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 Getting to first base, How to Pitch your textbook idea to publishers, Roundtable, TAA, June 23, 2007 Janet Belsky, jbelsky@mtsu.edu
 Publishers want to make money.  The proposal needs to repeatedly bring home these messages: There is a real market for my book. I have the writing talents to really connect with students and instructors. You can rely on me to do an outstanding job.
                                           Before getting started

Look carefully at the competing books. Go to the publishers’ websites (see a list at the end of this discussion) and pore through every related book. Don’t rely on the website promotion materials. Get copies of the relevant texts. Try to ferret out works in progress, by asking publishers about their works in production. It’s incredibly depressing to spend years on a project only to learn that someone else has just published a book exactly like yours. 

If you are proposing a book for a new course, or plan a text with a very different slant on the literature do your own market survey accompanied by numbers: “This course is being taught at X universities, but there is no existing text…. Based on trends in the discipline, this is an expanding market…. In the next few years, more instructors will be offering this course…  In talking with my colleagues at Y universities we agree that this textbook will fill a needed gap.”

 Look carefully at yourself. Is your passion poring through mountains of literature? Can you sit at computer for thousands upon thousands of hours. Writing a textbook --I’m talking about a primary text here, not a supplementary work- typically takes a minimum of  3 years to complete. Your book will be “in production” for roughly an additional 10 months. Can make you make this project your primary focus for years?  Do you have the stamina to accept devastating critiques (you will get them)? Are you willing to revise and revise and revise chapters based on regular editorial feedback and multiple rounds of reviews? 

Most important, do you really have the skills to write in a captivating, student friendly way? Textbook writing is totally different than scholarly writing.  Years spent writing for an academic audience, may actually be an impediment to writing a good text. Even being a crackerjack classroom teacher is little guarantee of being able to perform this feat. 

Having coauthors can be a real advantage; but before approaching potential collaborators, check carefully. True, you really appreciate this person’s scholarship, but can this coauthor write for students? Is this person on your wavelength with regard to your text’s orientation and approach? Can your writing team really work together as a team are they all equally committed to the project? I started my recent lifespan development text, saying, “ I must have a coauthor” and then got horrified and rejected this person because the chapter he wrote just didn’t sound like me.  So, if having your own unique voice is crucially important be very wary about having a collaborator.

 Look carefully at the publishing houses. Plan to send your proposal to several publishers; but be judicious. Editors want a book that complements but does not exactly mirror their existing list.  The advantage of signing a book with a huge company such as Thompson, or Pearson is the behemoth sales force, and (sometimes) the fact that these companies can spend lavishly producing and promoting your book. The disadvantages are being a treated like a number, and the fact that the sales staff will be marketing your book along with other competing texts. If you are writing for a smaller market, such as an upper level undergraduate or graduate course, your book will be a relatively low priority at one of the big textbook publishing houses. So consider the major scholarly publishers in your field—the ones that have booths at your convention-- who have moved into the textbook market. One of my most gifted editors took refuge from a mega publishing company, to work at one of these smaller houses, in order to have the time to really nurture authors.  So if you want careful personal attention and special pampering, a smaller publishing house can be ideal. 
                                                 The Proposal

 Begin with a personal cover letter addressed to the relevant acquisitions editor. (You can get these names on the publisher’s websites). This is your first step in selling the message: “I know this market and I can write a great book”.  You might start out with some flattering comments: “Your company has such a wonderful reputation. My market research suggests you may be just right for my text, as you publish A, B, C…...  I notice that you don’t have a book covering X...  I plan to write that book.”

          Although the details will vary somewhat (see the guidelines for authors on the publisher’s websites) every publishing house will want you to: 

        Outline your book’s unique features and the target market. Here you need to write clearly and showcase your book’s specific virtues in a succinct and compelling way. Use plain language, not professional jargon, and avoid being long winded; and overly vague. “I’ve been teaching this course for X years. My market research shows there is a real need for this book.  Here are the features 1,2,3 (could be bulleted points)  that will make my book  stand out.”  Your book needs to be different but not too different from the others on the market. If you tout your text as “totally unique”, it may perceived “too weird”( meaning unsaleable). If you don’t clearly differentiate your book from the others, editors may think: “Why do we need yet another book, that’s exactly the same?”
     Take care not over- inflate your sales pitch, even if you feel you are writing the magnum opus of the century. Avoid words, like “one of a kind” or even- as mentioned- earlier “totally unique”. Be careful not to oversell your market. If your text is aimed at beginning students. Don’t say it will be absolutely perfect for everyone. Still avoid excessively limiting yourself. Make statements such as, “This book is primarily for advanced undergraduates and graduate students, and instructors interested in this take on the field, but it will appeal to others too. It can be used in psychology courses, in sociology, nursing etc.” 

