








Sample Query Letter

January 15, 2004
123 S. Basil Ave.

Hometown, NC 27501
jwriter@email.com

(910) 123-4567

Mr. Greg Mitchell, Editor
Editor & Publisher
11 W. 19th Street
New York, NY 1001

Dear Mr. Mitchell:

I want  to offer you a story on a hot competitive fight developing here on the
campus of Hometown University between the 100-year-old college daily, The Barker, and
a well-financed, off-campus newcomer, The Daily Bulldog.

This story fits nicely into your pattern of coverage for newspaper professionals
and journalism educators particularly because the competing papers are fighting for
advertisers and readers both on and off campus. Sentiments are running high among
those involved because the newcomer may have a financial advantage over the student
paper, which has limited resources and must work within the constraints of university
business policies. This is a head-on collision, and I feel the journalistic and managerial
tactics employed here would be instructive to editors and publishers of all newspapers,
regardless of where they are published.

This story is unique because, as you know, there are few head-to-head fights left
in the newspaper industry. I am offering the story to you exclusively.

I can write to any style and length, but envision a story of about 700 to 800
words, structured around interviews with editors and publishers on both sides, and with
advertisers and readers. The story would examine competition for both reader time and
advertiser dollar. Already, the newcomer has gained a circulation foothold — and has
forced the established paper to cut its advertising rates.

As you will note from the attached resume, I am a senior at Hometown University
and  thus have access to all principals involved. I am a regular contributor to our
journalism school’s quarterly magazine and have taken several writing courses that I feel
prepare me to handle this assignment for you. I could fax this story to you within three
weeks of receiving your go-ahead.

I can obtain from the newspapers, at no cost, file photos of the principal editors
and publishers, and camera-ready shots of typical front pages of both papers. I can
arrange for a photographer colleague to shoot action photos to your specifications for $25
per photo published.

I will telephone you in a week to answer any questions you may have.

Sincerely,



Some points raised by this sample:

•  Demonstrate, right from the start, that you know how to do research by addressing the
editor by his or her actual name, spelled accurately, not as “Dear Editor.”

•  Be certain that everything else in the letter is spelled correctly and that the grammar is
flawless.

•  Include your home address and telephone number; also, e-mail and fax information, if
available.

•  Outline immediately and concisely the central thrust of your story idea — a “hot
competitive fight,” in this instance (¶1).

•  Quickly address the question of whether your story fits into the magazine’s pattern of
coverage (¶2).

•  Outline the story’s wider appeal as well (“editors and publishers of all newspapers,” ¶2).
Anticipate questions likely to arise in the editor’s mind, then answer them in a manner
that will sell your idea.

•  Mention why the story is unique (¶3) and whether you are offering it exclusively.

•  Display your willingness and ability to write to requested style and length (¶4). But be
sure to specify what you have in mind and, once more, why the story is important.

•  Attach your resume and draw attention to your single most important characteristic as a
reliable writer (¶5).

•  Mention when you can submit the story (¶5). Consider a practical time frame carefully,
then tack on a week to be safe.

•  Offering to arrange photos or illustrations improves your chances of a sale and may get
your story better play when published (¶6).

•  Retain initiative for a follow-up (¶7). Don’t write, “I eagerly await your response.”

•  Rather than mentioning your costs or fee expectations, try to maneuver the editor into
making an offer. If the fee offered is higher than you expected, take it. If it’s lower,
negotiate. Your negotiating position strengthens with experience and a track record. Until
then, be willing to work on “spec”.

from Introduction to Magazine Writing by Conrad C. Fink & Donald E. Fink (New York, Macmillan,
1994).




