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Pitching Professionally

How to Captivate Editors

and Agents with Your
Nonfiction Book Idea

By Julic H. Ferguson

Imagine you are an gcquisitions editar at
one of Canada’s publishing houses.

uery leters plop inte your inbos az the e of 50
to 10D 3 week; you are on a first name basis with
the courier who owice a day delivers bulging
ckages addressed 1o “The Editor”; and piles of
unsolicited proposals and manuscripes obsrmsct vour office,
How do vou manage this onslaughe!

Mot editars cope by considering only book ideas submireed
via gquery betrer; They send wnsolicited proposals and mams-
seripts back o aurhars unopened or pertodically give them
10 INEEs B0 skim,

Today most query lecers are emails. While elecronic
communications have improved acoess and speeded che
process of pitching nonfiction book ideas, the letter iself
hasn't changed in the 35 years T have been writing. Edivors
and agents remain adepr ar identifying publishable books
from just one page and if they like your idea, will invite you
to send R,E{II]E VO nonfcrion boak |1-rv:-|ms:al for consider-
arion. Indeed, chis s the goal of any query leter for nonfic
don—rto generate an overwhelming desire 1o see your
proposal.

[rresiszilile query letiers can be daunting to eraft because so
much rides on themy. This formal request so submic the
prqlpusa_l I;.,:Iw:n:"\. .-.|;|-|_|11:|. :r{-m';l.n,,:h an:‘l 1‘|¢.:.|.‘|ir.;lll.'lr.'.l r.‘l.']'-l_"lll. [k
compose bur, most of all, it needs & crvical eve thar 15 not
vour own. Boy ingredients are outstanding writing, an
ablity 10 generate excitement, and realism, for no editor
wans 1o hear abiour the next bestseller from a first-time
authar, A GUEEY letter i an r.'|t‘:g:'||'|1.|_-' Blended misrure of

imformanion, ressaance, and 1 “movie” oailer

T ATE S0 :i'.l.!-_':gl.'h'.il.:lll.\ fi i”‘ll‘lrﬁ"«"—' :u'\ﬂ'd: I.IIJ.E.'l-!lr
Fevrers so they rise above the contpetiiion anid resule
inan invitdion w see your proposal;

1. Remove all opportunities for rejection.

Civen the du_-lnl_g;- u«l-qufrin aach week, editors and agents are
intalerant of any unforced crrors @ writer may make. These
may include lazy grammar and spelling, chooting a faney
fonr in the hopes vour leerer soinds: cur, !-;.':".liillﬁ;. aitach-
ments, of being oo faraliar, Bemember, this is a lener from
2 [_lruﬂ;w'[-u-n;ﬂ, {kthyer 5:\2:;;||5 for instant rejection i :oc:ﬂtﬁl'lg
the query to an urnamed editor or the wrong house, wnring
oo Jong 2 lecrer {500 vo 700 words 35 idealls or coviing one
al the Toql_l.irq'n:l Componeits. Lo notgive cditngs amy reanon

corEiHied next page
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Pfrrj',lfrrg Professionally, convd

e discard VOUT UETyY belore It:n."_g.: Corsader it,

2. Remember to categorize your book

The edivor/agent needs to knoaw apfront what type of
bool vour query letter is pitching, 15 it a biography, a
cookboak, or a hiow-ro book! Caregorization refers o
the shelf your book will sit on in a booksiore and this
needs w be precisely wenrified for nonfiction queries,
Take che time o grasp the nuances of the many carego-
ries and sub-caregories by prowling Amazon.com and
the shelves ur]:lig bookseores, the i|1{‘|¢pc::qi;;nu:, and
pechaps a specialty bookstere. Some wrirers ask cheir
local booksrtare where they woold shefve a book like
theirs. Endeavour to slot your book into the right one.
Sometinres books straddle caregorics. delivering an early
warning of impending publisher angsr. Ger writer
colleagues 1o wssist too, espedially if they are Familiar
with vour manuscript. An sccurately pigean-holed hook

can ‘mean the difference heoween rejection and 2 request
ter more material.

4. Include all the required components

[f wour don't know exacely what editorsfagents wane in a
query lecier, books and courseson the subject are readily
availible v giide you, Some of the key ingrediznts inclade:

= Just like any lerter, the query hias a lead, a body, and a
comclusion, The lead for nonficiion can be either a
business-like starement describing your book or a cre-
arive, compelling hook, Nonfiction leads migy use &
SUCPTISINE STt an andcidate. or 2 !:r-l,lwl-;;:ll_iw quEstion
ey entice the editor ro read further. (50 words or less)

*  The body of the berter for nonfiction s theall-imporang
sakes piech, [t miusc have derails abour your ssbjecr, the length,
srope and distincavenes of your book, as well as.a disoumon
abour i marker and competition. (300 1o 400 wonds)

L

Tenday puablishers absr expect nonfiction authors w be
cuperts and 1o demonserae ideas for increasing the sales of
the book-—this is known as your pladform, Your query needs

But need to pay the rent?

