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Introduction

Many people long to write a novel for young adults, but have no idea where to begin. How long should the book be? How do you come up with ideas? What makes a book suitable for a young-adult (YA) audience? How do you structure a narrative? How do you keep the reader intrigued by the story? What is my genre? How do I go about getting my work published? These are all valid questions but they can pose major stumbling blocks for a writer who has never written a book before. It is very easy to become fixated on these questions and to put off writing until you feel that you have all the answers. This book aims to help you answer those questions, and to realize that, even if you are not able to answer all of these questions right away, it should not stop you from beginning your young adult novel.

I am a literary agent in the UK and I have worked in publishing for six years, as a publisher as well as a literary agent. I have worked extensively with YA authors who are just starting out as well as with established and successful ‘brand’ authors. Supervising creative writing dissertations and judging literary prizes have also helped me identify the key issues faced by writers, and establish how to overcome these problems. I know better than most how daunting the process can be. Some of my most successful YA authors were once where you are now – wondering how to finish their novel, or even how to start it! I know from talking to them how daunting the publishing world can seem to an outsider, and how having someone who works in this world explain the process to you is invaluable. Not everyone has the chance to attend writing conferences, or pay for expensive writing courses, so this book aims to give you an equivalent experience and to help you on your way to successfully completing your YA novel.

Get Started in Writing Young Adult Fiction aims to offer support to people who are working on their first young adult novel and who are looking for guidance on how to begin, how to edit, and how to publish. It clears up many of the key queries about the process of writing your young adult novel and breaks the process down into bite-sized chunks which make getting started seem much more manageable. It offers sensible and easy-to-follow advice on everything from how to develop a plot and structure and writing believable characters and developing dialogue, right the way through to submitting the work to agents, self-publishing and more. Each chapter deals with one aspect of the writing process: offering advice, giving examples from my own experience, and giving several writing exercises for you to follow.

This guide is designed to be used as a ‘teach yourself’ tool and the experience will be equivalent to attending a creative writing course, lectures and writing groups. One of the key skills for the writer to learn is how to edit and, by doing the edit exercises and the workshop exercises, you will learn how to critique and improve your own work. You will get the most out of this book if you make sure you do every exercise as you go through the book: do not be afraid to repeat exercises, or to try them again. Writing is like many skills in that the more you do it, and the more seriously you take it, the better the results will be. Spending the time to think seriously about the exercises, edit and workshop parts of the book will help you develop the skills necessary to become a successful writer. If you go back to the beginning of the book once you have completed it and try the exercises again, you will be able to see the difference and improvement in your own writing. As Stephen King has said: ‘When you write a book, you spend day after day scanning and identifying the trees. When you’re done, you have to step back and look at the forest.’

The guide contains four different kinds of exercise: workshop, write, snapshot, and edit. The write exercise will be a practical one – a chance for you to have a go at setting down creative words on paper, based around the topic we have just looked at in a chapter. The snapshot will be a short exercise, often used to kickstart ideas or brainstorm, or to help you write a concise piece of work. The workshop and edit exercises are key, as they will help you learn to polish and revisit your work as we progress through the guide. They will also teach you to reflect on a piece of work, and to answer a series of guided questions, with the aim of helping you learn to be your own harshest critic. The guide also contains key ideas and focus points – simple yet important concepts for you to grasp when working on your book. The book is interspersed with quotes from writers and editors, which either elucidate some of the points discussed or act as inspirational and encouraging words. Even the most successful writer started somewhere, and many of them understand the stress of the process, as well as the joy. Their insights can really bring sticky points to life for the reader.

The book is designed to be used sequentially. The early chapters of the book focus on coming up with ideas, plotting, structuring, and establishing character and dialogue. The book will talk you through developing ideas, worldbuilding and plotting a novel, with related exercises throughout to expand on the points discussed and to help you apply them in a practical way. If you follow all of these workshop exercises, by the end of the book you should either have a completed novel, or have a large chunk of material which will set you well on your way to reaching the finish line.

The advice is straightforward and accessible, and is specifically designed to build your confidence – this confidence is key to setting that story down on paper! By the time you are three-quarters of the way through the book you will understand the skills, discipline and techniques necessary to write your novel.

In this book we will also look in depth at the different routes available to you once you have completed and polished your novel. Perhaps you just want something to keep for yourself and read to your children. But perhaps you are interested in finding a literary agent and attempting to become traditionally published. We will look in depth at hints and tips to achieve that. Self-publishing has made it a lot easier for anyone to get their work out there. However, when writing specifically for a young-adult market it is important to consider whether self-publishing is the best route to reach them. Certainly, some self-published writers have great success visiting schools and selling copies directly there. It is important to consider whether or not this route will be one you are able to take: perhaps the thought of speaking to a hall full of children fills you with dread! If you plan to digitally self-publish, we will look at best practice, resources and support, and how best to get your work noticed by teenagers online. The final chapters of the book will offer you an insight into how to secure a literary agent, how traditional publishing works, and whether self-publishing might be the best route for you to take.

As an established literary agent, I receive upwards of 600 submissions a month and approximately 50 per cent of these are aimed at a YA audience. I am skilled at spotting books that stand out from the crowd, as well as identifying the mistakes which most commonly slip through the net. In a competitive market you need to ensure that your book is as polished and punchy as possible and that it catches the eye of a literary agent and a publisher, as well as your eventual target market. Whether it is unbelievable dialogue, a voice that does not feel plausible for the audience you are writing for, or too much exposition, I draw attention to issues to watch out for. I also talk you through best practice in general when it comes to putting together your submission package, as well as discussing common pitfalls to be avoided by the debut writer.

My insider knowledge of the industry makes this book a useful tool even for those who have nearly completed their first work, but who are looking for advice on how to get the book published. I suggest resources for finding literary agents, and explain every aspect of the publishing process, from pitching your book to literary agents through to what happens when you get your first publishing deal. In a changing landscape, where more and more people are turning to self-publishing, it is important to remember that traditional publishing is not the only route to seeing your book in print. I mention some key resources for self-published authors, and look at the pros and cons of deciding to self-publish your novel. This section also contains information on ‘hybrid’ authors, those who choose to have some of their work traditionally published, while retaining the rights to self-publish others of their novels.

Get Started in Writing Young Adult Fiction also contains links to and suggestions for other resources for a writer to turn to: from online writing communities, to tips on how to find people to critique your work, and other books and websites which are designed to help a beginner novelist. Sometimes writing a novel can feel lonely, but the reality is that there are hundreds of thousands of writers out there, many of whom can offer you support. Some writers prefer to go it alone – but if you want to find people out there to help, you can, and this book will offer advice on how.

Through a mixture of easy-to-follow advice, writing exercises, industry insider knowledge and case studies, Get Started in Writing Young Adult Fiction will hold your hand through the unfamiliar world of creative writing for a young adult audience. By the end of the book you will have the skills – and the confidence – necessary to turn that daunting blank page into a polished and readable YA novel. If this book can help just one writer finish writing a book that they are proud of, I will feel that it has done its job well.
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