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Step 1 
 

What to Write? 
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Where do you begin? 
 
 
 
Whether you are a seasoned writer or a novice – a lot of people have 
trouble trying to figure out where to start on their manuscript. Even if you 
have 70 books under your belt, the most intimidating image is a blank 
white Microsoft Word page. You squirm in your chair, get up and pet the 
cat, go phone a friend, watch TV, and basically do everything to avoid that 
big blank page. 
 
It took Michelangelo from 1508 to 1512 to paint the Sistine Chapel. It isn’t 
really uncommon for a manuscript to take that long, either. It depends on 
where you are at in your life.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



  

Book Publishing 101 Workbook                                                                                                                   8 

The blank page 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

Book Publishing 101 Workbook                                                                                                                   9 

 
 
 
 
If you haven’t begun yet and it’s been in the back of your mind for a while 
now; if you’ve started it and haven’t gotten around to finishing; if you’re 
just one chapter away – forget about it. Don’t beat yourself up. When you 
are ready, wild horses will not stop you. That manuscript will take on a life 
of its own once your mind and body are so ready, you can’t think of doing 
anything else until you finish it. But sometimes, a little thing, a thought, a 
TV show, a picture will spur that thought and off you go. 
 
In the meantime, these are exercises to get your thought molecules 
working. 
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Vera Goodman (www.readingwings.com) is gifted at getting people writing 
– particularly children and families writing together. She offers exercises 
that provide a unique angle twist. Instead of describing a scene or 
character as a narrator or from that character’s perspective – describe the 
scene or character from a totally different viewpoint. For example: 
 
 

• Describe a hockey player’s shift on the ice from his stick’s 
perspective or the puck’s perspective. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Describe Paris Hilton from her purse’s point of view. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Describe an accountant’s meeting with a client from his pencil’s 
point of view. 
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English author Richard Adams has skillfully penned several novels in this 
way. He wrote the classic tale “Watership Down,” about of a group of 
rabbits living in their own environment and their interaction with humans 
from the rabbits’ point of view. His book “Plague Dogs” was about two 
mistreated dogs that had escaped a government research facility from 
their viewpoint. 
 
See the picture below?  
 
Write one paragraph about what you see in this picture. How is it speaking 
to you? Who is this girl? What are her thoughts? What’s her story? There 
is no right or wrong way to do this. You can write it prose, poetry, point 
form – however you like. Just tell her story in one paragraph. 
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Paragraph  
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When it comes to developing the manuscript, sometimes a picture like this 
will compel you to write a fictional story. The paragraph you wrote could 
be fleshed out into several chapters. It could be the start of your 
manuscript. 
 
 
How to find other ideas to write about 
 
 
Other examples of trying to come up with something to write starts with 
looking at yourself, your environment, and your passions.  
 
 

• What do you do that you or other people think is special?  
 

 
 
 
 
 

• What advice do people come to you for over and over again, 
whether it’s your kids, your neighbors, work associates. Sometimes 
they perceive you as the expert in some area. It could be parenting, 
gardening, anything. It could be your work. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

• What are some things that have happened to you that you can help 
inspire others? A lot of people might write about challenges, 
whether it’s cancer or some other disease. If you were to develop 
diabetes overnight, would you want to read a book by someone 
who was going through the same thing? Would you want to learn 
some tips from them as they coped with it? Think about other types 
of experiences or it could be about dumb things kids do, pet tricks.  
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• What’s your expertise in your work? Are you a banker, accountant, 
electrician? If you’ve been doing it for a while, you’ve developed 
some skills. Maybe a textbook on engineering might not be a 
compelling read but you could find different angles to tweak that. 
How do you get into the engineering business? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
You can write. Seriously. It doesn’t matter who you are and how much 
writing or reading you’ve done – you CAN write, especially when you 
apply some of the simple editing tools from Step 4.  
 
But the one thing you need to also keep in mind when you are developing 
a writing angle is: why would someone read your story?  
 
