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Standard Manuscript Format

by Kamila Z. Miller

This is one form of a standard manuscript. It has a one inch margin all the way around. The title and 'by' line is enter on the page, double-spaced. Double-spaced text begins two returns below the byline. Editors and those critiquing the manuscript use the white space, especially on the first page, for notes.


If you use automatic indentation for paragraphs, remember to remove them for the contact information, title and by lines so that they're properly flush to the left or right or centered as appropriate. Ditto when you use # to mark a scene change. Also turn off the widows & orphans default, or you will end up with extra line spaces at the bottom of your manuscript.


There's a first initial in the header because Miller is a common last name, and if someone carrying a heap of manuscripts dropped them, it will make placing the right pages with the right story easier. Header should also include the title and page number. Don't put page numbers on the first page or on the bottom of pages. That's not where editors will be looking for them. 

Color: Black letters on white paper only. If your ink has faded to gray, change the cartridge. If the paper is translucent or yellowed, get better paper. Use Courier, Courier New, or Times New Roman fonts, which are the preferred fonts. Other fonts are difficult to read over and over again.

Standard manuscript formats are for the editor's convenience, but they are not life or death. You should request submission guidelines when they're available to discover an editor's personal preferences. Be professional.


Which additionally means:

Don't use email format, such as paragraphs divided by a double

return, whether they're single or double-spaced. 
This is standard for no one in the industry with the exception of e-submissions where the manuscript is required to be in the body of the email rather than an attachment. 

Avoid e-conventions, such as Capitalizing the First Letter in a word to create emphasis, surrounding text by *asterisks* or writing in ALL CAPS. Editors prefer underlining to represent both italics and bold case. Punctuation and sentence rhythm work nicely to create emphasis as well without resorting to graphics.


Don't try to save space by sneaking in 1.5 line spacing or reducing the font by a point. Editors can see the difference. They also use the white space between the lines for notes. BTW, triple spacing doesn't make it even better and easier to edit and read.

The best formatting is the one that gives the editors what they want and expect. They want easy to read copy in a format that they can guess the word count simply by picking up the manuscript. They want convenience and predictability. Format should be as invisible as we can make it, so editors can read your words and enter the world you've written without distractions.

The End
