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Presenter: Lois Winston 
 
Course Description: 
 
Carrie Bradshaw might know sex (and shoes), but Lois Winston knows 
contests. Inside and out. Up and down. Sideways, even. Drawing from her 
experiences as a multi-contest winner, judge, and coordinator, she’ll cover 
the pros and cons of entering contests, highlighting the advantages and 
disadvantages for the beginning writer, the intermediate writer, and those 
writers on the verge of publication. Lois will discuss the various types of 
writing contests and how to determine which contests are best to enter, 
based on the writer’s goals and expectations. She will cover everything from 
the financial to the emotional. From the need for a dynamic opening 
sentence to the chapter ending hook. From scores and feedback (or lack of 
it) to staying organized (a sample spreadsheet will be available for 
download.) From contest complaints to contest etiquette. From volunteering 
to judge as a way to advance your career to constructing a voodoo doll of 
that clueless judge who kept you from finaling (Is she kidding? You’ll have to 
sign up for the workshop to find out.) There will be Q and A sessions 
throughout as well as a chance to post and discuss opening and closing 
hooks. 
 
LECTURE #1: LOVE MY BABY; BUY MY BABY 
LECTURE #2: GRAB ‘EM IN THE BEGINNING; HOOK ‘EM AT THE END 
LECTURE #3: EENIE, MEENIE, MINEE, MOE 
LECTURE #4: THE BIG ONES 
LECTURE #5: SIPPING WHINE WHILE NIBBLING ON A PLATTER OF RANTS 
LECTURE #6: WRAPPING UP 
 
About the Instructor: 
 
Lois Winston has experienced the contest triangle from all three sides -- as 
an entrant, a judge, and a coordinator. In the five years before she sold her 
first book, Talk Gertie to Me (on sale April 4, 2006 from Dorchester Love 
Spell, ISBN: 0-505-52684-0), she finaled in three dozen RWA chapter 
contests (winning 12 of them), RWA’s Golden Heart contest (three times) 
and two publisher’s contests. She was a 2004 finalist in St. Martin’s Press 
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Malice Domestic contest and was first runner-up in Dorchester Publishing’s 
American Title competition. 
 
As an active member of several chapters of Romance Writers of America, 
Lois spent three years coordinated the Winning Beginnings contest (now The 
Sheila) for Valley Forge Romance Writers and for the past four years has 
served on the Daphne du Maurier Awards committee for Kiss of Death, 
RWA’s mystery/suspense chapter. 
 
Lois contributed to the Judging Manual, a comprehensive teaching tool and 
workshop developed by a group of RWA members. She is certified to teach 
the judge training to others and has presented the workshop to several RWA 
chapters. In addition, Lois has judged close to 50 different writing contests 
over the past several years. 
 
In the summer of 2005, Lois accepted a position as an associate at The 
Ashley Grayson Literary Agency where she acts as a talent scout/first 
reader/critiquer. 
 
Read more about Lois at www.loiswinston.com. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Welcome! You are here because you have questions about contests. I’m 
here because as a former Contest Diva, former contest coordinator, current 
contest committee member, and ongoing contest judge, I have many of the 
answers to your questions. At least I hope I do since that’s what you’re 
paying for. Throughout the next week I’ll be posting lectures on all aspects 
of writing contests. Feel free to ask any and all questions. Sometimes I’ll 
answer wearing my diva tiara. Other times I’ll answer wearing my 
coordinator’s cap. And sometimes my answers will draw upon my vast 
judging experience. If I don’t have the answer, I’ll try to find it for you 
before the workshop is over. And if it takes a bit longer than that, I’ll email 
you privately when I do track down the answer to your question. We will 
also have a voluntary assignment that I hope you’ll all participate in. More 
on that later. The final day of this workshop will be spent in a wrap-up and 
for you to post (and me to answer) any questions that weren’t covered in 
the lectures. 
 
Since Denise already gave you some history about me and my experience 
with contests, I'll skip to the most important part -- I sold my first book as 
the result of a contest. In 2005 I was the first runner-up in Dorchester 
Publishing’s debut American Title competition. TALK GERTIE TO ME, which 
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was known as RESURRECTING GERTIE in the contest, was released April 
4th. I was recently offered a contract for another book. LOVE, LIES, AND A 
MOCHA LATTE, which will be a 2007 release from Dorchester. There's a story 
to that, as well, which I'll share with you in a bit. 
 
All of the experience Denise mentioned in her introduction gives me a unique 
perspective into the contest quagmire. I believe contests can be a useful tool 
to help writers achieve their dream of publication, but not all contests are 
equal. Some are better suited for writers at different levels of their writing 
journey. Also, contests aren’t for everyone. This workshop will help you 
determine if you should enter writing contests and which are best for you. 
What will work for one writer, may not work for another. Also, please keep in 
mind that like so many other things in writing and life, nothing is black and 
white. There isn’t necessarily one definitive answer to any question. What 
I’m offering is opinion based on experience, not the hidden secrets of the 
contest world. There are no secrets, no covert handshake or decoder ring 
offered to only a select few. But knowledge is ammunition you can use to 
your advantage. So without further preamble, let’s get started with the first 
lecture. 
 
LECTURE #1: LOVE MY BABY; BUY MY BABY 
 
Since you’ve all paid good money to take this workshop, I’m going to 
assume each of you is serious about your writing. You may be at different 
points in your journey, but each of you is somewhere along that yellow brick 
road, marching toward the Emerald City of Publication. The big question is -- 
should you use contests as a means to aid you in your journey? As I 
mentioned earlier, contests aren’t for all writers. Only you can determine 
whether they’re right for you. And there are many factors you need to take 
into consideration in making that decision. 
 
So first let’s take a look at the main reason most people enter writing 
contests -- they want to get their baby in front of an editor. With so many 
publishing houses no longer accepting unagented submissions, contests are 
a way for the unagented writer to get an editor to read her partial. 
Hopefully, the editor will like the entry enough to request the complete 
manuscript, fall in love with that manuscript, and offer a contract. It’s a 
dream that has come true for many authors. It’s also a dream that has the 
odds stacked against you. Most of the time, even if you’re lucky enough to 
final, the editor doesn’t ask to see more of the manuscript -- even if she 
awarded you First Place. 
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Does that sound odd to you? After all, you won the contest. Why wouldn’t 
she want to read more of your work? Here are four possible scenarios: 
 
The Worst-Case Scenario -- she found all the finalists lacking but yours 
lacked least. 
 
The Close-But-No-Cigar Scenario -- she’s already bought a similar book or 
isn’t looking for any more books in your particular sub-genre (a chick lit 
editor who wants heroines older than yours, an historical editor who isn’t 
interested in Medieval Italian settings, a paranormal editor who has a 
backlog of vampire books and is really interested in finding a breakout 
werewolf book.) 
 
The You-Had-the-Misfortune-to-Land-on-Her-Desk-on-the-Worst-Day-of-
Her-Life Scenario -- her boyfriend left her for Barbie Boob Job, the heroine of 
your book is named Barbie, this morning her cat barfed a hairball over the 
$400 pair of Manolos she’s still paying off on her maxed out credit card, she 
just broke a nail taking the binder clip off your entry, AND she’s having a 
bad hair day. 
 
The Best-Case Scenario -- she forgot to ask because as she was finishing up 
her judging packet, she was called to an editorial meeting. Or she asked the 
contest coordinator to pass along that she’d like to see more, but for 
whatever reason, the coordinator didn’t tell you. (Don’t be shocked. Both of 
these reasons have happened to authors I know. A good coordinator will 
make it her duty to ask the editor if she’d like to see more of any of the 
finalists’ works.) 
 
Let’s get that Best Case Scenario out of the way first, since it’s the easiest. 
If you won the contest and didn’t get a request, send the editor a thank-you 
note for judging the contest and awarding you First Place. Then ask if she’d 
like to see more of the manuscript (don’t forget to include your e-mail 
address and phone number.) What’s the worst that can happen? She won’t 
respond. But she might. And what have you got to lose except a 39 cent 
stamp? 
 
Unfortunately, if she doesn’t respond in a positive way, you’ll probably never 
know whether she’s assigned you to the Worst-Case Scenario, the Close-
But-No-Cigar Scenario, or the You-Had-the-Misfortune-to-Land-on-Her-
Desk-on-the-Worst-Day-of-Her-Life Scenario. Many writing contests only 
require final judges to rank the finalists. There are no scoresheets to fill out, 
no comments required. Sometimes you’re lucky enough to receive a bit of 
insight into the editor’s mind, but it’s been my experience that a majority of 
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editors and agents will only agree to judge a contest if all that is required of 
them is a numerical ranking. Editors are notorious for not having enough 
hours in their days as it is. Few want to take the time to fill out scoresheets 
or write comments for a contest. 
 
