Ed2010 Career Changers Panel

San Marcos Bar & Restaurant, January 20th, 2003

Chandra Czape, founder and president of Ed2010, gives a brief history of Ed2010 and its purpose and then introduces the panelists. Panelists are asked to each explain how they made their move from non-magazine jobs to magazine jobs.  

Deborah Baer (Entertainment Editor, Lifetime Magazine):  When I graduated from college I had a terrible GPA, and I was a little aimless. I couldn’t get into law school, which was my first choice to do back then. So, I went to paralegal school, and I don’t recommend that to anyone. But I did end up working right out of college as a paralegal and did that for four years, and was really bored, and then I was trying to figure out what I was passionate about. I subscribed to 10 magazines- everything under the sun, and I looked at it, and I was like, “Who does this? Who are the people who get to do this really fun thing?”  I actually decided to go back to school. I was living in LA at the time, and I knew it would be really difficult to just show up in New York and just be “Hi, I want to be an editor.” For me, school was the way to do it. I went to Northwestern, somehow I got in. As you saw in my bio, I got a .9 one semester—my grade point average wasn’t that high, but grades don’t really matter, that’s the whole point [laughter]. So I got into Medill somehow, and that school was affiliated with the Meredith Corporation, and they came out and I talked to them, and I ended up moving to New York right afterwards, and I luckily got a spot at Ladies Home Journal actually, my first job as an assistant: home decorating. I didn’t know what a sconce was, but I do now because they taught me. That was pretty much for me. I got lucky. I went to school and that helped me have the journalism thing, and from there everything’s been good. I have been here about seven or eight years and had about six jobs, and it’s not because I got fired, I have been just moving up.

Laura Leu (Associate Editor, Stuff): Hi I’m Laura Leu, and I work at Stuff. I actually didn’t know I wanted to be an editor till about two years ago, so it’s very new to me. As I said in my bio, I used to be a copywriter at an advertising firm in Minneapolis. So I did that for two years, and a year into it I realized it wasn’t for me. I had all these magazines like Stuff, and I thought, “You know what, I can do this.” It was my style, the way I liked to write, and I thought they were hilarious. So, I had a very narrow goal, and I just didn’t want to be an editor, I wanted to be an editor at one of these magazines. So, knowing nothing about the industry, nothing at all, I just wrote a cover letter, a resume and two sample articles—I never got them published. I sent them off to all the editors, and obviously I never got a call back. So, then I started to do research and looked on Mediabistro, and I learned titles and terms, I didn’t know any of that. I was learning and I started to get discouraged by reading the bulletin board stuff on Mediabistro. I don’t know if you guys have been there, but everyone’s like “I just got laid off. I can’t find a job. Life sucks.” I just felt really discouraged. I just have to go for it. I have to do something that will get me noticed. So, I decided to create my very own magazine, and I modeled it after Stuff [holding up the magazine she created]. It is a little risqué, and it is all very tongue-in-cheek. My cover letter was the editor’s page, and my resume was the table of contents, and then I had my two sample articles. It was basically the same thing I sent earlier, I just did it in a way to get me noticed. So, I received a call, I wet my pants. Then we did a phone interview because I was in Minneapolis at the time and then they called and they offered me the job, and I wet my pants again. So, that was it. I packed up all my stuff, and moved to New York. It was very scary, but it was all worth it. The end.

