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      THE EVERYTHING® GUIDE TO WRITING CHILDREN'S BOOKS 2ND EDITION


      Dear Reader,

      My parents were storytellers. My father described in detail the pig that tried to gobble him down (nonfiction), and the adventures of a brother and sister, Jack and Tack (fiction). My mother inspired with a picture book about a little train engine, and later with books about the mysteries of deer and dogs and horses. I told my own children stories of a bullfrog who rescued a baby, and of an alabunny (half gator and half bunny) who saved the frozen swamp.

      In my career as a professional writer, enthusiasm for children's stories has seemed to guide my pen. I have written books about children living in the woods, living in haunted houses, and even living on the moon!

      Our daughter Eva entertained the family with stories of fairies; later she became my editor, and eventually my writing partner.

      In this book we share what we have learned: how to capture your best ideas, develop them, and present them to the publishing world. Writing for children begins with stories in your heart. We help you bring those stories to life and share them with others.

      Sincerely,
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      Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

      These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

      You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

      We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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      Answers to common questions
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      Important snippets of information
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      Urgent warnings
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      Quick handy tips
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      MANAGING EDITOR, EVERYTHING® SERIES Lisa Laing

      COPY CHIEF Casey Ebert

      ASSISTANT PRODUCTION EDITOR Jacob Erickson

      ACQUISITIONS EDITOR Lisa Laing
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      Top Ten Tips for Writing Children's Books

      1. Create characters you truly love, hate, admire, and fear.

      2. Tell stories you yearn to tell: feel the desire of your protagonist to reach a goal; fear the obstacles blocking that path; show the details of the struggle.

      3. Choose small events in the world you know, or large events on the world stage, to inspire your stories. The key is that they speak to you, and move you.

      4. Read, read, read — read books written for the target age group, set in your chosen historical period, and of the type of book you want to write.

      5. Try writing for different age groups, and in different voices. You will discover your niche through writing, not by thinking about writing.

      6. Expect to make mistakes in the beginning — everyone does. Look for constructive feedback from people who know good writing.

      7. Protect yourself from negative people: show your work only to trusted friends, or professional writing teachers or coaches.

      8. As soon as you have received an offer on your first manuscript, but before you have signed a contract, join the Author's Guild and ask them for assistance.

      9. Organize your life to become a writer: keep good files and maintain a disciplined work schedule; capture your dreams, reveries, and inspired moments in notebooks.

      10. Try out new ideas all the time, edit your work patiently, and send it out steadily.

    

  
    
      

      
      Foreword

      I'd written fifteen crime fiction novels before tackling my first young adult novel, Down the Rabbit Hole, Book One in the Echo Falls series. I was lucky in three ways. First, and probably least helpful to readers of this excellent guide, was the fact that I was invited to give it a try by a wonderful editor at a major children's publisher. She'd read a book of mine called The Tutor in which a ten-year-old girl plays a supporting role and she thought a children's mystery series could be built around a similar character. The editor and I had a thirty-minute chat in her Manhattan office and then I got in my car and headed home. Approaching the first rest stop on I-95, I felt a craving for fries, and during that little pit stop the main elements of Down the Rabbit Hole came to me. Those out-of-the-blue experiences are the very best — and rarest — things about what my grandmother used to call “the writing game.”

      Second stroke of luck: I had four kids of my own, an endless mine of material. I'd seen it all! At the time, my youngest daughter was a thirteen-year-old eighth grader, just like Ingrid Levin-Hill, amateur detective and star of the Echo Falls series. My daughter read the manuscript chapter by chapter during the writing process, as did my wife. My wife, probably as you or I would do, made tentative pencil marks on the pages, and not too many. My daughter, on the other hand, used ink, and commented plenty, changing dialogue and slashing away with gusto. Ingrid turned out to be that way, too. I wonder why.