It isn’t really about you; it’s about the reader. You might think about 
coming up with something that would make them want to read it. 
 
You could do a manuscript on the history of your family. You’re not 
necessarily going to sell that on Oprah’s book club. But your purpose 
might be to share your story and your family’s history with future 
generations. What a great gift to keep the story ongoing. Remember the 
mini-series “Roots,” where Kunta Kinte is captured from Gambia as a 
slave and throughout his tormented journey, he passes down the family 
stories of his grandmother about an African ancestor. 
 
Find a purpose behind your writing. You might want to help people 
through a challenge, using your own story to back it up. 
 
You can find a way to promote your business through writing a book by 
offering solid expertise.  
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Other questions that might tweak your thoughts: 
 
 

• What do you have to offer the world?  
 
 
 
 

• What experiences can you share that might help or 
encourage others? 

 
 
 
 

• What is your expertise? 
 
 
 
 

• Why would someone be interested in your story? 
 
 
 
 

• What ways can you promote your business through books? 
 
 
 
 

• What do you do that is different from everyone else? 
 
 
 
 

• What advice do you get asked for all the time? 
 
 
 
 

• What are you most known for? 
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• Why are customers buying your service? 
 
 
 
 

• What are your business strengths and weaknesses? 
 
 
 
 

• What is the trend in your industry? 
 
 
 
 

• How have you identified your customers’ needs? 
 
 
 
 

• How has the industry changed since you started? 
 
 
 
 

• What are some of the challenges you faced while growing 
your business? 

 
 
 
 

• How do your management skills impact your staff? 
 
 
 
 

• Explain your role in the industry? 
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• Why do people find you fascinating? 
 
 
 
 

• What do you say to those just starting out? 
 
 
 
 

• What isn’t being said about your industry? 
 
 
 
 
 
A lot of times, just getting started is half the battle. Hopefully those 
questions will tweak your thoughts and your creativity and get you thinking 
about what you have going on in your own life that you can write about. 
 
 
Getting used to writing 
 
 
You can journal. It’s a way to get stuff on paper. When you’re journaling, 
you don’t have to worry about editing. You’re just throwing the words on 
the paper. That’s where writing starts. 
 
There is no right or wrong way to pen a manuscript. If you look at all the 
books in the bookstores and on your shelves at home, you’re going to see 
every different kind of format and style. Some are letters and diaries, like 
Bram Stoker’s Dracula. There are picture books. There’s no right or wrong 
way. It’s whatever inspires you and your own personal vision as to how 
you see the end result. 
 
There’s no sense in reinventing the wheel. You can take ideas from the 
books that are on your shelves. They can help you figure out how you 
might want to develop the manuscript. 
 
Start with that scary blank white page. It’s quite intimidating. But once you 
throw some words on it, they just keep falling out. Once you get that first 
sentence on there, it just keeps going. But it’s getting that first sentence 
that is really hard. It doesn’t matter who you are. You can be a 
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professional writer in business for 50 years. You still have the same 
anxiety when it comes to the blank page. 
 
Another way to figure out what to write on is to ask yourself what you are 
most passionate about. If you could erase whatever you’re doing right now 
and go into your dream job today, what would that be? It might not be a 
job. You could be passionate about squirrels. You know everything about 
them, collect everything that has anything to do with them, and watch 
them frequently. 
 
 
Not in sequence 
 
 
When you’re throwing the words on the paper, keep in mind that, like 
movies, books aren’t necessarily written in sequence. You can just have 
some topic ideas. Those topic ideas you’ll eventually shape into chapters. 
At the beginning, it’s just throwing stuff into the box in the corner. Throw it 
on the page as it comes to your brain. Throw it in a file folder. Use 
whatever works for you as an organizing tool. 
 
 
Tools 
 
 
Pocket tape recorder 
 
 
You can use a pocket tape recorder to take your notes for you. If you 
teach, if you do any workshops or keynotes, tape yourself and then 
transcribe it, shape it, and there’s a book. A lot of people do that.  
 