Since there’s really nothing you can do about the CBNC or the 
YHTMTLOHDOTWDOHL Scenario (sometimes life just sucks, and you have to 
move on), let’s play Devil’s Advocate and assume you fall into the Worst-
Case Scenario. Why would an editor find all the entries lacking? Could it be 
that too many writers are entering contests before their work is ready? Not 
necessarily. Not all writers enter contests in order to get their work in front 
of an editor. 
 
The other main reason writers enter contests is to get feedback about their 
work. Some writers aren’t lucky enough to live near the chapter of a writers’ 
organization or belong to a writing critique group. They’ve never attended a 
seminar or workshop. And like me when I started out, they know next to 
nothing. Take a chapter mate of mine. Her first book was a 700-page 
romance in first person (and no, it wasn’t Diana Gabaldon.) This now multi-
published author still has that 700 page tome tucked away in a closet. Then 
there was the 50,000 word short contemporary that took place over the 
course of 35 years. (My personal contribution to the world of the clueless 
writer. However, that story has a happy ending. Eleven years and half a 
dozen major rewrites later, that same book is my 2007 release. Moral? 
Never give up if you really believe in yourself and your story.) 
 
As a contest coordinator I came across writers who were as green as I once 
was. There was the author who changed POV with each paragraph 
throughout the entire 30 pages of her entry. I have it on good authority 
she’s since retired to pursue a career in championship ping pong. (That was 
a joke, people!) Many who never learned the difference between 
there/their/they're and to/two/too back in their school days. Others 
incapable of mastering the Spell Check function on their computer or 
ignorant of its existence. One of my favorites was the paranormal with 1⁄2” 
margins, 32 lines per page, and written in 8-pt. type reminiscent of the 
typeface used for the Star Trek logo. 
 
I applaud people with the courage to send their less-than-perfect babies out 
in the world to learn how to make them more loveable. And even for people 
who have access to writers groups, it’s not a bad idea to get objective 
opinions from people who are looking at your work for the first time. This is 
a valid reason to enter contests. Whether the feedback you receive is worth 
the cost of entering is a topic we’ll discuss later. 
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So let’s say you’re one of those people who enters contests for feedback, 
and you’re lucky enough to pull a group of judges who all like your writing. 
You wind up finaling. Have you struck pay dirt? Is your baby finally 
publishable and ready for the bigger world of submissions? Not necessarily. 
It may only mean that you got lucky enough to get 2 or 3 judges who all, for 
whatever reasons, gave you high enough scores that you finaled. Judging is 
very subjective, and unfortunately, many judges aren’t well trained. Some 
judges have a hard time giving low scores; some have a hard time giving 
high scores. So lucking out by finaling when you entered to get feedback is 
not necessarily an indication that your work is now ready to submit. 
 
Conversely, you could be entering contests in the hope of finaling because 
you believe your work is publishable, but it’s not yet at that point. Just 
because your mother, sister, best friend, and great-aunt Estelle all think 
you’re the next Nora Roberts or Stephen King, don’t let it go to your head. 
Maybe you are; maybe you’re not. Don’t ever fall into the trap of believing 
praise -- especially from non-professionals. None of us is as good as we can 
be, not even Nora or Stephen. The moment we start believing otherwise, is 
the moment we stop growing as writers. 
 
So let’s talk about feedback. I know some writers who rewrite their 
manuscripts -- or at least those first 20 or 30 pages that get entered in most 
contests -- every time they receive their scoresheets from a contest. NEVER 
take any comment as gospel, even if the judge is published. Only you can 
decide what works best for your story, and just because someone is 
published, it doesn’t mean she’s an expert. 
 
Many contests allow entrants to judge, just not in the category they’ve 
entered. Your judge may only read and write category romance, but since 
she entered a manuscript in category romance, she’s offered to judge single 
title romance. Trouble is, since she doesn’t read single title romance, she 
doesn’t understand the differences between the two and has the misguided 
assumption that single title romance is just a longer category romance. She 
may judge your work based on that assumption and score you down 
because you haven’t met her expectations. And being published doesn’t 
necessarily prevent this. You may have a published judge who only 
reads/writes category but has been pressed into judging single title because 
the contest received more entries than they had judges. And it gets even 
worse if the category is mainstream rather than single title. 
 
So when should you take comments to heart and rewrite your work? When 
you consistently receive the same comments from judges. If you’ve entered 
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3 contests, and 9 judges have marked you down for not understanding Point 
of View, chances are you need a better understanding of Point of View and 
how to use it. 
 
Feedback can be helpful or unhelpful. If judges point out problems in point 
of view, grammar, or GMC (goal, motivation, and conflict), you should pay 
attention. These may be reasons an editor will reject your book. But if a 
judge’s personal biases determine how she scores you and/or makes hurtful 
or snarky comments, she’s not giving you helpful feedback. A good judge 
will always give a reason for scoring a section low and will never allow 
problems with one part of your manuscript to reflect the way she scores 
other sections. If your hero is the greatest to-die-for stud that ever walked 
the pages of fiction, your inability to understand point of view shifts 
shouldn’t come into play in the scores given for characterization. We’ll 
discuss later what to do if this happens. 
 
But what if you’ve entered a contest specifically to receive feedback, and all 
you get are numerical scores with no reason given for them? Chances are 
you didn’t research the contest ahead of time. If you want feedback, make 
sure you enter contests that REQUIRE their judges to give feedback. 
 
To conclude this lecture, I’d like to get back to the first reason for entering 
contests -- getting your work in front of an editor. If this is your goal, there 
are ways to maximize your odds of accomplishing it. First, do your 
homework. Many contests will lump various sub-genres into an umbrella 
category of “Mainstream” or “Contemporary.” Know the definitions of the 
various categories. Make sure you’ve entered the proper category for your 
book. Don’t enter a chick lit book in a “Single Title Romance” category. Chick 
lit is not romance. Your book will score poorly because the questions on the 
scoresheet will be romance driven, and you may not even have a hero in 
your story. 
 
Along those same lines, if a contest has both romance and non-romance 
categories, make sure they have separate category-specific scoresheets. If 
they have a “Mainstream” category but use the same scoresheet for both 
“Mainstream” and “Contemporary Romance,” your mainstream book won’t 
fair well. How can a judge give you high marks for your hero’s and heroine’s 
relationship if your story is about how three sisters cope with their mother’s 
death? 
 
Next, know which editors buy the type of book you write. There’s no point 
wasting money on a contest if the final round judge only buys chick lit and 
you write suspense. She may love your entry but won’t request to see more 
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of it because she doesn’t buy suspense. If the contest hasn’t listed the final 
round judges, email the coordinator and ask. Often the judges aren’t firmed 
up before the coordinator has to send out the contest information to meet 
deadlines. 
 
However, there are a few contests that won’t divulge the final round judges. 
This may sound unfair, but there have been instances where editors have 
been “stalked” by finalists. Only you can determine whether it’s worth the 
entry fee to enter a contest where you don’t know who the final round judge 
is. 
 
Also, be aware that life happens. Sometimes a judge is changed at the last 
minute. She may have left the publishing house, accepted a promotion, 
taken maternity leave, or she may just decide at the last minute that she’s 
too busy to judge. The coordinator will then have to find a replacement, and 
it might not be a judge you wanted. Don’t shoot the messenger. Or send off 
a nasty e-mail to the coordinator. There’s no conspiracy going on here, just 
circumstances out of the coordinator’s control. And here’s a little secret: 
Sometimes the editor listed as the final round judge hands off the judging 
task to a low-level assistant. Again, there’s nothing the coordinator can do 
about that, and often she isn’t even aware that it’s happened. 
 
To maximize your chances of finaling, look for contests that are category 
specific. If you write chick lit, for example, look for contests that have a 
chick lit category. Don’t enter contests that lump all mainstream books 
together. You may get judges who read lots of women’s fiction or suspense 
but have never read a chick lit book. 
 
If you write short contemporary series romances (those published by 
Harlequin/Silhouette), don’t enter contests that lump 50,000 word series 
novels with 100,000 word single title romances. And speaking of series 
novels, look for contests that include the word count and/or targeted line in 
the header. There are big differences between a Harlequin Blaze and a 
SuperRomance, and those differences only begin with word count. If a judge 
knows which line you’re targeting, she’ll be able to give you more helpful 
feedback. If she doesn’t know whether you’re writing a 50,000 word book or 
an 80,000 word book, her comment about needing to get the hero and 
heroine together sooner might not be valid. Some contests break down 
contemporary romance into two categories -- series (or category) length and 
single title. Others go further and break down series length into Short 
Contemporary and Long Contemporary categories. If you write series length 
contemporary books, look for contests that take the different lines of 
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category romance into consideration by at least allowing you to indicate your 
targeted line. 
 
