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Get Started in Writing an Illustrated Children’s Book


Lucy Courtenay




To family and friends and strangers who endured the refrain ‘I want to write children’s books’ for the full 13 years that it took. Thank you.
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Introduction


‘A parent saw a child drawing a horse, and it was purple. The parent asked the child, “Why are you drawing a purple horse? I’ve never seen purple horses.” To which the child replied, “How sad for you.”’


Anonymous


Can you picture a purple horse? If you are still in touch with the child that you once were, then you should be able to summon one to mind without too much difficulty. If you can’t – if childhood feels too long ago, too fuzzy, not much missed – don’t despair. This book is here to help you find your way back to a place where life was simple yet wonderfully mysterious at the same time.


Children see things differently from adults. They have less knowledge on which to draw, by which to make comparisons, through which to understand the world. They make sense of life via their own experience. They know the colour purple. They recognize a horse. Their logic leads them to conclude that a purple horse is an interesting possibility, worth exploring with a felt-tip pen. To write successfully for children, you need to be open to seeing the world afresh in this way, as you did when you were a child yourself. Once you have mastered this, the possibilities are wide-ranging.


This is a book primarily aimed at writers. As a writer myself, I feel qualified to talk about the words, but cautious about offering detailed advice on how to illustrate. There is plenty of relevant information in here for illustrators, and I hope at least to illuminate some of the darker corners of that aspect of publishing, but the focus will be very much on how to write with illustrations in mind, and not the other way around. The most valuable piece of advice for illustrators that I will offer here is that, while you are always welcome to develop and include illustrations in any writing that you submit to publishers, ninety-nine times out of a hundred your images will be redrawn. Because here is the paradox. While the perfect illustrated book must work as a whole and indivisible thing, words and pictures are entirely separate components during the publishing process itself. There are separate contracts and separate schedules, separate representative agents and separate financial arrangements. Your pictures will not be the deciding factor in whether or not a publisher takes your writing. If you take away nothing else from this book, do your very best to take away this.


By their nature, illustrated books are generally aimed at younger readers, from babies to around ten years old. There are exceptions, of course. Patrick Ness’s A Monster Calls, a hard-hitting book for teen readers about cancer and loss based on an idea by the late Siobhan O’Dowd and illustrated by Jim Kay, made history in 2012 by being the first book ever to win both the Carnegie Medal for children’s fiction and the Kate Greenaway Medal for children’s illustration. But the rarity of such an event proves how different the two fields generally are. There is also a vast canon of graphic novels and comics for older readers that I won’t touch on here. For the purposes of this book, we will be focusing on the younger end of the market. In particular, we will look at the interdependence of words and pictures for younger readers, and how to use that extra dimension to make your stories sing.


We won’t start too young, however. Publishers generally produce books for nought to two-year-olds themselves, using in-house editors to write the few words needed. Often going by the term ‘novelty books’, material for this age range includes alphabet and counting books, board and buggy and bath books, touch-and-feel, lift-the-flap, scratch-and-sniff, colouring and pop-up books, to give a few examples. There is no opportunity for a first-time writer to cut their teeth on books like these. If it makes you feel better, there isn’t much opportunity for experienced writers either. So if you have a wonderful idea for children aged between nought and two, I’m afraid I would advise you to shelve it. But don’t lose heart. There are lots of opportunities out there to write for children aged three and older that we can explore together.


Three- to seven-year-olds love picture books enhanced by a few well-chosen words. Books for this age range are perhaps the books that you think of when you think of children’s books: large format, full-colour illustrations, shiny cover and an extent of around 32 pages. Early readers between the ages of five and eight are getting more adventurous, but find pages of unbroken text off-putting and need pictures to comfort and explain as they progress along the great highway towards full literacy. Even fully fledged readers from eight onwards appreciate a little illustration to propel them along, to open windows on a plotline and lend a story a few more angles. As the only illustration in the original editions, I pored over the Hogwarts crest at the start of the original-edition Harry Potter books, translated the motto, used it as a key to unlock a fresh dimension to the story – and I was somewhat older than the intended audience.