Vanessa Bush (Lifestyle Director, Essence): My path was a little bit different. I actually worked in retailing for seven years before I wanted to make a switch. As it says in my bio I did all kinds of things, I was manager of a coat department—that was exciting [laughter], and I was a buyer of furniture, and I did various things thinking that one day I was going to be this amazing fashion buyer in Paris buying all these amazing things and going all over the place, and that didn’t happen. First of all, I didn’t realize I really needed to know how to crunch numbers to be a buyer, and that is something I am not good at. When my main company decided that they were going to relocate to St. Louis, I knew I didn’t want to do that, and I thought that this was the best time for me to make a switch. I looked into NYU’s summer publishing institute—it’s about six or seven weeks. You go there and learn about book and magazine publishing, and all these really top level people come and they talked to you about what they knew. And I thought, “Hey this is a great way to meet these people and to talk to them and try to make an impression on them and maybe give them my resume.” And I liked the program because at the end they had a job fair, so they brought in different companies, and I thought that would give me a leg up on anyone else out there just trying to wing it. I did the program. I ended up meeting someone from Conde Nast at the job fair, I basically told her I wanted to do fashion writing. I had no clips, but I had retail background, and I though “Fashion writer, that kinda fits.” So, I told her that is what I wanted to do. In the meantime I did an internship at Spy magazine, I don’t know if anyone remembers that magazine; I worked on the business side. Then I heard from the people at Conde Nast, they had a job opening at Glamour magazine for an editorial assistant, and I must have interviewed there at least 12 times, it was really probably more like five. I had a really hard time convincing them somebody that was 27 or 28 at the time was willing to take a pay cut like about half and start from scratch and get people coffee, making their copies, and doing all that stuff that you have to do as an assistant, and that I wouldn’t have a problem with that. So after all those interviews I just really clicked with the editor, she was the lifestyle editor so she covered fashion and beauty and she was looking for an assistant who could write a fashion questionnaire, who could do all this other stuff. She gave me a writing test, and that went pretty well. That is how I got started. I did all the stuff you had to do, and did as much writing as I possibly could. Fortunately, Glamour was a type of place that encouraged assistants to write, so if you are looking for a place, look for a place that encourages junior staffers to write. I just wrote as much as I possibly could and the rest is in the bio, and I will answer any other questions that you have later.

Hilary Black (Entertainment Editor, More): Hi, I’m Hilary Black. My story is the story you always hear about in career books when they say “Smile, follow-up, make connections.” Well, I am hear to tell you that connections is what really did it for me, and from my experience connections is what does it for everybody. I got a job in book publishing right out of college. It was a really bad job market at the time, and we thought we were doing badly, but we had no idea what was coming. So I was happy to get a job. I was initially in an eight-week program in book and magazines [The Radcliff Publishing program], the best people in business come and there is a job fair. It’s a fabulous program, and it only takes a summer. Everyone who goes there gets a job. So, I signed up and I was planning on doing it, but it turned out that Random House was one of the few places that came to recruit on campus at Tufts, so it was all insurance companies and investment banks and all the English majors lined up at Random House. So, believe it or not, I was able to land a job there and the people at Radcliff where the program was based said are you crazy “That’s the kind of job we’re trying to get you.” So, I landed myself in book publishing which is where I wanted to start off, and I think had I gone to Radcliff, I would have probably seen that I was more suited to magazines. I liked books, I spent five years, half my career there. And as it turned out it was a great foundation for becoming a magazine editor because it enabled me to skip the beginning part—the assistant getting coffee, answering the phones. I did all that when I was in book publishing. It was really only in the last three years when I was at Simon & Schuster when I started being a real book editor and buying my own books. I wasn’t all that happy because I was always working at the biggest trade houses, and I really had to fight to get my projects through. This was before the days when “intern” was a charged word and an assistant was a sexy thing to be. I graduated magna cum laude, and three years later I was still making copies. So, I was unhappy, and it also didn’t help that I couldn’t pay my gas bill, which is part of being in book publishing [laughter]. So a couple of years into it I ended signing one of my own books, which is to say figuring out a project with an agent, getting it past the publisher and becoming the sole editor of the book—that’s what book editors do. It has to do with helping decide what gets published. So, the person who did this particular book was an editor that Deborah knows well, she was the entertainment editor of Ladies’ Home Journal, and the idea I came to her with was a glorified magazine idea, and somehow we were able to get past the publisher. And we became friendly over the course of editing this book as it always happens. It’s a very long process, getting a book published. And one day—she did all the movie coverage, which is now what I do for More, and one day we were having drink son my $50 a month that I was given at Simon & Schuster to entertain. And I got there in Soho, I remember like it was yesterday, she came in 15 minutes late, and she looked beautiful—she’s a couple years older than I am. She said I am so sorry, my screening ran over. This is the kind of person by the way where I call from my office cubicle, and her assistant would say, “She’s in LA, call her at this number.” And I would call the number and it would say, “Thank you for calling the Four Seasons Beverly Hills. And I would say is Melina Jeruso available, and they would say “She’s at the pool, can we connect you.” This was the type of person I was dealing with. So she came and sat down and said “You look fabulous. How are you?” And I said, “I will tell you how I am, I hate my fucking job.” And she said, “What are you talking about. You’re a wonderful editor. You’re the best editor, and I love you.” And I said, “A fat lot that does me. I can’t pay my gas bill. I hate Simon & Schuster. I realize that I am your editor, but they really suck. And she said, “Well, I think you’re fabulous.” And I said, “That’s not going to help.” And she said,” I think you should meet my boss.” And I said, “Oh no! I am not starting over. I killed myself to get to this level. I am at the midlevel, and this is where I am staying. And she said, “I don’t think you have to start over.” So she introduced me to the founding editor of More, who’s no longer there now, who then the editor of Ladies’ Home Journal. It helped. Melina was the editor’s pet, and I was associated with her. People gave me a chance. In one case it was because I had five years of book publishing experience at some of the best publishers in New York. It was a start-up magazine, which is the other message I always tell people when I speak on these things, they were able to take a chance on me because they basically had no staff. It was clear I was going to do books from the start, but the day they started asking me to book the covers, which was very early on, in fact I have been doing the job that I am doing now since I got there—my title keeps on changing though. They said, “You seem outgoing, do you want to do entertainment, you’re friends with Melina.” I said “Ok!” I had no idea what a publicist was- it was a happy time [laughter]. Now I am that person at the Four Seasons, and I am the person that is late from that screening, and it all worked out. Do the best you can to make friends with the people who can help you. I was so miserable in book publishing for years, and I still have friends from book publishing. But I always remembered not being able to pay my gas bill. Whenever we have interns in the office, I always go out of my way to give recommendations. So try to befriend the people you for, it’s all about meeting them.