Technical writing is an interesting, rewarding,
flexible hours, and good compensation, You'll

Writing the great
Canadian novel?

and rapidly evolving field with growing demand,
need a logical mind, a knack for problem sokving,

and the ability o express yourself, Our certificate program is the most extensive in BC and
includes an industry training placernent o help you develop skills, a portfolio, and contacts.

Wisit boit.calcastechwriting or contact Chris Voong al chris _woong@hct.ca or 604-412-7506.
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te briefly address this—thie proposal will detail your
book's p|a1:ﬁ:rrm amd pw-publim[qn p]a-.n {75 words or
less)

* The penultimare paragraph covers the aurthiors credenrials

(bia) and focuses an why vou are ideal o write this
particular book. {75 words)

* The conclusion ume QUETY COMERING the request w0 send
your propasal ta the publisher. As sales experts insise, ash
for the sale: "May [ send the proposal for Spiric Wisdom

for your consideradon?”

* You need nor eell the recipients thar vou have senr the
query oo others—ir’s a given.

4. Get rid of the passive voice and other “to be™
verhs

Mothing dooms your guery more :Efccfm:-iy than senrences
like “John was seen ar thie beach b his wife™ or "It is clear
that..." If you do nothing else, scour your query for this
weakness and reword the uﬁcndin.g phrases; Mexr, give your
finely muned lester 1o some experienced/published writers:
and get them o crtique and edit it—then ewrite it, several
rimes if necessary, passing it back for comment each time.

5. Format your query professionally

Firse decermine the route thae the edivor or agent prefers 1o
use far qlmn@n—-:mml or a rraditional paper lecer, Most
puHuhtu and agents” websives have a page walled “Submis=
sion Guidelings” that will tell you. Today neardy all actept ¢-
gueries, However, anything other than a standard busines
letter formar will invite ejection. Here are a few pointers For
elecoronic queries:

= Format vour email program for plain text, not HTML,

- “‘rﬂtﬂ I‘J'.IE EU.IJ:]_EEE kl]'.l.l‘! QL'B.'.T}" IZE'DHJD'Dk "J'E'E:tﬂ'.ﬂ.ﬂﬁ ar
“Query: Canadian history, naval” Note the category

comes frst, then the su.b—capegpqr

* Compase your query in a wond-processing program and,
wihen vou are sarisfied with ir, paste it inm the body of
thee email {never send as an artachment—they can
Eransmit viruses),

s 1lse a black, 12 poine fanr, a.i.n_.gln—spﬂrd_ Also, watch For
the old-fashioned double space afer a period—a velltale
sign thar you are not paying attention to degail,

= Phace your enclosures below the leteer, not attached 1o the
email,

6. Enclosures

The essential enclosure for nonfiction edicors/agents is the
table of contents of your proposed book. It illustrares the
srrucrure and organization you have in mind. I your auchor
credentials are ]:n:gth}r and disl;in.ctl}' relevant, qdimm and
agents will aocept a separae one-page bio. {(Although | could
dor this, | don't. | sve my ene-pager for the proposal,
pﬂ!ﬁ:nm.g @ six line, enticing pamgmph in the ferer)
Indicare any enclosures in the normal way after your signa-
ture block, eg. ene:,

*  Write your query lereer afoer you have polished your book
proposal. If vour picch works, an edivor will agk for the
full proposal immediarcly. As proposals can run 12 10 60
pages, r.'_tdudLrhg the d'up:er samples, only a magician can
PI.'(.‘I’E[LIEE 4 WIHI].I.I'IE oRe ina 'ED'LEPII: -I'.'Ifd.ﬂ}"E "\Tclliung
screams “amateur” more than relling an edicor the

proposl is not resdy.

»  Espect o spend about twenty hours crafting an ieresist-
ible nonficrion pitch—your hook idea deserves nothing
bess. If your query yields invitations to submit your
propusal from 2% percent or miore of the recipienss, it has
achicved considerable success, &

A coach for writers seeking publication, fulic H. Ferguon i the

awthar of three books on Chnadian history and fTve for writeri.

This year, rhrﬁa_,l'nd'grﬁrﬁfe ?uanmaﬂmﬂ%

Conference Nowficion Contest. Julie can be contacted through
| s beacondit.com '
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