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The DOs and DON’Ts of Submitting Your Writing for Publication 
Erin E A Vance 

1. DO write the work you want to read. ALWAYS.  

2. DO realize that it’s much easier to get noticed as a writer and to publish a book after you’ve 

been published in journals and magazines. And no, your blog doesn’t count as a published piece 

of writing.  

3. DO read the magazines, online journals, chapbooks, websites that you are submitting to. This is 

a foolproof way to avoid submitting a sci-fi fanfic to Buzzfeed.  

4. DO subscribe to a few literary journals if that’s your thing. If not, sign up for email notifications 

from websites and online mags that you want to write for. Not only will this expand your 

reading, but it will give you a better sense of what these avenues are looking for, AND you will 

be supporting valuable artistic outlets. It’s nice to help ensure that these literary magazines will 

be around long enough for your work to appear in them.  

5. DON’T submit work you aren’t incredibly proud of. Always submit your best work, and make 

sure that you’ve rigorously edited it before hand, and had a peer or two look over it.  

6. DO follow the guidelines that the journal has set. This can mean that everything MUST be Times 

New Roman size 12, that each period must be followed by two spaces, or that you cannot 

submit work you’ve put on your blog, Facebook, or published anywhere else. If you don’t pay 

close attention to these guidelines, the editors will likely toss your submission in the trash 

without even reading the first sentence. 

7. DO stay organized. The writers who never keep track of what they’ve submitted, where they 

submitted it, and when they submitted it, are the ones most likely to make an editor very, very 

angry. Make a spreadsheet of all of your work (like the one provided) and MAKE SURE YOU KEEP 

IT UPDATED. If you have submitted something to more than one journal/ website, make sure 

that you note that. If your piece is accepted somewhere, you HAVE to notify the other places 

you’ve submitted it to.  

8. DON’T start your cover letter like you’re writing an essay. This should be short and to the point. 

No “attention grabbers” or “quirky” biographical information. (See attached example cover 

letter.)  

9. DON’T get butthurt over rejection. You WILL be rejected. OVER AND OVER AND OVER. Thick skin 

is a must in the writing world. Create a master list of rejections and use that as your motivation 

to keep writing, submitting, and editing. When you receive a personalized rejection letter, take 

the comments to heart. These are few and far between, and an editor took a lot of care to give 

you constructive criticism. Remember that reputable publications publish around 1% of the 

work they receive.  

10. DO understand that you are competing against NOT ONLY possibly thousands of other 

unsolicited submissions, but that the magazines you are submitting to solicit (meaning: BEG) 

established writers for their work as well. This means that much published work was not 

submitted into the “slush pile,” but asked for.  

11. DO be realistic. Editors in this day and age largely do not get paid, or are paid very little. Most 

stories are initially read by MAYBE one or two people, but many are simply not read at all 

because they do not conform to submission guidelines. If your story IS read, it may be by one or 
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two people, and it might just not be their style! Or they could be having a bad day, or they 

skimmed it because they have to get ready for a date. Editors are people too, remember.  

12. DO mention if you have any connection to the journal in your cover letter. This does not mean 

“my boyfriend’s cousin’s fiance’s mother owns buzzfeed,” but rather something along the lines 

of “my mentor, Dr. Sylvia Plath, recommended that I submit to your journal after reading much 

of my work over the last few years.” Or: “I have worked with _____, the editor of your poetry 

section at length and after hearing her talk about your journal and its values, felt compelled to 

send my work in. DO NOT write “I used to date/ I hooked up with your fiction editor/ popular 

poet your published last year.” JUST. DON’T. You’re not doing yourself any favors.  

13. DON’T think that all of this is just about connections and is completely arbitrary; don’t force 

connections and relationships in hope you’ll get published; everyone sees through that. Don’t 

give up, or submit work you aren’t proud of. Work from the ground up! Start with smaller, local 

magazines, and climb your way to the big leagues! Only make relationships with people you 

trust, and be careful; there ARE people who promise notoriety or offer compliments so that they 

can take advantage of young and talented writers. Keep submitting your best work to 

appropriate venues and you WILL get there, I promise.  

14. DO decide who you want to be published by. If you arbitrarily submit work to 35 different 

webzines that you don’t have an intention of reading, sure, you might get accepted 17 times, 

and that will feel great. BUT a year from now you might not feel so great about your publication 

on “Fishtank Stanky Feet Weekly,” and now you can’t submit that story anywhere else. Make a 

list of the places you would be PROUD to see your work appear, and submit there. You may 

need to submit to the same journal 20 times before you get an acceptance, but if you follow 

their guidelines, it’s all good! 

15. DO publish online AND in-print. Repeat this to yourself 10x fast: THEY ARE EQUAL. If you publish 

what you love where you love to read, you’ve got it made. 

16. DO remember that not every journal pays, and few pay well. We’re talking poetry and fiction 

here, not New York Times Bestseller list. Be prepared to make 0-15$ on a poem you slaved away 

writing. Be prepared to savour that small amount of money like you just inherited a million 

bucks, because that is what getting paid to write feels like. If you are writing reviews or articles 

(or being solicited for your work), however, you should be a bit more careful. Pay attention to 

your comfort zone; if you feel like you are being taken advantage of, you probably are. Put it on 

your CV and find a paying magazine.  

17. DO thank editors, whether they’re rejecting you or accepting you. This may help them 

remember you next time around, and you won’t get a bad rep among the literary journal scene.  

18. DO NOT EVER try to explain your work, your method, or summarize your work in a cover letter. 

OCCASIONALLY an editor will request an artist’s statement for experimental or conceptual work, 

but DO NOT submit one unless they SPECIFICALLY ASK.  

19. DO be patient. Most journals take between 1 and 9 months to reply to you. That’s just how it is, 

kids. Start a new project or edit some other work in the meantime (hell, you can have a child in 

the time it takes some magazines to reply). 

20. DO NOT rewrite the work while it is consideration and DEFINITELY do not resubmit it, if you have 

edited or rewrote. This is unprofessional, editors hate it, and it’s a sign that you should edit 

longer before you submit in the future.  

 


