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Whether you’re thinking about writing a book, have already finished it, or are somewhere in
the middle, your goal is to get that book into the hands of as many readers as possible. You have
two major routes from which to choose: traditional and self-publishing.

When authors follow the traditional route, they submit their manuscript to a publishing
company, which then assumes the tasks involved in producing and selling a book. That’s why the
author is paid a relatively small royalty based on sales: the publisher wants to make back its
investment and show a profit.

Self-publishing compels the author to take on the risks that come with printing hundreds or
thousands of books that perhaps no one will buy. But the flip side is the lure: if the book sells,
the author is the big winner.

I began self-publishing with my first book, 500 Key Words for the SAT, and How to Remem-
ber Them Forever! This 120-page softcover uses visual and verbal mnemonics to help the reader
remember the definitions of words frequently used on the SAT and other standardized tests. I
recently shipped out the 70,000th copy. That’s a bestseller if I’d published it in 2006, but I printed
the first edition in 1992. Annual sales have never topped eight thousand, and since the third year
have never dipped below four thousand.

What I’ve achieved is consistent sales, because I created something that has a brand new
audience every year. With each incoming class of nail-biting high school juniors, another million
potential customers arrive on the scene. In total, I’ve sold around 100,000 copies of three differ-
ent self-published books.

Like many writers, I spend my days riding two horses galloping in opposite directions: one
driven by an inexplicable confidence, the other hampered by an unshakable insecurity. When the
first horse is stronger, I’m pretty impressed with my sales. But the second is never far behind,
and I invariably find myself wondering how it could take so many years to sell so few books.
The answer, I guess, is that I spent a lot of time fumbling around in the dark.

But here’s the real point: Had I handed that first book over to a publisher, I doubt it would
have ever made it to anyone’s bookshelf but mine. And even if it had, I don’t think any publisher
would have – or could have – nursed it along for the several years it took to catch on. As it turns
out, self-publishing was the only way to go. And all it took was a decision.

I started small. A friend did some cartoons for me, and after scanning them into a Mac SE, I
combined them with my text to create a layout for the book. I used a software program called
PageMaker; it’s still the one I prefer, although I’ve changed computers a half-dozen times.

After creating paste-up mechanicals for each page, I sent them off to be printed. (No need for
that now: pages can be saved onto a CD or even transmitted electronically right to the printer’s
facilities.) Ten weeks later, I had five hundred copies of my book.



It took me a year and a half to get rid of that first batch, and I gave most of them away. I sent
them to the local newspaper, donated them to schools and libraries, mailed samples to stores, and
sold a few to family and friends. Sales increased steadily, if not dramatically, and I’ve reprinted
nine times. The plan was to put aside a little money from each sale to pay for the next printing. I
wish I could say that happened, but here are a few things I did manage to learn along the way:

Front cover. The old saying is, “Never judge a book by its cover.” The problem is, everyone
does. An exciting cover could contain a dull book, and that’s often how it turns out, but the
reverse is almost never true. Hire a graphic designer if you need to – the cover has to be great.

Spine. In a bookstore, every inch of shelf space has a dollar value. The spine of your book may
be the only part a customer sees. Make sure the title and author are there, and readable.

Back cover. It’s the second thing I look at. I don’t know why, but it is. Put that space to good
use: excerpts, glowing reviews, something that says, “You’d be crazy not to buy this book!”

ISBN. Every published book has a unique International Standard Book Number. Starting in
2007, the number has been expanded from ten to thirteen digits, and must appear in the barcode
and on the copyright page. The exclusive ISBN agency in the US is R.R. Bowker. Go to
www.isbn.org to find all the information you’ll need.

Barcodes. Don’t go to your printer without one. Get an ISBN first (takes a few weeks), then
order the barcode (you can get it by email in a few hours!) Have the barcode printed right on the
back cover. If you don’t, you won’t sell many books, and will end up printing the barcode on
stickers and placing them one at a time onto the books, which will make you cranky. You can
incorporate the price right into the barcode, or not. I use a company called Fotel (great service,
and about $25 per item).

Readability. The text in most books is set in 10-, 11-, or 12-point type. The linespacing (space
between the lines) should be large enough to allow the reader’s eyes to naturally reach the end of
one line and go to the beginning of the next without confusion. Use a typeface that’s easy to read,
probably one with serifs, but not too fancy. Print out a page and see how it looks.

Mistakes. Make sure there are no misspellings, typos, or grammatical errors. They blow your
credibility. Let someone else proofread what you’ve written. Your own mistakes are invisible—
until the second you open up the newly-printed book, when the first thing you’ll see is a word
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with three G’s in a row. The later in the process you make changes, the more it’s going to cost.
And don’t trust the computer’s spell-checker; it doesn’t know a deer from a dear, a their from a
there, or a boar from a bore.