      Third, I quickly discovered that I loved writing for children. Writing is challenging and sometimes lonely work, and I can't imagine doing it in the absence of true love on the writer's part. In this case, I transported myself every writing day (which means just about every day for me — okay, not Thanksgiving) back to the special world of childhood, an endlessly fresh and fascinating period when the world is engaged for the first time in all its good and bad. I've come to believe that we're somewhat like trees, with the rings of each year hidden inside. I found the thirteen-year-old ring within me to be very accessible, and urge anyone interested in writing for children to spend some time seriously contemplating their younger selves. Just as you can work to improve your literary techniques, you can also work to improve your imagination.

      People always ask what I did to adjust to the younger readership. The answer is: nothing. Whether you're writing in the first person or any of the variants of the third person, if you really get into the heads of your characters then the vocabulary, syntax, thought patterns, and attitude will magically come out right. And if not, revise! And again and again and again! Still loving the job? Then this book is for you.

      — Peter Abrahams

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      THERE ARE THREE THINGS you must do to become a writer of children's books, whether fiction or nonfiction. First, you must write. Second, you must revise. Third, you must send your work out. Sometimes writers concentrate on one or two of these activities and neglect the third. Not you! You've taken the first step to becoming a real children's author — you bought this book!

      Writing fiction, whether for children or adults, begins with story ideas. Sometimes these ideas come in dreams, on an airplane, when you're listening to music, or when you're singing in the shower — moments when you are free of other people, responsibilities, and distractions. Your mind floats a little, drifts a little, and you picture an image, a character, a crazy rhyme, or a line of dialogue that makes you smile. Most people let these reveries go, and they are lost forever. Not you! As a writer, you will capture these rhymes, dreams, and images by jotting them down in a small notebook that you keep close at hand. This is the first step in working with your subconscious mind. All literature comes from this hidden source — not just children's literature.

      As a writer for children, you won't limit your jottings to the beautiful, harmonic, or joyful. While there is much pleasure in the music of writing, and in creating attractive characters, settings, and adventures, children's literature has a dark side, too. Think of Alice's fear of the Red Queen, or Harry Potter's terror of his nemesis Voldemort.

      Children's literature is rooted in oral storytelling for both children and adults, and much of that storytelling was practiced to help people survive real challenges. Think of the stories collected in eighteenth-century Europe, tales such as “Jack and the Beanstalk” and “Little Red Riding Hood.” Do you think the giant who threatened Jack, and the wolf that threatened Red Riding Hood, represented real dangers in the world of eighteenth-century children? Or do you think those scary figures represented anxieties and insecurities — the inner demons of children who feel powerless much of the time?

      Scholars argue each side of this, but writers know that stories of conflict between good and evil characters serve both purposes for children. Through good books, young readers learn to cope with threatening forces in the world around them, and within themselves.

      Just as you will capture joyful moments in your notebook, so you may capture difficult experiences that will be equally useful in your writing. An unreasonable male boss, for example, cast into fiction as a nosy female neighbor, could allow you the freedom to use feelings of anger creatively. You could bring to life a memorable foe who loses out in the end. How satisfying, for both writer and reader!

      If you want to write nonfiction books for children, jot down reminders of those moments when experiencing something new or learning a piece of information held special interest for you: cactus flowers that grow in the desert, foxes that live in the city, or stars that turn into black holes. Your curiosity and love of detail can lead to learning the sequences of cause and effect which led to these fascinating facts, and how they became known. This research can lead you to write true stories of natural science, history, and biography for children. What budding artist wouldn't like to read about a young Georgia O'Keeffe? What future scientist wouldn't want to learn about a rare Florida Panther and its Everglades home?

      Do you dream of writing both fiction and nonfiction for children? Which do you think you would be better at? What age readers might you have a special knack for engaging? Here's an important secret: you mustn't just think about it. You must actually try it!

      Begin with an experiment. Write the first paragraph (and if that goes well, the first page). Try different contexts for your ideas: a picture book, then a middle-grade novel, and then a serious young adult story. Try incorporating different elements in your story: realism, history, humor, and fantasy. Try writing an opening to your story in the voice of your main character; now try writing the same opening in the voice of an observer, or “third person” narrator. You will surprise and delight yourself with these experiments.