Finally, make sure you know the best bribe for the editor who is judging 
your category. If she’s allergic to chocolate or on a diet, sending a box of 
Godiva isn’t going to do you any good and may prejudice her against you. 
(Okay…that was a joke. DON’T ever send gifts of any sort to an editor 
evaluating your manuscript, whether in a contest or as a submission.) 
 
This concludes the first lecture. Feel free to ask questions on any of the 
above information. And please be patient if I don't get back to you right 
away. I'm sending this at the beginning of a thunderstorm. Hopefully, I 
won't have any computer problems from the weather today. Lois 
 
LECTURE #2: GRAB ‘EM IN THE BEGINNING; HOOK ‘EM AT THE END 
 
For today’s lecture I’d like to jump ahead to something very specific about 
contests because I’ll be giving you a homework assignment at the end and 
want all of you to have time to work on it during the week. 
 
Contests fall into several categories. Some are very specific -- first scene 
where hero and heroine meet, a love scene, synopsis only, last chapter of 
the book -- to name some of the more common ones. But most contests fall 
into one of two main categories -- either the first chapter (generally up to 
20, 25, or 30 pages) or the opening of the book (generally 5 or 10 pages.) 
I’ve heard complaints about the latter. Some people feel the limited length 
of the submission doesn’t allow them enough pages for a judge to make an 
accurate decision about their book. 
 
However, these contests are invaluable because those first few pages are all 
you may have to interest an editor or agent in your work. Most editors and 
agents will toss a manuscript aside after a page or two if your 
voice/style/story hasn’t hooked them by that point. One agent has even 
published a book on the importance of the first five pages. 
 
I would like to distill this down even further and suggest that you hook your 
reader with your opening sentence. As a contest judge, I’ve read hundreds 
of entries that open with what I can only describe as BLAH first sentences. 
The author goes on to compound the problem by then giving the reader 
several paragraphs, if not pages, of either backstory or boring description. 
You may have a fantastic story, but if you put your readers to sleep before 
they get to that story, you won’t final in contests, and you certainly won’t 
get the attention of editors and agents. And isn’t that the bottom line here? 
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As an author you want to sell. You won’t sell unless you write a book that an 
editor can’t put down. Don’t give your reader -- whether she’s a contest 
judge, an editor, or an agent -- a reason to set your manuscript aside. 
 
One of the best opening sentences I’ve ever read was from KISS AN ANGEL 
by Susan Elizabeth Phillips. That book’s first sentence is: < Daisy Devreaux 
had forgotten her bridegroom’s name.> Now how can you not go on reading 
after that? What a killer sentence! It grabs the reader and drags her into the 
story. 
 
Go back and look at the opening sentence of each of your books. Do you do 
the same as Susan? Do you give your reader reason to move on to the next 
sentence…and the next…and the next…? If not, you need to consider 
revamping the beginning of your book. As far as contests go, think of your 
judges as first readers. Many editors and agents send manuscripts to 
readers before they look at them. If the reader gives a thumb’s up, the 
editor or agent will then take more than a cursory look at the manuscript. If 
your contest judges give a thumb’s up, your entry will stand a good chance 
of finaling and go on to the editor for judging. 
 
Now let’s go beyond the first sentence and apply the same reasoning to the 
first paragraph, the first page, and the first few pages. Do you fill those 
paragraphs/pages with interesting action and/or dialogue that intrigues the 
reader and makes her want to continue reading, or do you write paragraph 
after paragraph of backstory or description? The opening of your book is 
meant to suck the reader into the world you’ve created. Backstory can come 
later, trickling in to tease the reader to continue reading more, not as 
information dumps that pull the reader from the story. Include only the 
barest minimum that is essential for that moment. As for description, weave 
it into the narrative and dialogue. Don’t create long paragraphs describing 
everything from the length of your heroine’s hair to the color of her toenail 
polish. Again, it pulls the reader from the story. Pulling the reader from the 
story is a BAD thing. It adversely affects the pacing of your book, and good 
pacing is something that contest judges, editors, and agents all look for in 
well-written manuscripts. So make sure that your opening pages, whether 
for a 5-10 page contest or a 30 page contest, snag the reader’s attention 
and don’t let go. 
 
By the same token, you want to hook your judges at the end of the entry. 
Make them want to give you high scores so you final and sell your 
manuscript. Then they can buy your book and find out what happens next. 
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I believe in few rules when it comes to writing because for every “rule” 
there’s someone who has broken it and gone on to sell. However, there is 
one rule I believe should never be broken: NEVER, EVER END YOUR 
CHAPTER WITH YOUR CHARACTER GOING TO SLEEP. You never want to give 
your reader a reason to set your book aside and turn out the lights. You 
want to keep that reader hooked and reading until she’s propping her eyelids 
open with toothpicks because she HAS to know what happens next, and 
there’s no way she’s going to be able to sleep until she finds out. 
 
With that in mind, let me tell you about some mistakes I’ve seen authors 
make in contest entries. Our fictitious contest is for the first 30 pages of a 
manuscript. Entrant #1’s first chapter ends on page 29. She’s got a great 
hook at the end of her first chapter, but she includes the first page of 
Chapter 2, a page that ends with a rather BLAH sentence and definitely no 
hook. Bad move. Just because a contest allows for the first 30 pages of a 
manuscript, it doesn’t mean you have to submit 30 pages. Even if your 
chapter ends on page 26, you’re better off only submitting those 26 pages. 
Don’t dilute your entry with additional pages that end without a hook. 
 
Entrant #2 has a very long first chapter that doesn’t end until page 38. She 
sends the first 30 pages, with her submission ending in the middle of a 
paragraph describing the contents of the heroine’s closet. But on page 28 
she has a scene break with a good hook. Guess where she should have 
ended her contest entry? 
 
Speaking of scene breaks, Entrant #3, who also has a chapter longer than 
30 pages, has a scene break three lines into page 30. But instead of ending 
her submission there, she includes the first 22 lines of the next scene to fill 
up the page. Which would you have done? 
 
And now for Entrant #4, our truly misguided entrant. She, too, has a 
chapter longer than 30 pages. She makes the mistake of ending her 
submission at the bottom of page 30 in MID-SENTENCE! Not a good idea. 
Ever. And here’s a little secret: I was that Entrant #4 in the first contest I 
ever entered. So if you’ve done likewise, don’t feel like you’re the biggest 
bozo in the world. We’ve all been there. 
 
So…do you grab the reader with a dynamic opening sentence? Do you end 
your submission with a page-turning hook? Keep in mind that I don’t rule 
the world <darn it!> and my opinion is just that -- an opinion. But for those 
of you brave enough to post your opening sentence(s) and/or ending hook, 
I’ll let you know what I think (as long as you promise not to hurl cyber-
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tomatoes at me afterwards.) You can post them whenever you want 
throughout the remainder of the workshop. 
 
LECTURE #3: EENIE, MEENIE, MINEE, MOE 
 
I’ve already touched on the various types of writing contests. Today I’d like 
to discuss which types of contests are best for writers at different stages of 
their journey. By now I hope you’ve been able to determine whether your 
reason for entering contests is to final or for feedback. If it’s for feedback, 
you should first make certain the contest you have in mind offers feedback. 
Some don’t. You won’t get any feedback from RWA’s Golden Heart, only a 
numerical score ranging from 1 to 9. You also won’t get any feedback from 
most publisher’s contests. 
 
No matter which contests you enter and for whatever reason, you should 
look for contests that advertise their judges have gone through training. This 
is not necessarily a guarantee of avoiding what I call “The Clueless Judge,” 
but it does lessen your chances of getting one. 
 
Many RWA chapter contests are good for feedback, and depending on the 
chapter, you may not have to be an RWA member to enter. Some contests 
have a tiered entry fee, giving a discount to their own chapter members and 
charging $5 more for RWA members, $10 more for everyone else. 
 
I would suggest looking for several things when choosing these contests. 
First, you want to make sure that the contest GUARANTEES feedback. Some 
contests encourage their judges to give feedback along with scores; others 
require it. Most contests will have a disclaimer that states they encourage 
judges to write comments but can’t guarantee the judges will comply. Look 
for contests that REQUIRE judges to give comments for any scores that are 
3 or lower (in a scoring system of 1-5.) Most contests will give this 
information on their website. Many will also have their scoresheets on their 
website or will e-mail you a sample scoresheet upon request. Look for 
contests where the scoresheets are very detailed and specific, rather than a 
scoresheet with only 5 or 6 general questions. There are also contests that 
don’t require comments on the scoresheet but require the judges to include 
a 1 page written commentary about the entry. 
 