You could carry the tape recorder around with you to catch an idea as it 
comes to you. That’s usually easier to do than writing while you’re driving 
on a freeway. Because once the seed is planted, you’re always thinking. 
You’re always developing ideas. The more you write, the more ideas 
develop, the more they come at the most inopportune moments. Three in 
the morning is a popular time, so also have a notebook and a pen  in your 
nightstand. 
 
When those ideas come, you have to write them down immediately. You 
will forget them maybe 10 seconds later. It could be the title. It could the 
first sentence on that blank page. It could be a chapter title. 
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Transcribing software programs 
 
 
Dragon Naturally Speaking is probably the best program out there. 
Although you do have to take some time to train any of those programs to 
know your voice. They will still invent words but it’s kind of fun to watch it 
transcribe as you speak. 
 
 
Interns/“volunteers” 
 
 
You might have someone up your sleeve who can transcribe tape for your 
or help you with some of the research.  
 
My mentor in New York has a host of interns who have helped him with 
his 100-plus books. The interns are usually journalism students who want 
to learn more about the publishing/media industry. 
 
 
Defining the work 
 
 
Because there is no right or wrong way to do this, start by looking at the 
books on your shelves at home. What’s your favorite book? What are 
some other books that you really like how they’re laid out. Fiction or  
non-fiction. 
 

• Alice Cooper’s book is on how he transferred his addiction to 
alcohol to golf. It’s laid out in regular chapters. There are no 
subtitles in the chapters. 

• Eat, Pray, and Love has its chapters numbered. 
• Inside the NHL Dream’s chapters are broken down into 

subchapters. 
• Bram Stoker’s Dracula has its story told by letters. 

 
In choosing a format, you decide what’s easiest for you. It’s purely a 
personal choice. A lot of times a fiction book tends to be similar to another, 
but why not be different?  
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Think about being a reader. We know there are some books we pick up 
and immediately say, “Ugh.” How am I going to read this? Sometimes the 
format turns you off the book. It’s 1,200 pages and each chapter is 150 
pages. What’s an easy read for you? How are the words presented 
visually? Are they small simple chapters? Are there a lot of subheadings? 
If you find what you like, maybe you can translate that same format to your 
book. 
 
You could write it in first, second, or third person. You can do it in a diary 
format, letters, or memos. 
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You have an idea what you want to write about, say romance. Say the 
book is non-fiction. Some of the topics might be: 
 

• Romance after divorce 
• What to do on a first date 
• Who pays 
• Traditional and non-traditional 
• Internet 
• Dating when you have kids 
• Romance on a budget 
• Dating in the workplace 
• Dating someone from another culture 
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Sometimes, we’ll come up with the topics before we figure out where the 
book is going. When you look at the topics above, you can write a book on 
romance and the topics are the chapter heads. Some of them might only 
be subheadings because they’re not meaty enough to stand on their own. 
They could be individual book topics, too. 
 
 
Your book idea: 
 
 
 
List topics that might go into the book: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Organize topics  
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Travel 

Injuries 

Playing 
with pain 

Longevity 

The 
game 

Minor 
leagues 

International 
play 

Sacrifice 

Game 
notes 

Growth 
of the 
sport 

Canada 
versus 
U.S. 

Transition 
to pro 

Contracts 

The 
business of 
the sport 

Really good 
stories 

Other 
notes 
and 
articles 

Box 
versus 
field 

Loose notes and interviews broken into various topics for Loyalty, 
Intensity, and Passion: A behind the scenes look at the National 
Lacrosse League (ISBN 0-9730237-5-9) 
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Do all the topics stand alone? Or are there some that might be subtopics? 
 
When you throw topic ideas out there, you’re basically throwing out your 
chapters or subheadings. 
 
If you were the resident expert on romance, you could start your book out 
as a general book on the topic, then you can get more specific in honing in 
on specific areas for the next book. 
 
 
 
If you write fiction, such as going back to the paragraph you wrote about 
the girl with the cat on page 10, if you were going to flush that out…say 
the girl’s name was Ellen…  
 
 
Who are the other characters in the story?  
 
