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Meet the authors



Welcome to Write a Children’s Book And Get it Published!



Allan Frewin Jones


When I first decided I would like to see some of my writing in print, way back in the mists of time, I found a book on how to write. I have now only one clear memory of that book – in the introduction the author made the following comment: ‘There are no dumb Miltons out there.’


Hmmmm. Interesting. I took the gist of this observation to be that ‘talent will out’ or, to put it another way: if you’re any good, you will be published. He should have added the caveat: … eventually, and if you really work at it.


I found this really rather inspiring, which is why I now pass it on to you, amended to chime with the times, and more than three decades and close to 100 published children’s books down the line: There are no dumb J. K. Rowlings out there.


I was told early on that a writer’s life is one of ‘famine and feast’ – and that is certainly true for those of us who don’t immediately strike commercial gold. I carried on working full time for five years after my first book was published, although in that time another seven books of mine hit the shops.


Luck also comes into the equation. I was made redundant at the same time as a ‘book packager’ was on the lookout for people to write a mystery series. My redundancy pay allowed me to buy a word processor, and I got busy. Within ten months I was a full-time writer.


Over the years I have adapted to writing in different genres – romance, adventure, detective, supernatural and fantasy – and for different markets ranging from younger readers to teens.


What I love about the writing business is the fact that, once published, you step onto the first rung of a ladder which can take you anywhere.



Lesley Pollinger


I’ve read a great many children’s books, written a handful, and grew up and now work in the publishing and media industry. I have an idea of how it all works, what works, who does what, what’s happening next trend-wise, and I also get the tingles when I discover a new writer or a piece of work which I just know I can get published in some format.


I spent much of my childhood reading. At home, when I wasn’t dancing, singing, climbing trees or building dens I was reading, reading, reading. I read all the Katy books, the affordable Ladybird series, Greek myths, Grimm’s tales, Arthurian tales, historical fiction, classics, every war story, escape adventure and Paul Brickhill book I could find. I devoured science fiction, Pan books of horror stories, non-fiction, comics, and joined the I SPY club, buying the whole series.


I joined my father’s authors’ agency in 1985, cutting my teeth on women’s short story fiction. Being a late starter to publishing (I moved to the agency from a job in the police force) I went on Book House Training Centre courses (later becoming an occasional lecturer), made firm friends through the Society of Young Publishers, Federation of Children’s Book Groups, Women in Publishing and the Children’s Book Circle, and opened and ran a children’s bookshop. I took on the role of creating a bespoke children’s author list at the agency, and there came across a client called Allan Frewin Jones. After reading one of his scripts, The Mole and Beverley Miller, I thought ‘Wow!’, and that was the really the beginning of my professional career in the world of children’s writing. What happened next would take up a whole book, so for another instalment, you’ll need to check out the website which accompanies this book and I’ll tell you some more stories!





1: Only got a minute?



From your imagination to the printed page, the process that turns a talented amateur writer of children’s books into a published author is a complicated one.


At a basic level, you need to think about where ideas come from, how they clash and combine to produce fresh concepts. How do you make sure a good idea is not lost in the hurly-burly of everyday life? One important thing to do from the start is set up a writing zone for yourself. Then you need to equip yourself with whatever tools you need. For the modern writer, computers and the internet have become indispensable.


There are specific problems and challenges facing the writer of children’s books, and an understanding of them will increase your chances of success. You need to consider your market and target audience carefully. Think about the full diversity of the markets that are aimed at children – from first-readers for toddlers, through to stand-alone novels for young adults, from non-fiction to full-colour picture books, from series fiction to ‘issue’ books, covering every subject from genetics to school bullying.


Acquiring the knowledge of how to approach publishers and literary agents in a professional and arresting way is invaluable. There are professional skills and techniques to learn that will engage commissioning editors and draw their attention, setting you apart from the amateur pack.


When your book attracts the interest of the publishing world, it will be just the beginning of a process that takes your original book or concept to the next level – and then on to the point where it becomes a publishable product.





5: Only got five minutes?



Writing for children is not an easy option. It is part of a highly diverse marketplace that calls for many specific skills and abilities.


Some of these may be quite basic. From the very beginning, it is essential that you organize your working day, whether your writing time-frame is early morning, snatched lunch-hours or late evenings. You also need to create a work space for yourself, and think about what basic equipment you need.


To succeed in writing for children, you need to be able to adapt your work for every possible age-range and interest level. It’s a big wide world out there, and the more you know the better equipped you will be to thrive in it. Research and familiarity with your audience is of huge importance. Think about how to suit your language to your audience, and how to get yourself inside the head of the child you hope to entertain with your writing.


Getting your work noticed by commissioning editors and literary agents is notoriously difficult, but the publishing world is always on the lookout for new ideas by new writers, or for writers who can take an old idea and dress it up in some new clothes. Take a look at some bestselling children’s fiction – most of them have at their heart a fairly old idea, dressed up for a modern readership. Harry Potter? There have always been books about magic and magicians. Twilight? The first sexually charged blockbusting vampire novel was written by Bram Stoker in 1897.


If you are thinking of adding illustrations to your book, think about what form these would take: a few line drawings, or page after page of full-colour illustrations? If you are writing a non-fiction work, research will be of primary importance but you also need to think about how to present your work – and who to present it to. Not all publishers publish non-fiction, not all non-fiction publishers publish non-fiction for children and not all non-fiction children’s publishers accept unsolicited work.