Secondly, look for contests with high page submissions. If you want 
feedback on your plot, you won’t be able to get much of that plot into a 
contest that’s only for the first 5 pages of the manuscript. That kind of 
contest is going to be concentrating on the opening hook of the book, not 
the manuscript as a whole. Some contests go as high as the first 60 pages of 



THE CONTEST DIVA’S GUIDE TO CONTESTS      13 
 

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. 
 

the manuscript. These contests are going to cost more to enter, but you 
stand a better chance of getting greater feedback because their scoresheets 
go into more detail, with the judges required to look at more areas of your 
work. 
 
Third (no groaning, please!), enter contests that require a synopsis. I know 
most writers HATE writing synopsises. Many multi-published authors hate 
writing them. Unfortunately, the sad fact of the publishing world is that you 
must be able to write a good synopsis. You not only need a synopsis to get 
published, you need a synopsis to keep getting published because once 
published, you’ll be lucky enough to sell on partial. And that means the first 
three chapters PLUS synopsis. For this reason, I happen to be in favor of 
contests that judge the synopsis. It’s that important. However, if you know 
that synopsis writing is your weak point, look for contests that require but 
don’t judge the synopsis or only devote a small percentage of the scoresheet 
to them. There are contests that use a 20 question, equal point spread, 
scoresheet where only 1 question is dedicated to the synopsis. So out of 100 
points, the maximum points for synopsis is only 5. Even if your synopsis is 
really, really bad, the most you can lose is 4 points. (Most contests instruct 
the judges not to give 0’s.) 
 
Another reason I think a synopsis is important for contests is because it 
answers questions that the scoresheet might ask but isn’t covered within the 
pages you enter. After all, you’re writing a 300 - 400 page book. If you give 
away the entire plot and everything there is to know about your characters 
within those first 30 pages, you’ll have a short story, not the beginning of a 
novel. Most contest scoresheets cover the same questions in one form or 
another. They’re going to ask about characters, setting, dialogue, narrative, 
pacing, conflict, point of view, and plot. Having a synopsis to read helps the 
judge answer these questions. It tells her that whether you’ve covered them 
in your submission or not, those elements are contained in your story. It will 
also help the judge offer advice that she might not be able to offer without 
it. For instance, if your plot revolves around a conflict she doesn’t feel is 
strong enough to carry the book for 400 pages or sounds more like a 
category romance than the mainstream suspense you think you’ve written. 
 
And once again, think of your contest judge as your first reader. If she can’t 
figure out where your story is going from your synopsis, how do you expect 
an agent or editor to know? Another important, and often unknown, fact 
about the synopsis is that your agent uses it to pitch your book to editors, 
and the editor uses the synopsis to pitch your book to the editorial board. 
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So suck it up and work on your synopsis writing. If you’re struggling, there 
are many good books available to help you. Take advantage of them. Once 
you master synopsis writing, you’ll be glad you did. And if I haven’t by now 
given you enough incentive, think about this: Many an author has signed a 
mega-deal based on synopsis alone, without ever writing the first sentence 
of the book. And although it rarely happens, I know one author who about 
three years ago sold her first book at auction based on a 42 page partial. 
Then she wrote the rest of the book. And last year another unpublished RWA 
author sold on a partial through an auction. She got half a million dollars in a 
2-book deal. 
 
Finally, look for contests that have discrepancy judging. This means that if 
one judge gives you a score significantly lower than the other judges, the 
entry will receive another judging and the lowest score will be dropped. 
Many contests are now building the discrepancy judging into the first round 
to save time and postage. I happen to like this idea and suggested it to my 
own chapter when I handed over the contest to a new coordinator. So look 
for contests which advertise that the lowest score received in the first round 
will automatically be dropped. What you don’t want is a contest that 
averages in the discrepancy score with the other scores. I don’t know why 
some chapters do this. Mathematically, you stand little or no chance of 
finaling, so it’s a waste of the coordinator’s time and a drain on the chapter’s 
profits. Think about it: You receive a 100, 95, and 65 on a contest. The 
coordinator sends your entry out for a fourth judging. Your discrepancy 
judge gives you a 93. Chances are, with the other scores averaging 96, 
you’ll final if the 65 is dropped. But if the four scores are averaged, your 
score of 88 will unlikely result in your finaling. 
 
But what if you’re not interested in feedback and are only interested in 
contests as a tool to get your book in front of an editor? In that case, you 
have more of a choice. However, you still should do some homework. 
 
First, make sure the editor acquires the type of book you write. As I 
mentioned in my first lecture, know which editors buy what genres, but go a 
step further. For example, Editor A is judging the single title romance 
category of a contest you’re thinking of entering. Great. You’ve written a 
book you think is perfect for her publishing house. You enter. You final. She 
ranks you dead last. Why? Turns out she HATES books with amnesia 
themes, and your plot revolves around a woman who has lost her memory. 
How do you avoid this? Networking is one way. Often you’ll hear through the 
author grapevine that Editor A hates amnesia stories but Editor B has a real 
soft spot for them because her mother once temporarily lost her memory 
after a car accident. Read editor interviews. You can find them on various 
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websites, writing loops, and in writers’ magazines. Attend conferences and 
listen closely to what the editors say they’re looking for and what they’re not 
looking for. Often editors will include personal favorites or topics that push 
the wrong buttons in them. I know one editor who hates stories with 
children but loves stories with pets. 
 
If you can’t afford to attend conferences, see if there are tapes available for 
purchase. RWA tapes many of the workshops at their annual conference and 
offers them for sale. Many chapters purchase a set of tapes for their 
members to borrow. 
 
Maximize your odds. Some contests have such wonderful reputations that 
they receive hundreds of entries each year. If your goal is finaling, and you 
don’t care about anything but a score that will get you to the final round, 
look for newer contests and contests that don’t get many entries. Think 
about it -- if Contest X receives an average of 50 entries in your category 
and chooses only 3 finalists, your odds of finaling are slim. However, Contest 
Z gets an average of only 20 entries in your category and sends the top 5 
entries on to the final round. Statistically, you’ve got a much greater chance 
of finaling with Contest Z. 
 
Contest Z may not have the prestige of Contest X, but you’re not interested 
in prestige, only getting that entry in front of the editor. So go for the 
contest with the best odds of finaling. However, if you’re interested in 
writing credits you can list in your query letter, then winning Contest X is 
certainly something you’d want to aim for. It’s all a matter of your own 
personal goals and priorities. 
 
Also, if your goal is getting that entry on the editor’s desk, enter any contest 
you think you stand a good chance of winning. Do you have a love scene 
that makes your critique group swoon? Enter it in a contest that looks for 
sexy love scenes. Have lots of explosive sexual tension in your book? Enter 
it in a contest that features the scene where your hero and heroine first 
meet. Have an incredible ending to your book? Enter it in a last chapter 
contest. Be aware, though, that your chances of getting an editor to request 
more of your manuscript are greater if she has more to read to begin with. 
The one exception to this would be synopsis contests. Write a fantastic 
synopsis, and you’ll probably guarantee yourself a request from the editor -- 
if it’s the kind of book she’s looking for. 
 
Another factor to take into consideration when choosing contests is cost. And 
unless you were born with a trust fund or recently won the lottery, contest 
costs will most likely be a huge consideration for you. Entering contests is 
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not cheap. Entry fees usually run from $10 to $50 per entry with the 
average contest running $25. To that, you have to add the cost of postage 
both to send the entry and for its return (most contests require you to ship 
via Priority Mail and include a Priority Mail SASE.) There’s also the cost of 
paper and your printer cartridge if you run off your own copies or the fee to 
have a copy center run them off for you. Keep in mind that most contests 
require 3 - 5 copies of your entry. A contest for the first 30 pages of a 
manuscript plus a 5 page synopsis equates to 175 sheets of paper. Shipping 
alone will most likely run you $8-10 each way. 
 
And here’s a thought I’ll toss out for you to mull over, courtesy of another 
author I know. If you’re entering contests for feedback only, consider 
instead spending that money on a well-respected editorial service. Over the 
past few years due to mergers, down-sizing, and editors wanting to spend 
more time with their families, many have left their jobs and opened editorial 
services. Their input is going to be more valid than that of contest judges 
and cost you about the same if you wind up entering 8 - 12 contests over 
the year. 
 
