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CHAPTER 1

Kidlit Market
Overview



Writing does not exist in a vacuum. The savviest aspiring writers must have a serious understanding of their intended market, not just their craft.

I love my job as a literary agent because I get to be involved in both the creative aspects of writing and the fascinating business of children’s books. I see an influx of amateur writing, read a raft of published books, and interact with the kidlit gatekeepers and tastemakers of children’s publishing every day, and it’s my pleasure to bring you the insights I’ve gleaned.

This chapter is a shortcut to gaining important context. As you strive to publish, you’re no longer the solitary scribe shut up in some attic; you are part of a vibrant and rapidly changing industry.

While you cannot simply copycat what’s hot on shelves and follow trends, you do need to understand what’s selling. You also need to understand that publishers, booksellers, and librarians are very mindful of categories, and nowhere is that more true than in children’s books. For our purposes here, I will clearly delineate between today’s definitions of “middle grade” (MG) and “young adult” (YA) and take you inside the heads of your readers for each audience. These concepts will be reinforced throughout as we delve more deeply into issues of craft and theme.

As long as we’re talking about the market, take this to heart: The best possible way to shine is to turn out a fresh hook, a fresh voice, a fresh story. A book cliché (yet another angsty vampire love triangle, for example) is just as deadly as a writing cliché. The better your market knowledge, the more novel and promising your ideas will be, so let’s dig in.

YOUR READERS

Let’s define your most important group of eyes: your readership. For the sake of contrast, consider that 50 percent of adults read five or fewer books per year, with 15 percent reading zero, according to a 2011 Harris Interactive poll (which also tracked digital book reading habits, and is worth checking out for those interested in digital publishing). Most adults read:


	Only if they have the habit left over from childhood, or if they have to read for a specific reason (work or school assignment, etc.).

	Ten pages at a time, between kids and errands and work.

	To put themselves to sleep after a long day.



Now here’s how kids read:


	Voraciously. Kids will inhale a book in one night, flashlight-under-the-covers-style.

	Communally. Kids will pass a book around to all their friends (a powerful marketing force, as the Andrea Brown team discovered when Jay Asher’s Thirteen Reasons Why hit the New York Times best-seller list a whole year after its release by building up a dedicated word-of-mouth readership).

	Socially. It’s important for kids to have the same imaginative landscape as their peers, so they will read together and discuss characters and stories.

	For keeps. Kids read for companionship and relationships. They want to make lasting bonds with the characters and stories (series keep these relationships going strong).



If this wasn’t exciting enough, I also like to extol the sheer potential of children’s books:


	They turn people into lifelong readers, planting the seed early.

	They stay with kids (we tend to fondly remember books from our childhoods).

	They help kids relate (books can guide kids through their own turbulent coming-of-age waters).

	They inspire kids to become better, stronger, braver, more confident, more goofy, more artistic, more imaginative people.



Quite simply, kidlit changes lives. But before we can dive into your life-changing children’s book, we’ll need a little historical context.

KIDLIT THEN …

Commercial children’s books, as we know them today, are an American innovation primarily attributed to Ursula Nordstrom, an editor at Harper & Row (now HarperCollins) in the 1950s. Nordstrom cultivated what we think of as the classics: Stuart Little, The Runaway Bunny, Charlotte’s Web, Goodnight Moon, Where the Sidewalk Ends, Where the Wild Things Are, Harold and the Purple Crayon, and many more.

When Nordstrom considered her job and her audience, she liked to say that she published “good books for bad children.” And she meant no slight to her audience. Quite the opposite.

At the time, a lot of children’s books were patronizing and written so that adults would approve of them, not so they’d resonate with children. Nordstrom saw shelf upon shelf of morality tales—stories too afraid to be authentic to real life (because authenticity was potentially controversial)—and she set out to change that. She was unshakable in her belief that children had bigger imaginations and more insight into and understanding of the world than adults gave them credit for.

Nordstrom once wrote, and this will become a touchstone idea throughout this book:

The writer of books about the real world has to dig deep and tell the truth.

Today’s most successful kidlit authors know that the only difference between kids or teens and adults is lack of life experience. And that’s not something we should blame kids for. Adolescence is an issue of context, of not really knowing, but acting like you do. It’s okay to write to that experience. In fact, that’s why we’re here.

Nordstrom focused on books for younger readers, from picture books to some middle grade novels. The young adult market, as it exists now, isn’t something she could’ve predicted. In the ’60s, ’70s, ’80s, and even the ’90s, the YA section of the bookstore was a very different place. There were some popular and candid stories like Go Ask Alice and the works of Judy Blume, but when most people thought of kidlit, they thought of mass market series like Sweet Valley High or The Baby-sitters Club or pulp horror from Christopher Pike. Not for long.