Ron Geraci (Special Projects Editor, AARP The Magazine): I’m Ron Geraci. I just noticed that I am the only guy up here. That shouldn’t dissuade people, men actually do work at magazines, not a lot of them, but there are some men working at magazines. It was Deborah that said, you can’t just go to New York and say you want to be an editor. I feel very invalidated because that is exactly what I did. I sort of bumbled around until — it must have been the Jedi mind trick — someone said “Ok” and gave me the job. I won’t start at birth because I think we’re running out of time. So, I went for my masters in Philadelphia at Drexel University, and I was working at an insurance brokerage firm. Now it took me three years to figure out what that was. When Pfizer needs insurance, they don’t just open up the direct mail envelope like I do when I need insurance, they have to go to a bunch of different places and get the best rate. I was one of the guys who would research companies to see if they could use these people. It was fun for awhile. It was interesting, but I always wanted to work in magazines. That’s all I ever wanted to do. When I got a masters degree, I decided to put my money where my mouth was, and get out of it. It was a pretty comfortable job, the pay was pretty good, better than magazines with the experience I had in magazines, which was nothing. So, I decided that I was going to start writing for magazines, and what I did was I went to visit every single editor that I could find, and some that were referred to me from someone else. I remember going into see the editor of Esquire at that time in 1994, and he looked at me and said, “Who are you, and why are you here?” And I didn’t really have an answer for him. “I don’t know. Your secretary said you were free, so I am here.” I started writing for Men’s Health magazine. I think someone else said find a particular publication that you’re interested in and focus on that. That’s what I did. I liked Men’s Health very much. I got to know the different sections of it. I went to go meet them, and pretty much had the same reaction from the editor. However, he did introduce me to his short features editor, and I don’t mean the guy was short, he actually did the short things in the magazine. That’s where I took off. They guy said, You’ve come all this way, why don’t I give you a small assignment to see how bad you mess up on it, and then you won’t bother us anymore. And I kept writing for the guy- wrote for him on spec. I didn’t just write for him, I reported. I would make five phone calls for a short item. I would interview the doctors and tell them that I didn’t know if it was going to be published or not, but I would hand it to them. I did that for six months. Sure enough, he had something fall out for the section at one point, and he called and he said, “I don’t know if you remember me, but you keep sending me stuff and we’re going to press right now, and I need to run one of your things, would that be ok?” I said, “Absolutely, please do that is why I send it to you.” From then on I was able to send him stuff, and he offered me a job a month later. I took a bit of a pay cut to go to magazines, but it didn’t hurt at all because it was what I wanted to do. And that is how I broke into magazines. 

