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Is This You?


Are you burning with the desire to create stories that children will want to read time and time again? To transport them into fantasy worlds, exciting adventures, realistic family dramas? To entertain children, make them laugh or shiver with fright? To create characters they can relate to and care about? Do you have children’s stories buzzing around in your head, fighting to get out and down on paper? If you can answer yes to any of these questions then this is the book for you. Between these covers you will learn the techniques needed to create believable characters, realistic dialogue and gripping plots for children plus useful writing tips and exercises. So dip inside and get writing!
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Writing for Children ‘Know-how’



BEFORE STARTING


Children are not mini adults; they are a totally different audience. So before you start writing a children’s story, think about some of the differences between children and adults. Let’s discuss a few and how it will affect your writing:


•   Children are younger and less experienced. Their knowledge is more limited than adults so make sure that you write about things they will understand. Think about the age of the child who will be reading your story. We’ll talk more about this later in the chapter.


•   Children are smaller. Have you ever been back to your primary school and realized with shock how small it actually is? Remember how huge the school seemed when you were a child? It was easy to get lost there, the desks were high, the teachers tall, everything seemed so big. Try getting down on your knees to see the world through a child’s eyes. See how high the table is, how impossible it is to reach the shelf, how tall adults seem. Bear this in mind when you’re writing your story.


•   Children’s vocabulary and understanding aren’t as developed as adults. It’s amazing how many authors write a children’s story just as they would write a story for adults but with children as the characters. Use vocabulary relevant to your age group and don’t put anything in the story that a child of that age wouldn’t understand.


•   Children are impressionable. Children have limited experience. They haven’t been in this world as long as adults. To young children anything is possible. They will happily believe that toys come to life, animals can talk and fairies exist. Which brings us to the next, very important, point.



WRITING RESPONSIBLY


Never forget how impressionable children are, especially children under seven. The world is new and fresh to them and their knowledge is limited. They can be influenced by what they read and will often copy a scenario, basing themselves on one of the characters. So write responsibly. Never show young children doing any of the following:


•   Talking to strangers.


•   Going off with strangers.


•   Wandering about alone or going off alone.


•   Doing anything that could cause them harm.


Getting past ‘the gatekeepers’


If you want to be published in the traditional way then your story probably won’t get past an editor if you do any of the above things. If you are writing a children’s story, before your book even reaches its target audience it has to get past what is known in the trade as ‘the gatekeepers’. These are editors, publishers, critics, educationalists and librarians who all check that the content of the story is suitable for children of the age for which it is intended. Stories featuring children having unsupervised adventures like Enid Blyton’s Famous Five wouldn’t be acceptable today. Hence the rise of fantasy fiction: put your child in a fantasy world and you can relax the barriers a little.


A warning tale


Editors can be very cautious, especially with books aimed at children under five. Several publishers told me that they loved my picture book story Silly Moo! but they wouldn’t publish it because they considered it too dangerous – in the story an apple falls on Cow’s head and she forgets where she lives. Their concern was that the book would encourage children to throw apples, or other things, at each other’s heads. I personally felt that was a bit over the top. I finally sold Silly Moo! to Top That! Publishing who didn’t think it was too dangerous at all and turned it into a colourful lift-the-flap book which is very popular with children.




Top tip


A general rule of thumb is that children must never be shown doing anything that children would not safely be allowed to do in real life.






CONSIDERING OTHER THINGS


Some general rules for all age groups are:


•   Make sure that your book isn’t sexist. Don’t portray boys as always being stronger, braver or tougher than girls. Don’t show girls as always being kinder, more patient or cleverer than boys. Characters of both sexes have their own individual strengths and weaknesses.


•   Don’t stereotype characters. Don’t always show your male characters doing stereotypically male things such as playing football or larking around and your female characters playing ballet or simpering. All Africans aren’t good at athletics, all Asians aren’t shopkeepers and studious, and all Scots don’t have ginger hair. Most women now go out to work and some men are househusbands. I once had to rewrite a short story because I’d shown the mum washing up and the dad at work. “But I do wash up, don’t you?” I asked my editor. “Yes,” she replied. “But that’s not the point.”


•   Reflect the society we live in. We live in a diverse, multicultural society consisting of a variety of lifestyles, family structures, homes, customs and ways of dressing. Make sure your story reflects this. Don’t always portray your characters as a middle-class white nuclear family with mum, dad and two children. There are many single-parent families – and there are single-parent dads as well as mums – step-families, mixed race families and family members with a disability.



Warning!