 
 
 
 
How do they get introduced?  
 
 
 
 
 
What do they do?  
 
 
 
 
 
What are their physical characteristics?  
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Besides hair color and body image, you need to know their passions, their 
emotional state, how they react to stress. Because if you don’t introduce 
Ellen again until five chapters later, you can go back and remind yourself 
about her and how she fits into the story. The more you know about the 
character, the more you can develop the story around them. 
 
You almost need to have a workbook beside you to keep track of each 
character, setting, and event. Why? You will never remember every word 
you write, contrary to what might be popular belief.  
 
When someone is developing fiction, that person tends to look at the 
people in his or her own life for characteristics. You don’t have to use their 
names. Some people have story lines they can use by inserting different 
characters and details. 
 
 
Donelle 35 Black male, glasses, mover 

and shaker, ladies’ man, 
likes sports, plays 
basketball and lacrosse, 
hates being cold, 6’2”… 

Bank 
lender 

Main character 

Clarissa 26 Blonde female, likes tennis 
and badminton, somewhat 
insecure, 5’7”… 

Retail 
clerk at 
JC Penny 

Girlfriend 

Drew 18 Red-headed white male, 
just graduated from high 
school… 

Not 
working 

Donelle and 
Clarissa meet 
him in Chapter 
Five when he… 

 
 
Use other books to see how they introduce characters. Dialogue is 
important. Some books are just dialogue. You’re telling the story through 
people talking. But you also have to be cognizant of tense and first, 
second, or third person and make sure it is consistent. 
 
What works for one person doesn't necessarily work for another. There is 
no right or wrong way to develop a manuscript or keep track of the topics 
or characters. 
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The title 
 
 
Sometimes the hardest thing to write in a book is the title. You also can’t 
apply for ISBNs or go too far forward on the book’s production until you 
have a title. So if you’re having trouble on the title, you’re not alone. It’s a 
hard thing to do, even though it seems very simple. 
 
There are several ideas on how to figure out a title. If you go through 
magazines and newspapers, look at the advertising and the article 
headings. 
 
Perhaps the best title for your book might be somewhat self-descriptive. 
That would help people figure out what the book is about before they pull it 
off the shelf. 
 
There is no copyright on a title, but you probably don’t want it mixed up 
with somebody else’s. You might find a similar phrase in a title or a 
different version, but try to find something that will stick you apart from 
anybody else. If you go on Amazon/Borders and Chapters/Indigo to see 
what is out there in the genre you want to write about, it might give you 
ideas. You also want to check them so you don’t use one of them 
verbatim. 
 
It is almost easier to write the manuscript than the title in some respects. 
This small piece of prose is used to draw the reader into the book. 
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Research 
 
 
Fiction or non-fiction, the quality of your research could make or break 
your book. If you look at fiction authors Leon Uris and James Michener, 
their books are heavily researched. They take fictional characters and 
place them into real historical settings. The historical aspect is very  
much true. 
 
The Internet 
 

 
 
 
Google is your best friend. Although, just be mindful that some information 
out there is opinion rather than fact. You have to decide if the research is 
real or not. You just have to look at the 2008 American presidential 
election to see how untruths can be perceived as truths. Do as much as 
you can to back up the facts. 
 
Going back to the romance topic, if you go to the Internet, use bookseller 
sites like Chapters/Indigo, Amazon/Borders, and put in as a search word 
“romance,” or better, fine-tuning that to something more specific, such as 
“romance and culture.” If there are over 50 books that come up on that 
topic, what you want to do is go in and find a way to tweak the angle so it 
stands apart from the rest. But it will also list books that you might want to 
read to add to your research. 
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Interviews 
 
Another part of research is interviewing people. Getting back to the 
romance topic, you could talk to romance experts. Maybe there is a doctor 
you could talk to about the physical aspects of romance such as the 
endorphins that are released when we are in love. 
 