Patricia Reynoso (Beauty Director, Ladies’ Home Journal): I’m Patricia Reynoso. I recently joined Ladies’ Home Journal in July. Before that I was at W magazine where I was the Senior Beauty Director for a number of years. I am going back 10 years. I used to be a media planner for an ad agency in New York. I have been working a long time—you do the math. I did that for three years. I started out as a secretary at the ad agency, then I dropped out of school. I had bills to pay, no parents to support me, so I became a secretary. I had a really good run there, and I was promoted to Assistant Planner. It was a great, great gig. I am sure you know what a planner is, we help decide where the clients advertising goes, and I dealt a lot with magazines and a little radio and a little TV. Every single time I would meet with a magazine, they would try to sell me why our client should do business with their magazine, and I would say, “Enough about that, tell me about the beauty, who’s the beauty editor, who’s the fashion editor?” And that is what I wanted to hear about. And more and more I started to put together what I loved so much were magazines, I had been reading them forever. As a kid I never watched TV, magazines and newspapers- that is what I loved to do. I loved to write.  I started to make the connection that you could indeed make money doing this. So, I guess I befriended a couple of sales reps, who got me a couple of informational interviews. That is when I also learned to seek out people who will sit down and talk to you. I still do it now. Who doesn’t love to sit down and talk about themselves for 10 minutes, and who thinks that highly of you to be your mentor. I did a lot of that. It never really led to anywhere, but it was a good way to get my name out there. In the midst of this career, I knew that I needed schooling, and I needed to go back to school. So, I went at night to FIT (Fashion Institute of Technology) At my magazine journalism class, the very first day – I don’t know how much you know about FIT – a lot of their instructors are in the business, so the style director of Children’s Fitness was my teacher. She told us what she did, and I just got psyched- my blood started racing. I just could feel that something was going to happen for me. I knew where I wanted to go. I approached her in class, I was really nervous. I said, “If you ever need any sort of editorial assistant.” And three months down the line she gave me a call and I went in for the interview at Children’s Business, a trade paper that Fairchild publishes. I actually spoke at Linda’s class at FIT two weeks ago, and she told the students about story of the day of my interview. She said that before I came in there were a lot of journalism students that were very serious in navy suits. And in walks Patricia, talking a mile a minute, and I told them a story about on the very day of my interview my dad had become a citizen, he had just been naturalized. And I told that whole story. So Linda said she could hear me interviewing a few cubicles down, and she put her head in hands and said, “Patricia stop— you’re ruining it.” She knew who had come before me, and she knew how much more experience they had, and they were more polished, but after I left, that’s why the editor-in-chief said she hired me. She just liked my enthusiasm. On the serious side, she knew I was willing to take a pay cut. And I also lost my office, I had a pretty good gig going at the ad agency.  My parents couldn’t fathom why I was doing this. From day one at Fairchild I knew it just felt right. It’s kinda like in a relationship you just know. It was approaching the teacher after school, that’s what gave me my start. Once your in, you can sort of move your way around and figure out where you fit.

[Chandra opens up the panel for questions]

Question from audience: I am a managing editor at a trade magazine, we report on television, so I actually write a lot of articles about television series, some that are pretty well known like Angel and Smallville. How much of a chance do I have of breaking into consumer magazines? I don’t necessarily want to go back to square one, I don’t think I am at the level where I need to go back to being an editorial assistant, but I don’t even know what level I would fit in. 

Hilary: I don’t see why not, I mean it’s the same job. I think if you can prove that you have management experience and if you know the magazine well, and if there’s a job opening, I don’t see why it would be a problem. 

Patricia: Fairchild was first and foremost a trade newspaper, so for me I worked at Children’s Business and Women’s Wear Daily and there was never a resistance when I moved over to W. I think that if anything it is an advantage, that you have that trade background. For me, having had that trade background, you are just so much better prepared, you’re taught to think like a reporter, and you really are very detail-oriented. It’s getting that extra nugget of information, that extra lingo. 