There’s a good chance that your first attempt at being published will fail. This is quite normal, and rejection is something every author has to get used to. Are you being told your book is just plain bad, or are you being told how to improve it? Should you do more work on your book, or should you put it to sleep and try again with something completely different? You can build on this experience, but working on other projects while you’re waiting for a response from a publisher or literary agent is a good idea.


If you decide that you need to see your work in print at whatever cost, there are plenty of internet publishing houses out there that will publish anything so long as the author pays for it – think carefully about whether this is the best way forward for you.


When your book is accepted by a publisher, the chances are you have quite a few more hoops to jump through before it appears on the shelves. The publisher may want you to rewrite half of your book. How important to you is it that your work is not changed by publishers? Usually the needs and wishes of publishers and writers can be balanced.


Once your book has been accepted, an understanding of the publishing process is useful even if it is pretty much out of your hands: cover designs, logos, dump-bins for bookshops, publicity, book signing tours, internet publicity and personal websites will all form part of your book’s life. Getting your first work published is only the start of it. Then there is your advance payment and how the tax system works to think about, and, of course, what happens next in your writing career!





10: Only got ten minutes?



Once upon a time, a happy little elf wrote a children’s book. A fairy carriage took it away to the publisher who lived in the jewelled castle on the hill. The kindly old publisher loved the book and decreed that the Court Magician should make millions of copies that would be carried throughout the land by good-hearted imps and goblins. Every child in the kingdom loved the book and a statue of white marble was erected to the writer, upon whom gold and silver cascaded in a constant rain.


Now we’ve got the fairy tales out of the way, it’s time to wake up and smell the napalm. The only part of that tale that’s true – or at least analogous to real life, is the fact that as far as you are concerned, the publisher lives in a fortified castle – and your job if you want to be a published writer for children is to find some way of breaking into that castle and getting noticed.


Writers are not somehow ‘special’ or ‘different’ from ordinary folk. Anyone who can harness their imagination to the plough of commitment and hard work has the potential for success. On the other hand, not everyone can do it! It isn’t as easy as it might look. Amusing your own kids or grandkids with a made-up bedtime story is a million miles away from getting those stories published. It will take a lot of hard work, patience, determination and a hefty serving of good luck.


Take a quick look at the competition out there. Some estimates suggest that over 250,000 books are published worldwide each year, aimed at the children’s and young adults’ market. Can you really hope to compete against such a riptide of writing? Of course you can. The one constant in all the endless flux of fashions and trends within the big wide world of children’s publishing is that new writers are in constant demand. There is no reason at all why you can’t be the publishing world’s Next Great Thing.


We assume at this point that you are not a published writer; but that you wish to become one. Here’s a quick list of the things you will need to get started:


 




	imagination


	dedication


	persistence


	flexibility


	adaptability


	patience


	self-discipline


	drive


	ambition


	hunger


	need


	desire


	a very thick skin.





As far as ‘natural talent’ goes, the ability to write well is as much a slow-learned process as a ‘gift’. You certainly need to have good ideas, and you do need to be able to string words together, but most of the rest of getting from bedroom-scribbler to published author is a process of learning and adapting and persistent hard work.


Let’s assume you have some idea of what you want to write. Before you start, you’ll need to engage in some way with the market that is already out there. Read as many books as you can manage, preferably within the genre or age-range for which you are hoping to write. If you have a great idea for a school-based book or series of books, then go out and buy up all the school-based books you can find. Learn what works and what doesn’t. Learn why things that used to work no longer work. Find out what kind of characters are popular at the moment. (Look for character descriptions of female main characters – nine times out of ten you will discover the word ‘feisty’ in there somewhere. Few girls these days are allowed out without being ‘feisty’.)


Teach yourself the different word-lengths expected from the various types of book. How many words does a picture book aimed at six- to eight-year-olds have? What’s the average length of a young adult novel? If you’re writing a sci-fi book aimed at young adult girls, what are your chances of getting a publisher interested? How many such books are already out there? Lots? Any at all? If none, why none? Is it a gap in the market, or is it a black hole?


Learn the basic rules of writing. You don’t have to be an expert in linguistics to put an appealing sentence together, but you do need to be able to spot the difference between something that is entertaining and something that is not. Be your own harshest critic. Examine every sentence you write. Rewrite and rewrite and rewrite until you are certain it’s the very best you can do. Come to terms with the fact that an editor, should you encounter one, will most likely blow your favourite writing out of the water. Can you cope with that? Can you come back smiling and rewrite stuff that you think is perfect, just because an editor prefers it be done another way? Welcome to the world of professional writing.


Do you want to write for toddlers? Have you got a house full of picture books and a head full of ideas for even better picture books? Then you need to study the books you already have, in order to learn the very specific and demanding skills needed in order to present a publisher with your new idea. And you might want to know that getting a 70,000-word young adult book published is far easier than getting an 800-word picture book into the stores.


Do you have ideas for a pre-teen age-range? Do you know how books are banded by publishers, age-wise? Find out before you start writing. Few books appeal across the ages – a book aimed at six-year-olds is rarely appreciated by 15-year-olds. Books filled with girls characters are rarely going to be read by an audience of boys.


And what about those young adult books? What exactly is a young adult anyway? And how do you appeal to them?


