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The author shares a wealth of practical tips for building your odds of success

By Charles Gulotta 

!"#!"$ %&'’$" 
thinking about 

writing a book or 
have already fin-

ished it, your goal 
is to get it into as 
many readers’ 

hands 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  
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 Remember Them Forever! This 
120-page softcover uses visual and ver-
bal mnemonics to help the reader re-
member the definitions of words often 
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 
8,000, and since the third year have 

never dipped below 4,000. 
What I’ve achieved is consistent 

sales, because I created something 
that gets fresh audiences. With 
each class of nail-biting high 
school juniors, another million 
potential customers arrive. In total, 
I’ve sold around 100,000 copies of 
three different 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 point: Had I handed 
that first book over to a publisher, I 
doubt it would have ever made it to any-
one’s bookshelf but mine. Even if it had, 
I don’t think any publisher would 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. All it 
took was a decision. 

I started small. A 
friend did some car-
toons 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 (the one I still prefer). 

After creating paste-up mechanicals 
for each page, I sent them off to be 
printed. (These days, pages can be saved 
onto a CD or even sent electronically 
right to the printer’s facilities.) Ten 
weeks later, I had 500 copies in hand.

It took me 18 months to get rid of 
that first batch, and I gave most away. I 
sent them to the newspaper, donated 
them to schools and libraries, mailed 
samples to stores, and sold a few to fam-
ily and friends. Sales increased steadily, 
if not dramatically, and I’ve reprinted 

nine times. The plan was to put 
aside some 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 
learn along the way: 
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The writer found a self-publishing niche 
with his SAT study guides, which have 
enjoyed consistent sales since 1992.
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Front cover. The old saying is, 
“Never judge a book by its cover.” The 
problem is, everyone does. Hire a 
graphic designer if you need to—the 
cover has to be great. 

Spine. The spine may be the only 
part a customer sees. Make sure the title 
and author are there and are readable. 

Back cover. Also very important. Put 
that space to good use: excerpts, glow-
ing 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 this year, the number 
has been expanded from 10 to 13 digits, 
and must appear in the barcode and on 
the copyright page. The exclusive ISBN 
agency in the United States is R.R. 
Bowker. (Go to www.isbn.org.) 

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 e-mail in a few hours!). 
Have the barcode printed right on the 
back cover. If you don’t, you won’t sell 
many books, and you’ll 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 bar-
code, or not. I use a company called 
Fotel (about $25 per item).

Mistakes. Misspellings, typos and 
grammatical errors blow your credibil-
ity, so let someone else proofread  your 
work. 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. 

Illustrations. If you need them, you 
can ask (or beg) someone to do it for 
free. You can hire an illustrator, which 
can be expensive but smart—have a 
clear agreement on how the pictures can 
be used. Or you can use free clip art. 
There are countless clip-art books in 
various themes and styles. Online ser-
vices also offer 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 Page-
Maker, 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. Get quotes 
from four or five printing companies; 
prices can vary hugely. Be ready with 
specs before you get a busy rep on the 
phone. They’re ask you your book’s trim 
size, page count, and number of photos. 
They’ll ask about binding (hardcover or 
soft, perfect-bound or saddle-stitched) 
and cover (coated or uncoated, and how 
many colors). They’ll ask the book title 
and the quantity you want. 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 printers out there. 
Some will take your typewritten pages 
and make books for you. Or, you can do  
design, layout and typesetting yourself. 

How many to print? The larger the 
quantity, the lower the per-book price—
but the higher the total investment. 
Since you’re going to pay the freight, 
where’s the printer located in relation to 
where the books will be sold? Do you 
use a local printer, someone in another 
state, or overseas? It comes down to 
finding the right balance of quality, 
price and control you want. Don’t be 
afraid to ask for advice—and if a printer 
is rude or dismissive, cross it off the list. 

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 percent of 
net sales. That may seem like a lot, but 
to quote an old song, nothing from 
nothing leaves nothing. 

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 cus-
tomers will pay for them, and if you can 
live with the difference. 

Promotion. Stores may not even 
look at your product until you’ve sold a 
bunch. But any bookstore will place spe-
cial 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 often make an 
effort for local authors. Contact your 
town’s newspaper and radio station. 

Amazon.com’s Advantage Program is 
great for small publishers. Amazon has 
accounted for a quarter of my book 
sales since 1998. Keep in mind that they 
take a 55 percent discount and you pay 
shipping costs; most retailers take a 50 
percent 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 mil-
lions of prospective customers. Make 
sure it’s clear and professional and in-
cludes contact info, price and a painless 
ordering process. Remember to submit 
early to the search engines—it can take 
months for the site to appear. 

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 couri-
ers, 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. 

I now use a fulfillment company to 
store and ship books. I receive orders by 
fax or phone, then e-mail them to the 
fulfillment company. UPS picks up 
every day, so I can promise quick deliv-
ery. Wherever you store your books, 
insure them for fire and water damage. 

If there’s one secret to self-publish-
ing, I believe it’s that you have to get 
enough books out there to reach a sort 
of threshold. It has something to do 
with probability and creating the possi-
blity of happy accidents. Beyond that, 
and the advice I’ve offered here, there 
isn’t a formula. And I find that encour-
aging. It means we can fumble around 
in the dark and still find our way. 

Charles Gulotta
Charles Gulotta, a native New Yorker, now lives in Prince 
Edward Island, Canada. Web: www.mostlybrightideas.com.
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