My first book Inside the NHL Dream is filled with quotes from National 
Hockey League personnel. Sometimes you will not get who you want to 
interview so you must have a plan B. For this book, I approached the 
players themselves, showed them the outline and cover then asked them 
questions. For the couple of players I really wanted, I emailed their club's 
PR directors to arrange to meet with them when they arrived in town. (The 
success of that task depended on how well the PR director responded, 
otherwise you just took your chances in the locker room.) 
  
 
Some of the questions I asked were: 
 

• How difficult of an adjustment was it from junior hockey to the NHL?  
• (To Grant Fuhr) Describe what made the Oilers dream team so 

special?  
• (To seasoned veterans) How has the game changed since you 

began playing?  
• (To player agents) What kind of things do you look for in a player?  
• Do you ever consider your work hard work?  
• How do you handle the pressures?  
• If you were Gary Bettman, what would you do to improve the 

league? 

 
Developing your own personal cheat sheet 
 
 
Who is your favorite broadcaster or interviewer on television or radio? 
Who gets all the big interviews? Mine are Bill Kurtis, Tom Brokow, and 
Barbara Walters. Whenever I watch Barbara Walters, I have a pen and 
paper handy to jot down the questions she asks, then I rework them to fit 
to who I'm interviewing. 
  
If I were writing about the trucking industry, I'd want to talk to the Truckers 
Association president or spokesperson, people from various trucking 
companies – those who transport energy, perishable foods, or grain – to 
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see what's involved in each industry. I'd also inquire about logistics. How 
do they move supplies in and out of the warehouse? Does a computer    
do this?  
 
I interviewed the logistics company for Wal-Mart's one million square foot 
warehouse in Calgary that services all 50 plus stores in Western Canada. 
There were 50 plus bays, so when a truck arrived to drop off product, the 
items (marked by store barcode) travelled via conveyor belt to the other 
side of the warehouse and onto a waiting truck to take them to that store. 
The whole process took 15 minutes.   
 
I've used email for a lot of interview requests but it's important to proof 
(and not just by spell check) and not have it look like spam. Regular mail 
is slow for setting up interviews, however, even with NHL players, after I 
was granted an exclusive interview for the book, I popped a handwritten 
thank you card in the mail and included a copy of the outline to remind 
them what they had talked about. You'd be surprised at how nobody does 
this. After doing this with a former NHL coach, he must have thanked me 
five times afterward for the thank you card.  
  
Use the Internet as a research tool to find or learn more about your 
potential interviews. Plug in key words and started filtering through the 
sites, saving some in "favorites" so you can access them later. If you want 
to talk to someone local, just pick up the phone. Not everyone will be 
accepting of an interview. 
  
Sometimes, as you start interviewing people, ideas will evolve and your 
book may expand or turn into something a bit different than you     
intended on.   
 
When you get to a certain point in the research, the book starts writing 
itself. It starts telling you what to do. 
 
Once you have a lot of the research and all those topics together, you can 
start figuring out where you want this thing to go. Some of the interviews 
might make you go back to those topics and maybe take out a few 
because they no longer fit. And you might also add more based on 
something that came up during the interview. 
 
If you don’t have enough material on one of the topics, you can throw it 
out. That’s a difficult thing to do. Nobody will know what you left out. Much 
like if you were preparing a keynote speech and forgot to talk about a 
point, chances are the audience will have no idea you left something out. 
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They just know the gist of the message. If it doesn’t fit, it doesn’t fit. You 
can’t make it fit, and if you do, it upsets the flow of the book. 
 
 
Copyright 
 
 
First, you need to know what plagiarism is. It’s the difference between 
borrowing and stealing. You can borrow people’s ideas and topics. You 
can quote people; you just need to name where that source came from. 
It’s when you don’t name your source and pass the material off as your 
own when it becomes plagiarism. This also applies to websites. If you cut 
and paste something from the Internet into your document and pretend it 
doesn’t have any copyright, it does. You can instead paraphrase, put it 
into your own words. Always credit your source, even if you’re not quoting 
them verbatim.  
 