Please note, though, that I am stressing REPUTABLE editorial services. Do 
your homework first. There are a lot of scams out there that pray on 
authors, and some are even run by people who claim to be literary agents. 
 
There are two exceptions to high contest costs. The publisher sponsored 
contests I’m familiar with don’t charge an entry fee and only require one 
copy of the entry. However, some require you to send the complete 
manuscript for the initial round, and others will require the complete 
manuscript if you make it to the final round. So you’ve got a much higher 
shipping cost. But none that I know of require an SASE because they don’t 
send the submissions back to you. 
 
The other exception is the contests that have gone from paper to electronic 
submissions. You still have the entry fee, but you have no printing or 
shipping costs. You e-mail your entry to the coordinator, and she e-mails it 
to the judges. The judges e-mail the entries and scoresheets back to the 
coordinator, and she e-mails them to you. 
 
If you’re on a tight budget, you have to prioritize. Figure out what you can 
spend on contests. Stick to that budget. When you’ve reached the end of 
your funds, stop entering. This may sound easy, but trust me, as a former 
Contest Diva, I can tell you it’s harder than it sounds. Contests can be 
addictive, and if you’re not careful, before you know it, you’ve spent two or 
three times what you’d budgeted for the year. 
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To help you keep track of your entries and your budget, I’ve posted a spread 
sheet in the files section of our Yahoo site. Feel free to adjust it according to 
your own needs. 
 
LECTURE #4: THE BIG ONES 
 
Today I’d like to discuss RWA’s Golden Heart as well as publisher sponsored 
contests. Let’s discuss the Golden Heart first. Even though it’s an RWA 
sponsored contest, it does allow entries from non-RWA members. Every year 
after the finalists are announced and scores returned to the non-finalists, 
there’s lots of discussion -- and whining -- on various loops about Golden 
Heart. Golden Heart is not for the faint of heart. All you receive is a 
numerical score from 1 to 9 with absolutely no feedback as to why the judge 
gave you the score she did. 
 
Unfair? Sure. But you know this going in, so you have no right to complain 
afterwards. 
 
Golden Heart is very expensive to enter, $50 per entry for RWA members, 
considerably more for non-members. You have to send 6 copies of your 55 
page submission plus the complete manuscript (although the complete can 
be on disk or CD.) So your printing and shipping costs are also steep. I know 
lots of authors who routinely enter three or more manuscripts. When they 
don’t final, they wish they hadn’t wasted that money. Yet hope always 
springs eternal, and we’ve all heard the stories of the author who entered 
her first book in Golden Heart, won, and went on to sell. So we continue to 
send off our checks to Houston each year. 
 
I don’t remember how many times I entered Golden Heart before I double-
finaled in 2004. Some years I entered; some years I didn’t. Some years I 
entered several manuscripts and sat by the phone all day when the 
announcement calls were being made, only to have my phone not ring. Talk 
about a bummer of a day! 
 
What I’ve come to learn from experience is that unless you have lots of 
money and a very strong constitution, you shouldn’t enter Golden Heart with 
any manuscript that hasn’t already finaled in at least one other contest. 
Save yourself the aggravation; spend the money on other contests where 
your odds of finaling are greater. Enter when your odds are better, when you 
have a few contest wins under your belt and the validation that there are a 
certain number of judges out there who deem your manuscript ready for 
publication. Chances are, you won’t be that one author who winds up finaling 
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and selling with her first manuscript. Authors like that are few and far 
between. (Besides, we’ve hunted them all down and exiled them to a 
deserted island without Internet service. Only kidding!!!!) 
 
So what about publisher-sponsored contests? To these I say caveat emptor -
- buyer beware. The first thing you want to do is read the rules VERY 
carefully. There are some publisher-sponsored contests where their legal 
departments have added lots of fine print to the rules. READ EVERY SINGLE 
WORD of those rules. Make certain you understand what you’re getting 
yourself into by entering. There have been publisher-sponsored contests that 
state that just by entering, you’re giving up the rights to your manuscript. 
(Yes, you read that right!) This is common practice in the contest world at 
large, whether you’re entering a manuscript to a genre publisher or a jingle 
for a new antiperspirant to Procter & Gamble. The lawyers want to make 
certain that you can’t turn around and sue if the winner winds up being 
something similar to what you sent. In order to protect the companies who 
pay their salaries, the lawyers figure the easiest way to do this is to state 
that all entries become the property of the company. 
 
A few years ago, there was an author outcry over this when one of the 
biggies ran a contest with this disclaimer. The publisher retracted the 
disclaimer. However, other publishers have left the disclaimer intact and 
said, tough, that’s the rule. Take it or leave it. I’d recommend leaving it. And 
their contest. Far behind. Because if you enter such a contest, you’ve lost 
the right to submit that work elsewhere, even if you don’t win. And they can 
turn around and publish your work without giving you any credit or 
compensation. 
 
Now, most legitimate publishers wouldn’t do this. They have plenty of 
authors writing good books for them. They don’t need to publish stolen 
work. However, stranger things have happened. That new CFO who only 
cares about the bottom line and knows nothing about the publishing industry 
because the house is now owned by some huge conglomerate, and he comes 
from their gizmo manufacturing division, may not care about what’s right 
and what’s wrong when he stumbles upon that pile of publisher-owned 
entries one day. He may only see a great opportunity to publish a bunch of 
books without having to pay advances and royalties. And if you think that 
couldn’t happen, think again. About a year ago Macmillion started a new 
fiction program that created a shiver of fear down the spines of every author 
and would-be author. I haven’t heard anything about it in awhile, though, so 
maybe wiser heads prevailed and they discontinued the program before it 
really got off the ground. 
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So if you’re thinking about entering a publisher-sponsored contest, look for 
those that don’t insist you sign over the rights to your babies. Be aware, 
though, that even if the rules don’t cause you any problems, the way the 
contest is run might. For instance, one publisher-sponsored contest which 
has been around for many years and has a great reputation (they offer a 
$10,000 advance to the winner), doesn’t even bother to notify the finalists. 
If you’re lucky enough to final, you’ll receive notification from the reader 
who chose your book from the dozens and dozens she had to read. Nothing 
more. The publisher doesn’t announce the names of the finalists. No one 
even knows how many people are chosen as finalists each year. If you don’t 
win, this publisher doesn’t even bother to send you a form letter or e-mail, 
let alone a certificate acknowledging your achievement. You get absolutely 
no publicity or recognition other than that which you generate yourself. 
 
Another thing to be aware of is that many of these contests cover their rear 
ends. Their rules include a clause which states they reserve the right not to 
select any winner if, in the sole opinion of the editors, none of the 
manuscripts submitted are of publishable quality. 
 
On the other hand, having been one of the ten finalists in Dorchester 
Publishing’s American Title competition, I will advise that you should only 
enter this type of contest if you’re strong enough to handle Simon Cowell 
type criticism that will not only be featured on the Romantic Times website 
but also in their widely circulated magazine. 
 
American Title is a wonderful contest as far as getting your name out to the 
public, whether you win or not. The longer you remain in contention, the 
longer your name/picture/manuscript are in front of the public. And by 
public, I do mean PUBLIC. This is a contest where lots of non-writers will 
determine your fate. In some respects, that’s a good thing. After all, we 
want the general public to buy our books, not just our fellow writers. 
 
However, this is a contest that is more about marketing than it is about your 
writing. Dorchester picks the finalists, and they’re not going to pick finalists 
they wouldn’t want to publish since they have no say in the outcome of the 
contest. Like the American Idol reality TV show, it’s the general public who, 
by e-mail votes, determine the winner. 
 
Right from the start, your manuscript is up against 9 other excellent 
manuscripts. If you want to win, be prepared to think outside the box and 
troll for votes wherever you can find them. If you’re too shy to do this, you’ll 
probably find yourself eliminated in one of the early rounds. However, since 
all but the biggest name authors nowadays have to take charge of much of 
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their own publicity, this contest can be good experience for when the day 
comes that you have to start selling yourself as a published author. (What? 
You thought all you had to do was write your books and they’d sell 
themselves? Sorry. That’s not the way it works. Just ask any published 
author.) If you can’t work up the courage to ask the staff at your doctor’s 
office to vote for you, how are you going to handle strangers at book 
signings? 
 
Another up side of publisher-sponsored contests is that often the publisher 
will offer contracts to some, or even all, of the other finalists. Only one 
person can win, but the publisher isn’t going to turn down a well-written 
book they think can be a money-maker for them. So if you do manage to 
make it to the final round, you could still wind up winning, even if you’re not 
chosen the winner. In that respect, publisher-sponsored contests are similar 
to contests sponsored by writing organizations. In the end, there can be 
multiple sales as a result of the contest, but with publisher-sponsored 
contests, your financial costs are minimal. 
 