The children’s book market is tough and getting tougher all the time, but the good news is that it is also a very hungry market and needs a lot of feeding. Writing for children is not an easy option, but the skills can be learned by anyone of any age, so long as they are prepared to bend their muse to the needs of the marketplace.


A question that professional writers are often asked is: where do you get your ideas from? Almost as though some people imagine there is a specific method of picking up ideas, like tuning in to a radio channel. Ideas come from everywhere around you. They can be sparked by an item on the news channel on television, by a single sentence in a magazine article or by a phrase in a book or poem, or an overheard conversation. More often than not, the idea will be sparked by the collision of two things in your head. My little brother was always a pest. I like movies about vampires. My little brother is a vampire! Of course he is. It all makes perfect sense now.


This only scratches the surface, but hopefully you now have a clearer idea of the daunting task ahead of you. Still want to write for children? Then off you go. And remember what I said earlier: someone has to be the next generation’s Next Big Thing – why not you?





Foreword


Many years ago when I was first starting to write, one of those ridiculous writing magazines that tell you how easy it all is had an interview with Gore Vidal. When asked if he had any advice to give young (or new) writers, he said (paraphrasing – it has, after all, been some 30 years), ‘Don’t do it. The competition is too hard and you’ll never make it. Stay out of it.’


Anger at the statement kept me going for months, but in the event he was only being honest. The competition is hard, almost impossible – you have about as much chance of selling your first book as winning the lottery. And the second one is harder. Publishers will say one thing and do the opposite, or – more likely – nothing. Agents will fudge the truth, or at least exaggerate horrendously, and movie people … well, let’s just say if you get far enough along the food chain to deal with movie people, prepare yourself for what amounts to life on another planet.


Don’t do it. Stay out of it. It’s too hard and will break you.


Pause.


If you’re still here – as I expect you will be and as I was – and are thinking of sticking with it though you paper your house with rejections, though you spend all your extra time, money, life, on Making It Work; if you are still here then there are three primary things to take into consideration if you’re going to write for young people.


Do not write down. (They are smarter than you and will smell it coming and stop reading, which is the very worst thing you can have happen as a writer.)


Do not preach. (See above.)


Do not overwrite. (See above.)


As for all the rest – dealing with publishers and editors and agents and printers and distributors and truck drivers and first readers and second readers and movie people and paper people and proof readers and editorial assistants and your cousin Fanny who read your manuscript and thinks it’s ‘… just precious’ – as for all that, read this book.


Gary Paulsen
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Writing for children: an easy option?


In this chapter you will learn:




	that writing for children is not an easy option


	that getting your material published is going to be hard work


	some basic guidelines to help increase your chances of getting published.





 


Once upon a time, someone had a great idea for a story …


Are you that person? Do you have a great idea in your head right now? Then you need to get it out of your head and onto paper or into your computer. If you don’t have a computer or any paper to hand, use your mobile phone, blackberry or whatever other electronic device you currently carry around with you. If you don’t have any of these things, borrow a pen from a stranger and scribble your idea down in the back of this book. Just get it written down – ideas can easily get lost in all the chaos of modern life, and you are going to kick yourself if your great idea goes down the drain because your boss suddenly gave you an insane deadline, or your children need help with their homework or you’re distracted by a bee, or whatever.


Trust us – ideas can come and go really quickly if you don’t pay them enough attention. And the other thing is that once you start recording ideas, they can snowball unexpectedly until suddenly you have a complete plot or storyline figured out. Don’t let anyone get in the way of your great idea. There was a famous poet called Samuel Taylor Coleridge. He woke up after an amazing dream and started writing the dream down – and it turned into the poem Kubla Khan. It was going to be an epic, but 54 lines in, someone turned up at his house and broke his concentration – and the poem was never completed because all the rest of Samuel’s ideas got knocked out of his head by his unexpected guest.


Don’t let that happen to you. Don’t pay any attention to the doorbell or the telephone or a text message until you have the whole of your idea written down.



How to use this book


So, what is it with books anyway? People have been prophesying the death of the printed word for years. ‘In the future there will be no books. Everything will be electronic.’ Well, possibly – but we don’t think so, and it certainly isn’t going to happen any time soon. Handheld readers are additional ways of accessing books and information, not necessarily replacements for the sight, touch and smell of paper. Of course the internet has changed the way people read and research, especially when it comes to factual stuff – but when they’re reading a good story, the majority of people still like the feel of a book in their hands – perhaps especially so for children. And even if books do eventually become ‘ear-pods’ or ‘story-screens’ – someone still needs to write them – and that’s where you come in – and that’s where this book comes in to help you out.


People collect expensive first editions of favourite books and keep them sealed behind glass. Good for them – why not? But books aren’t ornaments – they exist to be handled and stuffed into pockets and bags and to be dropped in the bathwater and mauled around a bit… and to be read. Okay, so maybe we were brought up to treat books with care and reverence and not to scribble on them or fold down the corners or anything like that. Well, you can forget all of that with this book.





Exercise 1


We want you to go and buy a coloured highlighter pen, and we want you to highlight passages or lines in this book that interest you. We want you to turn the corners down and scribble in the margins. We want you to cover it in Post-it® notes. This book is a tool – like a textbook in an ‘open page’ exam. Its only purpose is to help you – treat it mean. Use it!