… AND KIDLIT NOW

Then came a wizard with a lightning-shaped scar on his forehead: Harry Potter, the Boy Who Lived. Before Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone by J. K. Rowling hit the shelves in 1998, kidlit was happily broadcasting to the school and library market and wasn’t a major player in the trade (the general retail sector). Harry Potter showed the world—and publishing executives—that children’s books could break out on a large scale, span audiences (children’s books ain’t just for kids anymore!), and bring in the big bucks, too.

According to the Codex Group, as reported in the New York Times, 47 percent of readers age 18 to 24 are reading YA, and around 25 percent of readers age 25 to 44 are exploring the offerings as well.

In short order, kidlit conquered Hollywood with the Harry Potter movies. The children’s market was primed for another big breakout hit and, as luck would have it, Edward Cullen struck. Twilight by Stephenie Meyer was the Harry Potter equivalent for the YA shelves and touched off a fanatical paranormal romance craze that’s simmering to this day. Dystopian fare is also thriving with the success of The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins.

BLOCKBUSTER THINKING

This phenomenon has many implications. First, notice that the two biggest hits on MG and YA shelves today are fantasy series. They’ve put children’s books in the news and into theaters and have lured kids and parents into formerly abandoned sections of bookstores. A rising tide floats all boats, and now a lot of debut and midlist (previously published but perhaps not selling to expectations) talent is getting a share of the boom.

This brings up a point that I will harp on several times throughout this book: The blockbuster mentality that is rampant in Hollywood and in adult and nonfiction publishing has finally come to the kidlit market. We now know that children’s books can make money, so we (agents, editors, and the finance guys upstairs who are signing off on book offers) expect them to.

That is a change that writers must pay attention to.

The upswing shows no signs of dying, either. Kidlit will continue to be buffered by the built-in school and library market. Plus, children are the only readers in publishing that are required to devour books. Finally, the audience is a renewable resource. Each year, brand-new readers surge to the shelves as they age through the categories of kidlit. And if you are fortunate enough to launch a series, you could find a vast readership that increases with each installment.

Still, success isn’t guaranteed to everyone who enters the field. Readers and executives expect bigger hits, sky-high concepts, easy crossover potential to the screen, and a story that has series legs for days. This has to shape how you approach the marketplace and your own ideas, as we’ll discover in the next few chapters. Not every book will be The Hunger Games, but a commercial slant has definitely come to be more expected in today’s fiction.

THE POPULARITY OF SERIES

While series sell well and guarantee work for eager writers, they are not a given, by any means. Most books secure sequels only when the original sells well. Authors are in a power position, armed with sales figures and reader demand, when publishers come to them to establish a brand. A debut writer pitching a trilogy might not get a warm welcome in today’s climate because houses are acquiring more selectively. A first book is a big investment, as the author is an unknown. The title could either sink (statistically more likely) or swim. A series represents an even bigger investment—and possible risk.

I urge all beginning writers to think of stories that stand alone and not to require a series contract right off the bat. Depending on your sales performance, that one satisfying tale might be all you ever get with that house. And, for heaven’s sake, never query a seventeen-part series (or something equally grandiose) for your first time out, like a few writers have done.

CHANGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

The next big thing on the marketplace horizon right now is digital. From digital picture books on tablets to teens receiving Kindles for Christmas, today’s audience is reading more and more on the screen. Things are changing so rapidly, in fact, that by the time you read this, we may be on to an entirely new device or trend.

Since this book is primarily about craft, I won’t dwell on the digital state of affairs in publishing or make predictions in print. I’ll simply say that, for an agent, this trend brings with it rights, royalties, and contract logistics. Whether you publish independently or have digital versions of your work released by your print publisher, the digital revolution represents a new opportunity to interface with readers. More and more teens are getting e-readers as prices and other barriers to entry fall. Anecdotal evidence from agent colleagues suggests that hit YA novels sold twice as many digital copies in 2011 as they did in 2010. In April 2011, Amazon said that it was selling more digital books than print books for the first time in the company’s history.

Digital versions of books often cost less to produce, are easy to discover in online stores, and are effortless to buy. Plus, once kids find an author they like, they can breeze through the author’s entire catalogue with the click of a button. Market share is growing, and I, for one, don’t believe that print and digital are mutually exclusive. Despite all the tumult in publishing right now, this is never going to be an either/or playing field. Writers should see these changes for the opportunities they bring.

CHOOSING AN AUDIENCE

The first thing you need to decide when sitting down to write kidlit is what age group you want to target: MG or YA. As you’ll learn in these pages, this distinction has to do with reader and character age, as well as content, tone, and manuscript length, among other things. In order to choose where your story best fits on shelves, you need to have the distinctions between middle grade and young adult crystal clear in your mind.