Before concluding today’s talk, I’d like to cover scams that target writers. 
And there are more and more out there all the time. Don’t think that 
because you see a writing competition advertised in a reputable magazine 
that it implies the magazine has checked out or endorses the competition. 
Magazines are divided into two divisions -- editorial and sales. The sales 
department has one job and one job only -- bringing in ad revenues. People 
who are willing to fork over the money for ad space, get it. No questions 
asked. Usually. If someone wants to place an ad for something that is 
obviously illegal, most magazines will not accept the ad and many will alert 
the authorities. (Note, I used the words MOST and MANY. Some sales people 
won’t care as long as they get paid their commission.) 
 
Unscrupulous people have learned that unpublished authors are easy marks. 
They can be very needy. They’ve spent sometimes years working on their 
masterpiece and desperately want to see it published. There are many 
vanity presses that advertise poetry and short story competitions, for 
example. You enter. A few weeks later, you learn you’ve won. Wow! 
Validation! And for only $49.95 plus shipping you can buy a copy of the 
anthology which will feature your poem/short story. And for only an 
additional $10.95, they’ll emboss your name in gold leaf on the simulated 
leather binding. 
 
Trouble is, everyone else who entered the contest received the same letter -
- including the newspaper columnists who from time to time send in 
complete nonsense to trip up and expose these predators. But it must be a 
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very lucrative business, and there must be many naïve and needy authors 
out there because even with the occasional media exposé, the scams never 
cease. 
 
About a year ago some enterprising con artists took this long-running scam 
into the 21st century. They claimed to be TV producers who were launching 
a reality show for authors. If you happen to stumble across their website, 
and you’re smart (and I have no doubt all of you fall into that category), 
you’ll read the fine print and disclaimers and immediately hit your Delete 
key. 
 
The bottom line? If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is. (Cliché 
intended.) Before you enter anything, read every word of the fine print. Do 
your homework, know what you’re agreeing to by entering, and don’t let 
anyone take advantage of you. 
 
LECTURE #5: SIPPING WHINE WHILE NIBBLING ON A PLATTER OF 
RANTS 
 
When I first gave this workshop, I decided to contact other Contest Divas 
and ask for their input, specifically their pet peeves. Lots of writers 
responded. What surprised me the most was learning of the Great Binder 
Clip Caper. Apparently, there’s a ring of binder clip thieves operating 
throughout the contest world, and lots of writers are really annoyed about 
this. Who knew? Must be a recent phenomenon because I don’t ever 
remember receiving back entries minus my binder clips. 
 
Anyway, what I thought I’d cover today are the problems that other writers 
have encountered. (cliché warning ahead!) Misery loves company, after all. 
It’s often nice to know that you’re not alone, that others have experienced 
the same problems you have. And sometimes there’s strength in numbers. If 
enough people are complaining about the same things, maybe that’s a sign 
that change is needed. So take your grievances to the contest coordinator 
but do so in a professional, non-accusatory way. Some contests even ask 
entrants for feedback on their contest experience. Coordinators report back 
to their chapter board after a contest is over and many will offer 
suggestions, based on experience running the contest and feedback from 
entrants and judges, for improving next year’s contest. We learn from our 
experiences. And we don’t always know there’s a problem unless it’s pointed 
out to us. 
 
One author started out her post to me with, “I don’t think I qualify as a 
contest slut but in the last year and a half I’ve finaled in 14 contests…” Well, 
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she might not consider herself a contest slut, but this writer puts my 
achievements to shame! She went on to write a very lengthy e-mail, 
outlining her pet peeves which included: 
 
1. Judges who think they know more about a subject than the author 2. 
Judges who don’t give reasons for low scores 3. Poorly trained judges 4. 
Judges who don’t correctly add up the math on the scoresheet, followed by 
coordinators who don’t double-check the judge’s math 
 
To me, these are all valid complaints and ones I’ve experienced. 
 
Another author said she found highly-structured scoresheets frustrating 
because they “force the judge to grade the manuscript on areas that may 
not apply to the genre.” This is something I discussed in an earlier lecture 
and one that’s easily avoided. Before you enter a contest, check the 
scoresheet. Make sure your entry will do well against the questions asked. If 
not, don’t enter. 
 
Another author offered some very good advice: “Be true to your book.” She 
goes on to explain that her current manuscript, an 80K romantic suspense, 
could be entered in several different categories for some contests -- Long 
Contemporary, Romantic Suspense, or Mainstream. (Personally, I think she 
meant Single Title because Long Contemporary and Romantic Suspense are 
both romance categories, whereas Mainstream doesn’t necessarily contain 
romance or can contain very little.) She picks the category she feels she has 
the best chance of finaling in with the book. For most contests, she’s found 
this to be the Long Contemporary category. 
 
This same author complained that she found the comments from judges to 
be useless because they were subjective. She also objected to judges who 
line edited her entry. I think the latter complaint is valid enough to notify a 
coordinator. Judges should be judging, not line editing to their style. 
However, as to the “subjective” nature of judge comments, I have no 
problem with that. Readers will form subjective opinions of our work, too. 
Editors and agents also do this. I’ve received enough rejection letters over 
the year that praise my writing and story but ultimately pass on buying the 
book because they “just didn’t fall in love with it” to know this is true. 
 
One writer complained about the final judge not being the one originally 
advertised for the contest. It was the first contest she’d finaled in, but the 
new editor didn’t buy the kind of book she writes. She said she’d never enter 
another contest unless she could be guaranteed that the final judge was one 
she was targeting. Although I sympathize with this author’s plight and even 
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found myself in the same situation with the first contest where I finaled, as I 
mentioned earlier, stuff happens that is out of a coordinator’s control. No 
contest can make the kind of guarantee this writer demanded. 
 
Writers from outside the U.S. complained that they want the ability to pay 
entry fees via PayPal. Others would like to see more contests that allow for 
e-submissions to avoid the staggering postal costs. Both valid suggestions to 
make to a coordinator. 
 
After spending $500 on contest fees and postage, a Golden Heart finalist 
concluded that with only 2 finals in chapter contests that her voice or pace 
didn’t lend themselves to contests of only 30 pages. She realized that except 
for Golden Heart, she wasn’t getting enough out of the contests to warrant 
continuing to enter them. However, she did say that she found getting 
involved with contests to be very motivational, saying she never would have 
written, let alone perfected, her synopsis if it weren’t for contests. This is an 
author who was able to step back, take an objective look at her situation, 
and make the right decision for her. Contests aren’t for everyone. 
 
Another pet peeve of authors is the judge who marks down everything on an 
entry because she doesn’t like the story. I once had a judge give me low 
scores and state that the low scores reflected her dislike of first person 
books, and she didn’t think most readers liked first person, either. And this 
was a contest judged by booksellers, not other writers! Setting aside the fact 
that the judge had no business allowing her own personal biases to rule the 
way she scored, what if a writer has a problem with POV or in some other 
area? Should that problem be reflected in the score given for 
Mechanics/Presentation? Or Setting? Or Conflict? Of course not. This might 
be something you’d want to mention to a coordinator. As a coordinator, I 
would have wanted to know that one of my judges was guilty of this. 
 
I was amazed by the number of authors who told me their experiences with 
contests had been so poor that they’d decided against entering any more. 
However, I also received some very positive comments. One author 
mentioned that she wound up with a multi-published, RITA-winning author 
as her mentor thanks to entering a contest. The published author loved her 
entry so much that she offered to read the entire manuscript and critique it. 
 
There were lots of comments about judges who try to impose their own 
writing style and/or voice on the author and others who were put off by what 
one person called “by the book” judges who “are put off by any show of 
originality or individuality…(and) who perpetrate all those false ‘romance 
myths.’” 
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Others complained about contests that don’t permit the use of Times New 
Roman or mark down for its use. This is a topic I had to deal with a lot as a 
coordinator. Some contests will allow either Courier New or Times New 
Roman. Many editors and agents don’t seem to have a preference, so the 
think is that why should the contest? 
 
There’s one very good reason why a contest will specify one particular font. 
It makes for a level playing field among all the entrants. If you convert a 
manuscript from Courier New to Times New Roman, you’ll see that it takes 
up considerably fewer pages. A writer who sends an entry in Times New 
Roman can get quite a bit more of her manuscript into those 20 or 30 pages. 
That means more of the story is read by the judge. Thus, the author has 
more opportunity to get across the GMC of the main characters, offer more 
insight into the plot, etc. 
 