Illustrations. If you need them, you can ask someone to do it for free (actually, begging works
better). You can hire an illustrator, which can be expensive, but a smart investment – be sure to
have a clear agreement on how the pictures can be used. Or you can use clip art, which is free
and requires no begging. There are countless clip art books available in different themes and
styles. Online services also provide drawings, paintings, and photographs; some are free, but
most aren’t – a membership can be reasonably-priced and offer a trove of artwork.

Page layout. I’ve mentioned PageMaker, but there are others. Find a good page layout program
and take the time to really learn what it can do. You’ll save many hours, and create a better book.

Printing companies. You’re just hiring a contractor. Get quotes from four or five printing
companies; prices can vary by staggering amounts. But be ready with your specs before you get
a busy rep on the phone. They’re going to ask you the trim size of your book, the number of
pages, and how many photographs. They’ll ask about binding (hardcover or soft, perfect bound
or saddle-stitched), and cover (coated or uncoated, and how many colors). They’ll want to know
the title of the book, and the quantity you want printed. Be aware that paper prices can fluctuate,
so the quote you get will have an expiration date. Ask about over-runs (extra copies).

What kind of printer should you look for? There are a lot of companies out there. Some will
take your typewritten pages and make books for you (just look at all the ads in this issue of The
Writer). Or, you can do the design, layout, and typesetting yourself.

How many to print? The larger the quantity, the lower the per-book price — but obviously,
the higher the total investment. Where is the printer located in relation to where the books will
be sold? You’re going to pay the freight to get them from there to here. Do you use a local
printer, someone in another state, or overseas?

It comes down to finding the right balance of quality and price, and the level of control you
want. Don’t be afraid to ask for advice – and if they’re rude or dismissive, cross them off the list.
This needs to be a working relationship, and you have to feel comfortable.

Sales. Here’s where the emotional thrill of publishing slams up against economic reality. Most
writers are not salespeople. After I published 500 Key Words, I hired a sales rep to get the book
into stores that specialize in educational materials. The rep takes 15% of net sales. That may
seem like a lot, but to quote an old song, nothing from nothing leaves nothing.
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Price. The higher the retail price, the fewer books you’ll sell. So you have to figure out what it
will cost to produce the books, how much you think customers will pay for them, and if you can
live with the difference. You may not be able to charge $39.95. But you also don’t have a big
building to maintain and dozens of employees who want dental coverage and paid holidays.

Promotion. Stores may not even look at your product until you’ve sold a bunch. But any book-
store will place special orders for customers, so if someone asks for your book and it’s possible
to find it, you’ll make a sale. (Get into Books in Print: go to www.bowkerlink.com and register
your title, even before printing.) Smaller stores frequently make a special effort for local authors.
Try to get a feature in your newspaper. Radio stations are always looking for content.

Amazon.com’s Advantage Program is great for small publishers. Amazon has accounted for a
quarter of our book sales since 1998. Keep in mind that they take a 55% discount and you pay
shipping costs; most retailers take a 50% discount and are usually willing to pay for shipping.
And don’t forget, there are other online booksellers.

The Internet. A web page featuring your book lets you connect with millions of prospective
customers. Make sure it’s clear and professional, and includes contact information, price, and a
painless ordering process. Remember to submit to the search engines – it can take months for the
site to appear, so plan ahead. And be careful: reaching out to the world involves some risk.

Fulfillment. Getting the books into customers’ hands is the final step. In the beginning, you may
want to ship from home. Establish an account with couriers, such as UPS or Federal Express, and
they will pick up packages right from your house for a small fee. Use adequate packing material;
books are easily bent, and retailers, especially online booksellers, won’t accept them.

I now use a fulfillment company, where the books are stored and shipped. I receive orders by
fax or phone, then email them to the fulfillment company. UPS picks up every day, so I can
promise quick delivery (another advantage self-publishers have over the big guys). Wherever you
store your books, insure them for fire and water damage. If you have them in your spare bed-
room, make sure your insurance company knows they’re there and what they’re worth.

If there’s one secret to self-publishing, I believe it’s that you have to get enough books out
there in order to reach some sort of threshold. It’s similar to the process of sending out resumes.
Or word-of-mouth advertising. It has something to do with probability, and creating the possibil-
ity for happy accidents to occur. Beyond that, and the few technical suggestions I’ve made here,
there isn’t a formula or a road map. And I find that encouraging. It means we can fumble around
in the dark and still find our way.
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