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I have to admit, the question of “how to get me to say yes to your manuscript” is a tough 
one to answer! As we all know, publishing is a very subjective business because it’s a 
business driven by passion—we’re all here because we love books. But we all love different 
books. And because this is a business, it’s not always just about what we as editors love, 
but also what we think will resonate with the most readers, get beautiful reviews, maybe 
win some awards, sell the most copies, and generally be profitable. It’s important to 
remember that editors don’t acquire in a vacuum—I could be totally head-over-heels for a 
project and ready to acquire it the second I finish reading, but I have to be able to sell this 
book to my acquisitions team and tell them why we should publish it. So, I’m going to take 
a slightly more pragmatic approach to the question of how to get me to say yes to your 
manuscript. Let’s take a look at three major elements I as an editor have to consider before 
moving forward: craft; am I the right editor for this; and vision/marketability. 

CRAFT 
Of course, your manuscript is the most important consideration! We don’t become editors 
to be businesspeople; we become editors because we love beautiful writing and vibrant 
characters and stories we can get swept up in. When I’m evaluating a manuscript, there 
are three things I pay attention to, and not all are created equal!  

1. Voice: First and foremost, I consider the voice. This is the one thing an editor 
cannot teach, and that’s what makes it the most important—and also the hardest 
to describe! It’s that something special you as the author bring to a project and 
what compels editors to keep reading past page one. It informs everything: the 
characters, the setting, the tone, the word choice, sentence structure, dialogue… 
It’s the unique foundation upon which your book is built. For a masterclass in 
voice, read any of Jason Reynolds’ books—he has a natural talent for it! 

2. Character: I say this to every author I meet: No one is going to care what is 
happening if they don’t care about who it’s happening to. Voice may be what draws 
a reader in, but characters are what makes us stay. They are the emotional links 
between your story and the reader. If you can get me to slow down and become 
invested in your characters when I’ve set out to get through a giant pile of 
submissions, that’s a good sign for me! 

3. Plot: I rank plot last in importance because, while I have acquired books that had 
excellent voice and characters but needed work on the plot, I’ve never acquired a 
book where I loved that plot but not the voice and characters. Plot is something 
that is typically easily addressed in revisions; the other two elements are trickier. 
I’m not saying you can totally throw plot out the window—your characters need 
something to do, after all!—but as long as I’m interesting in the story and can see 
you have a vision for the project and know where your story is going, that’s what’s 
most important to me. 

AM I THE RIGHT EDITOR FOR THIS? 
So, the last thing I said about plot could be controversial with some other editors and 
agents, and it goes back to books being subjective. I’m personally a very voice- and 
character-driven editor but there are plenty of others who love a high-concept plot! That’s 
why we emphasize not just finding any agent/editor but finding the right agent/editor for 
your book. I know this is something you’ve all heard a million times, but it’s very true! And 
this is definitely something we think about on our end, too. For example, I could get a 
submission with a Latinx disabled main character—two marginalized groups I’m always 



looking to highlight—but if the book is high fantasy, a genre I don’t read often and haven’t 
edited, I’m not going to be the best editor for that book. So don’t be afraid to do a little 
research. Are you reading a book that you loved or think is a perfect comp for your 
project? Take a look at the acknowledgments to see who the editor and agent are. Find 
their Twitters, websites, manuscript wishlists (I’ve included mine at the end of this 
handout!). See if you can find any personal connections. (If you’re agented, this is a big 
part of your agent’s job!) Editors are far more likely to have their interest piqued when a 
book feels tailored to their taste or experiences.  

VISION/MARKETABILITY 
I will preface this by saying you do NOT need to be a marketing whiz or have a huge 
platform to be an author. It can help, but that’s not what I’m talking about here. What I 
mean by “vision and marketability” is examining the after-the-contract-is-signed 
expectations. This goes back to what I said before about finding the right editor or agent 
for your book. It’s common practice for editor and agents to have phone calls with authors 
before signing them up, and it’s usually to discuss things like editorial vision and how we 
as the publisher would position your book. This can be the magical moment when 
everything falls in to place and we’re really connecting on where we see revisions going and 
what comp titles we see this sitting alongside—or it can show some differences of opinion. 
For example, say I have a submission that I’m jazzed about but want to change the ending. 
If the author is super attached to that ending and wants to keep it as is, we may not be 
the best match, even though I love their book. While both the author and I would probably 
be bummed that it didn’t work out, it’s much better for things like this to come up earlier 
on and why it’s important for you to have a clear vision. Being open to feedback and ideas 
is invaluable, but never feel like you have to compromise on the things you really, truly 
want and believe in. Even though this talk is about how to get an editor to say yes, I want 
to remind you all that ultimately you’re the one who makes that final decision—you have 
to say yes, too! And that’s the one that really matters.  