As a contest coordinator, I’m all in favor of requiring one typeface only. As 
an entrant, I loved contests where I could reformat my manuscript to get 
more story into the allotted pages. So follow the rules of the contest. You 
have no right to complain if you don’t and are asked to resend the entry or 
are disqualified. However, if the contest allows for varying typefaces, take 
full advantage of that opportunity. 
 
One author railed against judges who take off unreasonable amounts of 
points for minor typos. She felt this screamed, “bitter unpublished judge.” 
However, she went on to state that as a judge, she really hates “when I can 
tell the entrant didn’t even bother to read through for a basic typo and 
grammar edit.” 
 
She’s right on both counts. Judges should point out minor grammar and typo 
problems but shouldn’t deduct points if there are one or two within 30 
pages. But an entry riddled with typos and grammar problems? A perfect 
score means the entry is of publishable quality, and a manuscript full of 
typos and grammar problems is not considered publishable quality by any 
editor I know. 
 
One author sent me a lengthy commentary of her experiences. She had 
some very useful things to say, one of which was that she tries to get every 
manuscript to earn a few contest “credentials.” Then she stops entering that 
manuscript. She also says she’ll “modify, cut, paste, clip and repaginate if 
necessary to meet the contest criteria.” 
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This author also pointed out something very important. She said, “In many 
contests the criteria for judging is ‘whether the work is ready for an editor’s 
desk.’ That does not imply perfection.” As a judge, she said she’s given 
perfect scores to entries with minor flaws because despite the flaws, the 
work (in her opinion) was ready for an editor’s desk. 
 
One author said she really appreciates “useful feedback delivered with 
kindness.” She’s found most judges are wonderful and believes their 
comments have strengthened her manuscripts. 
 
Quite a few writers recommended judging contests, suggesting that by 
analyzing a stranger’s work you often improve your own. Others felt it was a 
way of giving back to the writing community. One said it improved her 
critical reading skills. She said, “One of the greatest challenges for me as a 
judge is scoring entries with no obvious flaws that nevertheless leave me 
bored and relieved to reach the last page. Figuring out what’s not working 
for me and how the writer might fix it has made me a better editor of my 
own work.” 
 
A multi-published author told me she highly recommends judging contests 
for unpublished writers because “it helps you better understand an editor’s 
or agent’s perspective.” She went on to say that she finds this to be 
especially true when she’s judged synopsises. “I understand much better 
what an editor/agent is looking for in a synopsis now that I’ve had to 
evaluate them myself.” 
 
Many writers complained about unhelpful comments. One author said, “I had 
another person simply write, ‘You really shouldn’t be writing in this genre.’ 
With no other comment!” Yeah, that would really annoy me, too, especially if 
it had cost me $30 to receive such a useless piece of commentary. 
 
So while we’re on the topic of whines and rants, just for laughs, here are 
some of my personal favorites, all of which I’ve received over the course of 
my stint as a Contest Diva: 
 
* "I've heard several editors say that they want the action -- introducing the 
hero/heroine to each other -- in the first couple of pages." (In 
mainstream????) 
 
* "You never told me anything about what your heroine looks like." (Entry 
was in heroine's POV--she wouldn't be describing her own blonde hair and 
green eyes!) 
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* "Sometimes prologues are looked down upon by editors." (This is why so 
many prologues appear in published novels by unsuccessful authors like 
Tami Hoag, Lisa Gardner, and Catherine Coulter, to name a few.) 
 
* "Avoid 'ing' words." (Say, what? That's interest-ing!) 
 
* "You use way too many hyphens." (Uh-oh.) 
 
* "Avoid 'she was' and 'he was'. Passive voice." (NOT! Somewhere along the 
way, too many RWA members have gotten the erroneous idea that a passive 
verb and passive voice are one and the same.) 
 
* "Your manuscript form does not give the reader enough 'white space.' 
Paragraphs are too long in places. Reader tends to lose interest after 6 or 7 
lines." (Poor Stephen King. People buy his novels but don't read them, I 
guess.) 
 
* "Who owns the bookstore?" (Who cares? Opening scene where hero and 
heroine meet occurs in a bookstore.) 
 
* "Beware the flying carpet syndrome. He went from inside his car to inside 
the store without ever touching a foot to the ground. He needs to park the 
car, open the door, and take a quick look around. The reader will not see 
action unless you describe it." (This judge must write REALLY long books in 
real time. What's that "syndrome" called?) 
 
* "It is a pet peeve of mine, that 'd is so often used to represent <she had> 
as well as <she would.> For clarity's sake, I never use 'd for 'would'." 
(Uhm…okay but lots of other writers do.) 
 
* "Use more contractions." (Same book, different judge.) 
 
* "I realize that many wealthy people do this (put their children in boarding 
school), but it makes your heroine come off as very aloof and unlikable to 
middle-class readers." (As far as I know, people still like reading stories 
about wealthy people, don't they?) 
 
And my all-time favorite (drum roll, please!): 
 
* "I don't really get point of view, but I took off for your use of it because I 
don't think you understand it either." (Huh?) 
 
Since today is whine and rant day, feel free to contribute your own. 



THE CONTEST DIVA’S GUIDE TO CONTESTS      27 
 

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. 
 

 
LECTURE #6: WRAPPING UP 
 
Over this past week we’ve touched on many reasons for entering contests, 
who should enter, and which contests are best to enter, depending on your 
goals. What we haven’t discussed is author exposure. Some day, hopefully 
soon, you will sell your first book. You’ll tell your family and friends, make an 
announcement at your local writing chapter, post the good news to your 
writing loops. People will offer you congratulations. Even strangers. 
 
Then, chances are, most of them won’t think about your book again until 
you announce that it’s available on bookstore shelves. How many of them 
will rush out to buy that book? Few? Some? Many? In today’s tight 
publishing market, everything is about numbers. You need good sell-thru 
numbers for your publisher to offer you another contract. You need good 
sell-thru numbers if you want to get a higher advance on that next book. 
You need good sell-thru numbers if you want to move to a larger publishing 
house. The only way to get good sell-thru numbers is to have lots and lots of 
people buy your book. 
 
So how do you make this happen? You start now by building name 
recognition. The more someone hears your name, the greater the chances 
that person will pick up your book when she’s perusing the bookstore 
shelves. She may not remember where she heard about you, but she’ll see 
your name across the cover of a book and think, “I’ve heard of her.” Then 
she’ll pick up the book, turn it over to read the back cover blurb, and 
hopefully be hooked enough to carry the book to the check-out counter. 
Maybe she’ll even recognize it as a book she once judged. 
 
By entering contests you get your name out in the writing community. 
Contest winners and finalists are listed monthly in RWA’s ROMANCE 
WRITERS REPORT. Even if you’re not an RWA member, your name will be 
listed as a winner or finalist. If you belong to other writing organizations, 
announce your contest achievements in the Members News sections of their 
newsletters. Many of these newsletters have wide distribution. Some RWA 
chapters routinely send their newsletters to editors and agents. It’s possible 
the same is true for Sisters In Crime, Mystery Writers of America, and other 
organizations. 
 
Volunteer to judge. Along with helping to improve your own writing (as I 
discussed in an earlier lecture), judging is another way of getting your name 
out in the writing community. A caveat, though -- If the scoresheet allows 
for you to sign your name, don’t. I’ve heard horror stories of judges who 



THE CONTEST DIVA’S GUIDE TO CONTESTS      28 
 

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. 
 

were stalked by slightly off-kilter writers (Yes, there are some unstable ones 
out there, but of course, not among those of us on this loop, right? 
Right????) So even though judging won’t let entrants know who you are, 
contest coordinators will not only recognize your name but think favorably of 
you when they do. People who volunteer to judge make a coordinator’s life a 
whole lot easier. 
 
Taking it a step further, volunteer to coordinate your chapter’s contest. Yes, 
it’s a lot of work (see my comments further down the page), but you get 
your name out there -- and not only to the hundreds of writers who enter 
the contest and volunteer to judge it, but the editors and agents you contact 
for your final round. What a great foot in the door that is! You get to choose 
the editors and agents who will judge your contest. There’s no law that says 
you can’t aim for the ones you’d like to sell to or have represent you. You 
get to speak with these people on the phone and exchange emails with 
them. You get to send them nice thank-you gifts when the contest is over. 
Then, when you’re standing in line at the ladies’ room or at the elevator 
bank during a conference, and that editor or agent happens to be standing 
next to you, you get to introduce yourself and thank her all over again in 
person. One thing leads to another, and the next thing you know, your 
pitching your book and being told to send it to her. How kewl is that? 
 