Deborah: If you’re a managing editor and you do mostly organizational stuff, from day to day, making sure stuff gets done, that definitely translates, it doesn’t matter at all. Some managing editors do edit copy, but a lot of them don’t. A lot of them are just making sure that everything is running on time. If anyone I think I managing editor has a good chance of moving over from trade to consumer more than anyone else. 

Hilary: I have a friend that was a reporter for a million different trade magazines, I don’t remember what they were, but now she’s a reporter at Forbes. She moved directly from the trades to writing at a business magazine. SO yeah it can be done.

Question: What are the odds of sending in your cover letter and resume randomly without a job being open, and do they advise to do that, and how do you know who to send it to?
Laura: Well, actually there was a job posting, so I don’t know if this will answer your question, but they said to send it to HR. I kinda skipped that level. I actually made 12 copies and sent it to every editor on the masthead. That’s what I did. And I sent one to HR.

Deborah: Most people that I know who send resumes in blindly don’t get that much response back, it’s usually the more you can prove to an editor that you actually have great familiarity with the magazine and the people on the masthead. And I don’t know a lot of people who have had success sending their resumes directly to HR. The most people I know who had success with sending it directly to the editor, then might send it back to HR and say they want to interview this person. If I get an e-mail that says, for instance, “Chandra Czape said I should get in touch with you,” I will pay attention. That should be your first line, whoever you know, whoever your contact is.

Ron: Some times it is better to talk to an executive or a deputy or even an associate editor. An associate or a senior might not be able to hire, but they can get you noticed. They might be better to talk to than the editor in chief. That goes magazine to magazine though. I know the magazines that I have been to, the editor in chief, if he receive it, he would take it very seriously if he gave you a reference or that happened very rarely, most often he would shuttle them away because he was trying not to burden people.  

Deborah: Have you tried to write for them first? Keep trying to write for them and then maybe eventually you’ll get the piece. And if you have a good relationship with them, then that is a good way to get to know them. Keep sending in pieces. Don’t try both at the same time- I want a job and I want to write for you. Just try to write for them.

Question: Is it foolish to want to be an editor without wanting to be a writer?

Hilary: I am of the mind as somebody who is a pure editor that it must be very frustrating as a writer to be an editor because you spend all your time and energy making somebody else’s stuff good. And if you really want to be doing it yourself, I think it would be the ultimate frustrating job. If you’re somebody who likes to be in the background, you cares about the integrity of the piece, and likes writing enough to do a lot of serious rewriting, if someone like me when faced with a blank computer screen, it’s kinda not your bag, you just like to get to the editing phase where you make it better, I think that’s a good way to gage which you’d rather do. I think the best editors are good writers that have no desire to do it themselves. I think it would be way more fun as a writer to write than to edit. 

Question:  Can you define “on spec” and what that means?
Ron:  On spec means that you write something and they can throw it away, they don’t need to call you about it, they can if they want to be nice. But you’re saying, “Here I wrote this, I would love you to buy it, if it doesn’t, no pressure.” Not a good way to proceed with most people. It’s kinda prostituting yourself a little bit. When you have nothing and you’re starting out it may be the only way for someone to see your work and show that you can report, which is important for starting out in magazines. Your word-smithing abilities in starting out- generally there is going to be somebody above you who is going to want to do that and take credit for it- there going to want you to get the information. When I was going to see these people, I wasn’t asking them for a job. As soon as you ask someone for a job, and they don’t have one or think you’re qualified, they kind of shut down because they know disappointment is ultimately at the end of this conversation. But I was just trying to see if they would talk to me for a few minutes and tell me how to break into that particular magazine. And I would demonstrate knowledge about that particular magazine, I would know who headed each section and know what they ran in those sections for the past three issues. People like that because editors often have tunnel vision on their publication and they think the whole world knows what the Family Matters column was in the September issue of 2001. They live, eat and breathe this magazine, so when you demonstrate that you know something, they kinda turn on. When you ask them for a job or say, “I’m looking for a job,” that can shut down some people. It’s good to be aggressive and tell them your intentions. But if you have little basis to demonstrate your ability to come in and do that a lot of people might be more willing to just send you to HR as you’re going to create an awkward situation.