This book isn’t like one of those writers’ courses you see advertised everywhere – we don’t guarantee that by the final chapter you’ll have recouped your outlay from work you’ve had published. There are no promises like that on offer – but we do believe that by the time you’ve read the book, you’ll have taken on board a whole lot of useful practical advice and know-how that will help you to get published – if you have the talent and the determination to really go for it.


By the way – this book isn’t intended for writers who have already got published work out there; it’s aimed at people who have been quietly and diligently creating stories for their own pleasure, or to amuse their own children, but who don’t know how to turn their work into something that will appeal to a wider audience. Or maybe you’re thinking – ‘Hey, I’d like to try writing a children’s book. I just bet I can do it. But how do I go about it?’ Well, read on – we’re here to help. Or it could be that you’ve been sending your work off to publishers for a while, and you’re getting tired of getting rejection letters back. These days publishers don’t have a lot of time to explain what you’re doing wrong – but we do. Let us show you how you can turn rejections into signed contracts and to books on shelves.



STARTING WITH THE BASICS


We have a bit of a problem at this point. We have no idea how much you already know about writing children’s books and trying to get them published. You may be on the brink of having your first piece of work accepted, or you may never before have even thought of contacting a publisher. We have to work on the basis that you know absolutely nothing, and build up from there, so we hope those of you with a higher level of knowledge will bear with us while we go through the basics.


First off, there is no right or wrong way to write for children, but getting a handle on some of the basic guidelines will increase your chances of being published. Use this book as a study aid and you’ll get to where you need to be far more quickly than by going it alone. At least, that’s the plan, and the fact that we’re working on a fourth reprint right now suggests the plan is working fine. When we originally put this book together, we sent out a whole bunch of questionnaires to authors and publishers and literary agents (we’ll fill you in on what they are later) involved in the world of children’s books. These people were glad and eager to help – even the slowest, longest reply only took ten days to arrive, and a lot of people emailed or wrote back the same day. This made one thing really obvious to us – people in the book business want to help new writers and are happy to share their expertise, as well at to point out the mistakes they made along the way and what worked and didn’t work for them.


When we repeated the process for this new edition, we found things had changed a little. Far fewer people responded. What should we make of this? Maybe agents and editors and authors are busier now, and don’t have the time to fill out questionnaires. Maybe the world has grown harsher and more callous over the past decade? Whatever is going on, it’s as well for you to be aware that, in the words of one publisher we spoke with: ‘The children’s market is brutal right now …’ But brutal or not, we hope you stay with us – the world needs writers and storytellers.


The responses we got to our questionnaires covered the whole range of human emotions and experience – from laugh-out-loud hilarious (but eye-poppingly unprintable) to grim and grisly and horribly sobering. You’ll spot these handy first-hand insights scattered throughout the book. We hope you’ll find them as useful as we did. Here’s one to be getting on with:





Insight


Write something every day. Anything. Even if it’s utter garbage. Just write.






Myth-busting


First the harsh news: if you thought writing for children was an easy option, forget it. It’s probably more difficult to write the text of a 400-word picture book for the very young and get it published than it is to sell a 100,000-word novel for adults. These days it’s hard for any new author to get their foot in the door, and the children’s market is certainly no exception. Why so? Well here are a few of the reasons. Large book store chains will usually have a central buying policy which means they tend to buy books that will show a quick profit in all of their stores – meaning books already earmarked as bestsellers by known authors. Books by established authors or known celebrity ‘names’ will be given large marketing budgets, get all the publicity and go straight to the top of the buying list. As chains of book stores merge and are bought up, this just gets worse. Supermarkets and similar outlets are also in the book-selling game – ‘stacking ’em high and selling ’em cheap’ and not always at a profit – which is good if you are a recognized bestselling author, but it does unknown writers no favours at all. It’s called ‘catch-22’: if no one knows who you are, how do you get publishers to pay you any attention? If your book is not advertised and broadcast to the book trade – how will buyers find out about it? ‘Come back when you’re better known and we’ll do business together’ is all very well – but how do you get better known? No experience could mean no publishing deal – but without getting anything published, how do you learn the trade, and how do you get your foot in the door? Read on, and we’ll show you the best way of maximizing your chances.



MYTH 1: WRITING FOR CHILDREN IS EASIER THAN WRITING FOR ADULTS


At lot of people – even those who should know better – think that writing for children is going to be easier than writing for adults.


They’ve got that wrong.


Even famous authors of books for the over-16s have found that they can’t make a go of writing for a younger readership. An author needs special and specific skills if they’re going to crack the children’s market.


When you write for adults, there are no real limits on the language you can use. You can also be as oblique and complex as you like in your plotting and presentation. You can write in whatever style takes your fancy, and write about pretty much anything you can think of, and you can still find publishers who will give your work a chance.


Not so in the children’s market. You’re going to have to come to terms with a whole heap of important new issues and concerns. Consider this for a start: what age children are you aiming your story at? Toddlers who are just starting to learn the alphabet? Five-year-olds who want an adult to read to them while they look at lots of brightly coloured pictures? Eight-year-old boys with the attention span of a fruit fly? Twelve-year-old girls who hang out in gangs in the Mall and are desperate to be 16? Soul-searching Goth teens who want to fall in love with a cute-but-dangerous vampire? Each of these target audiences will have different language skills and each will expect different things from storytellers. When you decide whom you want to write for, you then have to find yourself a publisher who works in that zone. And there will be fewer of these than in the world of grown-up literature.


