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Steps to Publishing Your Dissertation as Your First Book

Paul Spickard

10/28/07

A.
Can I do this?

1.
Have a candid talk with your dissertation advisor about whether or not he or she thinks the dissertation is publishable or can be made publishable as a book.  Enlist other mentors’ opinions if necessary.  It is no shame to publish articles instead of a book.

2.
Check with a trusted mentor or two in your field, to see specifically what kinds of books are being published and earning tenure in your field these days.

B.
Preparing the manuscript.

3.
Make the manuscript the best you can make it.  Don’t submit an unrevised dissertation.  If you must revise it substantially to meet the market, then revise it.  At the very least, take the dissertationese out of it.  You don’t have to say everything three times, and you don’t have to cover your butt by citing every possible authority for every point.  Lose the literature review or bury it in the footnotes.  Come up with a snappier title.

Rule of thumb regarding how to know when the manuscript is ready:  It depends on your personality.  If you are a catch-as-catch-can,  always-running-late-and-doing too-many-things kind of person, buckle down and really get this thing right.  If you are a perfectionist and have problems letting things go, LET IT GO NOW.

4.
Have three friends in the field read and critique it.

5.
Revise the manuscript.

6.
While you are doing steps 5 and higher, try to publish 1-2 chapters as journal articles.  Don’t publish an article that summarizes your whole book until after the book has been published.

C.
Finding and courting publishers.

7.
Write a 1-2 page statement about the book, including information like this:

· title
· the problem it addresses
· the unique angle your book takes in addressing that problem (subject matter, methodology, evidence base, theoretical interpretation, etc.)
· the substance of your argument
· the evidence base for your argument
· the state of the manuscript and timeline to completion
· who you are (education, job information) and how to contact you.
Make 30 copies.

8.
Do your own research on presses.  Look at the books you admired most in graduate school and in preparing your dissertation and see where they were published.  Look up those presses on the web and find out who their editors are, what their series are on, what other books in your field they publish, etc.

9.
Ask your mentors to recommend presses with whom you might publish.  Ask them for names of people they know at those presses.  Ask them if they would feel comfortable contacting those people on your behalf.

10.
Construct a preference hierarchy of at least half a dozen presses, from those with whom you would most like to publish to those with whom you would be willing to publish.

11.
Make a prospectus, which should cover each of the areas listed in #6, but in more detail.  It should also include a detailed table of contents and a copy of your c.v.  I can let you see copies of successful prospectuses.  Remember:  This is a sales document.  Don’t be subtle.  Lay the key issues up front, provide plenty of sub-headings, bulleted lists are okay.

12.
Attend your disciplinary and area of interest annual conferences.  Take a stack of your book statements with you.  Visit the booths of all the publishers on your list plus any that catch your eye.  Spend time schmoozing with the editors and representatives there.  Ask each one whether they would be interested in a book like yours.  Give them a copy of your book description and talk through it with them.

Don’t feel that you are imposing on them.  They make their living off these conversations, which are in any case the most entertaining and satisfying part of their lives.  An editor derives enormous satisfaction from identifying a bright young scholar, helping that person on her or his way, and publishing a good book.  Even if you don’t get together on this book project, you may make a friend and ally for a future project.

D. Landing the right publisher

13.
Your contacts with publishers at the conference should generate some invitations to send in the full prospectus, sample chapters, possibly even the full manuscript.  At this point, it is okay to be talking with more than one press.  But before they send a manuscript out to scholars in the field for review, you should talk with them frankly about whether or not they accept multiple submissions.  This is a delicate matter, so be sensitive to their position.

Be prepared to give the press names of 2-3 people who would be good reviewers of the manuscript.  You don’t have to pick the biggest people in the field, just respected people who have written good books themselves.  Rule of thumb: your mentor and anyone on your committee is not eligible for this duty.

About kinds of presses.  Most scholarly work is published either by university presses (Harvard, Oxford, Kentucky, New Mexico, California, etc.) or by scholarly commercial publishers (Routledge, Knopf, Basic, Sage, AltaMira, Harlan Davidson, etc.).  All these presses go through pretty much the same kind of review process:

1. They read a prospectus and evaluate it in-house; sometimes they ask an outside scholar for an opinion at this stage.

2. They ask the author for chapters or a full manuscript and review it in-house.

3. If the in-house review is positive, they send the manuscript out to two scholars in the field and pay them each an honorarium (maybe $100 in cash, or $200 worth of books) to write a detailed review.

4. The reviewers can say any of three things:  publish with only minor revisions; revise and resubmit; reject.

5. If both reviewers agree that the manuscript should be published, the editor takes their reports to the press’s board (usually scholars, but probably not people in your field).  The board holds the key vote on whether or not to publish.

6. If the reviewers are split, the editor will probably send the manuscript to a third reviewer.  If that third review is positive, the editor will probably take the project to the board.  I have never seen a manuscript survive two negative reviews.