Don’t overdo the points above. Making your character a working-class, ballet-loving boy living with a disabled single-parent dad and six siblings from different races won’t guarantee that your story is an instant success with your editor.



WRITING ABOUT ISSUES


Obviously, the older the child you are writing for, the more the rules slacken. For pre-teens you should never write anything immoral or containing bad language, but this is less true for teenage books, which are more commonly known as YA (Young Adult) fiction. Controversial subjects such as teenage pregnancy (A Swift Pure Cry by Siobhan Dowd), suicide (Thirteen Reasons Why by Jay Asher), drug-taking (Junk by Melvin Burgess) and even incest (Forbidden by Tabitha Suzuma) occur in these titles, which can result in them being banned by schools and librarians.


Most YA authors say they write about these issues because these are problems teenagers have to deal with, and they hope that in some way their stories can help them. I’m with them on this; as long as the subjects are tackled responsibly (i.e. not encouraging readers to do it or written in a sensational, vulgar way) then I think there is definitely a place for these kinds of stories. Life, as the saying goes, is not a bed of roses and by the time they get to their teens most children know this.


Of course, not all books today are traditionally published. The rise of self e-publishing sites such as Amazon Kindle and Smashwords means that an ever-increasing number of writers are taking that route instead. If you intend to self-publish then remember that even though you don’t have an editor you still have a responsibility to consider the age of your audience and write accordingly. We’ll talk more about ebooks and self-publishing in chapter 14.


All these points are obvious really, yet it’s amazing how many writers forget these basics and write just the same as they would for adults. A children’s story is for children so your subject matter, theme and vocabulary should reflect this.




Top tip
	

Always remember the audience you are writing for – this is good advice for any writer but especially important for a writer of children’s fiction.





Writing exercise


Think of a children’s book you read as a child. How did it make you feel? If you were writing that story now what would you change about it? Have a go at tweaking the plot to make it more modern (and more PC, if necessary). Rewrite the first page or two. What difference does it make to the story?



KNOWING YOUR MARKET, KNOWING YOUR READER


‘Know you market, know your reader’ is a mantra that I often tell my students. I believe that this is vital when writing for children.



Researching the market


I’ve often heard it said that you should just write the book you want to write and if it’s written well enough it will find a home. Personally I don’t agree with this. Children’s publishing is very market-led, publishers have their own quotas and lists they want to fill, and whilst I don’t recommend you jump on the bandwagon and write what’s ‘hot’ at the moment, I do recommend you research what’s already out there and what current editors are looking for.


If you want to get your book published you need to be aware of the current market, if only to ensure that you’re not writing something similar to a story that’s already on sale. A look at a selection of publishers’ websites will inform you of books that have been around for a while but are still popular as well as current titles and forthcoming ones. You’ll also be able to find information on the various series the publishers commission and be able to download a catalogue of all current book titles. This is all useful information as publishers often look for books to fit into their series.


Be aware that although books like Postman Pat, Bob the Builder, The Secret Seven and other Enid Blyton titles are still popular, stories like these wouldn’t get past an editor today. Publishers are looking for modern stories with plots that reflect the society children now live in. They are not looking for cute, twee, old-fashioned characters such as Sammy Suitcase or Tommy Toothbrush, hackneyed storylines ending with ‘it was all a dream’ or fantasy stories where a whisk of the wand magically solves every problem.


However, if you have a story that’s really burning in your head, just waiting to be written down, then go ahead, write it. You may have to wait a while to get it published but some of the best stories have been written by authors who had a story they simply had to tell. Before J. K. Rowling’s first Harry Potter book, publishers and agents were saying that boarding-school stories were ‘old hat’, but Rowling came up with a unique setting and characters and the rest is history. Do make sure, though, that you write your story for today’s children, and show the characters using modern language and living in the world as it is now, unless, of course, it’s a historical or fantasy story. I see a lot of manuscripts from writers whose stories sound dated because their characters act and speak like children did fifty years ago. In other words, write the story that you’re itching to write but make sure that it fits in with today’s society.




Top tip


Read lots of modern children’s books so you can get a feel for the characters and plots that are popular now. Reading is almost as important as writing for a children’s author.





Knowing your reader


It’s vital that you think about the age of the child for whom you’re writing and at what genre/market you’re aiming. Obviously, the age of your reader will affect the way you write your story as a five-year-old will require a simpler story plot, vocabulary and sentence structure than a nine-year-old. Of course, this is only a general observation; there are five-year-olds with the reading ability of eight-year-olds and vice versa, but it’s something you should bear in mind.