By the way, if UK readers are wondering why we don’t just say ‘the adult market’ when we’re talking about books for the over-16s – it’s because in some countries the ‘adult market’ means erotica and porn.


If you want to crack the children’s market, you’re going to need a few elements working for you right from the start. You’re going to need inspiration and luck. You’re going to need persistence and adaptability. Then you’re going to need to grow a thick skin to deal with all the harsh criticism you’re going to encounter. You also have to want to write, and yet to have fun at the same time.


Think about this: in the children’s market a great idea, badly written, has more chance of being picked up by a publisher than a weak idea written wonderfully well. This is because a publisher may latch onto an outstanding concept, as they know that the bad writing can be put right when it gets edited. The same publisher may be impressed by the technical expertise of wonderful writing, but if the story being told does not grab them, the book will not be taken on. In other words, there is no place in children’s writing for the abstract, abstruse or overly complicated; the job of a children’s writer is to tell a story – simply and entertainingly.


But is this an easy option? Of course it isn’t, although plenty of people both outside and inside the business still don’t get how hard and demanding it is.


Here’s part of an actual letter from an editor who usually works on adult-interest books, in response to the submission of a children’s short story by a well known author:


 


It would do you some good to make heavier demands of your art and yourself. Although you have a gift of writing both poems and fiction for children, and there is no reason why you shouldn’t continue to cultivate it, I do worry that you may be clinging to those habits as a form of security.


In other words, stop dabbling in ‘easy option’ kids’ books and get out in the real world. Tell that to the people who have created all the unforgettable heroes and heroines of children’s literature down the years. Tell that to the creators of Alice in Wonderland, Toad of Toad Hall, the Wizard of Oz, Winnie the Pooh, Bilbo Baggins, Harry Potter and Lyra Belacqua. Tell them that all they did was to cling to children’s storytelling as a form of security. It may comfort you to know that the author concerned is now a Professor of Creative Writing at a university encouraging budding writers.


 


No one should look upon writing for children as a soft option. Okay, it is in some ways simpler than writing for adults – the books might be shorter, the ideas less complex – but you need a particular type of ability to do it well. An ability to become a child, to get right inside the minds of your child characters, to see through their eyes and with their experience – while at the same time, remaining your adult self, sifting and selecting as you write.



MYTH 2: THE GOOD OLD DAYS OF PUBLISHING


The story goes that in the ‘good old days’, a publisher who liked your book would just go right ahead and make you a tasty offer on it. No problems. No delays. A handshake over lunch and it was a done deal. We’re not sure it was ever quite that simple, but these days it’s certainly a whole lot more complicated.


In the modern world, it’s extremely rare that a single person has the power to make those kinds of deals. A publisher, or a commissioning editor who works for a large publisher, might think your book is great – they might love it to bits, but before they can make you an offer, they’re almost always going to have to run it past an ‘acquisitions meeting’ where the suits and the accountants are in control. (If this reminds you of Hollywood, it should.


Money people have taken over the book world in the same way that they took over the movie world.) Companies have merged, staffs have been rationalized and pressure has been applied to cut costs and increase profits. The good old days have been replaced by tough new days.


Today, an editor has to present your book to a meeting of sales people, marketing people and hard-nosed accountants whose sole interest is in profit margins – and all of these suits have to be convinced that your book is going to reach its projected sales target before it will be taken on. These people have little interest in whether your book has literary merit or deals with an important or significant topic – of course it needs to be well-written and have some value, or it wouldn’t have got this far – but the suits are still looking for mass-appeal and high turnover, and unfortunately at these meetings profits are always the bottom line, and a ‘minority interest’ classic would have a real fight on its hands, no matter how well-crafted it might be.


What these people like is to be told that a new book will be a cross between His Dark Materials and Twilight, or Warriors meets Harry Potter. This they will understand – this they will ‘green light’. Tell them it’s a totally original concept, and they’ll shrink away from it like snails curling up in sunlight. But don’t panic – brand new ideas can still force their way into the light. It’s just not quite so simple to sell them to a cautious publishing world.


In such a climate it makes sense to play safe and to publish the tried and tested author, rather than to gamble on an unknown. There will always be the ‘hot property’ exceptions, but on the whole you need to bear in mind that in most cases you are going to be The Unknown.


It is said that everyone has a story to tell. The question that occupies the minds of publishers is whether that story will be of any interest to anyone outside the author’s immediate circle of friends and relations.



MYTH 3: ONLY CHILDREN BUY THE BOOKS


Another thing you need to bear in mind is that, as with children’s clothes and children’s toys, the majority of children’s books are not bought by children. They are bought by booksellers and librarians, by teachers and bulk-buying distributors. They are bought by parents and relatives, or by adult collectors and dedicated followers of a particular author’s work.


In other words, your children’s book or proposed children’s book has mainly to attract and gain the interest of an adult audience. It is absolutely true that the manuscript of Tolkien’s The Hobbit was handed by the publisher Sir Stanley Unwin to his ten-year-old son Rayner for an appraisal. The boy liked it – and the book got published. These days – no chance. Forget it.


Something else to think about is that there are fewer children in a population than there are adults, so the children’s market is obviously going to be smaller than the adult market. Getting the picture? Children’s publishing is a very tough and competitive market.