      Above all else, you must write! What about revision and sending out your work? Don't worry, we'll get there. First, find the notebook and the pen, and start writing!

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 1

      
      The Importance of Children's Books

      Children's books teach and entertain, offer adventure and escape, and comfort children with the knowledge that they are not alone in the world. Do you remember reading a book as a kid and thinking “This is amazing. This character is just like me”? Childhood can be a confusing time, and children are helped tremendously when they learn that other people have felt the joys and concerns they feel. The children's books you write can have a lasting impact on the lives of readers.

      
A Brief History

      Today's children's book writer can strengthen her work by understanding the history of the form. The art of storytelling has been passed down for generations — and so have the steps writers have taken to make books appealing to children.

      Oral Tradition

      People told stories for centuries before writing was invented. Children's books, like adult books, emerged from these oral traditions. The art of story-telling was highly regarded (even as a profession at times), and stories were passed down to children from their parents, traveling bards, and elders of the community or tribe.

      Every culture has used storytelling to pass on traditions and beliefs to future generations, as well as to explain the mysteries of nature, convey history, influence values, and entertain. Tales had to be told in such a way that they would be remembered. Storytellers often performed their stories and sometimes brought along drawings to help illustrate the tale. Occasionally, they would embellish or alter a common story to keep the attention of the audience.

      Storytellers required a certain knack for sizing up an audience. They had to recognize the needs and wants of those listening and figure out a suitable approach. They also had to alter their techniques according to the type of audience, whether it was adults only, children only, adults and children combined, or people of a different community, town, or tribe. All these factors had to be considered before and during a story performance.

      It is important to recognize and respect the oral tradition. Though sometimes thought a thing of the past, it is valuable to writers of today — especially authors of children's books. As you progress in your writing, you will find that having an audience will help to hone your skills as a performer of your work. And just as the tellers of so long ago sized up their audiences, so will you.

      Each of the following steps comes from the oral storytelling tradition. Taking them will improve your writing.

      
        	
          As you compose and revise, read your stories aloud to yourself. Pretend you are reading on the radio, and speak slowly and clearly, with feeling. Test the sound of sentences, improve rhythm, eliminate awkward phrases, and shape realistic dialogue.

        

        	
          When you have completed a draft, read it aloud to children of the appropriate age. Note which parts hold them and which parts don't.

        

        	
          When you read a story to a child, you are carrying forward the great oral tradition. Meditate on the values and memories you wish to impart to the next generation. What has changed since you were younger? What do kids need to hear from your unique perspective?

        

      

      Incorporating these tips from the oral tradition will strengthen both your writing and your presentation of your stories.

      
        
          
            [image: illustration]
          
        

        The ancient Greek myths are a good example of how oral tradition promotes the longevity of a story. Had these myths not been so entertaining and recounted in such a compelling way, they would not have survived long enough to be written down.

      

      Books for Children

      Before the seventeenth century, most of the literature available to children had been published for adults. Children relished the tales of Robin Hood and King Arthur — exciting stories that featured dashing heroes matched against terrible foes. These stories introduced children to big ideas of the adult world. Robin Hood worked for justice, robbing the rich to feed the poor; King Arthur fought corruption and foreign invasion.

      The first books written especially for children featured none of these things. Instead, these books were packed with pages of advice. The Book of Curtesye by William Caxton (published in 1477) contained instructions such as “Don't undo your girdle at the table.” It wasn't until John Newbery published A Little Pretty Pocket Book in 1744 that entertainment became a valued component of literature for children. Its subtitle read, in part, “with two letters from Jack the Giant Killer.” Newbery's books reached heights of popularity and soon other publishers began to follow suit.

      The nineteenth century brought about a flowering of illustrators, and new printing capabilities allowed for color illustrations. In America, Scribners published a magazine that was designed specifically for children called St. Nicholas Magazine.

