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Preface 

 

“Yet modern science need not be so complete a mystery to 
nonscientists. Much could be accomplished toward bridging the 
gap if scientists accepted the responsibility of communication-
explaining their own fields of work as simply and to as many 
as possible...”  

Asimov’s New Guide to Science by Isaac Asimov (1984) 

 

Background 

hat was I thinking? Summer vacation was only a few 
weeks away, and I had decided to dedicate much of my 

summer to mentoring a group of science students to write their 
own books. Why? Well, I had just self-published my own book 
that I had co-authored with a former student. The experience 
was rejuvenating for me. Not only did I rediscover my love of 
writing, but I also discovered a whole new world in today’s self-
publishing arena. Over the course of a year, we drafted, edited, 
published, and marketed our book. We made many mistakes, 
but we learned the entire self-publishing process.  

Now what could I do with this newfound knowledge and 
interest in writing and publishing, given that I teach physics and 

W 
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engineering in a public high school? I have always required my 
students to write short essays about science, as I have believed 
that the ability to clearly communicate scientific concepts helps 
students learn those concepts while honing their 
communication skills. Publishing a book took the idea to a new 
level. Yet it was right in line with the Next Generation Science 
Standards that seek to link science with literacy.1 

I got further reinforcement for this idea when I took my 
younger son for an orientation visit to Boston University’s 
College of Engineering. Dean Kenneth R. Lutchen gave an 
opening address and explained the concept of the “Societal 
Engineer,”2 now trademarked by Boston University. The idea is 
that engineers must consider the societal impact of their work 
and think beyond just solving the technical problem at hand. To 
think in this way, an engineer must have a broader focus than 
just proficiency in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 
math). Publishing a book requires the writer to consider the 
audience and reach out and connect with them. For science 
students, explaining their scientific work in plain English to 
others and getting feedback on their work would be one way to 
broaden their focus. 

These ideas came together one day near the end of the 
school year, as I talked to some outstanding science students 

                                                   
1 See “Appendix M,” Next Generation Science Standards. 
2 See Boston University College of Engineering website. 
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who were doing research projects over the summer—I could 
teach them to write and publish books about their science 
experiences. I initially asked three students that I knew would 
be motivated, and their response was enthusiastically positive. 
In fact, by the next week, they had recruited three more 
students. We met two times before the school year ended, and 
they all showed the commitment to do this special project. By 
the end of the project, I was back to working with three students 
again, but all of them benefited in some way from their 
involvement. 

In our first meeting, I explained what the project would 
require of them in terms of time and effort. I also talked with 
their parents to make sure they understood what we were doing. 
At the second meeting, I laid out a tentative schedule of events 
from initial drafting of a book through marketing and selling. I 
also had asked the students to produce a draft book proposal 
with an outline of their ideas and their target audience. The 
students were excited and eager to get started, and they all had 
great proposals. I had a group of rising juniors who had 
dedicated themselves to writing and publishing a book by April 
2015 with the goal of selling 500 copies by the end of the school 
year in June 2015—an ambitious objective, but motivational.  

How should you use this book? If you are a teacher, it is 
set up as a chronological guide. I recommend you skim through 
the entire book during the school year, then prepare to do the 
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project near the end of the school year around May. You don’t 
have to follow this timing, but it worked well for me, and it gives 
the students the summer to do the most time consuming task, 
drafting the book.  

Use each chapter as a seminar or lesson plan. Share the 
material with your students and discuss it. All of the downloads 
and links that will help you are free, so use them as you see fit. 
Please give feedback on anything that worked well, 
improvements you made, or any suggestions you have on my 
website at http://bryanholmesstem.wordpress.com. 

If you are a parent, a student, or anybody else interested 
in self-publishing, you can still use this book in the same way. 
You might find it helpful to organize a group of people as a 
writing critique group (see Chapter 4). Whatever your 
background is, the book has the basic steps for any aspiring 
author. 
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You can learn more about my students’ experiences, their 
book projects, and their backgrounds by watching a video 
interview at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rn9Kiun1uUQ 
or by scanning this quick response code (QRC) on your 
smartphone or tablet: 

 
  





 

Introduction 

 

Teaching Students 
to Self-Publish 
Books 

 

 

Why and How We Did This Project 

elf-publishing, or “indie” (independent) publishing as it is 
often called, is a dynamic, evolving world. In little more 

than a decade, this new opportunity to get published as an 
author has sprung up from almost nothing. According to an 
article in Publishers Weekly, the output of self-published books 
jumped 59% in 2012, reaching almost 400,000 new titles 
released. Ebooks accounted for 40% of these new books, while 
print books made up the remaining 60%.3 In contrast, there 

                                                   
3 “Self-Publishing Output Jumped 59% in 2012.” Publishers Weekly. 

S 
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were only about 350,000 traditionally published books, and 
their growth rate has been flat. 4  Self-publishing is a new 
frontier, and it is perfectly suited to dedicated high school 
students who want to be published authors. 

