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I want to write for readers who can perform miracles. Only children perform miracles when they read.


Astrid Lindgren



In our time, when the literature for adults is deteriorating, good books for children are the only hope, the only refuge.


Isaac Bashevis Singer



“Thou shalt not” is soon forgotten, but “Once upon a time” lasts forever.


Philip Pullman



A person is a fool to become a writer.


Roald Dahl
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Getting Started



Let me begin with a word of caution. If you’re thinking of taking up children’s writing as a lark or as an easy way to make money, my advice is: Forget it.



True, there are always those beginning writers who will whip out a children’s story, sell it to a publisher on the first try, and wind up with a successful book. But for most of us, entering the profession takes years of practice, self-education, and not a little frustration. And there’s more of that after we’re published.


But if you’re serious about writing for children, this book should significantly speed and simplify your professional development. Though not at all meant to be comprehensive, it lays out the basics, points you toward additional resources, and most importantly, provides tips and strategies not commonly found elsewhere. Along with that, it offers detailed looks at some of my own specialties and points out changes due to new technologies.


The material comes from several sources. Most of the Introduction and Part 1 is based on handouts created for my former classes and workshops on writing for children. Part 2 consists of articles first written for Once Upon A Time or the SCBWI Bulletin — the newsletter of the Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators. All materials were then updated as needed for this book.


Reflecting my own expertise, the focus here is on writing picture book stories and selling them to traditional publishers. Much of the information, though, will apply to other areas of children’s writing as well — and having engaged more recently in self publishing, I’ve added material on that too.



I hope this guide will help in your professional and/or personal growth. Good luck, and don’t forget to have fun!








 

[image: ]


Please Note!


Though comments on this book are welcome, Aaron regrets he cannot provide help individually to aspiring writers.
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Introduction
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Dangerous Myths and Terrible Truths
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This is not the beginning of the book. If it opened here automatically, please page backward for important information.
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MYTH: Children’s books are easier to write than adult books.


TRUTH: Good writing is difficult no matter what the reader’s age — and children deserve the best.



MYTH: Picture books are the easiest children’s books to write.


TRUTH: Picture books may be the hardest — because they demand conciseness, simplicity, and a visual sense. Also, the competition is greater, because more people try them.



MYTH: A children’s book writer must first write for magazines.


TRUTH: Writing for magazines can teach you a lot, but it is different in some ways from book writing. And though magazine credits may catch a book editor’s eye, they won’t sell your manuscript. If books are your goal, you might do well to jump right in.



MYTH: Children’s stories should teach lessons.


TRUTH: Good children’s stories do not preach. Instead, they educate for life, by exploring significant themes — as do good adult stories.


MYTH: Since my kids/neighbors/students like my story, it will make a great book.


TRUTH: Your kids/neighbors/students may like it only because it’s yours, or because they enjoy your reading. This does not impress editors.


MYTH: Writing in rhyme will give my story more appeal.


TRUTH: Stories in rhyme are especially hard to do well, so editors look at them skeptically. In most cases, you should avoid rhyme.


MYTH: I must find an illustrator for my picture book manuscript.


TRUTH: Unless you’re an artist yourself, editors will want to match you with professional illustrators of their own choice. Sending someone else’s pictures with your words can count against you.


MYTH: To sell my work, I must get an agent.


TRUTH: Though it has become harder to sell children’s books without an agent, you can still do it — and getting an agent may be as hard as getting a publisher. Agents are more useful and available once you’ve sold on your own.



MYTH: My chances are better if I submit to small publishers.


TRUTH: Not unless your book is specialized. Small publishers issue fewer books and must often be cautious in their selections. Large publishers can afford to take an occasional chance.


MYTH: Book editors don’t like multiple submissions.


TRUTH: Regardless of official pronouncements, most editors no longer discriminate. They sympathize with the reasons for multiple submitting and have even come to expect it.



MYTH: When submitting, I must protect my ideas from theft.


TRUTH: Theft by children’s publishers is rare. Ideas are plentiful, so editors are more concerned about finding writers who can handle them. In any case, copyright law protects your work — without any official registration or notice.


MYTH: The longer a publisher takes to respond, the more interested they are in my manuscript.


TRUTH: Your submission could as easily be lost or sitting in a pile unread. Some publishers can take half a year or more to merely glance at your story — or more than a year to reject it. Others do not respond at all to stories they do not want.



MYTH: Once I’ve sold my first book, the same publisher will buy more.


TRUTH: Maybe, maybe not. Picture book texts especially are likely to be judged individually, unless you are wildly successful.


MYTH: Once I’ve sold a book, my writing will support me.


TRUTH: Few published writers are supported entirely by their writing. Most work in regular jobs and write in their spare time. Others supplement their writing with public appearances and teaching.


MYTH: If I write well, I am sure to succeed.


TRUTH: Good writing must be coupled with aggressive, persistent marketing. Otherwise, you might never find an editor who cares enough about your work to publish it — or an audience that cares enough to read it.
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Part 1


THE BASICS
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Writing Your Story



Here are the elements that editors, reviewers, and to some extent readers will look for in your story. Take them as general guidelines. Good writers often break rules — but they know when they’re doing it!