      Soon thereafter, librarians began building collections of children's books. They set out on a mission to persuade publishers that there was a market for quality books with illustrations that would appeal to children. Their dedication paid off, and in 1921 Macmillan opened the first department solely for trade children's books. Other publishers opened their own departments once it was determined that children's publishing was a profitable enterprise.
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        Is the Newbery Medal named after John Newbery?
Yes. The Newbery Medal, awarded every year for the best children's book, was established in 1921 by the American Library Association in honor of the famous publisher and bookseller.

      

      Children's publishing snowballed. Today, children's publishing is big business and there is a huge market of eager children (and their parents) out there just waiting to be satisfied. There are three enduring qualities in children's books today:

      
        	
          They feature adventure and excitement.

        

        	
          Their heroes are clever and moral, while their villains are clever and immoral.

        

        	
          They are built on big ideas, such as justice and freedom.

        

      

      Writing for today's children means exactly what it did years ago: incorporating dramatic elements into your work in order to capture and hold readers. Children's books share with oral storytelling the devices of showing character through action, building tension, and revealing events.

      
The Mission

      There are a number of reasons why people write for children. Every writer has stories to tell. The purpose of children's books — at the most rudimentary level — is to teach or to entertain. That said, the best children's writing contains a writer's unique voice. It is likely that all three of these purposes will be a part of your overall mission.

      Writing for Self-Expression

      Stories that are memorable — that engage deep feelings, not just thoughts, in readers — are those you are burning to uncover and tell. You will find satisfaction in writing if you explore the stories most meaningful to you. Many writers for adults and children have said that their crucial material came from their own lives up until the age of twelve. The great thing about writing fiction is that you can change these stories any way you like — you can transform people into animals, or create composite characters out of several remembered people.

      When you write about real events, whether from your own or someone else's life, try not to make your stories too depressing. You can paint a difficult situation — for example, of the WWII Holocaust or the Cherokee Trail of Tears — but do it in a measured way; use short scenes and chapters rather than long ones; build anticipation for possible escape and solution, but not for the sake of making your reader wallow in misery. Remember that your purpose is to connect with a child. Becoming a successful writer also requires that you pay attention to your audience — this means not just children but also the adults who will buy your book. They will be looking for stories that teach various subjects, entertain, promote literacy, and inspire creativity and imagination. As you write, consider each of these goals of your customers.
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        If you are interested in helping a child learn to read, consider writing easy reader books. These books are designed specifically for the child who is beginning to read on his own.

      

      Writing to Teach

      Children are hungry for knowledge. Their capacity for learning is tremendous. Children's authors often set out to help educate children about topics the writers feel are important.

      In the past, many children's books were produced to teach manners and good behavior, to inform children about their culture's present and past, or to school children in religious beliefs. While these types of books still exist, the variety of topics available to children has expanded considerably.

      Nowadays, books are often designed to help children see what lies outside their own world and understand what's changing within it. You can easily find books that teach children about racism, sexuality, war, disease, divorce, and death. Books about the differences between people are important to prepare children for events in their lives. Today in the United States, the average person moves every few years, and the divorce rate is high. Editors and parents know that personal changes will confront many children with new social and cultural realities. Books about diversity can promote tolerance among children. The more they know about other communities, the better chance they stand of growing into well-rounded, successful, and happy adults.

      Of course, there are also books about love, friendship, peace, and strength. With the thousands of topics available, children can discover for themselves where their interests lie. The hope is that one topic of interest will lead to another, which will lead to another, and so on.

      Writing to Entertain

      Although books intended to teach a valuable lesson are well and good, everyone needs a little fun — especially kids. If you haven't noticed, children can have a very short attention span. Children are usually straightforward and honest (especially when it comes to their likes and dislikes), and don't have to bend to niceties as adults often do. If a child is bored, he will let you know. A good children's book can make all the difference between a squirming child and an attentive child.

      Some children's books are designed solely to entertain or amuse. Often these books will have a rhyming or otherwise lulling language that amuses, calms, or comforts a child. Sometimes they are used to divert a child's attention from a disappointment, such as not being able to play outside while it's raining. They will keep a child busy having fun in not-so-fun places such as the doctor's office. And let's not forget, some are just meant to tell a good story.