GENRE AND AUDIENCE: “Middle grade” and “young adult” aren’t genres, though people call them that all the time. They’re audiences. A genre would be fantasy, science fiction (SF), paranormal, suspense, romance, etc. When pitching, don’t say that you’re writing for the “young adult genre.” That’s incorrect. A better thing to say would be, for example: “I’m writing an urban fantasy YA novel” or “a coming-of-age novel for the middle grade audience.” Since children’s books have so many guidelines, you will appear savvy if you use the terms correctly.





In publishing, especially kidlit, we love our categories. It greatly behooves you to learn them and write within them before you try and innovate. I’m not one to curb your natural creativity; I just have a realistic idea of what it takes to get published today, and I want you to give yourself the strongest shot at success.

Rebellious, unschooled writers break the rules. Artists master the form. —ROBERT McKEE

Sometimes writers get confused about their target audience. A stumped scribe might query her project as MG only to find out from an agent or editor that she’s actually writing YA, or vice versa. Sometimes this is inevitable, and a valuable part of the learning process. No matter how you figure out which audience you’re writing for, know that you will have to choose. Bookstores have an MG area and a YA area. They’re not sharpening their saws to build a special hybrid shelf just for your project. These guidelines will help you make an educated decision.

THE MIDDLE GRADE MARKETPLACE

Middle grade readers are usually between eight and ten on the younger end of the spectrum and between ten and twelve for older books. There are some middle grade readers who are as old as fourteen, and there has been some talk of “tween” books that bridge the gap between middle grade and young adult, but I don’t give it much thought. It’s much easier to aim for MG or YA than to try and shoot your project into the mists that might lie between. Make your middle grade characters firmly thirteen and under, as these subcategories (“upper middle grade,” “tween,” and “early YA,” for example) are a gray area that most don’t publish into.

Keep in mind, also, that your readers will always “read up,” especially in middle grade. If your character is twelve, your readers will be nine and ten. Kids like to read slightly above their skill and experience level, and want to bond with older characters who seem more sophisticated than their peers. Make sure your characters, even though they may be twelve or thirteen on the page, are also still appropriate for nine- or ten-year-old readers.




AGE SPLITS: I often see manuscripts where writers have, say, two sibling protagonists age seven and fifteen. This drastic split does not work well. The reader who is attracted to the seven-year-old character will be about the same age, and he will be in over his head when the narrative follows the older kid. The thirteen- or fourteen-year-old who is relating to the older sibling won’t feel as invested in the younger character. If your story requires multiple protagonists, whether friends or siblings, make them as close in age as possible.





The average length for a middle grade novel is approximately 35,000 words, and a lot of beginning writers react poorly to this news, especially if they’re writing fantasy or SF and using Harry Potter as a guide. A lot of first-time middle grade manuscripts run closer to 60,000 or 80,000 words.

Here’s why I advocate for the shorter manuscript (and it isn’t because I’m drowning in slush and want to read less): Some middle grade readers are still finding their literary confidence. They may have recently come to middle grade after chapter books, or they may not be reading as independently as they would like.

Plus, a lot of boys (who tend to be immersive readers or reluctant ones) will either move on to adult books or leave reading altogether, respectively, at this age. Shorter books simply have the potential to capture a wider variety of readers.

For example, Brian Selznick’s The Invention of Hugo Cabret is a highly illustrated middle grade novel, and about half the pages are pictures. The text is only 16,000 words, but the large font and heavy illustration load make this book 544 pages long. It looks a lot thicker and more intimidating than it is. I have seen kids both swell with pride to finish such a “big” book all by themselves, and be intimidated away from reading this wonderful story by the sheer doorstopper size of the thing.

Also, the higher your word count, the more it will cost to print, ship, and store in warehouses, and the more space it will take up on bookstore shelves. These are all mundane considerations in the face of your creative opus, but they matter, as they’ll factor into a publisher’s bottom line when they consider investing in you. (Each acquisition involves a profit and loss (P&L) analysis, and page count affects every other calculation on the spreadsheet.)

The minimum manuscript length for middle grade is approximately 15,000 words; anything shorter would be a chapter book, though that market is nowhere near as robust. The shorter you can make your book (again, 35,000 is average), the more you’ll entice reluctant readers—especially boys—and bookstores that have limited shelf space. I’d say your absolute maximum for middle grade is 60,000 words, and that’s reserved for fantasy and SF stories, since those genres always tend to run long.

