
[image: cover]


        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
The Only Writing 
 Series You’ll Ever Need: 
 Writing 
 Children’s Books 

Lesley Bolton and Lea Wait 

[image: 9781598690880_0002_001]

Adams Media 
 Avon, Massachusetts 


Copyright © 2007, F+W Media, Inc. 
 All rights reserved. This book, or parts thereof, may not be 
 reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher; 
 exceptions are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.

Contains portions of material adapted and abridged from The Everything® Guide to Writing 
Children’s Books by Lesley Bolton, © 2003 F+W Media, Inc.

Published by Adams Media, 
 an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc. 
 57 Littlefield Street, Avon, MA 02322 
www.adamsmedia.com

ISBN 10: 1-59869-088-4 
 ISBN 13: 978-1-59869-088-0 
 eISBN: 978-1-4405-1738-9

Printed in the United States of America. 
 J I H G F E D C

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
 Bolton, Lesley. 
 The only writing series you’ll ever need : writing children’s books / 
 Lesley Bolton and Lea Wait. 
 p. cm. 
 ISBN-13: 978-1-59869-088-0 
 ISBN-10: 1-59869-088-4 
 1. Children’s literature--Authorship. I. Wait, Lea. II. Title. 
 PN147.5.B66 2007 
 808.06’8--dc22 

 2006028142 

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information with regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional advice. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.

—From a Declaration of Principles jointly adopted by a Committee of the American Bar Association and a Committee of Publishers and Associations 

This book is available at quantity discounts for bulk purchases. 
 For information, please call 1-800-289-0963.


Introduction

Do you linger in the children’s book areas of libraries and bookstores? Do you imagine reading your children or grandchildren a book you’ve written? Do you have strong memories of books you loved as a child? Do you wish you could create those memories for new generations of children?

You’re not alone. Every year thousands of people dream of having their book for children published.

Every year some of those dreams come true.

Every year dozens of authors hold their first books in their hands, see their books in the windows of local bookstores, and proudly sign copies for their family, friends, and fans.

But few dreams come true without study, planning, and hard work. If your dream is to have your writing for children published, then you’ve taken the first step by picking up this book. Whether you’re a beginner or you’ve already tried to create a picture book or a chapter book and felt discouraged and overwhelmed by all you needed to know—this is the book for you.

I know. Just a few years ago I was an unpublished author who dreamed, too. I read hundreds of children’s books, and I read every article and book I could find about writing for children. But no book covered everything I needed to know, from studying the publishing industry, to understanding different categories of children’s books, to actually writing a book, to knowing what marketing skills would be required of me as a published author.

It took me years to learn those things. I read, I wrote, and I wrote again. And in 2001 I was one of those first-time authors who proudly held my first book in my hands. Since then I’ve had three other books for children published. All four have been critically acclaimed and recommended by groups throughout the country. And I’m still writing.

But it might not have taken as long for me to get my first book published if I’d had a book like this one; a book that, in one volume, covers the basics of everything a writer needs to know to get his or her book for children published.

If your dream is to write for children and to have that writing published, and if you’re willing to work for that dream, then keep reading. This book may be the beginning of a wonderful journey for you.

A journey that will take your writing to thousands of children who will read your books, and make your stories a part of their life.

Happy reading—and happy writing! May your dreams be filled with happy endings.

Lea Wait 


Chapter 1 

 The History and Importance 
 of Children’s Books 

No one can argue the importance of a child learning to read, think, and communicate, so how could anyone argue the importance of books for children? While books help a child to develop these skills, there are several other reasons that books written and designed specifically for children are important.

A Brief History of Children’s Books 

Though children’s books are hot items today, this has not always been the case. We take for granted the accessibility of books. Books can be checked out for free at libraries, are prevalent in schools, and can be borrowed from friends and family. For those who want their own, books can be bought anywhere from bookstores to kiosks to grocery stores. Most important, books are readily available to children.

To truly appreciate literature for children, it helps to have an idea of the history of children’s books and the steps that were taken to make books appealing to children. However, as a writer, you first need to go even further back and study the art of storytelling through oral tradition.

