
QUERY LETTER 
BREAKDOWN 
 

 

Let's talk query letters.  

Probably not the most fun thing you’ll ever write but 

crucial if you dream of landing an agent or 

publishing contract. There's a lot of helpful (and 

okay, some not so helpful) information out there on 

how to write that pitch-perfect query but it can be 

time-consuming to pull all those threads together 

into something that is effective and unique to you. 

That’s why we’ve created this step-by-step guide on 

how to write a killer query letter using the Hook, Book, Cook method with some helpful hints on 

what to include.  

 

Make sure you are also subscribed to the Write On Editing newsletter – subscribers will receive a 

special How To: Write a Killer Query pdf that is specifically designed to break down the 

information presented below into a handy worksheet to get you going. So what are you waiting 

for? 

  

http://writeon-editing.com/


BEFORE QUERYING 

Step 1 – Your manuscript needs to be complete with 

a clear beginning, middle, and end. Unless otherwise 

specified, most agents will not even look at a 

submission unless it is complete.  

 

 

Step 2 – Ideally, you should have at least 2-3 critique partners or beta readers go through your 

manuscript before querying. Carefully consider the suggested revisions and makes changes as 

necessary.  

 

 

 

 

Step 3 – Does it pass the High School English Teacher Test? Basically this means, after making 

the suggested revisions, can you read through your manuscript without finding any obvious 

mistakes? This doesn't mean it needs to be perfect, just something you could turn into your 

English teacher for a decent grade. 

 

Don’t forget: Double check that you've cleared any comments or track changes from your 

manuscript. The last thing you want is an agent to see all the changes you’ve made along the 

way. 

 

QUERY TIME! 

Now that you have a shiny manuscript all ready to go, let's get going on that actual query by 

breaking it down into three parts: the Hook, Book, and Cook. You'll see people talking about this 

method all over the place because it WORKS! 

 

Beta Reader: 

a test reader who gives overall 

feedback from the point of view of a 

general reader. 

Critique Partner: 

a fellow writer you share your work 

with (often trading back and forth) 

who provides detailed feedback. CPs 

should be unbiased (so friends/family 

members aren't usually the best) & 

understand your genre. 



Hook 
The first few lines of a query are the most crucial, honestly. Not only do you have to pitch it 

convincingly but this opening paragraph needs to clearly demonstrate that you've done your 

research and explains why you've decided to pitch your book to Agent X.  

 

Maybe you reference their #MSWL tweet or remind them that you met at a conference or you 

read on their blog that they like a certain type of music you write about. Whatever it is, make that 

personal connection so they understand why you are querying them in particular.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Next, you should name your title, word count, genre, category, and comparison titles. Followed 

by a well-crafted one to two line hook to intrigue them and make them want to read on. This of 

course, can often take the most time.  

 

Word Counts: Reference the chart below for industry accepted 

word counts according to genre and category. Aim for the lower 

end of each range because until you are an established author, 

agents will be hesitant to sign a 100,000 YA debut. Once you 

become famous, you can make your own rules. If you need 

more information, check out this helpful blog post.  
 

Book 
The Book section of your query is a one to two paragraph 

summary where you get to dive deeper into your story. Think of 

it like a teaser or the jacket copy of a finished book but it should 

also detail spoilers. Remember: if you have more than one POV 

in your story, each POV should have one paragraph. 

 

This is the section where you dive a bit deeper into your story 

itself. You've already baited the hook, now you need to reel 'em in. In these one to two 

paragraphs, you should clearly outline who your main character is and what they want (their 

goal), what is stopping them from getting it (an antagonist or problem), and what will happen if 

they don't get the thing they want (the stakes). 

 

The stakes should be a bit more specific than 'save the world' or 'survive.'  

A very simple example: “[Description plus age] character name wants SOMETHING, but 

SOMETHING is stopping them getting it. If they don’t get it, SOMETHING BAD will happen.” 

Genre:  

the subject of book your write 

(mystery, sci-fi, romance, etc.) 

Category:  

the intended audience (YA, adult, 

etc.) this is often based on the age 

range of your main characters.  

(8-12 years old = MG, 

13-18 years old = YA) 

http://literaticat.blogspot.com/2011/05/wordcount-dracula.html


Cook 
Lastly the Cook portion of your query is a short paragraph all about you! Agents wants to know 

that you are someone they would like to work with on regular basis so don't be shy. This is 

where you should highlight your background, writing experience, and interests. 

Think of this like a Twitter bio where you have to 

get to point very quickly. What are your interests, 

hobbies, specialties? Are you specifically 

qualified to write about this topic? Tell them! Do 

you have a large social media following? Include 

that too.  

 

One thing not try to over-inflate or shy away from 

is your writing experience (or lack thereof). If this 

is your debut, don't be shy about it. But if you've 

won some awards or have a degree in creative 

writing, it's perfectly fine to share that too.  

 

One thing to definitely stay away from however is to tell them why you got into writing or that 

your mom/students/neighbor looooves your book and thinks it's the next Harry Potter. That's 

wonderful but this is not the place for that.  
 

One last thing. 
 
Make sure to double check submission requirements before finally submitting your query. 

Agents and editors receive hundreds of submissions a day and each one will have their own 

preferred way for you to submit. The quickest way to rejection is by not following their 

instructions.  

 

Don't forget the formatting – please follow agent's and editor's submission requirements exactly. 

Forget about any crazy formatting (12 pt Times New Roman is your friend!) and be sure to keep 

track of who and when you queried (more on that later!).  

 

You only get one shot to pitch your book to each agent, so make sure you are ready to go before 

submitting.  

 

 

Hopefully you now have the tools to create a killer query! And if you still need a little help, be 

sure to sign up for the Write On Editing newsletter – subscribers will also receive a specially 

designed How To: Write a Killer Query pdf that breaks down every step discussed into a 

helpful and easy to follow worksheet.  

 

Drop us a line and let us know how your progress is going woediting@gmail.com. 

http://writeon-editing.com/