Some commercial houses (Routledge, Knopf, Basic, etc.) produce books more quickly than most university presses.  They market books more widely than do all but a few university presses (Oxford, Harvard, Chicago, California, etc.).

Nonetheless, for reasons that have never been clear to me, there are some departments, particularly in the humanities, that insist a tenure book be published with a university press.  It doesn’t make sense, since all scholarly presses, whether commercial or university-affiliated, go through the same procedure, but there it is.  So in choosing a publisher you should check with your department, see if they embrace this particular brand of anti-intellectualism, and respond prudently.


I would not recommend publishing a book coming directly from your dissertation with a textbook publisher (Thomson, Wadsworth, McGraw-Hill, Wiley, etc.) for a couple of reasons.  Some anti-intellectuals (that is, most professors) look down on textbooks as if they were lesser scholarly achievements than monographs; in some departments they count less (or not at all) when tenure time comes.  Worse, textbook publishers and scholarly publishers use different book distributors.  Libraries seldom buy textbooks, and they do not deal with textbook distributors.  If you want your book to be in the library, hence to have an impact on intellectual life, choose a scholarly publisher, whether commercial or affiliated with a university.  In a few years you can write a textbook in your field for one of the textbook publishers, and maybe make a bunch of money, or at least become famous.

14.
Wait for the publisher to make a decision.  If you’re getting antsy, talk with a mentor rather than bugging the press (but do keep in contact with the press).  It always takes longer than you would like.

15.
If the answer is no, cry.  Throw the rejection letter across the room and let it sit there for a couple of days.  Then pick it up and read it as carefully as the pain will allow.  Decide if there are changes you need to make or if the manuscript really is good and those idiots just didn’t get it.  A lot of times, the closer a first book is to the cutting edge of a new field or a new interpretation, the more trouble it will have finding a publisher—but the longer it will last on the shelf.  My first book went through half a dozen publishers before landing; then it won a prize, is regarded as The Book in the field, is still selling twenty years later, and will come out in a second edition before long.  And publishers who rejected me then, now regularly come up to me at conferences and kiss up, asking for my next book.  Go figure.

16.
Consult with your mentors.  If you decide to make changes, make them.  Make allowance for the doubts of others, but be true to your vision.  Then send the manuscript out to whoever is next on your list.

17.
Sooner or later you will match up with the right publisher.  Remember:  dumber people than you have succeeded at this.  When the answer is yes, celebrate.  Send me a bottle of champagne.  Then get down to work making the changes the publisher inevitably calls for in a timely manner and let the book go on to take on a life of its own.

E.
Steps from acceptance to publication
18.
Read carefully the contract that is offered.  Be clear about who holds copyright (usually the publisher), what percentage you will be paid in royalties, how large will be the print run, whether cloth or paperback, how many copies you get, what your author’s discount is, whether you will have input on the cover and typeface (usually you are allowed some input but not a veto), etc.  Talk with your editor and come to agreement about these issues.  Sign the contract.

19.
Make the changes to your manuscript that you and the editor agree on.  Remember, you don’t have to change every single thing the reviewers call for.  Sometimes they will conflict with each other, or conflict with your basic argument or purposes.  But be not haughty and listen to their good advice.  If you choose not to make a particular change, write down a good reason for your decision.  I usually send in a list of changes I made and didn’t make when I send back the revised manuscript.

20.
The press will send your final, revised manuscript to a copy editor, who will mark it up for the printer, and flag (probably several hundred) queries to you.  Often the copy editor can help you avoid embarrassment, so pay attention to what she or he has to say.

21.
Answer every single one of the queries.  Let them make the changes that seem reasonable.  Hold out for those few things that you think are really important not to change.  This is your last chance to make major changes.  Add a dedication and an acknowledgements page if you like.  Send the copy-edited manuscript back to the publisher.

22.
The press will send the manuscript to the printer, who will produce page proofs.  They will be sent to you.

23.
Go over every word several times.  Read it aloud, front to back.  Have a friend, partner, roommate, or graduate student read it through for printer’s errors.  Look carefully at every single word, including the front matter, headers and footers, etc.  I have seen printers introduce errors on the title page, in the author’s name, in chapter headings, in headers and footers, and by the scores on every page.  Take the time to do this stage carefully.  The book will be on the shelf for decades with your name on it.

24.
The press will ask you to make an index.  Do this.  A perceptive reader can always tell an index that was made by an index program or by someone other than the author or someone intimately familiar with the author’s ideas, because it contains all the words but few of the concepts in the book.  Writing an index is hard, boring work, but it’s worth it.

25.
Wait for the book to be published.  It will take longer than you think.

26.
When it comes, hold it in your lap and stroke it lovingly.  Take it to bed with you the first night.  Send me a copy.  Get all your friends to assign it in their courses.

