From Dissertation to Book

Most of you are still months or years away from having to think about transforming your dissertations into books. For some of you, this is an essential step in your careers. For others, it is optional or even discouraged. And yet, you may ultimately find that writing articles can be an unsatisfying experience and thus wish to take a bigger bite, perhaps in the hope of reaching a broader audience. What I’ve provided here is a step-by-step guide for thinking through this process.

1. The first thing you’ll hear many editors say is that a dissertation is not a book. While you’re writing a dissertation it can be hard to see why. Shouldn’t your dissertation be a close to a book as possible if you’re in a book-oriented field? Yes and no. A dissertation is a technical academic document that demonstrates—to your committee—your mastery of research methods and your ability to produce a sophisticated piece of original scholarship. A book is something rather different. Nevertheless, when you’re writing your dissertation it is useful to always keep in mind your publication goals, attempt to structure your work in a way that will lend itself to easy reading by a diverse audience, and identify authors and works you admire and thus might use as models.

2. While still a graduate student, you should seriously consider speaking with acquisitions editors at presses that publish books in your subfield. One of the best ways to do this is to meet with editors at academic conferences. Acquisitions editors often staff tables at conferences where they advertise recent books published by their presses and meet with potential new authors. If you know which presses are going to attend a conference (they’re usually listed in the back of the program), then you can send the appropriate person an email ahead of time to arrange a short meeting. You can also approach that person on site. Prepare for the meeting by honing both 30-second and 5-minute pitches, and by being ready to answer basic questions (What is your book about? Who is the audience? And when do you anticipate finishing the manuscript?) intelligently and honestly. Write a follow-up email, thanking the editor for her time and, if you had a positive meeting, then say you’d like to remain in touch and continue the conversation.
3. Congratulations: you’ve finished your dissertation! You are now one of world’s foremost experts on a topic about which most people care very little. You are also the planet’s most authoritative figure on the problems with your own work. How can you take this beast of a tome and turn it into a publishable book? The first thing to do is take some time away from it. A fresh eye is an invaluable resource. After several months, perhaps after having completed that side project you never got around to working on during your graduate career, it may be time to revisit the document.
4. Upon returning to the dissertation, you may want to begin by rereading your committee members’ final comments. This will enable you to come to terms with the fact that you’ve passed only the first hurdle and you still have a lot of work to do. Seek more advice, map out the next phase of the project, think about big-picture questions of structure and narrative, email your prospective editor if you have further questions, and start working. Don’t worry if it’s slow at the beginning; you’ll gain momentum as you go, just like with the dissertation.
5. The next step is to write a book proposal. Proposals are generally 5-15 pages long, plus a sample chapter. A book proposal includes (1) an introduction or overview that hooks the reader and lays out the scope, goals, and importance of the project, (2) brief a description of related works with reference to a discussion of your target audience, (3) a description of the book’s format, including short chapter synopses and descriptions of the figures you wish to use, (4) a section that lays out your qualifications and resources, for example if you have a fellowship that will provide you with time to write, and finally (5) a realistic timeline for completion. You should also plan to submit a sample chapter, which can take any one of several forms.
Keep in mind that a book proposal is also a funding proposal. Most academic books require an investment in the tens of thousands of dollars—I’ve heard the number $30K used as a starting point—and even non-profit presses are not in the business of losing money. So you need to demonstrate that your project has some appeal, and that it has at least a reasonably good prospect of breaking even. 
Here are a few common mistakes that can kill a book proposal:
· Boring academic writing; you are now an author, so you need to find your voice
· Lack of a hook; your book should be interesting and timely or else nobody will want to read it

· A long, dry literature review; editors don’t care what someone else said (except to provide context)—they want to know what you have to say

6. You may have a difficult choice selecting a press when the time comes. Different presses have different strengths and weaknesses. You should consider the fit of your project, and seek advice from people who have worked with that press. You should also ask a lot of questions: How much editorial attention might you expect to receive? What kinds of resources does the press invest toward publicity and marketing? Will your book be considered an academic title, a crossover title, or a trade book? Will the press issue cloth and paperback versions, and on what schedule? Does the press have funding to support publication expenses, such as image permissions, figure drawings, and indexing? How long is the typical production process once the final manuscript is submitted? What is the royalty structure? And will you receive an advance?
When the time comes, you should probably submit your proposal to only one press, although this is a contested topic. In any case, you should also make it clear that you expect a response in a timely manner. Three months is reasonable. In the interim, keep working.