What if your great idea is for a picture book? Picture books are an even smaller slice of the market, and you also have to allow for a whole number of writing and marketing guidelines that are out of your control, and possibly subject to a shifting social perspective way beyond your knowledge. Therefore, your 400-word picture book idea will have to conform to a specific set of rules, and only then will it be able to take a leap into the competitive world of potentially publishable material.


Time for some good news. Just when you were about to give the whole thing up as a waste of time, there’s one positive thing we can tell you: the writing for children’s market is actually healthy and expanding. And not only for books, but for websites and educational resources. Governments are aware of literacy needs – if you can’t read, you will find it difficult to use a keyboard. The phenomenon of Harry Potter has also allowed it to be okay for adults and young adults, who would have never previously been seen reading a ‘children’s book’ in public, to be out in broad daylight with one. It is also heartening to know that in a recent UK survey, three out of the top five ‘Favourite Books of the Twentieth Century’ were actually children’s books.



A vital resource


No matter what sparked your interest in writing for children, it is worth pausing a moment to consider how important books are for children. If people do not learn to enjoy reading as children, their chances of picking up the habit at a later age are pretty limited.


We mentioned earlier the predictions about the death of the printed word, and that e-devices are going to take over the world. Take a look on a bus or train or airplane and you’ll see that it’s just not true, there are still plenty of people with their noses in real books. People still respond to the portability and ease-of-access of a book, magazine or newspaper. You don’t need to turn them on, you don’t need to plug them in or insert batteries. You can read a book wherever you like: in the bath; up a tree; on a beach. It’s also still far quicker to look up an unknown word in the dictionary than it is to switch on a computer and access the right web page – especially if you are in the bath or up a tree at the time.


How are children intended to gain access to knowledge and information if they never learn to read and write? A reasonable level of literacy is absolutely vital in life. Try playing a new computer game without being able to read the instructions. Almost every device or product you buy comes with a list of dire warnings or a great fat instruction manual. Try overthrowing the old order without being able to read Computers for Dummies. It’s not going to happen.


On a wider scale – how do you apply for a job without being able to complete an application form? How do you find your way around if you can’t read street signs, or use technology to search for the address? How do you communicate if you don’t even have the basic skills to text? The truth is that the ability to write and type goes hand-in-hand with the practice of reading. While modern society is crying out for increased levels of literacy, these standards are not only failing to be maintained, but in many places are falling, as statistics frequently published in newspaper articles will show. Basic literacy skills are a vital resource for anyone wishing to communicate on any level above the purely verbal.


Many people complain that emails and texting are wrecking the English language. So long as children are taught the rules of spelling and grammar and syntax, and understand why it is important to have a written system that everyone can understand, what’s the problem if they then go off and use slang and text-speak among their friends? LOL*!


FYI – a healthy language is in a constant state of flux, with words dropping out of use and new words entering the vocabulary all the time. The important thing for a writer to achieve is a modern voice, although at the same time you have to avoid falling into the trap of using the kind of ephemeral street slang that can outdate a book within a period of months. Words, like clothes fashion, can change with every season.


*Just in case: ‘LOL’ – laugh out loud; ‘FYI’ – for your information. See, you’re getting it already.





Exercise 2


Add your own words to this list of popular expressions, which over the years have meant ‘good’. Use your own experience, or think of lines heard in films from different eras:


1960s – Groovy! Fab!


1970s – Far out! Right on!


1980s – Baad! Wicked!


1990s – High five! Cool!


2000s – Safe! Awesome! Sick!





Not everyone’s contribution to society can be as clear-cut as that of a doctor, a lifeboat crew member or a charity aid worker. A children’s author may never know how much joy, understanding, problem solving and information their work has given to children all over the world, and in every situation. If your writing cheers one single child, if it provides escapism for a short time from some harsh reality, or if it teaches one new word or comprehension of a problem, then you’ve done a good thing and should feel proud of yourself.


Books are essential for children and have an important and significant role to play. There is no better medium for firing the imagination. Nowadays, humans need the skills of literacy and communication more than ever before. A large part of that learning process and literacy will involve books.



Take heart


Remember the questionnaires we mentioned earlier? Among those people we canvassed were prizewinners and full-time professional authors; and one of the questions we posed concerned the most useful piece of advice given to them when they were starting out on their writing career. Check out some of their answers:


 


Your readers will only read this once. You’ve got to get them first time.


 


Keep trying, don’t give up in the face of innumerable rejection slips. If you really believe in yourself you will eventually succeed.


 


Critics are often, though not necessarily, wrong – especially if you live with them.


 


Learn to cope with rejection. Be yourself. Write what you want to write, and strive to find your own voice, not a pale imitation of somebody else’s. Write the sort of material you enjoy reading, and ask yourself if you would read with pleasure the book you have just written!


 


Talking to other writers is really helpful, as well as interesting. I also used to be part of a creative writing group where we discussed each other’s work every week. It was terrifying at first, having complete strangers telling me what they thought of my writing, but getting such feedback and insight was incredibly useful, and gave me the confidence to show my work to professional editors.


 


Don’t give up your day job.



The real world


In our experience, it takes any regularly published author about eight years to go from publication of a first work to the point where a living wage can be earned. (This is based on at least one book coming out every year – some writers manage a lot more than that, but for most, it’s going to be a lot less). The exception would be for someone producing an instant worldwide bestseller. Of course, if you don’t need to go out and earn a living, then you might be able to carve a few years off the end of this timescale, but that’s all. It’s still a long process.