MIDDLE GRADE GENRES

Speaking of which, fantasy and adventure rule the middle grade shelves. If you look at the best-seller lists, they’re heavily driven by the following:


	Magic and high fantasy (the Eragon series by Christopher Paolini)

	Adventure (the Artemis Fowl series by Eoin Colfer)

	Paranormal, superpower, or mythology fantasy (anything by Rick Riordan)

	Mystery (Blue Balliett’s Chasing Vermeer and The Wright 3)

	Humor (the Wimpy Kid series by Jeff Kinney or the Origami Yoda series by Tom Angleberger)



Literary middle grade does exist and tends to have a sweeter tone. It is more oriented toward family, friendship, and a character’s change and growth. While everyone would like to be the next Rick Riordan, it’s still possible to write compelling middle grade fiction—stories that take place very much in our real world—that doesn’t have paranormal or fantasy elements.




LITERARY: I can’t possibly define the term “literary,” but I can unpack how publishing insiders use it. There is a perceived split between books that are “commercial” (plot-driven, high-concept, action-packed, potential bestsellers, discussed more in a few chapters) and “literary” (character-driven, usually friend- and family-oriented with coming-of-age themes, beautifully written but not obvious bestseller material). Ideally, your work can be a balance of the two. For the purposes of market and genre discussions, when I say a book is “literary,” I mean it has a premium quality of writing and fewer obvious sales hooks (it’s not, say, a vampire romance, or a dystopian thriller).





Books that are literary tend to focus on a main character and his daily sagas, often with a larger plot, but not a larger-than-life one. The issue with these types of stories is that a lot of editors will call books without an obvious sales hook “quiet.” These are often the books that win awards like the Newbery Medal and Honor Books (though even Rebecca Stead’s When You Reach Me has time travel in it), but writing with a potential award-win in mind is a gamble and might not sway publishers, since a prize doesn’t always translate to higher sales.


From the Authors and Editors: One editor’s plea for more quality middle grade work:

“I think the overwhelming popularity of YA series like Twilight and The Hunger Games has skewed the market—or at least people’s perception of it—toward YA. As a result, I have seen fewer and fewer middle grade submissions lately, and very few good ones. I love YA, but if kids are going to keep reading, we need great middle grade books, too. So please write them, next wave of children’s writers!”—DIANE LANDOLF, EDITOR AT RANDOM HOUSE



There are many types of MG books, for many types of readers. Girl books range from sweet and literary to funny and fast-paced (like Front Page Face-Off by Jo Whittemore and Millicent Min, Girl Genius by Lisa Yee) to literary and poignant (Love, Aubrey by Suzanne La-Fleur and Because of Winn Dixie by Kate DiCamillo).

Your readers will be both boys and girls, so characters that engage both genders work really well. For both the MG and YA audiences, your readers will always be mostly girls, but you can give your books greater room for boy appeal in middle grade.

As long as you’re diversifying gender, think about the cultural and racial diversity of your cast. Editors, librarians, teachers, booksellers, parents, and kids are always clamoring for more books that showcase all the different flavors of our world. It is a known complaint that there aren’t enough out there.

This audience is also welcoming of animal protagonists, if the storytelling is top notch and if readers can bond with the characters in the same way they would with humans. For good examples, see The Underneath by Kathi Appelt and the Warriors series by Erin Hunter.

In terms of time period, historical novels (set in, believe it or not, the 1980s or earlier) have a place in MG and do well in the school and library market, but there is a caveat. The historical setting needs to be absolutely essential to the story and must provide an exciting or dangerous undercurrent to the book’s events. The fact that your book is set during the Revolutionary War isn’t a sales hook in and of itself, for example. There has to be a relevant plot happening on top of your chosen time period.

I also strongly discourage you from setting a story in the same decade as your own childhood just because that’s what you know and remember. That is weak reasoning for a setting, even if you do follow the old adage “Write what you know.” Too many manuscripts cross my desk that are set in the simpler times of the ’50s and ’60s, without modern complications. It feels like the writer is indulging in nostalgia; the plot isn’t enough to justify the historical aspect, and it could potentially alienate today’s readers.

Modern or future settings are best in this market unless you have a really good reason to set your story sometime in history.

THE YOUNG ADULT MARKETPLACE

Young adult books are often labeled “12+” for younger YA and “14+” or sometimes even “16+” for older, edgier books. Publishers use these designations to suggest reading ages for teens, which reflects just how diverse the marketplace can be in terms of content levels and reader sophistication. The audience starts coming to YA when they are about thirteen or fourteen, but teens as old as eighteen (and, more and more, their moms) are flocking to these books, too.

The minimum word count for YA is 45,000 words, and I’d stop at 90,000. Anything over 100,000 is a tough sell unless you’re writing hard fantasy or SF. For the reasons I discussed in the MG section, a hefty debut may not get an enthusiastic investment in today’s market, though books like Twilight are always the long-winded writer’s pet argument against my “low” maximum.