Oral Tradition 

Before books were available to the common person, storytelling was an oral tradition—and still is in some cultures today. The art of storytelling 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 the story to pass on traditions and beliefs to future generations, as well as to explain the mysteries of nature, convey history, set moral standards, influence values, and simply entertain. The spoken word was powerful, and this remains true today.

Storytelling was by no means an easy task. Because the tales told had such a powerful influence and were so important to the culture, they had to be told in such a way that they would not soon be forgotten. Even stories involving war and desperation had to have an entertaining quality that would help the listener to remember so the story could be passed on to future generations. Storytellers often performed their stories and sometimes brought along drawings to help illustrate the tale. Occasionally, they would be forced to 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 be 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 a story was told.

It is important to recognize and respect the oral tradition. Though commonly thought a thing of the past, it is valuable to the 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 tone your skills as a storyteller. And just as the storytellers of so long ago had to size up the audience, so will you.

Modern Books 

Though books have been around for quite some time now, books made especially for children have not. Sure, children have had access to books as long as adults have, but there was a very limited selection. In fact, before the seventeenth century, most of the literature children could get their hands on was published for adults. And even if children did choose to struggle through adult texts, what they were allowed to read was riddled with restrictions. Because books had the power to teach and influence, they were somewhat feared; therefore, only those books deemed appropriate in regard to value, morals, and religious beliefs were available to children.

Of course there were a few books made for children before the seventeenth century, such as The Book of Curtesye by William Caxton (published in 1477). However, such books were usually instructional and meant to teach a child good manners and behavior. You can imagine what delight the seventeenth century brought when the first books made specifically for the enjoyment of children were produced. For example, A Book for Boys and Girls; or Country Rhymes for Children (published in 1686) by John Bunyan was a book designed simply to amuse children.

Though progress was being made in children’s literature, the true turning point came about when John Newbery published A Little Pretty Pocket Book in 1744. This was the first of several books that were able to combine elements of education and instruction with amusement and entertainment. Newbery’s books reached the 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 to be included in children’s books. In America, Scribners published a magazine that was designed specifically for children called St. Nicholas Magazine. With the success of this magazine and the quality of writers it attracted, children’s publishing began to make its mark.

Soon thereafter, librarians began building collections of children’s books; however, they were not satisfied with what was available. 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.

Children’s publishing snowballed. Certainly the twentieth century pushed the boundaries of what was acceptable and new genres were established. High standards were set and met. This is an exciting time to be involved in children’s publishing, whether as an editor, author, or illustrator. 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.

The Mission and Additional Benefits 

There are a number of reasons people write for children. Every person has his or her own story to tell. However, the purpose of children’s books—at the most rudimentary level—can be divided into two groups: to teach or to entertain. Of course, oftentimes these two groups intertwine and outstanding books are produced. However, normally the initial idea is rooted in one of the two.

To Teach 

Whether they know it or not, children are hungry for knowledge. Their capacity for learning is tremendous. Several children’s authors take advantage of this and set out on a mission to help educate children about topics they feel are important.

In the past, children’s books were primarily produced to teach manners and good behavior, to inform children about their culture’s present and past, or to school children in religious beliefs and actions appropriate for those beliefs. Some taught lessons in morals and values, while others were straightforward instructional guides pertaining to a particular action. However, this has all changed. 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 worlds and understand what’s happening within them. You can easily find books that teach children about racism, sexuality, war, disease, divorce, and death. 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. And hopefully one topic of interest will lead to another, which will lead to another, and so forth.

Writers and publishers recognize that it is important to arm children with knowledge. The more they know, the better chance they stand of growing into well-rounded, successful, and happy adults.

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 or she 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? There are several different types of books, and entertainment, whether on its own or combined with instruction, is an important quality that children’s books possess.