The average author has to love writing; it’s pointless going into the writing business expecting to get rich and famous. It simply doesn’t work like that. You’ll need a lot of patience and plenty of perseverance, and you may never make a fortune or be a recognizable celebrity. Full-time writers will also tell you that it can be a very lonely existence – just you and your computer and four walls for hours and days and sometimes weeks on end. Can you deal with that?


At the start you shouldn’t try! If you have a job, keep it: you’re going to need the money. If you’re totally dedicated to writing for a living, explore the possibilities of job-sharing or part-time work, so that you can be sure of a regular and reliable income. Writing, like many freelance occupations, can be a case of swings and roundabouts, feast or famine. Gradually an author will start to receive income from royalties, advances and so on, which will help through the lean times, but there is no substitute for the security of a separate safe salary. Think of that salary before handing in your resignation.


Besides needing some other source of income, you’ll also need to get out into the real world to keep the creative juices flowing, and to keep a balanced view of life. Working, travelling, and socializing with other people, meeting new faces, experiencing novel or unusual situations and listening to the experiences of others will give you plenty of fuel for to your imagination. Being alone, with only the radio or social networking websites for company could seriously limit your individual creativity.


 


Your own experiences, and those of people around you, are a good source of ideas. I find that early writings have more resonance if they are based on something you already know. Always keep your eyes and ears open. Observe how people behave, and listen to what they say. If you want your books to be peopled with real characters, you need to become something of an expert on human behavior.





Exercise 3


Hopefully, you already have plenty of ideas for stories, so all you want from us is to learn how to polish them up so they’ll appeal to a publisher. But before you go any further, you’re going to need to check that your idea is as original as you think. There’s always the chance that someone else has beaten you to it – and if they have, you don’t want to be wasting your time working on something that is already on the bestseller list with its own brand of soft toys, T-shirts, and a movie that’s about to hit the market. So, if you have an idea already, do a little research to find out how just original it may be.





You may be stuck with only half an idea, or no ideas at all. You might have just spent two hours staring at a blank computer screen without a single creative thought in your head. Your muse may have switched off the light and gone out clubbing – muses can do that to you. It’s fine – it happens to the best of writers – you’ll get over it.


But there are cunning ways of dealing with this kind of ‘dead air’. If you have writers’ genes, the chances are that part of your brain is always on the lookout for new ideas. Latch onto these things and keep a tight hold on them. Anything potentially interesting should be noted as a reminder for later. It’s also worth knowing that a single idea is often not enough. Real creativity starts to flow when two opposing ideas collide. When you mash three or four ideas together – you’re probably well on the way to plotting out an entire book.





Insight


Get yourself a notebook or some e-device you can use to leave yourself reminders or suggestions – something you can keep in a pocket or bag and carry around with you all the time.





You can record or make notes on your mobile, you could use someone else’s phone to call and leave yourself a message on your home answerphone. You could scribble an idea on the back of a receipt. The point is that you should always be on the look out for potential ideas – and you should always have some method of recording these ideas. Don’t rely on your memory unless you know for sure that it’s totally infallible.


Become an ‘ideas scanner’. Look, listen and learn from everything that is going on around you. Make the most of any contact you have with children and check out everything that forms part of a child’s world. Watch children’s television programmes, buy children’s magazines and check out internet websites aimed at children. Be sensible about how you use the internet – browsing websites aimed at children is fine, but never involve yourself in young people’s chat-rooms or anything of that nature, even if your interest is for research purposes and entirely innocent.





Insight


Visit toyshops, mooch around shopping centres and malls at the weekend or during school holidays. Go to a park or other place where you know kids hang out. Maybe even take your life in your hands and get on board a bus when the schools are emptying out in the afternoon. You’ll learn some new stuff, we can promise you that – although how much of it will be printable, is another matter!





Conversations overheard between kids in queues, fast-food restaurants or on street corners or railway platforms will probably astound and astonish you. When they think there are no adults around to hear them, even the most sweet and doe-eyed teens can out-swear a whole unit of battle-hardened paratroopers. If you find yourself within earshot of startling and shocking language or behaviour, bear in mind that although publishers are always on the look out for ‘reality’ there are limits to what can be put into print. Similarly, behaviour between children can be alarmingly cruel and violent and full of casual abuse – not to mention breathtakingly and publicly sexual. This level of ‘reality’ can form part of your book – but sex, violence and bad language will only get through the net of fashion and political correctness if there is a very good reason for it. Even then, books with such content may well be banned from schools and libraries and so on. In other words – be real, be true – but remember that there are going to be limits.


Train yourself to spot the differences in behaviour between children. Do boys behave differently from girls? If so, in what ways? And why? Do girls behave differently in front of boys than they do with other girls, and vice versa? Do they all behave differently with adults? Jot down ideas in your notebook or on your e-device. And if you suddenly remember something from your own childhood – note it before you forget it again.


 


I get my ideas from books, places, TV, from myths and legends and from using archetypal storylines. I have a notebook, nothing else.


