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This story I just finished might be my best yet. It's got a talking rabbit in it, and a psychic baby, and-I 
don't want to give it all away, but what I'm saying is, it has a real shot. I stayed awake for two nights on 
the final edit, and then I began thinking about a home for my new story, called "Mr. Marotta's Ashes 
Have the Personality of a Grouchy Old Man" (for reasons that become clear once you read the story). I 
won't mention the actual journal I had in mind. We'll call it the Small City Review, and I can tell you that 
it's a good, reputable university journal. I logged on to its website, clicked on the link to submission 
guidelines, and after scanning for the current editor's name and the address, I read the following: 

We consider it unethical to submit the same work simultaneously to more than one 
publisher. 

In the few months since beginning to submit my stories, I've noticed that some magazines accept 
simultaneous submissions, while others don't. But I'd never seen it written so boldly: Unethical! 
Suddenly, just thinking about simultaneously submitting made me feel dirty. 

Confused, too, because like I said, some journals evidently don't find it dirty. Here at my own 
university's literary journal where I'm an associate editor, we've always accepted simultaneous 
submissions. No sweat. A strange thing, then, that one journal considers a procedure to be morally 
repugnant while another journal, similar in size, circulation, and reputation, doesn't. 

I decided to read the submission guidelines of several literary journals to see what the literary universe 
of 2002 considered accepted practice. Of the 58 journals that I investigated (i.e. that we had on the 
bookshelf), 35 either accept simultaneous submissions or are silent on the matter, and 23 do not. Of 
these, usually the message is brief: We do not accept simultaneous submissions. Usually, ethics are not 
mentioned outright. 

Which brings us back to the Small City Review's website. Immediately following the statement that it is 
unethical to submit simultaneously, was this statement: 

We try to respond to submissions in four months. 

Considering the Small City Review's two messages back-to-back, I sensed something was off kilter. Not 
right. Now, having had a couple of days to think about it, I've concluded that there is a problem. It's not 
a literary problem, though. Rather, it's a mathematical one. 

You see, the plain fact is that I have a very small chance of being published at any given literary journal. 
I'm not being pessimistic, either, nor am I saying that I'm a lousy fiction writer, or moaning about the 
state of literature or publishing or anything like that. All I'm saying is the basic truth that when my story 
hits a slush pile, it becomes one of hundreds of other stories, many competently written, some excellent, 
and that the sheer volume of stories submitted when compared to the small number of stories accepted 
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makes getting any particular story accepted very challenging. If you were to look at the acceptance rate 
at most journals, I'll bet it's around 1%. That's about what our acceptance rate is for fiction at the journal 
where I work. One percent. A little less, actually. 

And yet I believe there is reason for me to feel optimistic: From the slush I read every day, I know my 
stuff is better than at least half of what comes through our door. To break it down, I'd estimate that 10 or 
15% of the stories we receive are lacking in basic craft, or are heavily colored by genre, stories 
involving "ample bosoms" and "cowboy hands," or are submitted in longhand, or by high-schoolers or 
convicts without a basic sense of grammar or syntax. Another 30%, though better than the first group, 
just aren't any good. Once these stories are gone through and have been returned in their SASEs, though, 
that's when we enter the vast realm of subjectivity. 

From reading slush, about 40 stories a week, I've learned what every reader at a literary journal 
eventually learns. Sometimes I prefer happy stories, sometimes gloomy ones. Sometimes I like lyrical 
writing, while other times lyrical writing drives me bananas and all I want is for the author to tell me the 
damn story. One morning a character will seem typical who that afternoon will strike me as particular. 
Sometimes it really bugs me when authors get cute in their cover letters, telling me about former careers 
as ski instructors and chicken-wire salesmen and chess masters and bounty hunters, and though I know it 
shouldn't affect my reading of the story, it does anyway. Other days I let it slide. Sometimes I don't feel 
like reading another story about cancer. Or puppies. Or novelists. 

On any given day, my story "Mr. Marotta's Ashes Have the Personality of a Grouchy Old Man" might 
get a form rejection, or maybe a form with somebody's initials added, or, possibly, an encouraging note, 
like, "Thanks! Nice title!" Maybe it will catch an associate editor on a good day, and it will get passed 
along to the Fiction Editor. 

Like I said, I'm optimistic, and because I am, I'm going to say that my chance of being accepted isn't one 
percent after all, but five. Five percent. One in twenty. 

Why 5%? Beats me. I figure that my writing is good enough to get me out of the 1% category, while 10 
or 20% seems far too optimistic. So let's say that our theoretical story, "Mr. Marotta's Ashes Have the 
Personality of a Grouchy Old Man," (which isn't really theoretical at all because it's mine and I've 
written it) has a 5% chance of being accepted at our theoretical literary journal (also not theoretical-I'm 
looking at it on the bookshelf right now). And if you still think I'm being optimistic with the 5% 
business, then good: The point I'm about to make will be even more dramatic. 