When you’re Stephenie Meyer, you can craft an 800-page tome, too, but for now, keep it on the shorter side. Believe me, I’ve never met a debut writer who couldn’t benefit from learning how to trim the fat in her bloated first manuscript.

From a craft perspective, here’s why I’m such a stickler for a shorter word count: It’s always easier to add just the right thing to a sleek and streamlined project than it is to cut from an overlong one. A shorter, tighter manuscript often shows me that the writer has many skills in his revision toolkit. An indulgent longer text is usually a red flag telling me that the author is either a beginner or someone who will be especially precious when it comes to revision. I’d much rather work with the former, and I know a lot of editors who agree.

YOUNG ADULT GENRES

In terms of genres and content in today’s young adult market, anything goes. There are publishers who do sweet or literary YA with very little edge, and then there are houses that put out books full of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll in any number of realms, with any number of paranormal creatures, with characters and situations that are as racy and complex as those found in any adult book. For an example, check out Swoon by Nina Malkin, but be prepared for your cheeks to burn, as the plot swirls around a sex golem who comes to a small town to cause mischief.




CONTENT: As defined for the children’s book market, “content” means anything edgy: swearing, sex, drugs, alcohol, violence, gangs, etc. There are various degrees of content, of course, and various publishers have different boundaries. Content tends to be much more acceptable in YA than in MG. Gatekeepers are the issue here: Concerned librarians, teachers, booksellers, and parents who keep a tighter leash on what MG readers see. Books with content get challenged more often and run into more roadblocks than “clean” books. If you want a good example, check out some of the online outrage about Susan Patron’s use of the word “scrotum” on page one of the Newbery-Medal-winning MG book The Higher Power of Lucky. In YA, on the other hand, anything goes.





Before you start writing smut and gore, though, here’s a very important point to remember: You don’t have to be edgy to write YA. In fact, that’s a huge trap that most aspiring writers of YA fall into. They try on a snarky voice, shoehorn in a paranormal element, and put their character in dangerous situations—all because they think that’s what’s selling right now. But all it does is come off as forced. If you don’t have a dark story in you, don’t try to write one. Simple as that.

Teens have a very sensitive, built-in BS-o-meter. So for the YA market especially—even though this applies to all kidlit—authenticity and truth are paramount. If something is cheesy or irrelevant, teen readers will not hesitate to declare you a poseur.

There’s no denying that vampire novels and apocalyptic stories have ruled the YA shelves in recent years. I’ll discuss those in the upcoming chapter on the YA mindset. If you want to avoid genre, though, there’s still definitely room for stories that deal with the real world of school, friends, romance, and family. In fact, some editors and agents are clamoring for strong contemporary stories where nobody has any magic powers and nothing falls out of the sky or crawls out of the ground. They (and readers) want real life, because that’s fascinating, too.

In terms of genre, there are drastically fewer opportunities to target YA boy audiences than there are in MG. Imagine your local independent bookstore’s shelves. They teem with pouting girls and hunky guys and various shades of purple. Few self-respecting teen boys would venture there to find their next great read. If you remember our discussion of boys and MG, it seems that a lot of male readers will either leave children’s books for the adult world shortly into high school or stop reading altogether. So you are taking quite the gamble if you target your YA to a boy audience or use a boy-centric male protagonist. Those male protagonists that do get traction are usually romantic leads that will attract girl readers. For great examples of this type of character, see the work of John Green. It’s not impossible to sell a YA with a male protagonist, but there’s definitely a gender divide in this age group.

To generalize, conflicts in YA tend to be bigger and more all consuming, and they are resolved on a more bittersweet note than in MG. There are fewer 100 percent happy endings because readers are starting to realize that life is more complicated than that, and nothing is ever all bad or all good. A lot of teen books really come alive in these shades of gray. No matter your genre, these realistic themes should be at work beneath the surface.

UNDERSTANDING YOUR READER

It’s important to understand the market—where it came from and where it’s going—but it’s also crucial to understand your readers and write books that they will relate to. Up next is a section that will plunge you first into the MG and then the YA mindset. It’s short enough as to invite rereading. Study it often and try to put yourself back in your readers’ experience. That’s one of the best habits you can get into as a kidlit writer.



CHAPTER 2

The MG and YA
Mindset



INSIDE THE MIND OF YOUR MIDDLE GRADE READER

Kids between the ages of eight and twelve live in a world made up of contrasts:


	You want to be loyal to your family, but you also start to crave independence from them.

	You want to define yourself as an individual, but you also want to fit in with friends and social groups at school.

	You feel that pull to go—grow up, make big choices, be unique—but also the pull to stay—be a kid, be safe, have things decided for you when the going gets tough—all at once.



