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THE ROAD TO SUCCESS

By Richelle Putnam

If you're reading this, you're probably a writer who's traveling down the long, winding road to publication.  However, many roads lead in the wrong direction and nothing wastes more time or frustrates a writer more than having to turn around and go back to the starting point. Let's get on the right road, shall we.  The road to success.

There are four questions to ask every time you pick up a pen or place your fingers on the keyboard:

What is the purpose of my writing?

Why do I want to write this piece?

How do I want to communicate?

Who am I trying to reach?

Writing is a journey and if you don't know where you're going, who knows where you'll end up.  Travelers have a beginning point, stopping points along the way, and the ending, or destination, point.  Writers have the same thing.

Let's begin our journey.

Beginning point:  Choose a topic

Have you ever been in a dull conversation that drifted from one place to another like a restless hitchhiker?  Bored to tears, you shifted, shuffled, and politely excused yourself.  You ambled over to the group discussing the mayoral election results and jumped right in with your two cents worth.  Some agreed, some argued, but everyone participated.  Why?  A topic was clearly defined.

Don't confuse topic with subject.  Subject matters are very broad.  A topic is a defined element, a choosing and restricting of the subject, if you will.  "Southern Literature" is a broad subject matter.  "How Eudora Welty Changed My Life" and "The Elements of a Southern Story" are topics on the subject.  For many writers, learning to restrict subjects is a difficult task.  It certainly is for me, so let's stop here and decide on the topic.

Stopping Point:  Clustering:  Narrowing your topic

Write "Southern Literature" in the middle of a page.  From there, connect related words and phrases by drawing a line to each idea pertaining to "Southern Literature," such as "Mississippi," "William Faulkner," "Cat on a Hot Tin Roof," etc.  Let's choose "Mississippi." From there you might draw a line to "Eudora Welty."  From "Eudora Welty" draw a line to "Prejudice," from "Prejudice" to "Civil War," and so on.  A line could be drawn from the sub-topic "Civil War" to "Gone With the Wind."  From "Gone With the Wind," draw a line to "Scarlett."  From "Scarlett" a line could be drawn to "Memorable Characters in Southern Literature."  As you can see, your lines are roads leading you in many different directions.  Choose one.

Stopping point: Define your purpose

Writing is communication with a purpose, so what is yours?  There are basically four types:

Expression  

Information

Entertainment 

Persuasion

After deciding on your topic, choose a tentative purpose, realizing that the purpose may change.  Why?  Because research may reveal that an inundated market with the type article you initially planned. Does that mean you wasted precious hours?  Not at all.  Approach your topic from the "less traveled road" angle and make that angle the selling point of your query and market proposal.

For instance, your topic is "The Literary Success of Eudora Welty."  During research, you find countless articles written on the grand Ms. Welty and why her writing has been so successful.  Therefore, how about an expressive article on how her literature has affected the way you write?   How about a persuasive article comparing her stories to other southern literature?  Your preliminary purpose has kept you focused on the topic, or on the road, even though the purpose has now changed.  

Stopping Point: Detailing your topic personally

Some of the most heart touching and mind boggling articles I've read are those including personal encounters and events relating to the topic.  It's hard to affect my way of thinking without striking the core of my heart.  Start with elementary questions you learned in school:

Who?

What?

Where?

When?

Why?

How?

Slavery impacted my life and I'll never be the same.  How, when I wasn't even born in that era?  Through research, memoirs, journals, articles, and essays on slavery, I learned of the devastation, cruelty, and destruction it caused. That same emotion is passionately reflected in Eudora Welty's work.  Much of what I write deals with this subject, non-fiction and fiction, and because it affected me personally, emotion flows through my fingertips on to the paper.  Personal experience touches readers, letting them know there is a real person behind those typed words.  You can't simply write about your passion.  You have to demonstrate that passion.  Don't just share that slavery and prejudice is wrong, show how it degrades a person, slapping them to the ground, holding them there with a muddy heel.

Stopping Point:  Detailing your topic analytically

Now ask yourself broad topic questions.  Let's refer back to Eudora Welty:

Who are other contemporary southern authors?

How are they different from Eudora Welty?

How are they like Eudora Welty? 

What impact have they had on the literary field?

These questions help writers examine the topic thoroughly, broadening the article's scope without straying from the topic, giving readers more to contemplate.

Stopping Point:  Define audience

Unless you're writing for yourself, you'll want your article read by someone.  Who do you want to reach?  Assess audiences beforehand to determine what information to use and what not to use. Ask these questions:

What are the social class, age, and educational background of my intended audience?

Will my piece persuade?  Express?  Instruct?  Or entertain?

Will my piece fill the needs of this audience?

Will the audience respond negatively or positively?

How much does my audience already know about this topic through other available sources?

What level of language should be used?

Is my audience specialized, such as medical professionals, stockholders, pet owners, parents, etc., or general?

Is the audience large or a small selective group?

Knowing the audience helps to cogitate your purpose.

Don't pass these important stopping points, service stations if you will, or you might run out of gas on the long, winding road.

Retain answers to the above questions in the manuscript file.  This simplifies the process of marketing proposals and queries.  Answering these questions up front might win the publisher's confidence in you, the writer.

In summary, choose your topic, define your purpose, assess your audience, make those necessary stops along the way, and you'll stay on the road to success and arrive safely at your final destination.  Publication.
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