Writer

When we think of writers, we often think of
famous novelists. Nevertheless, few of the thou-
sands of writers throughout the world produce
best-selling fiction. In fact, most writers are
unknown to the general public. They write the
countless books, articles, newsletters, software
manuals, advertisements, and reports people
read every day. They write the scripts for movies,
TV programs, radio programs, and commercials.
They even write jokes for comedians!

Nature of the Work

Writers use words to entertain, explain, per-
suade, and instruct. There are two general cate-
gories of writers: fiction writers and non-fiction
writers.

Writers who create works of fiction write such
things as novels, short stories, plays, poetry,
and /or scripts. Writers who develop non-fiction
works write such things as newspaper or maga-
zine articles, textbooks and educational media,
technical reports, and advertisements.

Whether a writer creates fiction or non-fiction,
he or she is likely to do a great deal of research in
public, private, or university libraries. Today,
more and more writers are doing their research
through on-line computer information centers. A
writer can connect his or her computer to the
center through a phone line and a computer
component called a modem. The modem sends
and receives information. Writers pay a fee for
the information service, for the connecting ser-
vice, and for the phone bill.

Sometimes writers also need to interview peo-
ple. To record their conversations and make sure
they are accurately taking the information, they
use such methods as tape recording, shorthand,
and note-taking.

Writers who create material related to a spe-
cific field often have a background in that field.
For example, a technical writer creating a
computer manual will likely have extensive
experience with computers and/or a degree
in computer science.

After the research and interviews are finished,
writers must put together the information
they have gathered into notes and outlines.
Depending on their personal style, they may

write by hand, tap out their work on a type-
writer, or use a state-of-the-art computer.
Eventually, their words must be put into a format
determined by their client or publisher. No mat-
ter what form any writer’s finished manuscript
takes, it is always typed. Once the working draft
of any writer’s piece is complete, the writer will
go back and edit his or her work.

Fiction writers have the most leeway in their
work. They can write about anything they want
in any style they want. Non-fiction writers who
write for such popular publications as magazines
can be very creative in presenting their material.
They are usually free to choose what information
they want to include in their articles. They may
have to work within certain length and style lim-
its, however.

Technical writers must be able to clearly
explain their subject, whether it is how to run
machinery, repair a television, or apply for a
loan. The information must be complete, accu-
rate, and interesting enough to hold a reader’s
attention. All writers at some time must meet
deadlines set by clients, publishers, and editors.

Writers who create advertising copy are called
copywriters. Their work is designed to tell peo-
ple about the products their client is offering.
Their words create a desire in the reader or lis-
tener to buy the product advertised. The copy-
writer’s work may appear on television, radio, in
magazines and newspapers, and on billboards.

Copywriters usually work with a team to cre-
ate ads. They may be creative, but they may also
have to work within a client’s strict specifica-
tions, often creating a great deal of work under a
very tight deadline.

The Entreprenevrial
Connection

Independent or freelance writers can choose to
specialize in one particular area of writing. Or,
they can bill themselves as being able to prepare
any kind of written material. Freelance writers
can create non-fiction material or works of fic-
tion. They may be paid by the hour or by the
project. Many freelance writers propose article
ideas to magazines and newspapers. When the
ideas are accepted, they write the article.




Some writers work as ghostwriters, writing
books for other people who do not have writing
skills. Ghostwriters may be paid a flat fee for
ghostwriting, or they may share in the royalties of
a book when it is published. (Royalties are regu-
lar payments given to an author; these payments
are a percentage of his or her book’s sales.)

Copywriters can freelance, too. They may
write ads, brochures, or promotional material for
small businesses that cannot afford a full-time
advertising staff.