Which area is for you? Are you a rare breed like Oliver Jeffers, a writer/illustrator who shot to the top of the ‘slush pile’ – that toppling heap of unsolicited manuscripts that all too often sit unconsidered beneath an editor’s desk – with his picture book How to Catch a Star, to win prizes and accolades all over the world? Is rhyme your thing, or comedy, or drama? There are exercises and workshops scattered through this book to help you find out, plus interviews and quotes and glimpses into the lives of writers and other established professionals in the field of children’s publishing that will answer questions for you that you may not have known you wanted to ask. This book is your chance to try all these different categories of illustrated children’s books on for size, see how they sit alongside your own writing ambitions, and get a feel for the kind of writer that you would like to be.


The approach required in writing non-fiction for children is very different, and I am not best qualified to advise you on it. So we shall be sticking to storytelling, because at least I know where the quicksands are and can show you how to avoid them.


I wish I could tell you that reading this book will guarantee you success in your bid to get published. Sadly, I can’t. Many people argue that talent can’t be taught, no matter how much exercise and daily practice you throw at it. While it’s true that you can’t create talent, you can improve on whatever talent you possess. Creating children’s stories is a craft. It’s like pottery but not as messy, or like painting but marginally less colourful. With practice, you can improve. You may not become the next Clarice Cliff through your pottery class, but your pots might stand up where before they flopped sadly to one side. The chances of being the next Pablo Picasso aren’t enhanced by attending art classes, but you’re more likely, through practice, to produce something that you’d be happy to frame and hang in your own kitchen. If you read this book and follow the exercises and practise every day, then, logically, you will be a better writer than you were when you started. And isn’t that why you picked up this book in the first place?


Too often, children’s authors suffer the indignity of being asked when they are going to write proper books. Children’s books are proper books, and they deserve proper attention. Children might be different from adults, but they are not stupid. Remember how it took a child to unmask the idiocy of the Emperor and his court in Hans Christian Andersen’s ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’? Children know when a book is good, and they will tell you when a book is bad. Their favourites will be read and read again until they fall apart and have to be stuck back together with glue and staples. It’s a marvellous fate for a book, and something to aspire to.


I hope that you will be surprised, informed and encouraged by what you discover in these pages as I attempt to guide you through your own adventure. The purple horses are just over the horizon. Let’s go round ’em up.


Icons used in this book
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• Write – exercises where you’ll be asked to create your own piece of writing
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• Snapshot – shorter exercises or questions to help you consider a particular aspect of writing illustrated children’s books
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• Workshop – longer exercises to help you reflect on a piece of writing
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• Edit – a chance for you to rework and strengthen a piece you’ve already created
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• Key quote – words of wisdom from those who know
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• Key idea – an essential concept to grasp
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• Focus point – advice to take forward



	

Workshop: Before you begin…




	

It is very important, when you start your journey to become a writer, to get into the habit of always having the right tools to hand. Ideas have a way of sliding in and out of our heads, and it’s vital to jot them down as soon as you can. All professional writers have their own way of capturing ideas. I would recommend keeping the following with you at all times:


• notebook / computer tablet – whichever you feel most comfortable using


• pens / pencils / writing implements of choice


• a camera.


Other useful items to be kept at home:


• box files for clippings and photographs


• index cards for sorting your ideas into themes, genres, etc.


• sticky notes to stick where you can see them


• a pinboard with pins, for photos, postcards, tickets, anything that inspires you


• a whiteboard with pens, for ideas that you can play with.
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Starting out
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Why have you picked this book? We all have a trigger point before we decide to try writing a children’s book. A book we read as a child that made a deep impression on us. An image we can’t get out of our minds. A story we read in later years, to our own children perhaps, that reminded us of that book that we loved. A deep enjoyment of children’s stories and the variety of worlds and genres they offer, regardless of the age at which we discover them. These are all great triggers. There is no need to question them.


What we do need to question, however, is why we want to have a go. It’s important to be clear about our motives. That way, we know where we are going before we begin.
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Hugh MacLeod, Ignore Everybody: And 39 Other Keys to Creativity








‘Everyone is born creative; everyone is given a box of crayons in kindergarten. Then when you hit puberty they take the crayons away and replace them with dry, uninspiring books on algebra, history, etc. Being suddenly hit years later with the “creative bug” is just a wee voice telling you, “I'd like my crayons back, please.” ’
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Why, oh why?


So, to come back to the question posed: why have you picked up this book? Let’s dig into your psyche and see what we can find.


‘I HAVE A GREAT IDEA’


This is an excellent starting point. I applaud you for already putting your imagination to work. It’s exciting, isn’t it, that feeling when you have a little kernel of gold in your mind that you feel sure will turn into something wonderful?