Given my 5% chance of acceptance, then here's the $64,000 question: When will "Mr. Marotta's Ashes 
Have the Personality of a Grouchy Old Man" get accepted? 

First, let's review the assumptions: 

Using the Small City Review as our model, we are assuming that I do not submit simultaneously;  
We are assuming that all journals, like the Small City Review, take four months to respond to 
manuscripts;  
My chance of getting a story accepted: 5%  

Before we proceed, one other thing you need to know: Generally in statistics, something is considered 
statistically significant when it has a 95% chance of occurring. 

Now we can start crunching numbers. 
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That is, we could start crunching numbers if I were any good at math. Unfortunately, the last math class 
I took was in the 11th grade. Fortunately, my friend Josh who lives in New Jersey is a math professor. 

"You want me to what?" he asked. "At 10:30 on a Friday night? Fine. Get a pencil." 

Equally fortunate, Josh's social life is seriously lacking. 

As, he pointed out, is mine. 

Anyway, Josh explained to me that we want to find out how many submissions are required to guarantee 
a 95% chance of getting accepted. This is the same mathematical question as asking how many 
submissions are required to guarantee a 5% chance of NOT getting accepted at all. 

Since each submission brings a 95% chance of failure, then the chance of two submissions in a row 
failing must be (.95) to the 2nd power. Three submissions in a row have a (.95) to the 3rd chance of 
failing. Similarly, X submissions in a row have a (.95) to the X power chance of failing. So if we want X 
submissions in a row to have a 5% chance of failing, we set (.95) to the X power equal to 0.05. 

Mathematically, this can be expressed as: 

.95x = .05
 

log (.95)x = log (.05)
 

X log (.95) = log (.05) 

X log (.95)/log (.95) = log (.05)/log (.95) 

log (.95) log (.95) 

X = log (.05)/log (.95) 

X = 58.4 submissions 

(Note: This non-integer must be rounded up to 59, since we can't make a partial submission, and at 58 
submissions we haven't reached the 95% certainty.) 

The answer: We are statistically confident that my story "Mr. Marotta's Ashes Have the Personality of a 
Grouchy Old Man" will be accepted for publication after 59 submissions. 

Remember the assumptions: I do not multiply submit, and the average response time, like that of the 
Small City Review, is four months, or about 122 days. Thus I can rest assured that my story will be 
accepted after 7,198 days, or. 19.72 years. 

Let's talk about the year 2022. 

In the year 2022, my nephew Jake, now unable to count past 12 (not because he's slow; rather, because 
he's two) will be graduating from college. My parents will be pushing 80. I'll be 52 then, my chances of 
ever playing point guard in the NBA rapidly approaching nil. My friend Josh will be thinking retirement. 
Diseases will have cures. Others will appear. Continents will drift. The Rolling Stones will be on tour 
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still, but many other things will be different, obviously.

I'm thinking, though, as perhaps you are, that the Small City Review isn't typical in its response time. 
Four months to respond to an unsolicited manuscript is awfully long. I think that most journals average 
about two to three months for a response. Let's say an average of 2.5 months, or 45 days. 

So it won't really take 19.72 years after all for "Mr. Marotta's Ashes Have the Personality of a Grouchy 
Old Man" to get published. Instead, it will take only 7.3 years. 

But that, too, is an overstatement. Because I've got not just one story that I want to send out, but five. 
The 59 submissions can be split among these five stories, making it 95% certain that one of them will be 
accepted after just 12 submissions, or, given the 45-day average response, 540 days (1.5 years). 
However, for all five stories to get published, given my assumptions, I'm back to 7.3 years. That's a full 
career in the NFL. It's a bunch of Olympics. If you broke a mirror, it's enough time for the bad luck to 
leave your system. 

Am I suggesting that authors shotgun their manuscripts to every publication in the Writer's Market? Of 
course not. Who's got that kind of time, and anyway, to me the entire submission process is based on 
good faith-the writer is responsible for perusing literary journals carefully, finding those that jibe with 
his or her own writing, etc. Of course. But it does seem that if a journal is truly dedicated to reading and 
publishing unsolicited manuscripts, and particularly to working with new writers, then its editors won't 
mind if its submitters have also sent their work to two or three other journals. 

And as for the Small City Review: I'm very, very sorry, but "Mr. Marotta's Ashes Have the Personality of 
a Grouchy Old Man" can't afford to wait 19 years. Nothing personal-it's only math. 

AWP 

Michael P. Kardos is working on a novel, The Soundman, which chronicles the rise and fall of a heavy-
metal band from New Jersey. He played the drums professionally in the New York area before enrolling 
in the Ohio State University's MFA program in fiction, where he is currently in his third year 

Page 4 of 4AWP eLink

5/18/2010http://www.awpwriter.org/login/m/awpChron/articles/mkardos01.lasso