Connect with me on Twitter @Alex_Borbolla or check out my MSWL at editoralexborbolla.com 
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Ten Questions to Ask Yourself Before Submitting Your Manuscript 
 

1. Is my project the strongest it can be at this time? 
a. Did I read my story aloud to make sure the voice and dialogue sound 

strong and believable? 
b. Is the character development fulfilling and satisfying? 
c. Is the plot evenly paced?  

 
2. (When considering a specific agency or publisher) What types of books does this 

agency/publisher/imprint focus on? Why is my manuscript a great fit for this 
company’s mission? 

 
3. Why am I sending my work to this particular agent/editor? Do I understand the 

types of stories they are actively looking for and how my project might speak to 
their interests? 
 

4. Did I read the agent/editor’s submission guidelines closely? Do I understand 
what materials they’re asking for? 
 

5. Do I need to provide a cover letter with my manuscript? If so, is my cover letter 
organized and well-written? Does it contain all of the information outlined in the 
submission guidelines? 
 

6. (With regards to nonfiction submissions) Do I need I include an organized list of 
the sources that I referenced while researching for this project? 
 

7. In my cover letter, did I mention 1-2 comparative titles (published books that are 
similar in content, theme, and targeted age group to my manuscript)? Did I 
describe these titles in a way that will show the agent/editor I’m submitting to how 
my manuscript will contribute to the children’s book market? 
 

8. In my cover letter, did I state whether my manuscript is a multiple submission 
(under consideration with other agents/editors at this time) or an exclusive 
submission (not under consideration with other agents/editors at this time)? 
 

9. Did I proofread my manuscript and cover letter to make sure they are free of 
errors? 
 

10. Do I understand the follow-up procedure (if there is one) and whether or not 
someone will respond to my submission? 
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About your work: 

• Make it 0mely: Why is this book needed right now? What is it about our market, or the 
world, or the children or caregivers of today that make you think this book is necessary? 

• Make sure it has a hook – Draw me in. Make me want to read more.  It could be a 
potent opening, a strong reason for exisNng (See “make it Nmely” above), a hilarious 
voice, or a character I instantly want to know more about.  For me, it’s not enough to 
have beauNful lyrical wriNng.  (For others, maybe! Just not for me.) 

• Be kid-friendly – The one through-line in my career is that I love publishing books that 
kids want to read.  Sure, I’ll take the occasional literary award when lightning strikes, but 
what I most want is for children to love the books I edit and publish. 

• Polish it up – Have mulNple readers to get lots of perspecNves. You don’t need to take all 
their feedback, but be open to it and look for paYerns of criNcism. Print out your work, 
read it aloud, and proofread it. Treat your work as professionally as you want me to take 
it. 

About you: 

• Be serious. Show me that you have done your work by knowing the children’s book 
market and caring enough about my industry to take yourself and your work seriously.  
(Signing up for SCBWI is a great start!) 

• Tell me you have other ideas. Outside of 80’s music, I am not usually interested in one-
hit-wonders.  I want to launch and help build careers. Show me that you want to be a 
children’s book writer – a professional with more than one story to tell. 

• Know your value. You should not submit to me exclusively (and then wait weeks for me 
to reply!). Most editors’ Nme is spent ediNng the books we have on the list and reading 
submissions from agents we know and trust.  So you should try to get an agent first, and 
a good one will help guide you. 

• Be kind.  If your email or outreach to me or to my assistant or one of my colleagues is in 
any way aggressive or enNtled, I will say no off the bat.  Life is too short. 



 
 
 
 
  
Five “Easy” Steps to Acquisition at Crown Books for Young Readers 
  
Do I want to tell someone about this book (Right Away)? 
  
Do I want to reread this book (Over and Over and Over again)?  Why? 
  
How strong is The Voice? 
  
Why is the character memorable? 
  
Is it a page-turner? 
  
Bonus: ONLY CONNECT 
 
Invaluable Resources: 
 
FROM COVER TO COVER (rev ed) K.T. Horning/Harper Collins.2010.  ((Don’t let the copyright date scare 
you.  This book still is one of the best of its kind, if not THE best.) 
 
DEAR GENIUS: THE LETTERS OF URSULA NORSTROM, edited by Leonard Marcus/Harper Collins.  2000. 
 
JUST WRITE: HERE’S HOW!  Walter Dean Myers.  Harper Collins.  2012. 
 
 
  
 
Phoebe W. Yeh (she/her) 
VP/Publisher 
Crown Books for Young Reader 
Random House Children’s Books 
1745 Broadway 
NY, NY 10019 
  
working remotely 
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