Theme


A theme is an insight or viewpoint or concept that a story conveys. If an editor says your story is “slight,” this may mean you have no significant theme.


Don’t blurt out your theme. Let it emerge from the story. If you must come out and say it, do it in dialog, not narration.


Avoid preaching. Children’s stories should be explorations of life — not Sunday school lessons.


Keep your theme positive. If writing about a social problem, offer constructive ways for your readers to deal with it.



Plot


Plot is normally built around a conflict involving the main character — for instance, with another character, or with circumstances, or within him- or herself. A story may succeed without conflict — especially if for preschoolers — but not without another device to hold attention.


Conflict often takes the form of a problem the main character must resolve. The character should succeed or fail at least in part through his or her own efforts. Most often — especially in realistic fiction — the character learns or grows in the process. The lesson or growth conveys the theme.



The conflict should result in increasing dramatic tension, which peaks or “climaxes” towards the end, then resolves.


The basic sequence of plot stages is: arrival of conflict, initial success of the main character, reversals, final victory, and outcome. The success-reversal sequence may repeat.


A novel may have several conflicts, but a short story or picture book should have only one.



Move the plot forward with events and action, rather than with internal musings. Show, don’t tell.



Story Structure



At the beginning, jump right into the action. At the end, bring the story to a prompt close.


Keep the structure as simple as possible. In a picture book, keep the action in chronological order without flashbacks — inserted scenes from an earlier time.


For a picture book story, make sure you have enough scenes — locations — to provide variety in the illustrations. For a magazine story, on the other hand, don’t have too many, as space limits the number of scenes that can be illustrated. The number of scenes determines whether a story is best suited to a picture book or a magazine.



For your narration, choose as best suits your story between first person and third person. In first person, the story is told by one of its characters — “I did this.” In third person, it’s told as if by an outside observer — “They did that.” First person is popular with middle-grade and young-adult readers as it creates instant intimacy and can convey lively wit and emotion. But it can confuse younger listeners, so it should seldom be used in early picture books. Third person is fine for any age, and permits the writer more sophisticated language and observations.


Whether written in first or third person, the story should generally be told through the eyes of a single character — usually the main character. This is called point of view. Sudden shifts in the story’s point of view can jolt and disorient the reader. To keep it consistent, narrate only what your chosen character would know, and nothing he or she would not — for example, someone else’s thought, or something out of sight. If you do need to switch to a different point of view, set up a separate section or chapter for it.



Choose a time — past or present tense — and keep it consistent. In past tense, the story’s events are narrated as having already happened — “She did that.” In present tense, the story’s events are described as happening now — “He does this.” Most stories by far are in past tense, and that’s always a safe choice.


Characters


Before you start writing, know your characters thoroughly.


Your main character should be someone the reader can identify and/or sympathize with. In general, he or she should be near the top age of your intended readers. (The character may be older, though, for folk and fairy tales, talking animal stories, and other magical or whimsical tales.)


Identify your characters with one or more telling details — a physical trait, a mannerism, a favorite phrase. A complete description is not needed.


Setting


Set your story in a place and time that will be interesting or familiar.


In a picture book, describe the setting only sparingly and let the illustrator provide the details.


Style and Tone



Write simply and directly, in short words, short sentences, short paragraphs.


Use dialog wherever possible. Use direct quotes instead of indirect. (Example: “Go away!” instead of “He told her to go away.”) Aim to make dialog at least one-third of your story.


Avoid big chunks of narration — especially description. Often you can split it into smaller pieces, or convey information in dialog. (Example: “I like your purple hair.”)


Use language that creates an atmosphere or tone suited to your story.


For younger children, use poetic devices like rhythm, repetition, alliteration (“Peter Piper picked a peck”), and rhyme — though generally without writing verse.


Avoid being cutesy or sweet or sentimental or condescending.


The strongest children’s stories have well-developed themes, engaging plots, suitable structure, memorable characters, well-chosen settings, and attractive style. For best results, build strength in all areas.



OEBPS/image007.gif





OEBPS/image008.gif





OEBPS/image005.gif





OEBPS/image006.gif





OEBPS/image003.gif





OEBPS/image001.gif





OEBPS/image004.gif





OEBPS/image002.gif





OEBPS/image009.gif





OEBPS/image011.gif





OEBPS/image010.gif





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THE BUSINESS OF
WRITING FOR






OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Title Page


    		About the Author


    		Quotes


    		Getting Started


    		INTRODUCTION


    		Dangerous Myths and Terrible Truths


    		PART 1 ~ THE BASICS


    		Writing Your Story


    		WriterSpeak #1: Book Categories


    		Submitting Your Manuscript


    		WriterSpeak #2: Book Publishers


    		Negotiating Your Contract


    		The Publishing Process


    		WriterSpeak #3: Booksellers


    		Building Your Career


    		Self Publishing


    		Writerspeak #4: Publishing Services


    		PART 2 ~ THE INSIDE STORY


    		Script Your Story!


    		Words That Make Pictures


    		Rhythm and the Readaloud


    		Researching the Folktale


    		In Praise of Post-its


    		The Picture Book Query


    		10 Ways to Promote a First Book


    		Promo Pages for the Children’s Author


    		Info For Author Days


    		More Books for You


  




  
    		Cover


  