A good example would be studies. If you were citing statistics from a 
certain study, you could easily use them without quoting the source of the 
study, but that would be wrong. In always quoting your source, you are 
also covering yourself. Don’t give people a chance to come back and 
challenge your work. 
 
Ideas are not copyrightable, but when those ideas are put into physical 
form, they are. Look how many sales books are on the market. The ideas 
and mechanics of most of those books are pretty similar. They all say 
close to the same thing but in a different way. It’s that different way – how 
the author puts the words on the paper – that is copyrighted. 
 
 
Permissions 
 
 
If you want to use something from another book, you go to the publisher to 
ask if you could use the material. You will find the publisher information on 
the copyright page in the beginning pages of the book – also by searching 
online. 
 
Comics are copyrighted. You can’t just use a comic or any other image 
without the artist/photographer’s permission. In many instances you will be 
asked to pay for the rights to use it. 
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There are stock sights for both comics and images. For pictures, try 
www.gettyimages.com, www.istock.com, www.photos.com, 
www.masterfile.com, and www.veer.com. For comics, try 
www.thecomicbank.com and other stock sites you can search for through 
Google.  
 
If you see a comic you would like to use, you can use the search engine 
on the stock comic site and input the artist’s name to find the image. 
Sometimes it takes a bit of elbow grease to find the source of the image. 
Unless it is with a stock site, you might not always get permission. For 
example, Dilbert and Far Side comics are very particular as to who can 
use their images. Unless you fit that category, you’ll be denied. Other 
comics might lead you straight to the artist, who will want to know more 
about your project and how you intend to use the comic. 
 
For photo sites, you can key in a topic in the search engine and the site 
will give you a series of images that fit that topic. 
 
If you have any questions as to what a permission form might look like, 
you can Google “permission request” and find some examples. 
 
 
Table of Contents 
 
 
You have your topic list, so all you need to do is look at it to see what 
comes first. There is no scientific way of doing this. You will be reworking 
it as you go along. It’s a way of organizing your content. 
 
Your topics might not be full chapters. They might be subs. And you might 
even put your Table of Contents together before you list the topics. It’s 
whatever works for you. 
 
If you are going to do a proposal for a publisher, you’ll have to take this 
one step further and describe what each chapter is about – a paragraph 
description. Sometimes it helps to look at other books to see how those 
Table of Contents are organized. 
 
The Table of Contents is fluid at the start. Some of it does change. You 
are going to change your mind about what you put in it. 
 
Your chapters could flow into each other or stand alone. It’s a personal 
choice. Sometimes it might be the publisher’s choice, too.  
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Once you get to that point of putting the accumulated material into your 
computer, you start seeing where the manuscript is going to take you. 
That’s where you start making decisions. You see where the gaps are. 
There might be a topic you don’t have very much on, you could throw it 
out, but you really think it is important to the rest of the book. So you go 
back and do more research to fill it out. 
 
It’s making sense of your notes – organizing them in a way that makes 
sense for you. You don’t have to start chronologically. You can start at the 
end and go back to the beginning. There’s no right or wrong way. 
 
 
You are not alone 
 
 
At an Independent Publishers Association of Canada meeting in Calgary, 
someone brought up an issue that every author could relate to: 
psychological blocks that prevent manuscripts from being finished. 
 
 
Here are some ways you might address this: 
 

a. Write from a distance: write something and sleep on it before 
reviewing 

 
b. The block to finish the last pages can mean – now that it’s done, 

what do you do with it? Being a good writer doesn’t mean you are a 
good marketer and visa versa. Find people to play to your 
weaknesses: hire a marketer or a ghostwriter. 

 
c. The fear factor – being afraid of success or failure – what’s the 

worst that can happen? Manuscripts are highly personal. There can 
be anxiety about finally releasing it. 

 
d. Projects take a part of your life. It’s important. You can’t give it up 

because if you do, there may be nothing to take its place. Maybe 
start a new manuscript or research another project to fill that void. 
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