I’m afraid that having the idea is the easy part. Building that idea into something takes work. As Honoré de Balzac wrote, ‘It is as easy to dream up a book as it is hard to write one.’ You’re prepared for that, right? You’ve picked up a 60,000-word book to help you get started on something that may end up 500 words long. That suggests the right kind of focus.


Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, an idea will wither on the vine, not because it’s a bad idea but because the writer doesn’t know how to nurture it. When the first flush of excitement passes, you can’t see where it goes next. You struggle to visualize the span of your book. You can’t make your characters sound the way you want, or look the way you imagined. Your story stretches to only one page and you don’t know how to fatten it up. This is as true for experienced writers as it is for those just starting out. I would hazard a guess that every published author in the field of children’s books has a drawer full of unfinished stories and half-sketched ideas that simply didn’t go anywhere. You are in good company.


But this book isn’t here to tell you to put your great idea away and go and do something more sensible instead. If you have an idea but don’t know how to build on it, don’t worry. Armed with the appropriate tools, it’s entirely possible to turn your idea into something more three-dimensional. Maybe your first attempt won’t work, but you will learn something by trying to make it happen. And you will apply what you have learned to the next great idea that you have. And then, a few years down the line, you may find yourself revisiting your original idea and crafting it into something better. I can’t promise it will ever be published, but if you set your mind to it, there’s no reason why it can’t be finished.
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Snapshot








Write down the idea that brought you to pick up this book. If you don’t have an idea yet, think of something and jot that down as a starting point. Now consider the following:


  • Do you want to illustrate it yourself?


  • What age do you think will enjoy it?


  • Is there anything in the bookshops that compares to your idea?
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‘MY IDEA HASN’T BEEN DONE BEFORE’


This feels different from ‘I have a great idea’. It implies that you’ve studied the market very hard and have found a space on the bookshelves that you intend to fill or die in the attempt. Your story is called Ernie the Line-dancing Earthworm. Scissor kicks, invertebrates: this baby has it all! You haven’t thought about the writing or illustrating part yet, but you feel confident that these are secondary to the originality of your concept.


You’re on dangerous ground. There are only a finite number of plots, and they’ve all been done. Anything that remains generally remains unwritten for a good reason.


Georges Polti states that there are 36 plots in his book Thirty-six Dramatic Situations (1916). Christopher Booker’s The Seven Basic Plots (2004) claims, unsurprisingly, that there are only seven. Other theorists have declared that there are just two stories: going on a journey, and a stranger coming to town. Which you could argue is the same plot really, just seen from the opposite direction. Anne Fine, prize-winning author and the UK’s Children’s Laureate 2001–3, has said that ‘plots are overrated’, and she may have a point.


Great children’s books can be about nothing at all, and yet everything at the same time. The story that will succeed is not the madly original idea; it’s the brilliantly well-constructed one.


Francesca Simon’s Horrid Henry series, illustrated by Tony Ross, provides a great example of books where nothing much happens. We have two brothers, one horrid and one perfect, passing through their very normal lives at school, at home, in the garden and in their home town. On the face of things, the idea is quite boring. There are no line-dancing earthworms, no earth-destroying aliens, no wish-fulfilling fairies. And yet the series has sold over 14 million copies, with a TV series and a film to boot. Its success doesn’t lie with the originality of its concept but with its rock-solid structure: strong, sympathetic characters overcoming problems within a clear narrative arc. Structure is something that we will be working on later in this book.


I’m not saying don’t write about Ernie. I’m just gently pointing out that you need legs to line-dance. Unless perhaps Ernie’s problem is that he has no legs? If so, that’s a brilliant problem for a line-dancer. Maybe you can file this one under ‘I have a great idea’, after all. We’ll come back to that.


‘MY STORY HAS THE POTENTIAL FOR A SERIES AND MERCHANDISING’


A series is good. Publishers like to think long-term, and if they see you as someone with more than one book in them, that is a positive. However, limit your series ambitions to three or four titles. Publishers won’t be thinking that long-term. And you still need to start with the basics: a good story, well told, with characters that children can identify with.


But merchandising – whoa. Why would anyone turn an unknown story into a range of lunchboxes? We have Gruffalo pencils because The Gruffalo has sold in excess of 10 million copies in 15 years. Rein in your ambitions. It’s great to dream, but never approach a project with merchandising in mind.