When you’re this age, you’re finding a place in the world without straying too far from the comforts of childhood. Then puberty hits and the boys and girls who used to have “cooties” in elementary school are suddenly alluring. Your body betrays you by growing up and changing. Not only are your emotions and hormones a mess, but everything else seems to slide into confusion, too. During this time, you start to make tough choices and wrong choices, and pay the consequences of your actions and decisions.

Friendships that were forged over a mutual love of applesauce in kindergarten start to get complicated. Parents and heroes that you’ve trusted unconditionally turn out to be imperfect. Things you thought about yourself, others, and the world turn out to be different or untrue.

Remember also that tweens are focused on themselves. They’re also thinking about how others perceive them. Gone is the innocent freedom of being a kid. In its place is the awkward feeling that they’re being watched and judged and doing everything wrong. (Parents of preteens are also given this kind of close scrutiny and become perpetually embarrassing.) But one good thing is that they’re discovering a lot of new aspects to life.

Use this information, for example, by having your descriptions reflect the freshness of middle grade existence. How does your character interact sensually with the world? How does she smell, taste, touch, and hear things? Come middle school, kids have a lot of new experiences for the first time. How does this change your voice?

CHECKING FOR CONTENT

Things get complex at this point in a child’s life, but middle grade is not nearly as edgy as young adult, nor should you feel the pressure to make it edgy at all. There can be some content, as defined in the previous chapter, though you should avoid language and sex if at all possible.

The “scrotum” incident I mentioned is no joke—there was an uproar about it like you wouldn’t believe. The edgier you make your MG, the more resistance you will meet, especially in more conservative areas of the country. An editor might warn you away from content, too, because he’s thinking about your overall sales potential and marketability.

If you really want to explore a darker shade with your MG, give the edgiest “issue” to a secondary character. For example, in a YA book, your main character might be an alcoholic or involved in a violent relationship. In MG, you can still cover these things, but you’ll usually use the lens of a secondary character, like a distant mother or an abusive uncle.

If there is a romance, it should be tender and innocent, like the one in Jenny Han’s Shug or Eva Ibbotson’s The Dragonfly Pool. Romance is, at this point, becoming more and more of a preoccupation for your readers (it will almost completely overtake them by the time they reach YA), but there is typically no room for something sexually graphic or gratuitous in MG.

For examples of how crushes are handled here, let’s look at a small excerpt from Newbery-winning When You Reach Me by Rebecca Stead. Here, Miranda’s crush Colin decides to kiss her:


Colin stood there, holding his skateboard in front of him like a shield, looking not exactly like himself.



The kiss is mentioned after this, but Stead does not go into details. In Danette Haworth’s Violet Raines Almost Got Struck by Lightning, Violet simply notices a neighborhood boy in a new way. There’s an awkward Truth or Dare kiss in another scene, but this is about the extent of the romance:


His eyes burn with their full power. God Almighty, it’s like I never seen his eyes before.



While it’s important to acknowledge budding romantic feelings and urges in your MG audience, it’s best not to get too explicit.

USING YOUR INSIGHTS

The point of understanding the reader is so that you can play with theme and give your stories bigger resonance. This mindset chapter and the following excerpts from our library are just the beginning of a book-wide discussion of theme. I will return to this topic in almost every chapter.

In these examples from my shelves, the authors incorporate middle grade concerns into their stories. These characters’ experiences and emotional turning points directly speak to the MG experience. Such revelations, when incorporated organically and subtly into the manuscript, will really resonate.

To go back to Violet Raines from Danette Haworth’s Violet Raines Almost Got Struck by Lightning, we see her contemplating old mementos in a quieter moment:


Even when you outgrow your childish things, someone saves them for you. Someone who loves you does that so you don’t forget who you are.



This moment perfectly captures the in-between feeling of being a preteen, that time when childhood is still fresh and tangible in mind.

Blue Balliett’s Chasing Vermeer is a gripping MG mystery, and Calder, one of the three protagonists, is thinking about the importance of a priceless Vermeer painting that has gone missing:


Art, for [Calder], was—something puzzling. Yes. Something that gave his mind a new idea to spin around. Something that gave him a fresh way of seeing things each time he looked at it.



This directly reflects the newness of life for preteen readers.

Finally, there’s a reason that MG is sometimes called “coming of age.” Nobody in my library captures that feeling more than Mississippi Beaumont, or Mibs, for short, the protagonist of Ingrid Law’s middle grade smash hit Savvy. The book is about a family of quirky characters, each with a special magical power, or “savvy.” When she gets her savvy, Mibs considers the bigger picture:


I realized that I had just turned into a teenager myself, and there were changes coming in my life that didn’t have anything to do with my savvy.



There’s also:


Things in my life were changing faster than I could keep up with.



I love arming writers with these mindset ideas because, I hope, they will inspire you to create something thematically rich that speaks directly and urgently to your audience.