Question: I can’t decide if editorial or advertising is more my thing? 

Patricia: With Ladies’ Home Journal we have a pretty active promotion and advertising department. They have a lot going on in terms of promoting the magazine and events at beauty salons. I see those girls and it looks like a fun job. It looks like you get a taste of the editorial world, but if writing is not your thing- it seems that you get a taste of it and you’re not entrenched in words. For example my beauty advertising team had an even tat the John Barret Salon at Bergdorf Goodman for their top 50 beauty clients. So that would be the Revoln, Loreal and all those folks- and the draw, more than the free haircuts was that they would get to talk to me. So I can on. And you know editorial and advertising are supposed to be kept very separate, so they asked for my attendance that night, and I had to clear it with my editor in chief. There are a lot of people on that staff, I don’t know what the break down is, but there is always someone calling me for some event. If you have the personality, if you’re outgoing it’s worth pursuing.

Laura: I actually worked in promotional advertising. I was doing sweepstakes for frozen pizzas. Right now working in the editorial, we don’t intermingle too much. They don’t even invite us to their parties, which is (whispers) bullshit. We’re kinda like the immature children making trouble, and their the grown-ups wearing the suit and tie everyday. 

Hilary: Lately in the past year, I have been involved with spearheading some of our marketing programs and special projects that relate to celebrities. In four years I never really saw the marketing department, that was my sense too- they were business people, and it is very separate, but I have put together this award program, which I worked on last year and I am working on this year. And it is a very different job because I think being an editor in great, but it is much more taking the magazine and packaging it. We come up with a celebrity to give an award to for achievement, and the marketing people are figuring out who it is, who to invite, how much of a budget, where is it held, who will come. It’s related, but very different from being an editor. 

Question: In informational interviews, do you contact the editor or HR? In the informational interview what points should you highlight? What is the number-one quality you are looking for in someone?

Deborah: I just got an e-mail from a total stranger requesting an informational interview, and I said, “Why me?” I was kinda flattered. I am going to write her back and probably do it because I think it’s pretty bold. I think it’s actually a good idea. 

Ron: I would always pick an editor to have an informational interview with.  I would pick the person based on what they’re doing. It should be a particular magazine that you’re interested in and a particular section that you’re interested in. You’re seeking out this individual for a reason not because they’re the only one that answered the phone. I wouldn’t mess with HR for informational interviews.

Vanessa:  The only thing I would add to that- actually I am looking into doing some informational interviews with people that higher level than I am because I do want to get to that next step. I would go in obviously knowing about the magazine, just purely no agenda, just, “I want advice.” I just want to hear what advice you have to give me about whatever it is. It is very flattering to have someone come to you and say you’ve done it, you’re successful, just give me some pointers. I think that’s all you really have to do. I wouldn’t concentrate that much on trying to sell them on you because through that conversation you’re just trying to make a connection and build a relationship and maybe a couple of months down the line they will think of you if a job comes up. It’s building that relationship that is really important. 

Patricia: Also making that connection with that one person can net you six more connections because definitely in the beauty world, having been doing beauty for 6 or 7 years, it’s so incestuous, it’s such a clique, everyone knows everyone and they all move around. We rely on each other, when I was looking for an associate beauty editor I turned to my colleagues at work. If you made an impression on me- I think you asked what are we looking for- when I was interviewing I was seeing so many young girls, what I look for is being serious and hard working and friendly and accessible- that combination. Let’s say you were meeting with me for purely informational purposes, and at that moment I didn’t have anything, I would then say, “Jane, are you looking for someone because I met this great girl, you should check her out.” We tend to hold on to resumes, and we go back into our pile. 

Question: How do you nurture your relationships with your contacts even when you’re not looking for a job?
Deborah: Go out drinking with them? [Laughter] If you haven’t heard the big news, my editor got fired last week, and I work at Lifetime. And what this usually means is  the new editor comes in and there’s a possibility that she might fire everyone and bring in her own people, so it’s a scary time. Just because I have been doing this for seven years, I feel ok that if she brings in her own people, just from knowing everybody, it’s going to be fine. That people are going to think of you if things open up. 