Personally, I think Ernie would work well as a pencil. They share certain characteristics. But we are still some way from turning him into stationery.
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Joan Aiken








‘Anyone who writes for children should, ideally, be a dedicated semi-lunatic.’
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‘MY CHILDREN ENJOY MY STORIES’


There’s nothing lovelier than the faces of your own children as you tell them stories. It is completely understandable as a motive for diving deeper into the world of published books.


I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but of course your children enjoy your stories. They are your children. They love the attention you are giving them when you draw pictures or read just for them. Perhaps they already know the characters, and the voices, and the actions, because they are based on something familiar: the neighbour across the road with the huge beard that you are all convinced is Father Christmas in disguise, or the fat family cat’s secret exercise-bike regime. Your stories might have started in off-the-cuff desperation when your child is convinced there is a monster behind the curtains at three o’clock in the morning and the only way you can get them back into bed is to make the one-legged soft toy you once bought in an airport talk to the monster and order it back to Monsterland. With this kind of PR, how can you fail?


EXCEPT…there are millions of children out there who know nothing about Wonky the Wallaby. Who have monsters of their own that bear no resemblance to the one you’ve created. To them, your monster is thin and unremarkable and the teddy character is dull. Keep that humbling thought in mind as you read the rest of this book. But don’t worry. Wonky may yet live.


Award-winning author-illustrator Emily Gravett used to read picture books to her daughter, and analyse them, and wonder whether she could produce something better. She enrolled on an art course to explore this idea. She got nowhere to begin with because, she says, she tried to follow the rules too closely. The moment she gave her own style a chance to develop, she produced Wolves, a book that went on to win the coveted Kate Greenaway Medal for children’s illustration in 2005.


Incidentally, my own children couldn’t care less about a single word I’ve written. Thank goodness I didn’t listen to them.
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Tim Bowler, quoted in Yvonne Coppard and Linda Newbery, Writing Children’s Fiction (2013)








‘I want readers to miss sleep, miss meals, miss everything to go on reading.’
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‘I WANT TO BE THE NEXT J. K. ROWLING’


J. K. Rowling’s fame, riches and 1,500-million-odd book sales worldwide are a extremely rare by-product of great storytelling and good timing. Don’t try to imitate her. Instead, be proud of your own voice and style and develop that. It’s a shame to go into this field imitating what has gone before. Publishers are looking for innovation, not repetition. See Emily Gravett, above.


There are hundreds of brilliant, published, prize-winning children’s authors out there who still have day jobs because they can’t make a living from their books. They keep writing anyway, because they want to. They have to. They breathe their words and characters and stories. Forget about money and success. Find out what you like writing about, and write about it. If that’s writing about wizards, go for it. Just be cautious about telling publishers that your book is the next Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s [Sorcerer’s] Stone. Like sprouts before mince pies, the story must always come first.
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Key idea








An idea doesn’t turn itself into a book without concerted effort. But if you are prepared to put in the time, you can produce piece of finished work. What happens next is up to you.
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‘I WANT TO PRACTISE FOR WHEN I CREATE ADULT STORIES’


Why plant apple pips when you want to grow oranges? Writing for children isn’t a short cut to writing for grown-ups. It has a whole soil, climate and culture of its own and it needs your full attention. Maurice Sendak, whose Where the Wild Things Are is one of the most revered picture books of all time, may have said, ‘I don’t write for children,’ but he’s Maurice Sendak, and we, sadly, are not. There are plenty of brilliant books on how to get started writing books for adults that might suit you better than this one. Having said that, don’t abandon us right away. Children can cope with most of the same themes that adults can. You may find that your idea is workable for children, after all.
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Madeleine L’Engle








‘You have to write the book that wants to be written. And if the book will be too difficult for grown-ups, then you write it for children.’
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‘I DON’T HAVE TIME TO WRITE ANYTHING LONGER’


It’s true that children’s books are generally shorter than adult ones. I once wrote a book containing just 17 words. But short or not – and there are children’s books out there at 500 pages or longer (Philip Pullman’s The Amber Spyglass weighs in at 518) – they still have to bear the full weight of readers’ expectations: rich characterization, tensions, a well-built story arc, believable emotions. They take longer to create than you might imagine. And if your idea is good, you’ll probably find yourself spending a long time on it regardless. So bang goes that plan.


