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Getting Your First Clip

How the Pros Did It

By Diana Bocco

f you’re just getting started as a

freelancer and dreading thefirst steps,
it may help to know that even the pros
were once in the same position. Here are
some tips to help you follow their lead.

Learn the craft. Consider enrolling in a writing
class. There are many options out there, from online (or
correspondence) courses to weekend-long workshops to
degrees in creative writing. Taking a class will not only
help you brush up on the basics of grammar and editing,
but also provide you with a chance to get impartial
feedback from a professional.

The first sale for current treasurer of the Science
Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, Justin
Stanchfield, came as a direct result of a correspon-
dence course with the Institute of Children’s Litera-
ture. The story, an aviation adventure based loosely on
his own experiences during flight fraining, was one of
the final assignments of the course. On his instructor’s
advice. he submitted it to Boys ' Life, which purchased
the story and published it in 1997.

Start small. While every writer dreams of seeing
his article on the glossy cover of a national magazine,
most big editors are not likely to consider the work of
a novice. For those just getting started, it makes more
sense to target local newspapers, online journals, and
small magazines.

“Writers, like fishermen, dream of catching the
big one.” says Christine Kohler, author of Turkey in the
News. Past, Present, Future and an instructor for the
Institute of Children’s Literature, “For writers, that
means dreams of selling to Cesmo or Seventeen, Na-
tional Geographic or Sports [lustrated, There is noth-
ing wrong with reaching for the top. But, when starting
out, don’t overlook the fishing pond in your back yard.
Regional magazines are not only good publications to
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start with but solid publications to stay in. You'll find
that even if you do land a contract at a top New York
magazine, it will be the regional magazine that will
provide the steady checks. It is also easier to develop
long-term relationships with editors at smaller re-
gional magazines.”

Fill a niche. Become an authority in your field.
Explore your passions and skills, and you're likely to
discover that you're already an expert on something.
Maybe you've been collecting out-of-print books for
years, or maybe you're a pro when it comes 10 thrifty
living. Whatever your expertise, use it to your advantage.
There is nothing to prevent you from selling articles on
other topics. 00, but specializing in a subject can open
doors to certain niche magazines that would otherwise
remain unapproachable.

Be an editor's dream come true. Because editors
get hundreds of second-rate manuscripts every week,
most would jump at the chance of acquiring the one
perfect piece that needs barely, if any editing.

“T1ook for the ‘complaining” editor, the one that’s
had enough and wants to choke all her freelancers,”
says Dan Jefferies, a freelance writer. “Pitch your idea,
but offer to produce whatever she may want because,
‘Hey, you're the editor, I'm just help.’ If you get a
response, be willing to ditch your work and start from
scratch. Match what the editor asked for, word for
word, and expand it. If you don’t know the subject,
research, research, and search again.”

An obvious place to start is the writers’ guidelines
that the magazine provides, but don’t stop there.
Study the audience, the style, and a few past issues
of the publication. Once your article has been ac-
cepted, be reliable. Double-check facts, suggest extras
(such as sidebars), nail down the top experts in the
field, and always meet deadlines. Establishing a repu-
tation as a trustworthy writer can mean future assign-
ments from this editor and a good reference for larger
and better markets.
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