Vanessa: I am really big with notes, even if I haven’t seen anyone in a long time. IF I read something about them in a magazine, if I thought a story in their magazine was really great, I might just drop them a note, “ I really loved that article, I haven’t seen you in a while, can we try to get together for lunch?” Maybe I heard that they were trying to put together a story, and I saw an article that might really be helpful to them, I might just clip that and send it to them. Just a way of keeping a connection that doesn’t take a whole lot of time. 

Question: What can you do if you’re interviewing at a magazine that you don’t regularly read?

Hilary: I think whether or not you read the magazine, the advice is the same, if you want the job and if you’re serious about being hired, you better go back and read 10 issues. There is a section of the New York Public Library where they keep them all on file. If you want the job, this goes for interviewing and writing for the magazine, know the magazine. As was already said tonight, the editors are flattered when pitching your piece and you say, “I think this would be great for this slot in you r magazine, that immediately stands out, that somebody bothered to know my little subhead name. Even if its not a magazine you read all the time, if you really want to bother to get the job, read as much as you can to get a sense of who the readers are, why the magazine is there, and what you can do to add to it. 

Question: Tell me more about  the summer NYU program.

Vanessa: The NYU program was great for me because it was only a couple of weeks and I could take that tie off and not be hurt in terms of money. Also it was great because they brought in top notch editors from various magazines- you get to speak with after class. I just thought it offered a lot of opportunity to be  in faces of the people you might want to work for. I also later on went to Columbia grad school for journalism. I did take a year off and do that, and that was really helpful to me because I was a fashion writer, and I was starting to get pigeon-holed as a fashion writer. And I knew that I wanted to write other kinds of things, but might have trouble convincing editors that I could write other things. And because I had the retail experience, my background was a little back and forth, I thought I needed a stronger foundation. It was called the Summer Publishing Institute. At the time it was like 4 weeks of book publishing and 4 weeks of magazine publishing when I took it in 1993.

Question: What do you write in your cover letter? Do you try to play it straight and tell them about your experience, even if it’s in book publishing, or do you try to wow them with your creativity?

Hilary: I would say that with all cover letters, when I am reading cover letters, I don’t want to be wowed. I want the point, cut to the chase. Tell me what you know, where you’ve worked, and don’t try to make it seem like you’ve done more than you’ve done. I think that 3 years of book publishing experience is a related field, you have a passion for magazines. I would be more impressed if you said you loved this, this and this about your magazine and this is how I can contribute to it. I think that in applying for jobs and pitching pieces, people are more interested in knowing what you can do for them. IF you’re enthusiastic and smart and a well written and concise coverletter, I am much more inclined to pass on that on.

Chandra: I’m sure folks are interested in knowing but are afraid to ask: Can you tell us what you were getting paid in your pre-magazine job and what you’re getting paid now?

Deborah: I was making $40,000 in paralegal, and I went down to $27,500. 

Laura: I was making $32,000 as a copywriter, and I moved down to $26,000. And I had to move to New York where I had to pay twice the rent.

V-I was making about $40,000 for product development manger, and I took a cut to $23,000, which meant I had to move back in with my parents, but I did it.

Hilary: This is just a testament to just how little book publishing pays, after 5 years of book publishing, I was an associate editor, I was making $29,000. Then I went to More and made $45,000.

Ron: I was making $3.5 million. (laughter) I was making $36,000 my last year at the brokerage firm. Men’s Health started me at $28,500. 

Patricia: I think I was making $32,000 and I got $26,000 at Children’s Business.

Deb: The thing about the pay cut, once you get in, you can start free lancing. And can actually  make more money. I would take anything to make extra money. I wouldn’t get scared by that. People say there is no money in publishing, but there is a lot of money in publishing. Just go to a newsstand- there is a lot of magazines out there, and people are doing quite well. If you really suck, there is no money in publishing, but if you do well and get promoted, you’re going to do ok. I wouldn’t get disappointed by the money. 