      For those who argue that books designed solely for entertainment have no value, think again. If those books grab the attention of a child and spark an interest in reading, what greater value is there? Entertainment, whether on its own or combined with instruction, is an important quality that children's books possess.

      
Additional Benefits

      Children's books are loaded with additional benefits that supplement the purposes of expressing yourself, teaching, and entertaining. You should be aware of far-reaching impacts your books may have. Some of these influences may help to motivate you when you are tempted throw up your hands.

      Promoting Literacy

      One of the most important benefits of a book is promoting literacy. Let's face it, those who are able to read and write have an easier go of things in this world than those who are illiterate. Every book, whether or not it was designed specifically for this purpose, can help a child to grasp language and literacy. If a child is able to derive pleasure and perhaps satisfy curiosity from a book at a young age, that child is more likely to make books a part of his life. Those who read extensively are often good writers, have a strong vocabulary, are able to communicate effectively, and have sound grammar and spelling skills.
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        In the 1980s, the concept of “whole language” was introduced. This approach encouraged the use of literature in all subjects, not just reading classes. As a result, trade books were brought into schools to replace some textbooks and to encourage an interest in reading. For example, if a class is studying World War II, then a historical novel based on that war might be introduced to the class.

      

      Learning to Listen

      Listening is hard — even adults have difficulty with it. Listening is different from hearing. It is a very important skill that takes practice and patience. While hearing is simply the process of registering sound through the ear, listening requires active participation in comprehending what is being heard. Children will develop good listening skills if they are read to on a regular basis, especially if starting off at a very young age. By helping to strengthen their listening skills, you are also helping them to become better communicators.

      Inspiring Creativity and Imagination

      If you've ever had contact with children, you know that they are naturally creative and can sometimes have wild imaginations. Since it seems like just part of their charm, many of us take their creativity for granted. As children grow older, outside influences can stifle creativity, and they can find themselves as adults wondering where their imaginations have fled. Books can help to continuously inspire and promote creativity. By introducing new ideas, a book will stimulate the mind to go off on tangents, creating a cycle of original thought.

      A Healthy Escape

      Just like adults, children sometimes need a form of escapism to take a breather from the trials of life. Children are very perceptive and can feel the strain of tense situations even if they are not able to fully express these feelings. With all of the harmful forms of escapism available to children today, books should be made available as a healthy choice for distraction. Books can transport the reader to a different time and place, leaving behind the present and all its troubles.

      
A Child's World

      Children's books are most often bought by adults. Because you will want your books to appeal to an adult's sensibility, it is sometimes easy to allow yourself to be swayed by an adult's viewpoint when writing. What you must keep in mind is that ultimately children's books are for children, regardless of who buys them. It is this quality that makes books so important to the children themselves. Books can become a secret treasure. Children can explore their own tastes and interests through the books they choose to read. If they feel as though a book was written and designed just for them, children will create a bond with the literature. So, write children's books for children.

      To write for children, you need to acknowledge their view of the world, which can be quite different from that of an adult. Reading child psychology can be helpful. You have two excellent resources at your fingertips: your memories and children themselves. We'll get into the specifics of writing for children later in the book. For right now, get to know them.

      Using Your Memory

      The memories from your own childhood are a good place to start. Start off with a description of yourself at a particular age that you can see most clearly. Sketch out a brief character description including things such as your age, hair color, eye color, height, weight, clothing preferences, hobbies, friends, where you lived, and general likes and dislikes.

      Next, write down a timeline of significant events during your childhood. Leave some space because one memory may spark another and you might want to go back and add something. Once you are satisfied with your timeline, take each event individually and retell the story in first person — but try to tell it as you would have immediately following its occurrence. Use the character description to get you going; how old were you and what did you look like during this event? Then go on to describe how you felt, what your reactions were, and what you observed. Complete this exercise for each event. You will probably find that the more stories you retell, the easier they are to describe from a child's point of view.
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        If you are having trouble remembering specifics from your childhood, take a look at an old photo album. Pictures can trigger memories and even provide details that have long been forgotten. They may also inspire future stories.