‘I HAVE SOMETHING TO TEACH CHILDREN’


The first book specifically aimed at children is probably Das Kunst und Lehrbüchlein by Jost Amman, published in Germany in 1580. The title page describes it as: ‘A book of art and instruction for young people wherein may be discovered all manner of merry and agreeable drawings.’ Although it uses encouraging words like ‘merry’ and ‘agreeable’, it was designed as a learning tool. Until relatively recently children’s books were all written to improve young minds, with any hint of entertainment a by-product of that most important purpose. But time has moved on.


As adults, we’re in the enviable position of knowing more than our children do. It can be satisfying to show the kids what life can be like if they do it right; how there is more to life than gadgets; how much better things were in the olden days. But preaching must be avoided. Children – and publishers – can spot it a mile off.
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Snapshot








Think back to when you were a child. What did grown-ups lecture you about? Did it make any difference to the way you behaved? Write down your memories of those times.
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If you feel particularly passionate about something and want to encourage readers to think hard about what you’re telling them, you must be sneaky. Tell your story in such a way that the readers reach their own conclusions – or think they do. Your motive must lurk in the depths like the pike in the castle moat, not dance on the surface of the water shouting, ‘Look at me!’ Where’s the Elephant? by the French illustrator Barroux is an almost wordless picture book about deforestation, conveyed Where’s Wally? style where the children hunt for the different animals in a forest habitat that dwindles with every page. The children are so engrossed in spotting the animals that the environmental message sneaks in without them even realizing. Let your message reveal itself through your story and your characters, never through your narrative voice. It’s like Aesop’s tale of ‘The North Wind and the Sun’, and their bet about who could remove the traveller’s cloak. The Wind blew so hard that the traveller clutched his cloak more tightly around himself. The Sun coaxed so gently that the traveller chose to remove his own cloak. The Sun won.


Always be the Sun.


If you want to write for yourself and nobody else, least of all children or publishers, you are of course welcome to ignore all of the above and write whatever the heck you want. But I’m working on the assumption that you want to see your name in print one day. Who doesn’t?
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Snapshot








Why do you want to write and/or illustrate for children?


Write down your reasons. Put them where you can see them as you work through this book.
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Get reading
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Ursula K. Le Guin








‘There have been great societies that did not use the wheel, but there have been no societies that did not tell stories.’
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Reading is the flipside of the writing coin. Without readers, writing is so much shouting into the void. Stories are meant to be told; that is their function. There is evidence of visual and oral storytelling throughout thousands of years of human history. The relationship between the storyteller and the audience is entirely symbiotic, with each side depending on the other for its existence. In other words, there have never been stories without audiences, and there have never been audiences without stories.
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Darren Shan








‘A book is a dance. Without the reader, the writer is just a lunatic twirling round by themselves.’
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As stories made their way on to paper, they found a new kind of audience, known henceforth as ‘readers’. This transition worried Socrates, who believed that writing things down weakened the power of the mind and the memory and spelled disaster for society. Similar concerns are being raised today as books make their slow transition from print to electronic format. What effect will it have on our youth to have so much information available at the press of a button? Plus ça change. Throughout the turbulence, the constant has always been the story. And the story, as children’s author Darren Shan so neatly points out above, is nothing without its audience.


You want to write an illustrated children’s book. So I must ask you a crucial question before we go any further. What was the last children’s book that you read?
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William Faulkner








‘Read, read, read. Read everything – trash, classics, good and bad, and see how they do it. Just like a carpenter who works as an apprentice and studies the master. Read! You’ll absorb it. Then write. If it’s good, you’ll find out. If it’s not, throw it out of the window.’
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If you want to write for today’s children, it’s essential to know what today’s children are reading. You can’t base your research on stories that you read and loved when you were a child. Biggles won’t cut it. Enid Blyton won’t either. You need to be reading books published in the last five to ten years. If possible, you need to be aware of what’s about to be published, too, and what the powers that be think is the Next Big Thing: not so you can copy that Thing but so that you can get a sense of the domain you are trying to enter. If you use social media, follow authors, illustrators, publishers, book bloggers and librarians on Twitter and Facebook. Writing and illustrating books is a lonely existence, and these platforms offer us a social life. We talk about books we love and books we don’t; events and prize-winners, schools and shortlists; pieces that we’re struggling with, moments of celebration when work is finished. All of it is useful information if you are thinking about joining in.
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Key idea








There is no writing without reading. To write well for children, you must keep up with current children’s books by reading regularly.