Hilary: Within publishing if you want actual normal money, I would go to the advertising side- they’re the ones that get paid. They get bonuses.

Question: I wonder how you address that in interviews. How do you convince them that you’d be willing to take a pay cut?

Vanessa: I was just so passionate about wanting to work in magazines that after hearing me say it ad nauseum. If you sincerely mean it- I mean who wouldn’t want someone with tons of work experience. To have someone like that as an assistant really is a boon to an editor. You just have to play that up.

Question: Should you send your resume by E-mail or snail mail? And how do you follow up?

Deborah: I like e-mail. I hate snail mail. I have my E-mail in front of me all day, and I am obsessed it it, and I will read everything that comes in.  [Whole panel nods in agreement]

Chandra:  Hand written thank you notes much appreciated in our high tech world.

Question: I feel my journalism experience is dated, I got a degree in journalism and I have been an editorial assistant, and I want to break back into the magazine business. I got side-tracked for about a year and a half in finance, and I want to go back to magazines.  

Ron: There must be something relevant that you did with your finance  background that you did that you could mine. 

Hilary: Being an editorial assistant doesn’t become dated. It varies from editor to editor, but in any case there is a range. I think you should just start applying for entry level jobs and emphasize that your passion is magazines. 

Deborah: I would say try to get clips that are current and new. 

Chandra: Get in touch with your old boss. Maybe he or she can help you make new contacts?

Question: What is the difference between “on spec” and a query?

Hilary: On spec you write the entire piece. A query is asking to be able to write the piece. I think for first time writers it is safer to do it on spec because it is very hard to get a clip if you have no experience. I think writing something on spec shows your enthusiasm. You’re bothering to do that work. I think you can make it look like you wrote it just for that publication, you can have one article and tailor it to five different magazines. 

Chandra: You can pitch the article, but you don’t have to write it unless they want to write it.

Ron: IF you are going to do it on spec, it may be better to find a section that has shorts, where there is a lot of churn, where they have 25 things. A lot of entry level people when they approach will ask to do a 1,500 word article. You’re not going to really trust someone that you don’t know with that first time out of the box. But if you can report a 250 word item well, that shows you can do a 600 word item competently and so forth. 

Chandra:  If you pitch for instance a profile. In Ladies Home Journal we have section of one page profiles. If you pitch a proposal to write about a certain person, so can still do it as a proposal, and you would say, “I will write this on spec.” So then you’re saying, “You don’t have to pay me unless you publish it. I will all this work absolute for free.” Usually, when I writer pitches a story idea, and the editor says, “Yes, we want to do it.” Then they send you a contract, and they pay you once the article is accepted. So, you’re taking the risk that you are never going to get paid. It is a way to say, “I might take a little of your time, but I am not going to take your money.” 

Question:  In my job I have contact with magazine editors? Would it be sneaky to ask them to speak with them about business and try to schedule and informational interview with them?

Hilary: That is exactly what you should be doing. Any way can get in. I tend to not give a lot of informational interviews. I get asked all the time because my name is on my college Web site. I do it over the phone. So you might want to see if you can schedule a phone date. 

Question:  I don’t have many clips since I was an English major where I wrote theoretical essays, but I want to be an editor, and I have no desire to be a writer.

Hilary: I feel like when we look for assistants, we don’t necessarily look for someone with clips. It helps if you have clips if you hope to write a lot of short features in the magazine. My personal experience is not that I needed clips to get in.

Chandra: I think it’s the enthusiasm that gets you the job. I know it’s clichéd but true.

Deborah: The thing is the higher up in the business you go, the less you write. I personally write a lot that’s only because I want to. 

Vanessa: You might want to ask them to give you a writing test. 

Hilary: You should volunteer to write for free newspapers. When I tried out for my job having never worked in magazines, I did an edit test. I think most editorial assistants get edit tests, very rarely are you asked to write. 

[Time is up; Chandra thanks the management of San Marcos for giving us the space to host this event and also thanks the staff and volunteers for Ed2010.]

A special thanks to Jennifer Prestigiacomo for transcribing the panel discussion so everyone who couldn’t attend could read what happened. 