      

      A child's view is quite different from that of an adult, and a child's priorities differ from an adult's. Remember that a child is short, physically weak, politically powerless, limited in knowledge, and lacking experiences that could allow processing information in a mature way. All these factors will influence how a child responds to your work.

      While a security blanket may be the most important thing in the world to a child, an adult may look at it as just another piece of cloth. As you try to recapture a child's view, take these observations into consideration and use your own memories to help gain a better understanding of children and their world.

      Being a Spy

      One of the best ways to get to know children is to watch them. If you have children of your own, this is a great place to start, but don't limit yourself to a select few. (Plus, your own children will most likely take more notice of your presence, and their behavior may be influenced by it.) If at all possible, study large groups of children. Pay close attention to what they say, how they interact with each other and adults, what they take an interest in, and their body language.

      Consider yourself on a covert operation. Try to stay out of sight as much as possible. This doesn't mean you have to hide in a nearby bush; just keep out of the way and don't stare blatantly. Even if you don't know the children you are studying, the mere presence of an adult (especially a stranger) will sometimes affect they way they behave.

      If you work with children, the covert operation should be an easy one. However, if you aren't normally around kids, or want to study a different group, it may be a little more difficult to seek out children. The following are some good places to start:

      
        	
          Parks

        

        	
          Community or school playgrounds

        

        	
          Organized playgroups

        

        	
          Church youth groups

        

        	
          Sports events

        

        	
          Carnivals or fairs

        

        	
          Libraries

        

      

      Keep a notebook with you and jot down your observations, even if they don't seem to have any significance. If you are close enough to hear conversations, write them down word for word — it just may help you with dialogue when it comes time to write your story.
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        When observing children, be sure to let the supervising adults know what you are doing. Your presence may seem suspicious and cause alarm. If you explain your presence your intentions won't be misconstrued.

      

      If you are unable to observe children firsthand or would like additional resources, you may want to consider reading books and magazines on parenting. These references will help you to understand the physical and emotional milestones of a child's growth process.

      
Not Just Books Anymore

      Children's books are important for reading purposes, of course, but they also inspire movies and television shows. This can be good and it can be bad, depending on how you look at it. Blockbuster movies and hit television series will certainly raise awareness of the book. As an author, you will be able to reach a wider audience — both the children who have already read your book and those who haven't. Some children who see the story acted out for them may not bother reading the book, but then there are also those children who love the story so much that they beg their parents to take them to the bookstore immediately. It works both ways.

      Harry Potter and Twilight


      When the first Harry Potter book was published back in 1997, J. K. Rowling was an unknown writer. The first book, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone, was an unexpected hit, but the movie adaptation of it, and of the subsequent books, grew the awareness of Rowling and the book series to new heights. Now millions of people all over the world are reading Harry Potter books. A similar thing has happened with the Twilight series. Stephenie Meyer was a stay-at-home mom who dreamed up the Twilight story (literally!), and after hastily writing a 500-page draft, she sent out query letters to agents and publishers. Six months later, she was looking at a three-book deal with Little, Brown, one of the largest Young Adult (YA) publishers in the business. Soon after that, the movie versions of the series were hitting theaters. Both Harry Potter and Twilight are examples of books receiving more attention (and more readers) as a result of their film adaptations.
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        Many original movies and television shows inspire children's books. Often these books will be published in series form as “novelizations” of original episodes, or continue the story line of a television show such as Full House or Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

      

      One negative side of having your children's or YA book adapted for the screen is that producers will usually need to alter stories, either to fit within specific time allotments or to appeal to more diverse audiences. Another possibility is that the film will overshadow the book, as in the case of many Disney movies. Walt Disney knew what he was doing when he brought Snow White, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, Beauty and the Beast, and others to life onscreen. These animated features have become classics — and although many children know the stories are based on old fairy tales, the Walt Disney adaptations dominate the cultural imagination. The original books are a footnote to the movies.