Other Benefits 

Supplementing the purposes of teaching and entertaining, children’s books are loaded with additional benefits. While these benefits may not be as blatant as their overall purpose, as a writer, you should be aware of the impact your book may have. Also, to be aware of these underlying influences may help to motivate you when you reach that point in every writer’s life when you throw your hands in the air and ask, “Why do I bother?”

Perhaps the most important benefit 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 a curiosity from a book at a young age, that child is more likely to make books a part of his or her life. Those who read extensively are quite often good writers, have a strong vocabulary, are able to express themselves and communicate effectively, and have sound grammar and spelling skills.

Helpful Hints 

Books can help 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.

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 started off at a very young age. By helping to strengthen their listening skills, you are also helping them to become better communicators.

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 take their creativity for granted. As children grow older, outside influences can stifle creativity, and they can find themselves as adults wondering where their imagination fled to.

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 

It is important to realize that 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 successfully for children, you need to acknowledge their view of the world, which can be quite different from that of an adult. You don’t need a degree in child psychology to understand children. 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.

Use Your Memory 

Somewhere in the back of your mind, you know what it is to be a child. Though that may seem like ages ago, it is there locked in your memory. If you can get in touch with your inner child, it will help you write for children.

If you are having difficulty remembering specifics from your childhood, start off with a description of yourself. Pick 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. This will help you to gain a sense of self. The more details you can remember, the better.

Helpful Hints 

Try looking at some pictures of you as a child. A picture can say a thousand words and even trigger some memories that you may have forgotten!

Next, write down a timeline of significant events during your childhood. Leave some room between each 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.

A child’s view is quite different from that of an adult. For one thing, a child is short. Therefore, what is in his or her direct line of vision is going to be different from that of a six-foot man. Also, a child’s priorities differ from an adult’s. 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 this view, take these observations into consideration and use your own memories to help gain a better understanding of children and their world.

Go 007!

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 interest in, and their body language.

Helpful Hints 

In this day and age, it is considered very inappropriate for an adult to sit in a playground or park and observe children. As innocent as your intentions are, you could still be perceived as a threat to the children by parents or teachers. Don’t sit and watch—get involved with some volunteering!

Don’t hesitate to volunteer at schools, churches, or any other groups to interact and observe children. This will give you the opportunity to see how children behave, plus it’s rewarding—and fun!

Keep a notebook with you and jot down your observations, even if they don’t seem to have any significance. If you hear conversations, write them down word for word—it just may help you with dialogue when it comes time to write your story.

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 and conduct of a child’s growth process, especially babies and toddlers.

Not Just Books 

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 choose to look at it. On the one hand, blockbuster movies and hit television series will 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. On the other hand, because these adaptations are not books, the producers will usually need to alter the story somewhat to either make the story fit within a specific time allotment or appeal to a more diverse audience. Those 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, they beg their parents to take them to the bookstore immediately. It works both ways.

Helpful Hints 

Using the Internet can help, too! Surf the Net to find some blogs written by children’s authors, or even some Web sites that kids regularly visit.

Think about your favorite children’s movies. Are any of these based on books? What about television series? For instance, Laura Ingalls Wilder wrote a series of books that was later adapted into the Little House on the Prairie television series. Black Beauty was turned into a movie and touched the hearts of thousands of children. Anne of Green Gables was made into a movie and a television series. These are just three examples; there are hundreds, perhaps thousands, out there. Take a look at some of today’s popular children’s movies and television shows. You will probably be surprised at the number of them that are based on books.

While Walt Disney has Mickey and friends as a huge attraction, you can’t escape those characters from famous fairy tales—Snow White, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, Beauty and the Beast, and so on. Walt Disney knew what he was doing when he brought to life these famous fairy tales in movie form. The movies themselves are considered classics. However, they would not exist had the stories not been first written down for children.

Quality children’s books are important not just to those children who are eager readers, but also to those children who prefer to have stories performed for them.

Technological Advancements 

Some people are of the opinion that advancements in technology are going to cause the extinction of the book. This fear is not new and has pushed the panic buttons of publishers and writers alike with the emergence of new technologies such as television, videos, video games, computers, and the Internet. However, the children’s book has stood its ground throughout all these new breakthroughs in entertainment.