[image: image]


Fiction categories


If you’re new to the world of children’s books, bookshops can be confusing places. What is shelved where? Which books are for four-year-old boys, or seven-year-old girls, or ten-year-old tomboys? Here’s an outline of the main illustrated fiction categories that you will need to be familiar with. I have left out teen/young adult (YA) fiction as it is so rarely illustrated.


PICTURE BOOKS


• Age 3–7


• 1,000 words maximum; often 32 pages (layout is vital component)


• Large format


• Colour illustrations


• Aimed at parents to read aloud to children


• Examples:


• Goodnight Moon by Margaret Wise Brown and Clement Hurd


• The Great Dog Bottom Swap by Peter Bently and Mei Matsuoka.


YOUNG FICTION


(including reading schemes, reading series, series fiction and chapter books)


• Age 5–8


• 1,000–15,000 words


• Smaller format


• Colour or black-and-white (b/w) illustrations throughout (approximately 40 maximum)


• Aimed at new readers, in school or for pleasure


• Examples:


• Oxford Reading Tree: Biff and Chip by Roderick Hunt and Alex Brychta (reading scheme)


• Orchard Crunchies by various (reading series)


• Beast Quest by Adam Blade (series fiction)


• Claude in the City by Alex T. Smith (chapter book)


MIDDLE-GRADE FICTION (US TERM BUT FAMILIAR IN UK)


• Age 8–12


• 20,000–40,000-plus words


• Black-and-white illustrations, often chapter heads only


• Aimed at fluent readers


• Examples:


• The Secrets of Vesuvius by Caroline Lawrence


• The Brilliant World of Tom Gates by Liz Pichon


• One Dog and His Boy by Eva Ibbotson


We will explore each category in more detail as we make our way through the book.
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Snapshot








Find out the answers to the following.


  • Name as many Children’s Laureates as you can.


  • Who won the Kate Greenaway Medal this year?


  • Who won the Carnegie Medal this year?


  • Who won Best Story in the most recent Blue Peter Book Awards?


  • Who won the most recent Red House Children’s Book Award – the only book award voted for entirely by children?


Find as many of these authors and illustrators as you can in your local library or bookshop, and read their work.
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Workshop




	

Write a short review of one of the books you read in the Snapshot exercise above. Address the following:


• What was it about?


• Who was the main character?


• What was the theme/subject/genre?


• Did you enjoy it?


• Describe the style of illustration


• Describe the style of language


• Which of the categories listed above do you think it fitted into?







	

Next step






Now that you are more familiar with your motives for writing a children’s book, the general categories into which illustrated children’s books fall, and the books that are already out there, it’s time to look at understanding your readers and how they see the world.
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Be like your readers
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What kind of child were you? Can you remember?


Our memories of childhood become distorted as we grow older. If you were to ask someone who knew you as a child to describe you as you were then, you may be surprised at what they say. Their descriptions of you may not match your own memories of yourself at all. You may wonder if the two of you are talking about the same person. You might remember yourself as a quiet and thoughtful individual, while the other person recalls you as someone who never stopped talking. Perhaps you think you always stood still while your hair was braided before school, when the reality was that half the morning you were being chased around the house with a hairbrush.


This distortion can spell trouble for children’s writers and illustrators. Remembering how you truly were, not how you think you were, can make a difference in your storytelling. Getting it wrong can sound as false as the memories themselves.
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Jim Henson, creator of The Muppets








‘The most sophisticated people I know – inside they are all children.’
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What were you like as a child?
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Key idea








To write well for children, you need to understand the things that matter to them and write in a way that your readers will recognize.
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There are plenty of people who claim never to have cheeked a teacher or done anything silly when they were children. It’s a common cry among parents across the land as they get their children ready for school in the mornings: ‘I never had to be told five times to put on my shoes! I always brushed my teeth without being asked!’ I can’t help but wonder: did you really? You sound very dull. I wouldn’t have wanted to read about you.


I recently asked my parents to choose three words to describe me as a seven-year-old. I chose the age of seven because it feels like the heartland of illustrated fiction: an age when you can enjoy picture books, reading schemes, reading series, your first chapter books and sometimes even a touch of middle-grade fiction. They came up with brainy, creative and lively. They are similar to the words I would perhaps use to describe my own children: generic and generous. But true?