For the author, this situation presents challenges and 
opportunities. The main challenge is that there are far more 
books coming to market each year than ever before, so to get 
recognized by readers is more difficult. On the other hand, the 
main opportunity is that if you put in the time and effort to 
produce a professional quality book, you can get it published 
without enduring the traditional path of rejection notices and 
long periods of waiting, typical of the traditional publishing 
world. 

The difference between these two forms of publishing is 
in the responsibility and cost to bring a book to market and in 
how the profits are shared. A traditional publisher reviewed an 
author’s book proposal; paid the author an advance to write the 
book, if it was selected; edited the book, often extensively 
changing it; worked with the author to set up a marketing plan, 
and printed and distributed the book; and paid the author a 
share of the royalties, typically less than 15% of the total sales 
profits. The self-published author does most of these steps on 
his or her own and either pays for each of them or does them 

                                                   
4 “BEA 2012: More Self-Publishing.” Publishers Weekly. 
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himself. However, depending on how the book is distributed, the 
self-published author can take a much larger share of the 
royalties, usually up to 70% of the total. Even more important, 
the self-published author is in total control of how the book is 
written and published. As publicist and author, Carole Jelen, 
puts it, the self-published author is far more “empowered.”5 

Self-publishing is different than vanity publishing. The 
latter has existed for some time, and it essentially is a limited 
edition printing of a book, usually by a full-service publisher, 
with all services paid for by the author. Typically, the author 
gives away or sells the books just to friends and family or uses 
them as part of a business promotion. This type of publishing 
serves a limited clientele. What distinguishes vanity publishing 
from other types of publishing is that the vanity publisher 
charges a fee up front to cover all costs of publishing, then gives 
the author the books to distribute however he or she chooses. 
After publication, the vanity publisher is essentially done. In 
contrast, a self-published author who uses Amazon’s Kindle 
Direct Publishing or some other self-publishing service receives 
marketing assistance and distribution channels to sell the book, 
and agrees to some sort of profit sharing with that service—the 
business relationship is ongoing.  

                                                   
5 Jelen, “How to Build Your Author Platform.” 
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Now what does all this have to do with science students? 
Because self-publishing allows an author to bring a book to 
market with little or no cost up front, it has become possible for 
anyone, including a high school student, to write and publish a 
book. How can a self-publishing author, especially a student, 
maintain the level of quality that the traditional publishers 
historically provided? By following the same basic steps as the 
traditional publishers required, primarily by editing and 
revising through many cycles, including hiring a professional 
editor. This is the process I followed with my students, and I 
recommend other teachers do the same to ensure your students 
get a truly meaningful experience out of writing their own 
books. 

I had two goals for my students. First, by writing a book, 
they would learn how to craft a message to a target audience. 
Unlike a student who writes a typical academic paper, an author 
must target his or her writing to a specific audience to be 
successful. Keeping the target audience in mind while writing a 
book is not easy, for any author will tend to write what he or she 
finds interesting, not necessarily what the target audience will 
find interesting. Therefore, much of my mentoring has been to 
help students do this effectively. It is also a widely applicable 
communication skill. My second goal for students was that they 
would learn the self-publishing process, including how to build a 
followership that would buy their books. This is an experience 
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that most students never get, but it is applicable in other fields, 
such as marketing and fund raising. Scientists often must seek 
grants for their research, so knowing how to find backers for 
their project is critically important. 

For any teacher who mentors students in a project like 
this, you need to have some sort of plan. I had just finished a 
year-long project self-publishing my own book when I began 
this project. I followed the advice given in APE (Author, 
Publisher, Entrepreneur): How to Publish a Book by Guy 
Kawasaki and Shawn Welch. I wrote the book, edited and 
revised it with my co-author, sought beta reviews from people 
we knew, then hired a professional copy editor, and finally 
published a paperback, then an ebook, then an audio book, all 
through Amazon’s various publishing services.  

Kawasaki and Welch also had a major section on 
marketing, but I looked at that late in the process—this was a 
mistake, as I learned after publication. A self-published author 
is unknown, so to become known, he or she must build a 
followership by blogging, using social media, and 
communicating in every way possible BEFORE publication to 
get people interested in what the author is doing, and eventually 
interested in buying the book after publication. I used this 
lesson to mentor my students to be more effective than I had 
been on my first attempt at self-publishing. 
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The plan I gave my students was for them to come up 
with a message and a target audience for that message, then 
draft a book conveying that message to the audience, while 
drafting blog posts and other communications related to the 
book. The students would each write their own book, then we 
would work together to edit and revise one another’s drafts. We 
would then get effective beta readers to get more feedback and 
do further revisions. Finally, we would hire a copy editor, do 
final revisions, then publish a paperback and an ebook. 
Simultaneously throughout all this process, we would blog and 
communicate our progress on the book to build a sufficient 
number of followers to sell at least 500 copies of each book soon 
after its release.  