      
Advancements in Technology

      Some people are of the opinion that advancements in technology are going to cause the extinction of the book. This fear is not new; over the years, newly emerged technologies such as television, videos, video games, computers, and the Internet have pushed the panic buttons of publishers and writers alike. While these technologies have risen in popularity, and while e-books have made a splash in the book market, the printed children's book has, so far, stood its ground.

      People still have a close relationship with printed books. The ability to scribble in the margins, highlight passages, dog-ear pages, and feel the paper between your fingers as you build the anticipation of turning the page are sentimental qualities that aren't soon to be forgotten. How many times have you opened a new book and taken a big whiff? How many times have you scanned someone's bookshelf for something good to read and picked out a book that was well-worn? Printed books will always hold a special place in readers' hearts, despite the growing popularity of e-readers. And even when e-books begin to outsell print, the book market will still hold its ground. Don't forget, e-books need writers, too.

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Types of Children's Books

      Because children's books span such a wide age and reading-level range — infants to teenagers — there have to be distinct divisions that break them down into smaller categories. For example, a twelve-year-old may prefer reading about a thirteen- or fourteen-year old protagonist to one who is ten years old. In other respects, such as complexity of language, books about these two ages may be similar. This is one illustration of the fine line between middle grade and young adult. This chapter will outline the different types of children's books.

      
The Standard Categories

      The two standard categories of books are fiction and nonfiction. At the heart of fiction is a story; at the heart of nonfiction is fact. Before you begin writing, you will need to decide if you are going to write fiction, nonfiction, or both. From there, you will decide which types of children's books and reading levels suit you.

      Fiction

      Fiction reveals truths. How is this possible? As your made-up characters interact with each other, overcoming obstacles and striving to reach their goals, you will sense whether their actions and words are honest and accurate. So will your readers. Writers often report that their fictional people seem alive; part of the writer's job is to listen to what the characters want to say, rather than force words upon them.

      When publishers seek good fiction, they mean honestly explored stories of made-up people who live in the world we all share; the stories will contain joys and problems of real people — love, jealousy, greed, ambition, and so on. Even fantasy and science fiction stories reflect these dynamics of our experience.

      Children's fiction can also explore alternate worlds. The best science fiction and fantasy stories offer readers the fun of an imagined universe while illuminating the world we live in. Characters may live in star ships or grave-yards yet represent people in normal settings. You may choose to retell the story of Snow White, but you will be using a folk tale to say something about the relationships in real families.

      Fiction comes in many different genres: fairy tales, folk tales, myths, romantic fiction, historical fiction, fantasy, ghost stories, science fiction, westerns, adventure stories, and horror, to name a few. For each of these genres, there is a particular kind of fictional world, just as there are writers and readers who love to visit there, and publishers looking for these kinds of stories. So choose the world that attracts you, and start writing down ideas for characters and story lines in that setting.

      Try writing the first page of a book of one of the types listed above. There is a particular kind of emotion associated with each category, and by experimenting you will discover which ones you have the most feeling for. When you reach the end of that first page, if you feel drawn to keep writing, you may have begun an exciting journey. Try this in the voice of a character, then start over and try it in a third person narrative voice.

      Nonfiction

      Though nonfiction must stick to the facts, it must also be lively. You can find ways to make facts, and the theories that help explain them, appealing to children. Sports, science, history, geography, nature, cooking, biography, evolution, and health are just a few of the topics that can be explored in children's books.

      In addition to the endless subjects available, there are different approaches you can take to presenting them. Maybe you would like to create a documentary-style book about the Pony Express, or tell the story of how bees find flowers and report back to the hive. Nearly any activity can be transformed into a how-to book. For example, if you know your way around a kitchen, you could write a how-to book on vegetarian meals to cook with children.
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        You already have a wealth of information at your fingertips if you decide to write about what you know. But do research your topic; while you may think you know everything already, you'll want to verify your information and be up-to-date on advancements.

      

      If you believe you would like to write nonfiction, think about your own activities and interests. What is your occupation? Where did you grow up? Is there a subject you'd like to learn more about? What are your hobbies? Use the answers to these questions as starting points for your compilation of ideas.

