How To Win Writing Contests

Five Easy Rules

by John Howard Reid

1. Know your contest! Avoid contests that are sponsored by educational institutions and/or writers’ groups. Why? Because students and members have a considerable advantage over outsiders. They often know the particular tastes of the judges concerned: What sort of writing they admire, and what they despise.

2. Know your judge! Find out as much as you can about the judges. Read some of their work. What subjects interest them? What style of writing appeals to them?

3. Know your competition! Read the winning entries from previous years. This is particularly important as contests rarely break an established mould. For example, if all the winning entries in previous poetry contests are written in free verse, the judges are not likely to award prizes to sonnets; and if all the winning stories in a prose contest are set in a modern-day USA, a piece backgrounded in Ancient Egypt is unlikely to find favor.

4. Know your limitations! If the contest is limited to subjects that require considerable research, forget it! Similarly, if it calls for entries of 10,000 words and your expertise lies in much shorter forms, be wary. If two or more entries have equal merit, judges will always give the nod to the entry that comes closest to the maximum length.

5. Know the rules! Here are just a few of the excuses I’ve encountered in my last fifteen years as a judge for various literary contests: Limited to residents of California: “Sure I’m a resident. Posted my entry in El Centro where I work and do all my shopping. Live just across the state line in Mexicali.” Must be 30 years of age or younger: “Sure I’m 30. At least I was last year. I just forgot to enter the contest last year, that’s all.” Must be original: “Sure it’s original. My dad wrote it.” Return postage must be provided: “I’m sorry there’s no return envelope or postage stamp. My son ate them by mistake.” Unpublished: Published just the once in The Chesapeake Times Bugle [circulation: 155,416]. You wouldn’t call that published!” Use the entry form: “I’m sorry I don’t have an entry form, so am sending you my photo instead. That way you’ll know it’s me if I win a prize.” No changes are permitted: “I know I’m a bit of a nuisance, but I wonder if you’d cancel page 14 in my story Ding Dong at Donnybrook and substitute this new page 14 instead. Also please delete the first 7 lines on page 15 down to the words, “in my seraglio.” I hope I’m not too much of a nuisance.”

John Howard Reid is currently Chief Judge for the annual $5,250 Tom Howard Short Story, Essay and Prose Contest. Details: http://writeway.exactpages.com       