The new buzz of publishing technology today is the e-book, or electronic book. An e-book is simply a book that is set in an electronic format. These books must be read using a computer or handheld electronic viewer. While e-books are available today and the market is preparing for expansion, it is still in its infancy. Printed books are still very popular and there is no cause for alarm—yet. It will take quite some time for the e-book to worm its way into the hearts of readers.

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 took 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? How often have you taken a great book into a bubble bath with you? The printed book is going to be around for a long time.


Chapter 2 

Different Types of Children’s Books 

Because the classification of children’s books spans such a wide age and reading-level range—infants to teenagers—there have to be distinct divisions that break it down into smaller categories. For example, a novel appropriate for a young adult is most likely not going to capture the attention of a six-year-old. This chapter will outline the different formats of children’s books.

The Standards 

The two standard categories of books are fiction and nonfiction, plus a hybrid called faction. Simply put, fiction is made up and nonfiction is fact; faction is a combination. However, these categories are broad and allow a lot of room for creativity within them. Think of them as umbrellas for every type of book. Before you begin writing, you will need to decide if you are going to write fiction, nonfiction, or faction. From there, you will then decide which type of children’s book and reading level best suit both you and your story.

Fiction 

Most people first think of fiction when they think of children’s books. Fiction seems to be limited only by the extent of your imagination. At the heart of fiction is a story; at the heart of nonfiction is fact.

Fiction comes in several different forms: fairy tales, legends, folk tales, myths, romantic fiction, historical fiction, fantasy, ghost stories, science fiction, westerns, adventure stories, and horror, to name a few. But you don’t have to imitate books in these genres. As long as you have combined a little bit of imagination with all the components of a story, you have a work of fiction.

The fantasy doesn’t have to end with just the storyline. Even the choice of characters is left up to your own imagination. A character can be as far-fetched as an alien from the planet Zanatov or as down-to-earth as a mother. Perhaps you would like to explore what it is to be an animal and give an animal the lead role in your story, complete with voice, clothes, job, and family. Or maybe you would like to explore life after death and characterize a ghost or spirit.

Helpful Hints 

Don’t let the freedom of fiction interfere with telling a good story. If everything that happens in your story is wild and not of this world, children will have difficulty relating to it.

The setting for your story can be a work of pure fiction as well. Maybe that alien is quite partial to his home of Zanatov and doesn’t even bother visiting Earth. Perhaps your character is lost in a small remote region of a jungle. Or if you’ve dreamed of a castle beneath the sea, make that dream come to life in the form of a story.

Fiction can also have a basis in fact. You needn’t suffer under the pressure of inventing everything in your story. If it helps your story, feel free to touch it up with a bit of reality, truth, or fact. Because it isn’t entirely factual, it is still considered fiction even though it has specks of truth. (This is called faction, but we’ll get to that in a moment.)

Nonfiction 

Nonfiction is factual or reference material. Even though nonfiction must abide by the truth and stick to the cold hard facts, it isn’t nearly as boring as it sounds. Writing nonfiction for children requires a lot of creativity. As a writer, you must find a way to make these facts appealing to children.

Though you may believe that nonfiction is rather limited by its requirement of truth, it actually offers just as many opportunities as fiction. Nonfiction books cover a wide range of already established topics and new discoveries are being made every day. Science, history, geography, nature, cooking, biography, evolution, and disease are just a few of the topics that can be explored in children’s books.

In addition to the endless topics available, there are also different approaches you can take to present the topic. For example, nearly any activity can be transformed into a how-to book. Or perhaps you are full of useless but amusing trivia and decide to make a compilation of little-known facts. Maybe you would like to create a documentary-style book about the Pony Express. Find something that interests you that you think will interest children as well.

Helpful Hints 

Get creative (though not so creative that you start making stuff up!) with your subject matter and make sure the text is lively. Remember that your readers are children, and you should write about a nonfiction topic in a way that keeps their interest—but doesn’t stretch the truth to do it.

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.

Faction 
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