
Formatting for Publication

If you are going to self publish, doing everything from start to finish, this section is not for 
you. It’s your manuscript and your formatting. But if you’re going to submit your manuscript 
to an agent or publisher, or as a self publisher to someone who will reformat it into a book, 
the next few pages are important.

Most types of writing—novels, plays and screenplays—have very specific requirements for 
manuscripts. Learn them and use them. If you intend to submit your work to an agent or 
publisher check to see if they have a preferred manuscript format: follow it if they do. If they 
do not, consider these guidelines. They may seem fussy and irrelevant, given that you can do 
pretty good digital typesetting in most word processing programs, and that very few people 
use typewriters any more. Here are some reasons to bite the bullet and do it:

Proper formatting shows that you are willing to play by the rules.
Proper formatting shows that you have invested extra time in preparing your manuscript 
and are more likely to have invested extra time editing.
A properly formatted manuscript is easier to read, proofread, edit, and prepare for publi-
cation.
Publishers and agencies have been downsizing since the mid-eighties. They don’t have 
the time to consider anything that looks like it won’t be worth their time. Don’t give them 
the easy excuse to reject your work.

Personally, I like an attractive presentation: nice type, real italics, drop cap initials, big bor-
ders. The problem, which I will readily concede, is that not everyone gets that kind of format-
ting right, and this can cause problems down the road. To be safe, follow these guidelines. 
And if you get guidelines from an agent or publisher absolutely follow them.

As for things like tables, diagrams, and pictures. The goal is to make editing and typesetting 
as easy as possible. If there are lots of them, I like having them inserted in place: not to be 
used like that, but as place holders. The file names, presumably jpg’s, tiff ’s or document files, 
should be clearly named (probably renamed) so that anyone can pick out what goes where.
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