The age of your reader will also determine the length of your story as publishers tend to organize their lists according to age groups, with the books for each age group being different word lengths. The age range and length can differ from publisher to publisher, and only by researching individual publishers’ lists will you learn the requirements of each one. If the guidelines aren’t available on the publisher’s website write and ask for them, enclosing a stamped addressed envelope, of course. Here is a general guide.



WRITING FOR DIFFERENT AGE GROUPS


Writing for pre-school children


Books for pre-schoolers are often the ones most people think are the easiest to write. Don’t be fooled. These short, illustrated books might look simple but it’s a difficult and highly competitive market for which to write. Books for this age group usually fall into three types:


Baby board books. These can have as little as one word per page and are primarily educational to teach the child to identify the picture with the word. Openings for new writers are few and far between as they are usually written in-house by editors or commissioned out to well-known artists.


Toddler books. These tell a simple story that the child can identify with (such as remembering to use the potty/being scared of the dark/not wanting to go to bed) and are around 250 words long. The trick to writing these is to keep the story simple and to use the illustrations to tell the story as much as possible – this is known in the trade as ‘letting the pictures do the talking’.


Picture books. The most popular book for pre-schoolers. Again these tell a simple story with a beginning, middle and end based around situations with which children can identify but with a fresh, original take such as Can’t You Sleep, Little Bear? by Martin Waddell (dealing with being scared of the dark), Where the Wild Things Are by Maurice Sendak (a child’s anger) and I Want My Potty! by Tony Ross (even princesses have to be potty trained). Picture books are a maximum of 1,000 words, preferably 500 words or fewer. Picture-book characters can be children, animals, toys or fantasy characters but they should all appeal to young children.


Writing for five- to six-year-olds


Children of this age are just starting to read on their own and enjoy both picture books and first readers. First readers are standard ‘paperback size’ and 1,500–2,000 words. The stories usually have a simple storyline that can be zany or contemporary, without flashbacks or long sentences, and have an illustration on every page.


Writing for six- to seven-year-olds


Books for this age group are a transition between first readers and chapter books. They are about 4,000 words in length and often form part of a series. They are highly illustrated, usually with small black-and-white pictures. Action-packed stories are popular, broken into short chapters that end on a page-turner. Characters should be credible and there should be plenty of dialogue, but descriptive narrative should be kept to a minimum.



Writing for seven- to nine-year-olds


Series are very popular with this age group and the books are now about 10,000 words in length. Children of this age are more confident readers so vocabulary isn’t so restricted and sentences are longer. Use strong characters, lots of dialogue and action. Black-and-white illustrations usually appear every couple of pages and again the story is told in chapters.


Children, especially boys aged between about six and nine, love funny stories with zany characters – think There’s a Pharaoh in Our Bath by Jeremy Strong, the Horrid Henry series or the Astrosaurs Academy series. These books are popular with girls too, as are ‘girly’ series such as Rainbow Magic and The Secret Kingdom.


Writing for nine- to twelve-year-olds


This is the age of the avid reader. Children of this age are usually fluent readers and like to immerse themselves in a book. Fantasy, horror, sci-fi and humour are popular themes, as are series of up to ten books or more involving the same characters. The length of these books varies from 25,000 words upwards, and there are subplots and twists and turns to the story to keep the readers’ interest. There can be several minor characters but the main character must always be in the foreground, and the story told through their eyes. The Harry Potter books are the obvious example for this age group, but there’s also Artemis Fowl by Eoin Colfer and the Jacqueline Wilson books, which are very popular with girls.



Writing YA fiction


Young Adult or teenage fiction has been particularly popular in the last few years. At the time of writing this book, the ‘black covers’ of the Twilight and other vampire/horror series are predominant on the shelves of the bookstores. Books can vary between 40,000 and 80,000 words. Romance, contemporary, humour and horror are again popular, with stories often being told from more than one character’s viewpoint – although each character usually has their own chapter so there is a clear division between them.


Writing exercise


Write the first paragraph of a story from the point of view of a five-year-old. Then write it from the point of view of a nine-year-old and finally that of a teenager. What differences did you make to the sentence structure and vocabulary? Which age group did you find it easiest to write for?




Top tip


If you’re struggling with your story, consider whether you’re writing it for the right age group. Play around with it for a while, trying out beginnings for a few different ages to see which one flows better. A lot of people have a certain age group in mind that they’d like to write for but their writing style is actually more suitable for younger/older children.
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