Discuss the three main competing books in a paragraph.  Here the key is to convey the message that your book represents a major improvement over the current offerings without trashing the competition. Make statements like: “This book has these strengths but it doesn’t cover A, B and C. In my own experience  students have trouble with this book.”  My text will make up for these gaps because it does X, Y, and Z.”
      One generic way to differentiate your book —without being overly negative-- is to make the point that once in they move into their 4th or 10th edition, textbooks tend to get stale.  Simply by virtue of its being first edition text, your book can offer a fresh approach to the art of textbook writing, and be more touch with the current research and trends

 Provide a detailed outline. This is your chance to illustrate your stellar organizational skills and elaborate in detail about what makes your book different. If you are selling a distinctively organized book, begin with a brief table of contents, outlining just the chapter heads. Then carefully outline each chapter to the C head level. Don’t just confine yourself to a detailed outline, however. When you plan chapters that are clearly different, provide explanatory paragraphs spelling out exactly how your topic coverage is superior, by referring to similar chapters in the other books. 

 Provide two or three sample chapters. Begin with the chapter you feel most competent writing. Then tackle a very different chapter, to show the range of your skills. As the introductory chapter is typically the last you will be writing, don’t include chapter one. Before you submit this material, if possible class test these sample chapters and get written student feedback to send along to potential editors. Typos and grammatical errors are a turn off; so make sure to have other people carefully proofread everything you send.

Provide a detailed resume (and writing samples): Tailor your resume to highlight your teaching talents in addition to your scholarly credentials. While scholarly books are valuable to include in the package, if possible provide samples of non-academic writing.

                                   Websites of the Major Publishing Houses 

  Bedford/ Freeman/Worth: www.bfw. comMcGraw Hill=mhhe.com; Pearson=www.pearsoned.com; Thompson=www.thompsonedu.com. Go to “publish with us” or “contact us” for prospectus guidelines and for the name of the relevant acquisitions editor. (The exception is Bedford/Freeman/Worth—my highly recommended current publishing house-- where you will need to get this information by phone.)  Pearson also has a wonderful set of guidelines for developing your manuscript on their website.

Scholarly publishers who publish textbooks in health and the social sciences
Blackwell Publishing=www.blackwellpublishing.com;Sage Publications=www.sagepub.com;Guilford Press=www.guilford.com;

Taylor and Francis=www. taylorandfrancis.com; Johns Hopkins University Press=www.jhup.com.
And finally, go forth unafraid What could be more exhilarating than making a difference for students and helping to set the tone of your field!
  Here are some “thou shalt not” commandments” from a thirty year veteran of this impossible profession, C. Deborah Laughton, currently  the publisher of the statistics book list at Guilford. Come to the roundtable and I’ll share Deb’s “thou shalt” tips plus the musings of some of my other favorite editors.
                       The “Thou Shalt Nots” of Writing a Book Proposal
1)  Thou shalt not send an editor a proposal consisting of your notes and journal articles on your topic so that the editor can tell you whether “you have something there.” 


(And, maybe I should add to this “not unless you want to sign the editor on as your co-author and a partner in royalties.”)  Editors will view a pile of notes and articles as a sign of an author who is disorganized and unfocussed---and, a lot of work.  So, editors will run the other way and toward the authors who have books that are ready to be reviewed, designed and marketed (all of which are part of the editor’s task to oversee).


Granted, an author who has a long-term relationship with an editor can get away with doing this #1 boo-boo because of friendship, or because the editor and the author have been batting around ideas together about a book for some time.  It’s the only time something like this is permissible.

2)  Thou shalt not generalize about your book’s audience, such as “psychologists” or “math teachers” or “everyone.”


Editors read these types of generalizations as a sign of sloppy thinking.  Let’s take the “everyone” audience claim for a minute:  How in the world is a publisher suppose to market a book (and, make it appeal) to everyone short of a display at the check-out stand of every grocery store in the country?  It won’t happen, and books rarely sell to “everyone”, or to “all psychologists”, etc.  Target your book description to a specific audience:  College instructors who teach child development and are often members of SRCD and Div 7 of APA.

3)  Thou shalt not claim that “there is nothing else like this”.


An editors immediate response to a claim like this is “I bet” or “with good reason.”  It’s one of those kiss-of-death lines that earn a proposal an immediate rejection.

4)  Thou shalt not require the editor to make sense of the topic or chapter order without guidance.


An author can craft a well-articulated book proposal and ruin the effect if they don’t describe somewhere their rationale for the chapter or topic sequence in the outline.  An explanation illuminates why certain topics follow some and precede others---which is something reviewers will want to know.

5)  Thou shalt not describe as “lousy” or incompetent all books that compete with the one you’re planning to write.


Your proposal will be sent out for review by people who may be fond of the book or the author that you’re bashing.  As a result, you’re setting your proposal up for a negative review.  Criticize specific features of competing books in a scholarly manner, such as “a brisk pace at which new concepts are introduced, which may be appropriate for only the best students.”

6)  Thou shalt not send a proposal that has spelling or grammar errors.


Yes, every publishing house has copy-editors, but they don’t plan to use them on unsigned manuscripts.  Plus, imagine what your peers will be like reviewing a proposal rife with spelling and grammar errors…

7)  Thou shalt not take reviews personally.


To be an academic is to be a critical thinker and a critic, which means that academic reviewers will criticize what they review.  Some see this as a sign of affection or caring about the discipline.  View critical feedback in this light.
.