 


I put my useful ideas down longhand in a little blue book. The little black book is for something else …


Alongside using your favourite way of saving notes, you should also be starting a scrapbook of some kind – a cuttings file that will become your ‘Ideas File’. A large envelope would do the job, an empty drawer, a concertina file – or you could go crazy and set up an alphabetical or cross-referenced subject filing system. Or keep it all on computer – hard-copy information could also be scanned and saved easily enough. Whatever system you use, fill it with newspaper or magazine clippings – eye-catching headlines or entire articles, pictures of people, buildings, scenery, cartoons, work by an inspirational artist, copy and paste downloads from interesting websites – anything, in fact, which you think might inspire you one day. You never know what might come in handy further down the line. Suck it all up and put it somewhere that’s easy to find again. Do whatever works for you.


 


For character ideas, I cut out photos from magazines/papers/catalogues. I make a pinboard for each book, with notes beside pictures for age, character, links with others, etc.





Insight


Later in this book we will start suggesting uses for your ‘Ideas File’, so it is best to start gathering material now. The larger your collection, the more useful it will become.





Think about it: a video stream of a child being rescued from a burning building may be the kernel from which a whole book could grow; a newspaper article about curriculum changes in education may be the seed for a non-fiction work; a face in a magazine may awaken in you the entire personality of a central character for a book.


 


For many years I have kept an ‘Ideas Folder’. Whenever an idea comes to me, even if only a snippet, or a funny or intriguing remark I have heard someone say in the street, I immediately put it in my folder. Ideas can linger therein for years before finally being put to good use.



The electronic age


Things have changed a lot since we started on the first edition of this book way back in 1995. In those days it was quite unusual for us ordinary people to have computers, but now they’re available to almost everyone and many children have their own computers in their bedrooms.


 


Writing my book on a computer has proved invaluable. All my notes/ideas/drafts/research are there in one file, only a finger-click away.


In 1995, that seemed like a really interesting thing for a writer to tell us – now, it’s as though they were explaining how a thing called a ‘pen’ and a sheet of a substance called ‘paper’ were amazingly helpful.


Then there was that remarkable new invention called ‘the World Wide Web’. We spent a lot of time a few years back explaining how that worked. No need to bother now – there’s a good chance that you bought this book from an online store. By the time this book is a year old, we know technology will have leapt even further forward. Ease of access to computers and broadband technology has speeded up the connection to an astonishing universe of information and research material. In the words of one publisher:


 


These days, for writers, the computer is no longer an optional extra – it is a vital tool.


Yes, it is. But we do need to pause for just a moment. If you’re not plugged into the internet revolution, you will find you have an additional hurdle to overcome in the race to being published. These days the vast majority of communication between an editor and a writer will be via emails. The work you are writing may not actually ever appear on paper – in ‘hard-copy’ form – until the finished and published book lands on your doormat. The whole process will very likely take place on a computer – with copies flying back and forth via emails while it’s being edited. Publishing agreements increasingly include a clause that insists that the writer must submit the work on disk or electronically. In other words, unless you have a computer, you may not even get a contract. Think about that for a while if you’re still using pen and paper.


But the computer and internet revolution has had enormous benefits for a writer capable of taking advantage of it.


 


I would never have written novels, I suspect, before word-processors. Editing – for myself, back and forth with editors – is really well served by email.


(For our younger readers: ‘word processors’ were early computers.)


 


You can work on more than one project at a time. A finger-click and everything’s filed away, neat and tidy. Also, editing has become a dream where it used to be a nightmare of messy crossing out, tipped and spilled coffee!!


Once again, the above comments speak with awe and glee of something that has now become quite ordinary. Let’s check out quickly how the internet can help you with your writing. Imagine you’re writing an adventure story set in a remote part of China and you live in Europe or America. The characters canoe down a river – one of them falls in and becomes ill – and it might be cholera. You want to make this as realistic as possible. You don’t have the resources to visit China, you don’t know a canoe from a banana and you have no idea of the symptoms of cholera. Easy-peasy these days!


Get on the internet, open your favoured search engine and type ‘cholera symptoms’. A few seconds later and there you go – all the information you could possibly want, delivered to your computer instantly and in huge amounts. We just tried this ourselves – and came up with 1,380,000 references. One online encyclopaedia, Wikipedia, is also a huge source of information, although it has been suggested that double-checking entries on any such ‘public access’ site may be a good idea, as misinformation and errors can creep in when the general public is allowed to write and edit entries. MySpace, Facebook, Bebo, Twitter and other social networking sites can also open your search to a whole world of people who may already know what you need to find out. Use whatever resources the internet offers – dive right in! But if the information you want is of a factual kind (like with cholera symptoms), then cross-reference the answers you discover – make sure you’re not quoting someone with a website and an over-active imagination but with no actual grasp of the facts. Don’t get caught out by some random blogger’s world of wishful thinking. Research selectively and only use reference answers you’re sure are correct.


If you prefer your information in hard-copy form, you can log onto an internet bookshop and buy yourself a ‘Lonely Planet’ guide to China. Then add to your information pool by clicking onto something like Google Earth for the location or tourist sites where travellers have posted their own photos of China – that way you can actually see what the area you’re writing about looks like.


Let’s run a little further with the China thing. Your characters are in China, and you live in the United Kingdom. You know about Chinese food, but you suddenly realize that you don’t have the faintest idea what Chinese families eat for breakfast. Into the search engine: ‘Chinese breakfast’. Ten seconds later you’ll have in front of you menus for a whole range of Chinese breakfasts. For those of us who have grown up doing this kind of research the hard way, the internet revolution is miraculous!
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