Education and Other
Requirements

Aptitudes, Abilities, and Transferable
Skills

The following aptitudes, abilities, and trans-
ferable skills will help you become a writer:
¢ good communication skills, including a sound
grasp of composition, grammar, usage, punc-
tuation, and spelling;

e keyboarding and word-processing skills;
e computer skills;

¢ research skills;

* ability to take criticism and rejection; and

o self-discipline to work alone, meet deadlines,
and follow instructions from editors and /
or client.

Courses to Take Now

A well-rounded education will help you in
this field. Nevertheless, here are some specific
courses you should consider.

o Communications. Writers need to be able to
write, speak, read, and listen well. Take all of
the grammar, literature, crea tive writing, and

journalism courses you can. Also consider
taking speech and drama.

e Yearbook and Student Newspaper. At your
school, the chance to write for your yearbook
and/or your student newspaper may be
offered in conjunction with journalism classes.
Or, perhaps you can join either staff as an
extra-curricular activity. In any case, being on
a school publication staff will give you a good
taste of what it’s like to gather information
accurately, write under deadline, and produce
creative material.

e Typing, Keyboarding, and/or Computer Use.
Learn to type, keyboard, and/or use a word
processing system. If you write professionally,
you will spend many hours working and
reworking your material. Having your work
on computer will make it much easier to pro-
duce polished drafts.

e Entrepreneurship and Small Business Ownership|
Management. Entrepreneurship and Small

Business Ownership/Management courses
will give you a basic understanding of the
aptitudes, abilities, and skills you need to
open and run a business.

e Marketing. Courses will give you a basic knowl-
edge of marketing practices and principles.

Formal Education
Although some writers do get degrees in
English, journalism, literature, or history, many




types of writers do not need to have a formal col-
lege education. However, attending junior col-
lege or college will offer you a broad exposure to
such subjects as composition, literature, journal-
ism, and creative writing.

If you plan to go into copywriting, a back-
ground in marketing and advertising is very
helpful. It will convince employers and clients
that you have a basic understanding of business.

Career Path

There is no time like the present to get started
writing professionally. Call your local newspa-
per: perhaps the editor would like articles on
local events. Even if you are not paid for these
articles, your name or byline will probably
appear on them. You can use these writing sam-
ples to get other jobs.

Also, investigate the internships offered by
newspapers or magazines. These unpaid jobs

give you invaluable experience.

Begin your career as an editorial assistant in a
newsroom or with a trade, technical, or business
publication. There you will learn to proofread,
rewrite, and edit copy.

Getting into freelancing may be difficult. Jobs
are often hard to find when you first start out. So,
many writers start freelancing while working a
full-time job. They try to define their market—the
area in which they want to write. They may con-
tinue writing about one field or branch out into
other fields. They may never give up their full-
time career. Or they may eventually spend so much
time writing that writing becomes their career.

Very few people actually make a full-time
living writing fiction. It usually takes years of
writing for any author to establish himself or
herself as a fiction writer. Also consider that once
a book is accepted by a publisher, it takes 18 to
24 months before it is actually published. It may
take another 12 to 18 months before the writer
begins to receive royalties. Thus, fiction writers
almost always work a full-time job and write in
their free time.

Start-up Considerations

Costs

It is relatively inexpensive to start a freelance
writing business. You will need a reliable type-
writer, word processor, or personal computer.
Costs range from $200 to $5,000, depending on
what you choose.

Paper, envelopes, stamps, and files are essen-
tial. The amount you need will depend on the
amount and type of writing you do. But about
$100 to $150 will get you started.

Eventually, you may have your own letter-
head stationery designed and printed. This costs
about $200 to $500, depending on the type of
paper you choose, the color of ink, and the num-
ber of pieces you have printed. If you have your
letterhead designed by an artist, design fees may
cost $300 or more.

You also need such basic reference books as a
dictionary, thesaurus, almanac, atlas, and desk
encyclopedia. These should cost no more than
$100 to $200.

Location

Most freelance writers work at home. You will
need a room in which to work undisturbed. It
does not have to be elaborate. Humorist Erma
















