter/phone 
call/email. Let’s take a look at the harder of the two first: rejection. 
 
REJECTION: 
 
Every writer faces rejection. It’s never fun, but it’s a part of the equation. 
Rejection does not mean your book isn’t publishable, it simply means you 
haven’t found the right editor or agent to take on your project.  
 
The Mom's Guide to Earning and Saving Thousands on the Internet received 
around 54 rejections from agents and publishers off the query and one 
rejection off the proposal by an agent. As a work of the heart, I kept on 
pursuing it. All it takes is one yes. The second agent who requested the 
proposal said yes. Then, McGraw Hill Publishing said yes. 
 
Interestingly enough, Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen received 
somewhere around 140 rejections prior to deciding to self-publish with a 
small press. The book, Chicken Soup for the Soul, went on to become not 
only one of the biggest best sellers but a wildly successful enterprise, as 
well.  
 
Successful authors have one thing in common, they persevere. They 
continued to submit their work and kept their queries circulating. Do not let 
rejections stand in the way of you and publication! 
 
Only after you’ve exhausted all your possibilities, should you possibly shelve 
a project. If this happens, tuck the project away for a bit and focus on 
another. Then, if the book is still calling to you as a viable project, revise the 
query and the proposal—rethink your approach and your topic—and by all 
means, put the book back into circulation. 
 
ACCEPTANCE: 
 
The second response an agent or editor may offer is acceptance. Hurray! 
These are the words every author loves to hear! 
 
If an agent agrees to accept your project, it means they are offering to 
represent your work to the publishers. If an editor accepts your proposal, it 
means they are going to try to push your project to contract with their 
publishing house. 
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Either way, the process may take several weeks to several months before 
you have a contract in hand. The sale isn’t final until you have a contract 
and agree to the terms.  
 
Once you contract your non-fiction book, yup you guessed it; you actually 
have to write it. J 
 
If it is your first time writing a non-fiction book, you’ll find many books and 
other resources available to you to aid you in your endeavor. Here's a 
website you may want to visit to get you started with the internet resources 
available: http://www.ability.org.uk/writers_resources_nonfiction.html You'll 
certainly find a wealth of material out on the net- just google it! 
 
It is also wise to continue to read books in your topic area to learn from their 
structure and to ensure you are not duplicating materials. The library, of 
course, will continue to be a great resource for you. 
 
In addition, there are many national organizations where you may find other 
writers to help. Ultimately your editor will help guide you in a limited 
capacity, but you will be expected to write the book professionally and on 
your own. However, writing your book will be a most pleasurable experience 
and one you’ll realize the fruits of your labor from time and time again! 
 
Homework? None for class today, but I hope you’ll polish the query you 
started in class and submit your idea to the publisher/agents of your choice.  
 
This is our last lesson, but the class will remain open for the next three days 
to catch up on assignments, ask questions, and to share our knowledge and 
learnings with each other.  
 
I wish you the best of success with your ideas and look forward to seeing 
your results in the bookstores soon! 
 
If you have any questions in the interim, please feel free to email me at 
swsolo@charter.net 
 
Keep smiling, keep writing, and always follow your dreams! 
 
© 2005 Barb Webb  
 
Now that we've finished our lessons, the time is right to dig in! Continue to 
work on your non-fiction proposal, polish up your query, and get your work 
out to the agents and editors of your choice.  
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The key is to follow through... no one is going to buy work that is still sitting 
on your desk or computer. Circulate! 
 
Responses to your queries may take awhile. While you are waiting, take the 
opportunity to polish your proposal and work on new projects. You may be 
offering the proposal of the century, but it's still a good idea to have back 
ups. The reality is, not every book proposal will sell, BUT don't give up! The 
next idea may be the one that does! 
 
Other things to do while you are waiting on your queries: 
 
1. Celebrate! You've written a query, a proposal, and the start of your book. 

This is a MAJOR accomplishment. Take time to celebrate all the steps of 
your writing journey. Savor the moment and enjoy! 

2. Research your topic and new topics. 
3. Write a magazine article or filler to build up your resume. 
4. Cater to your fiction muse and write a short story or a novel (there's also 

a good market for non-fiction short stories!) 
5. Take a class to inspire you and keep you up to date on your skills (don't 

forget all the FTHRW classes are free to members!) 
6. Network. Talk to other writers and share their pain. <grin> 
7. Eat chocolate or Jelly Bellies, if you prefer, or the new chocolate Jelly 

Bellies. Those are good too. 
8. And above all, don't forget to enjoy life! Each day is a gift and brings you 

one day closer to realizing your dreams! 
 

We'll keep the lines (class) open for the next two days to go over questions, 
assignments, and to share. If you needs some hands-on help and would like 
to send me your queries and/or proposals via Word to my private email, I 
will be happy to review and do my best to edit them for you. 
  
Our class has nearly ended, but I do invite you to stay in touch. If you have 
questions, please always feel free to drop me a line at swsolo@charter.net 
I'm always happy to support a fellow writer! 
  
Also, when (notice how I say when!) you sell your first non-fiction book, I'll 
be happy a review or a blurb to help you out (a lot of publishers like to have 
these for promo and back cover.) I will do this for a former student without 
hesitation. :) 
  
I won't officially say good-bye yet, just wanted to be sure you all felt 
comfortable knowing there's help and support available after class too! 
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Thanks all for participating and keeping me on my toes in this class! :) It's 
been lovely getting to know you better and to see the amazing ideas that 
spring up! 
  
I have this general philosophy that one of the best ways we can serve the 
world as writers is to empower other writers, thereby creating a continuing 
circle of the craft :) I hope that I have managed to help you all along the 
next step of your writer's journey, it has been my pleasure to do so! 
  
Class is "officially" over, but I think the loop will remain open for another day 
or two, so feel free to continue discussions and ask questions here too. I'll 
continue to monitor the posts over the weekend and respond to any 
"workshop business." 
  
Also please feel free to contact me after class with any questions, or needs 
you might have related to this workshop, to review your proposals or 
queries, or just to chat in general.  
  
I'd especially look forwarded to your success stories and celebrating your 
triumphs with you! Each step of the way, do be sure to make time to 
celebrate! 
  
God bless! 
  
Many hugs, 
Barb 
  
http://www.BarbWebb.com (non-fiction) 
http://www.AnneLeland.com (fiction) 