Write thank-you notes to your judges, both for the first round and the final 
round. Sign your name and mention the title of your book. If you plan to use 
a pseudonym for your writing, include that as well. Be aware, though, that 
when you sell, there’s no guarantee you’ll be able to use either your given 
name or the pen name you’ve chosen for yourself. Much has to do with 
whether the publisher already has a writer with a similar name or finds your 
name too unwieldy. As Leo Bloom quotes from a theater review in THE 
PRODUCERS, “Last night a star was born on Broadway -- the lovely Miss Ulla 
Inga Hansen Bensen Yonsen Tellen-Hallen Svaden-Svenson. We predict that 
her name will soon be up in lights. If they can find enough bulbs.” Likewise, 
if your name is very long or not easily pronounced, your publisher might 
insist on a change. 
 
Even if you don’t final, send thank-you notes. Be gracious. You may not 
have agreed with the judge’s comments, but let her know that you 
appreciate the time and effort she spent trying to help you make your 
manuscript stronger. Don’t tell her she was a clueless idiot who shouldn’t be 
judging. She’ll remember that nasty note, and not only won’t she ever buy 
any of your books, she may tell all her friends not to, either. I know it’s hard 
to thank the hand that smacked you upside the head, but grit your teeth and 
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do it anyway. If nothing else, you’ll gain cosmic brownie points. And who 
among us can’t use a few more of those? 
 
Also, when you send those thank-you notes, don’t forget to put postage on 
the envelopes, and don’t scrawl the judge’s number across the entire 
envelope. The coordinator needs room to write the judge’s name and 
address. For those of you just starting out and unfamiliar with the process, 
thank-you notes to judges are sent to the coordinator to forward. You write 
the note, place it in a stamped envelope, and write the judge’s number on 
the envelope. Place all your thank-you notes in one envelope and mail them 
to your coordinator. And while you’re at it, include a thank you to the 
coordinator. Being a contest coordinator is one of the most time-consuming, 
demanding, and often thankless volunteer jobs within a writing chapter. 
Brighten the coordinator’s day with a thank-you note showing her you 
appreciate the time she took away from her own writing to help you with 
yours. 
 
If you have a problem with the way a judge scored your work or the 
comments made, contact the coordinator. Don’t vent publicly. A fellow 
writer, coordinator, and Contest Diva recently told me, “When I see vitriolic 
venting in public loops by an entrant, I mentally make a note of it. I won’t 
buy her books if they get published in the future. On the other hand, those 
who are gracious about contests, sending thoughtful thank you notes and 
behaving professionally even when they disagree with you, go on to my 
‘definite buy’ list.” In other words, although many people will tell you that all 
publicity is good publicity, you don’t want to give anyone a reason to 
remember you for the wrong reason. 
 
If your email system is set up to allow signature lines, list your contest 
successes. Be aware, though, that many people think it’s bad form to have a 
signature longer than 3 or 4 lines. Some loops even have rules about this 
which they strictly enforce. So I’d suggest only listing your current 
wins/finals or the most prestigious ones. If you’re lucky enough to be on a 
roll and placing in many contests, keep your sig line to contest wins only. 
 
If you have a website, don’t forget to include a page listing your contest 
successes and update it with each contest placement. After receiving a 
query, an editor or agent may check out your website. Since a query has to 
be fairly short and concise, you can’t list all your contest achievements, but 
you can mention that you’ve finaled/won X number of contests, and they can 
view the entire list on your website. 
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If you don’t have a website, start developing one. It’s another way to get 
your name out in the writing community. If you do need to change your 
writing name, you can always buy another domain name and have your 
original domain name automatically connect to the new one. (I know there’s 
some cyber-tech term for all this, but that’s for another workshop by 
someone more qualified.) 
 
In conclusion, please keep in mind that sometimes, no matter how well-
written an entry and how well-received by others, an author may push the 
wrong buttons in a judge. Or an editor for that matter. (Remember the 
editor who’s boyfriend left her for a woman with the same name as your 
heroine?) Judges are only human. Even the trained ones will often 
subconsciously allow their own personal biases to filter into their judging. It 
happens, and there’s no way to prevent it. You have to keep in mind that 
entering contests is a crap-shoot. You write a check, stick your baby into 
that Tyvek envelope, slap on postage, and send your heart and soul off into 
the big, and often unfair, world of contests. Sometimes you win; sometimes 
you lose. But being able to handle the ups and downs and ins and outs of 
the contest circuit is ideal preparation for the larger world of editors and 
agents. If you can’t deal with low scores or harsh comments from a contest 
judge, how will you deal with the rejection letters that will inevitably wind up 
in your mailbox? (Unless, of course, you’re that lucky person who sells her 
first book to the first editor who sees it, and in that case, we all hate you 
<G>) 
 
One other aspect of contests is learning to take criticism (valid or not) and 
deal with the unexpected. Whether someone is having a bad day, has a 
negative opinion of “those books,” or is secretly jealous of your success, you 
may find yourself on the receiving end of less-than-helpful suggestions on 
scoresheets or snarky comments from friends, family, and/or fellow writers. 
When I was asking for support during the American Title contest, I had 
several people ask me not to include them in the e-mails I was sending for 
each round. One person called my posts akin to spam, even though I only 
sent out posts at the beginning and end of each voting round. I have to 
admit, I was taken aback by this because this person had asked me to 
critique her manuscript a few years earlier. I did. She made the changes I 
suggested and went on to sell the book. I devoted hours to her and was only 
asking for a few seconds of her time in return. It hurt. 
 
Throughout your writing career, you’ll probably experience similar incidents. 
Devastating criticism can either become an incentive to hone your craft or a 
reason to stop writing. Only you can make that decision. Is it masochism 
that keeps us writing or have we developed an incredibly thick skin? I’d like 
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to think it’s the latter. Don't be discouraged. Even NY Times best-selling 
authors have reaped their share of nastiness. 
 
Now that I’ve sold and my book has been released, I’ve had to deal with that 
first nasty review. I’m not naïve enough to expect everyone is going to love 
my book. What I’ve learned is that I can’t let other people’s comments get 
to me, and neither should you. I once read an article by author Kathy 
Lamancusa, who writes about trends in the home dec and consumer crafts 
industries. She said you have to accept that not everyone is going to like 
you. “The need to be liked by everyone is based on insecurity from within. 
Being independent, intelligent, and thoughtful means that you will meet 
people with opinions and ideas different than your own. When we accept 
that we can have honest disagreements and that we don’t have to befriend 
all people, then we free ourselves from the tyranny of worrying about what 
other people think.” Wise words that I’m learning to follow and suggest you 
all do likewise. Revel in your success, and try not to dwell on the negative 
comments of others. 
 
So that concludes the lectures for this workshop. I hope they’ve been helpful 
and given you a better understanding of what to expect from contests and 
how they can help you. Feel free to ask questions on anything I haven’t 
covered or ask me to further explain things I have covered. If you think of 
something after the loop closes, feel free to email me at 
lois@loiswinston.com . 
 
At the bottom of this lecture I’ve included some loops you can join to get 
information about various contests and one for those of you who want to 
judge contests. If you are interested in judging, I urge you to take a judging 
workshop first. Many RWA chapters are now holding mandatory online judge 
training prior to the start of their contests. Even if you’re not an RWA 
member, if the contest allows submissions from non-RWA members, it may 
also use non-RWA judges. 
 
Also, I have a selection of articles about writing on my website and links to 
some other sites of interest to writers. I hope you’ll all click over at some 
point to visit me at www.loiswinston.com and follow my journey through the 
publishing world. (Hopefully, this weekend I’ll get around to updating the 
site to include my latest sale.) If you’d like to receive my newsletter, you 
can do so by clicking on the link on my homepage or by emailing me 
directly. 
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Finally, I hope all of you will soon be taking your own journey along the road 
to publication. Best of luck to each and every one of you and thank you for 
inviting me to join you this week! 
 
************ Contest Alert is a Yahoo loop that provides news on 
upcoming contests, results listings, and a forum for its members to discuss 
contests. Subscribe at: ContestAlert-subscribe@yahoogroups.com 
 
Contest Deadlines is an announcement only list which sends out information 
on upcoming contests. Subscribe at: ContestDeadlines-
subscribe@yahoogroups.com 
 
For information on contests for published authors subscribe to: 
ContestAlertPublished-subscribe@yahoogroups.com 
 
 
Lois Winston  
www.loiswinston.com  
TALK GERTIE TO ME, ISBN: 0-505-52684-0  
LOVE, LIES, AND A MOCHA LATTE, coming in 2007  
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