7. If you hope to get a contract with a trade press, such as Penguin or Simon & Schuster, you will very likely need an agent. Most acquisitions editors at the major trade presses get hundreds of proposals and manuscripts, and prefer to work with trusted liaisons that can introduce them to suitable projects. Some people consider it unwise for academics to go through trade presses for their first books, since trade books do not generally undergo peer review. I’m not sure this is a valid concern, however, since the real question should be: Is it a good scholarly book?
8. Some presses give advance contracts and some do not. For your first book, it’s nice to have the security of an advance contract, but it really only means that the press has the first right of refusal. After reviewing your manuscript, the press can drop you even with an advance contract, but of course that is not the goal for anyone involved. Editors want to see you succeed, and they’ll only take you on if they believe in you.

When they time comes to sign a contract, you should read it carefully and have a senior colleague, who has been through the process before, read it too. If you have a lawyer, you can ask your counsel to read it. Don’t be afraid to ask questions and negotiate. Typical items of discussion include cover art, word count, the number of figures, and support for publication costs. Get everything in writing.
9. Now back to the manuscript. Work on it everyday. Keep to a schedule. Get regular feedback. Imagine your ideal readership—real people with real names and real faces—and write as if you’re having a conversation with them. Find your voice, and make it fun. Get rid of at least half your footnotes, and cut the word count mercilessly. It will be a better product, and a less expensive one too, which means that more people will buy it.
Be sure to start early with tasks that can delay production, such as acquiring high-quality digital scans and permissions for your figures. Also, get the word out to your colleagues about your forthcoming work. Keep in mind that there is never an obvious completion date for any book; there are trade-offs and opportunity costs associated with extra time spent on any one project, and at some point you need to just let go.

10. University presses use peer review as part of their publication process similar to academic journals, except with a few extra steps. The process begins with your proposal submission. The press’s editorial board, usually comprised of both staff and faculty, will review the proposal and make a recommendation as to whether or not to proceed. If the answer is yes, then the editor will likely send the proposal to two or three outside reviewers to confirm the editorial board’s decision. (These steps may be reversed.) If all goes according to plan, then the press may offer you an advance contract. You will then have a certain amount of time to complete your manuscript, usually based on your own timeline along with some negotiation. University presses are aware that junior faculty have tenure committees and related timelines. 

Let’s say two years pass and you finally have a full manuscript ready for submission. You submit the manuscript and it now goes through a full peer review with two to four outside reviewers that read the entire manuscript, provide comments, and make recommendations. The editorial board will take up the case again. At this point, you will likely be asked to revise the manuscript and resubmit it based on the readers’ reports and the editorial board’s discussion. The revisions may be extensive, but that’s OK. This stage usually lasts for months, not years. But it’s tough work—so tough that some people hire outside editors to assist them with the process, for example providing detailed comments about where to cut words. 

When you turn in the final manuscript it probably will not undergo another review; instead it will enter the copy-editing phase. Copy-editors are serious professionals. They will read your manuscript more closely than anyone else ever will. It’s an intimate situation, and it again requires a lot of hard work, line by line by line. Once the copy edits are complete, the manuscript goes into production. Production includes everything from cover art design, to the marketing plan, to indexing. You will be given a marketing questionnaire to fill out; take it seriously and respond to it thoughtfully since it will help determine whether or not people actually find out about your book.
Finally, and this is one of the toughest parts for some authors, take your editors’ advice. You know more about your topic than they do—and so it’s OK to stick to your guns on important substantive points—but they know way more about this process, and about books in general, than you do. You should treat their comments as words of wisdom. It is easy to view your editors as enemies; in fact, they are your best friends.