      Whether you decide to write fiction or nonfiction, you will need to decide what you want your book to look like and what reading level you want to address. Let's take a look at five types of children's books and the reading levels appropriate to each one.

      
Picture Books

      When speaking of children's books, most people have picture books in mind. These are the books that combine illustrations with text. They are the books that are read at bedtime, during story hour at the library, in kindergarten classes, and by older siblings to younger ones. They mark the beginning of a child's love of literature.

      At most bookstores, picture books take up a good portion of the children's department. They are popular with both children and adults. Kids browse the bookshelves looking at the lively illustrations and stunning colors. Parents browse the bookshelves looking for a story that will be a pleasure to read over and over again to their children. Some adults love to give picture books as gifts — to people of all ages.
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        Picture books are usually rather short, which is ideal for the short attention spans of children. However, there are many successful picture books that tell longer stories and are text-heavy.

      

      The Design

      Picture books are normally between twenty-four and thirty-two pages long. These page counts include the front matter (copyright page, title page, dedication, and acknowledgment pages). For example, a thirty-two page picture book minus the front matter may leave only twenty-eight pages for the story.

      Word counts for picture books normally range between 200 and 1,500 words. There are exceptions. Some picture books have very small illustrations, leaving room for a lot of text. Others have no words at all.

      To help you write within the structure of picture books, try breaking up your text into pages. The first page of your story will normally be on the right-hand page, so it will stand alone. Pages 2 and 3 will be a two-page spread so a small cliffhanger should occur on the odd-numbered pages throughout.

      You will want to envision provisional illustrations that may accompany your text, but keep in mind that the illustrator will contribute a special vision to this partnership.

      Enough action in the text should take place on each page to allow for an illustration. On the other hand, you don't want too much action because there might not be room to illustrate it all. A page of picture-book text should gently suggest visual ideas, but not specify them in detail. Let the illustrator's imagination have freedom to roam.

      Writing Picture Books

      First of all, let's do away with a common misconception: You do not have to be able to illustrate to write and sell picture books. And unless you are a professional illustrator, do not submit drawings with your text. Check out Chapter 9 for more information about illustrators.

      While picture books are easy to read and love, they are not easy to write. Yes, the text may be quite simple and short, but that is misleading. Because space is limited in picture books, every single word must be very carefully chosen; you simply don't have the room to take your time with the story. Plus, the writer must take into consideration the illustrations. Type out the text of several picture books you admire. This will give you a sense of the writer's job, as opposed to the illustrator's job.
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        Talk to a children's librarian and find out which picture books are most popular with children. Then ask which picture books are most popular with adults. You will most likely find that there are differences in which books adults like to read over and over and which books children like to hear over and over.

      

      Children typically have short attention spans. If you want to capture their interest, your text should be constantly moving. Every page should contain action, including the very first page. Don't spend precious space setting up the story, just dive right in. You want to capture the child's attention from the get-go. Plus, you'll keep his attention by including small cliffhangers that motivate him to turn the page. Just as novels leave you wanting to read more with the end of each chapter, picture books leave you with that desire at the end of each spread.

      Types of Picture Books

      When you browse the bookshelves for picture books, you'll notice several different types. The most common has a large illustration accompanied by a few lines of text on each page. Not every story works best in this format. There are a few other types of picture books you might try writing:

      
        	
          Board or baby books. These books are built to stand up to the destructive tendencies of babies and toddlers. They are often made of cardboard and are usually sixteen pages long with an illustration accompanied by only a couple of words per page.

        

        	
          Wordless picture books. Just as the name implies, these picture books do not have text. The illustrations tell the story by themselves.

        

        	
          Novelty books. These books have an additional element that make the book interactive or otherwise entertaining. Some novelty books have pop-ups, pull tabs, graduated page lengths, holes in the pages, or accessories that complement the story.

        

        	
          Concept books. These books focus on one concept and don't necessarily have to tell a story. Whether the topic is something tangible or visible, such as colors, or something more complex or psychological, such as overcoming a fear of the dark, a concept book will explore its concept in whatever format suits it best.
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