INSIDE THE MIND OF YOUR YOUNG ADULT READER

There’s something crucial that I want you to remember about YA, and that’s the all-consuming nature of being a teenager. It’s that sense of possibility. That feeling of your heart welling so big it could explode. It used to happen for me when I was driving around my hometown, late at night, in my wizard-purple Ford Taurus (before the hip redesign, thankyouverymuch) and the perfect song would come on the radio. Everything felt so big and so important in that moment, like all the parts of the universe had finally—yet fleetingly—clicked into place.

Remember the electricity of adolescence? You have your first love, your first heartbreak, your first truly selfless act, your first betrayal, your first seriously bad decision, your first moment of profound pride, the first time you’re a hero. These milestones space out as we age, but when you’re a teenager, they all happen in very close proximity to one another.

The decisions you’re making feel like they will have ramifications forever. You feel by turns invincible and vulnerable, inconsequential and permanent. All of these experiences are ones you’re having for the very first time, and you’re packed into a group with hundreds of other teens who feel the exact same way (though they hardly ever let on). So you’re also isolated and craving community, which is why you search for a book that feels like it’s written just for you.

It’s, in a word, intense.

I like to quote a YA-before-it-was-YA novel, The Perks of Being a Wallflower, by Stephen Chbosky, which was published in 1999 for the adult market (my, how times have changed). In one scene, his teen characters go through a tunnel and emerge into a beautiful view of city lights. The narrator, Charlie, says:


“And in that moment, I swear we were infinite.”



ROMANCE AND DARKNESS

Teens feel everything very intensely, and two things in particular: An interest in romance and darkness. If you’ve been in the teen section of a bookstore recently, you’ll know what I mean. It seems as if every cover greets you with the same combination of a pouting girl, a brooding boy, and the colors purple and black.



DYSTOPIAN: Dystopian is a fantasy subgenre that has become very popular in YA (and, to a lesser extent, MG) in the last few years. For a textbook example, check out Divergent by Veronica Roth, or, in the adult sphere, The Road by Cormac McCarthy. In a dystopian world, the characters are up against a dark and dangerous authority figure (usually the government or another kind of ruling class) that exerts undue control. In Ally Condie’s Matched, for example, marriages are arranged for teens as soon as they reach seventeen. A dystopian book’s main character stands up to his society, and there is typically a romantic element. Other dystopian stories happen on the brink of or immediately after an apocalypse situation, where the primary conflict is survival in a desolate landscape. Be careful with this genre, though, as it is reaching a saturation point with publishers. The popularity of The Hunger Games will guarantee that dystopian sticks around for a few more years, but it’s becoming a difficult sell because there is so much already out there.




Paranormal and dystopian are such forces in the marketplace that I’m dedicating this entire section to explaining them. First, the discouraging fact: These genres are on the wane, so I wouldn’t dive into them right now if I were you. A lot of publishers are committed to paranormal and dystopian trilogies through 2014 and even 2015, and they’re not signing up many new projects in these veins.

A lot of readers and writers (and yes, editors and agents) are getting tired of these genres and wondering why they took off with such velocity in the first place. When I think about teen readers and their mindset, the reasons become clear.

Romantic relationships are a huge obsession for teens. Most teens, however, lack real-life romantic experience. Teen boys inviting you over to play Xbox and teen girls texting through dinner dates at The Cheesecake Factory must leave a lot to be desired. Since there aren’t many dashing Edward Cullens willing to die on the fangs of vampires for today’s teen girls, these hungry readers turn to fiction to flesh out their rich fantasy lives.

Teens also don’t often feel empowered. Their lives can seem like a track from AP classes to test prep to sports to volunteer work and the message they hear is: If you get off this track, fail the SATs, or don’t get into the right college, then the rest of your life is in jeopardy. They feel trapped and helpless. Most want control, so the kick-butt aspect of paranormal (vampire slaying, zombie battles, etc.) is attractive.

Finally, teens are exploring the dark side of their personalities around the time they hit fourteen or fifteen. They get interested in suicide and serial killers and other darker shades of humanity. Death-related worlds and characters help them explore that through fiction. One of the biggest hits of the last five years is Jay Asher’s Thirteen Reasons Why, a book about one girl’s suicide and the reasons behind it.

Some teens start to see the darker underbelly of life during high school—a friend starts cutting, someone gets pregnant, a classmate dies—and they use fiction to explore these issues in a safe way. The recent trend toward dystopian is an extension of this, and a way of dealing with the anxieties of living in a world full of economic depression, war, and terrorism.

When you think about your teen readers, keep the above in mind. Whether your romance is paranormal or not, know that your (mostly female, per the previous chapter) audience craves stories about crushes and relationships. Even if your story doesn’t have a darker shade to it, acknowledge that your readers are dealing with a complex world where everything isn’t always unicorns and rainbows.