When I think of myself at that age, I think in terms of isolated incidents at school: things that perhaps my parents weren’t aware of. In other words, memories that are completely and specifically my own. The first memory involves leaving a game because it wasn’t being played to my liking, thereby ruining it for my friends. The second is sticking my tongue out at a dinner lady I didn’t like. The third is being caught looking up rude words in a dictionary at the back of the classroom. My three words are thus: bossy, defiant, curious.


The brainy, lively and creative child versus the bossy, defiant, curious one? I know which would be more fun to read about.
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Key idea








Don’t sentimentalize children or childhood. Don’t be afraid to get down and dirty with the bad side.
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Write








What were you like aged seven?


• Ask someone who knew you then to summarize you in three words.


• Now think of three things that happened to you when you were that age. Write down the incidents exactly as you remember them. Don’t edit out the bad bits. Be completely honest.


• Select three words to summarize yourself, based on these incidents.


• Compare conclusions. Do you sound like two different people?


[image: image]


You can turn this exercise around and aim it at someone older than yourself as well, although this obviously requires imagination rather than memories. If asked for three words on how I imagine my mother to have been as a child – for example, I would probably say clever, stoical, well behaved.


At boarding school in the 1940s, my mother tells me she was always hungry. On one occasion, she smuggled a pie into school, balanced two wooden rulers on some upended tooth mugs, put a candle beneath the pie and attempted to heat it up. She almost burned the school down. That, my friends, is material.


Think young


To write well for children, it is important to be childish.


‘Childish’ has two meanings: ‘Of, like or appropriate to a child’ and ‘Silly or immature’ (Concise Oxford English Dictionary, 11th edition (2009)). Being childish in the first instance means that you understand what children find funny, what they consider sad, what they think is beneath them, what fills them with awe. Childishness encompasses everything in a child’s experience: fear, delight, horror. It’s not just about jokes. Childishness means that you aren’t looking down on a child’s curly little head, marvelling at how adorable they are while telling them how silly it is to cry just because there are no strawberry-flavoured Starbursts left in the packet. You are feeling what that child is feeling, most likely because you remember feeling that way yourself. If you can harness this childishness in your writing, use it to the hilt. It gives stories an honesty that can’t be faked.


‘Childish’ in the second instance should be approached with care. There is nothing wrong with being silly and immature for a young audience, but you must be aware of this childishness. And that, of course, isn’t childish at all.
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Key idea








Being childish isn’t the same thing as being funny. You don’t have to write or draw humorously to have a childish outlook. Childishness covers every emotion experienced by children, from delight to despair.
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Yvonne Coppard draws a useful parallel with an excited puppy off the leash (Writing Children’s Fiction (2013) by Yvonne Coppard and Linda Newbery). The puppy is great at exploring, testing, experimenting, finding things you never expected it to find. But no one wants an overexcited little dog trailing mud over cream sofas and widdling in the porch. You need to keep the puppy under control, on a nice long lead. It then has the illusion of freedom, the chance to range away from the safe path – but that freedom is dictated by you. With one twitch, you can bring it back to heel.


Children might be anarchic creatures, but total anarchy in books bothers them. If they want silliness, they want it within safe parameters; sustenance, solidity, great characters and decent jokes that don’t wear thin. Like adult readers, they enjoy stories by writers who know when and how to twist the mood without sounding shallow. Endless gurning punctuated with exclamation marks doesn’t cut it. Children are quite capable of that type of silliness by themselves, wheeling around the playground as they pretend to be elephants or aliens. They expect more from you. You’re the grown-up. Don’t let them down.


Andy Stanton’s Mr Gum books, illustrated by David Tazzyman, are a great example of comic childishness. They ramble. They are full of made-up words. They use impossible metaphors. They play around with all the conventions. The pictures are weird and spiky. But, despite the madness, you never get that sinking feeling that you’re wasting your time and the stories are going nowhere. Childishness is there in abundance, but it is never uncontrolled. That’s why it works.









	

[image: image]


	

Andy Stanton on www.mrgum.com








‘I like Roald Dahl of course… Fantastic Mr Fox, The Twits, Jibberly and the Gribloff, which is one that he wrote especially for me. I’m the only person to have ever read it, you can’t get it in the shops. It’s the best one actually. Jibberly and the Gribloff is fantastic. It’s a thousand pages long and also some of the characters when you’re reading actually come to life and give you presents but you can’t read it because I’ve got the only copy.’
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