What this plan did for my students was to teach them a 
proven process to write and publish a book that would sell while 
saving them the immense amount of time it would take them to 
figure the process out on their own. By following my advice, they 
had the freedom to create their own books and blog and 
communicate as they saw fit, but they had a basic process they 
could follow.  
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You can also see the entire plan we followed at 
http://bryanholmesstem.wordpress.com/project-schedule/ or 
by scanning this QRC on your smartphone or tablet: 

 

 

 

 

 

 





 

One 

 

Coming Up with an 
Idea for a Book 

 

 

Identify the Target Audience 

eaching bright students to write a book is not difficult. 
Teaching them to write a book that will connect with a 

large audience is more challenging. For many of us, writing is 
pleasurable, so writing a book seems very doable. But when we 
honestly think about it, who would want to read our book? We 
have to consider the audience from the start, and taking this 
empathetic approach requires discipline and the courage to 
make major changes at different points in the drafting of the 
book so that it stays on track and will keep its appeal for the 
target audience. 

T 
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At the start of this project, I asked my students to draft a 
book proposal that included a premise and outline of their book, 
the target audience, and how they would reach it. This is 
basically what an author would give to a traditional publisher, 
minus some commercial aspects. 

Traditional publishers have always required a book 
proposal from a prospective author. It is like a business plan for 
the book, giving the summary of the book's contents, the target 
audience, and a marketing plan to reach the audience. Each 
publisher has a different format for the book proposal, but they 
all have these essential elements. Even though we were self-
publishing our books, by doing a book proposal first, we started 
out with the same disciplined approach to writing a book that a 
traditional publisher would have given us. I got this idea from 
author and publicist, Carole Jelen, in an interview she did on 
http://bookmarketingtools.com.6 It was great advice. 

Why write a book proposal at all? We were self-
publishing, so we did not need anyone else’s approval. We were 
essentially proposing the book ideas to ourselves. The reason I 
had the students do this step first is because it made it clear to 
them at the start of this project that they were writing a book, 
not a term paper. A term paper is written for the teacher, but a 
book is published with the expectation it will sell, and reach a 

                                                   
6 Jelen, “How to Build Your Author Platform.” 
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large number of people. Identifying those people up front and 
crafting the book to reach them was a skill I wanted the students 
to learn. This is the first step required of any author. 

Here is what I asked my students to write: 

• A premise statement of your book’s main focus or 
purpose. 

• A general outline of what you want to cover. 

• Identification of research sources and where to find them. 

• Your target audience and how you plan to reach them. 

Because we began this project at the end of the school 
year, a couple weeks before final exams, I kept the proposal 
short and gave the students a week to complete it. The next time 
I do this project, I will start earlier and require a more thorough 
proposal that we can discuss and revise, if needed. A good 
example of a book proposal is Brian Klems’, “The Eight Essential 
Elements of a Nonfiction Book Proposal.”7 You can download a 
template based on this format at the end of this chapter.  

Students had difficulty with this first step, so I had to give 
follow-on guidance. One tip I shared from a writers conference I 
attended was to cut out a magazine picture or print out some 
other photo of a person representing the target audience and 
paste it on your computer monitor as a constant reminder to 

                                                   
7  See Klems, “The Eight Essential Elements of a Nonfiction Book 

Proposal.” 
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whom you are writing. A follow-on method to focus on the target 
audience is to get critiques from representatives of this audience 
as you draft the book. Find out if your writing is getting off track 
in their eyes, then fix any issues early in the process. 

I failed to do these steps with my first book, and it made 
marketing the book much more difficult. Since I had not 
identified a target audience for it up front, I had to try to think 
who would find the book appealing after the fact. I tried to 
analyze sales results, but really had no idea who was finding the 
book the most appealing. I should have done this type of 
analysis well before publication.  

My students all met my deadline and gave me thoughtful 
proposals at a meeting before summer break. A couple of them 
also emailed me for clarification before they completed it. They 
all shared their proposals with one another, which was helpful 
and instructive for all of them. They each had a different idea of 
what to write about and who to write to, so the project became 
all the more interesting with this diversity of approaches. Our 
project was off to a good start for the summer break. 
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You can download the “Book Proposal Template” we used 
by going to http://bryanholmesstem.wordpress.com/resources/ 
or by scanning this QRC on your smartphone or tablet: 

 

 





 

Conclusion 

 

“The school should always have as its aim that the [graduate] 
leave it as a harmonious personality…The development of 
general ability for independent thinking and judgment should 
always be placed foremost, not the acquisition of special 
knowledge.”  

Albert Einstein, “On Education” (1936) 

 

 

eaching students to write, publish, and market a book 
definitely develops their “general ability for independent 

thinking and judgment,” as Einstein recommended here. Most 
teachers favor such projects, for while they require time and 
effort, they also yield great results. What is difficult for teachers 
is to find the right project that fits both their students and their 
school. Writing a book could be tailored to any group of students 
or any school, so in many ways, it is an ideal project. This book 
should make it easier, as it provides a step-by-step approach to 
implement the project. 

  

T 
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You can download my “Ten Tips for Mentoring Student 
Authors,” a great summary of this book, at my website at 
http://bryanholmesstem.wordpress.com/resources/ or by 
scanning this QRC on your smartphone or tablet: 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 

Now that you have finished reading… 
 
 

Please provide your comments at 

http://bryanholmesstem.wordpress.com or go 

there by scanning this QRC  

on your smartphone or tablet:  

 

 
 

Thank you! Your feedback will help other teachers learn more 
 

 about this project and help me improve it.  
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