I would not counsel you to include one of the stock paranormal elements in your manuscript—vampires, werewolves, fallen angels, demons, mermaids, Greek mythology, zombies—because of overcrowding on the shelves and general fatigue. If you simply have to do paranormal, find a unique twist or uncover an underutilized mythology or creature. A fantastic new take on “angels,” for example, is Laini Taylor’s The Daughter of Smoke and Bone.

On the other hand, if you can, do try and include some kind of love interest. You don’t have to write an all-out romance, but you’ll be missing a huge potential selling point if you don’t acknowledge this part of your readers’ lives. As you will soon see, the romantic element in your story can range from an unrequited crush to falling deeply in love.

[image: ] From the Shelves [image: ]
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YA shelves are full of romance, so there’s no more perfect illustration of the young adult mindset than a sampling of romantic moments from today’s canon. If you had any doubt that fictional teens are obsessed with their love lives, this section should dash them.

First, we have the pain of longing, exemplified by Beatrice from Natalie Standiford’s painfully lonely and beautiful How to Say Goodbye in Robot:


The phone beside my bed gleamed in the light from the window. I stared at it. Watched it. Willed it to ring.



Ah, how cruel those unrequited crushes can be! Next, we move on to some dangerous flirtation and Evie, the protagonist of Judy Blundell’s historical thriller What I Saw and How I Lied, trying on a new personality with an alluring stranger:


“Pussycat, you’ve got a lot to learn about boys.”




I pretended I was Barbara Stanwyck and tossed my hair. “Yeah? Who’s going to teach me?”



The course of young love never did run smooth, though. In Kody Keplinger’s The Duff, we see Bianca railing against the guy who she—of course—will end up with:


Wesley Rush was the most disgusting womanizing playboy to ever darken the doorstep of Hamilton High … but he was kind of hot. Maybe if you could put him on mute … and cut off his hands … maybe—just maybe—he’d be tolerable then.



Then there’s also sexual tension in YA, and you can see a subtle example of it between Mia, a classical musician, and her new boyfriend, Adam, who is over for dinner for the first time in Gayle Forman’s If I Stay:


I pushed the food around my plate, hoping no one would notice. All the while, this little buzz was building inside me. I thought of the tuning fork I used to adjust my cello.



There’s the moment of noticing, really noticing, one’s destiny for the first time, as happens between Katsa and Po in Kristin Cashore’s Graceling:


His eyes. Katsa had never seen such eyes. One was silver, and the other, gold. They glowed in his sun-darkened face, uneven, and strange. She was surprised that they hadn’t shone in the darkness of their first meeting. They didn’t seem human. She couldn’t stop looking at them.



There’s also the danger of tragic love, like the kind that betrothed Kyra shares with her forbidden boyfriend on a fundamentalist Mormon compound in Carol Lynch Williams’ The Chosen One:


Here is another secret. Another sin. Because I am not allowed to be with Joshua. I am not allowed to feel this way. Tingly when he looks at me. Weak when his hand is near mine. And the worst part—I couldn’t help but wonder how it would be to kiss him.

And when we did kiss, it was all my fault.



Finally, there is the rapture of the moment when a connection is made. When terminally ill Tessa first kisses her neighbor, Adam, in Jenny Downham’s Before I Die, there’s an explosion of emotion:


I never realized I was this hungry.

He pulls away. “Shit,” he says. “Shit!” And he runs his hand through his hair; it gleams wet, animal dark. The streetlights blaze in his eyes. “What’s happening to us?”

“I want you,” I tell him.

My heart’s thumping. I feel absolutely alive.



This eventually tempers into something sweet and genuine, something like true love in the small window of time Tessa has left:


Like a stone falling in a pond, circles and circles of love ripple through me.

Adam shouts for joy.

I gather him and hold him close. I’m amazed at him. At us. This gift.



There you have it, the full spectrum of teen love in the YA canon, from hormones to destiny. As you read these excerpts, look at how passionate the voices are, how intense the emotions. This isn’t just a sampling of romance from the shelves, it’s a reminder of the powerful teen mindset, too.

You can also see a complex variety of relationships on the page. Go deeper into a romantic connection for your characters. Don’t just have your protagonist love her boyfriend because he’s hot (you would not believe how many times I’ve read this). Chemistry is deeper than that. What moment on the page can we point to as the instant she falls hard for him? What happened in that turning point? What does that deciding moment tell us about him, about her, about their relationship—about where they’ve been and where they’re going?

THEMES AND BIG IDEAS IN YOUNG ADULT

When you know the teen experience and can place yourself in your target readers’ experience
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