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Before you start
Welcome to Creative Writing 2: Writing for Children. Your Creative Writing Student Guide
should be able to answer most questions about this and all other OCA creative writing courses,
so keep it to hand as you work through the course.
Make sure you work through OCA’s free online induction course, An Introduction to HE on www.
oca-student.com before you start. Even if you have already done this with a previous course we
advise you work through it again.

Course aims
Writing for Children looks at fiction for a wide age range, from the developing reader (6–8 years)
to the young adult (12+). The aim of this course is to inspire and encourage you to develop your
creative writing for children. The course will develop your awareness of the range of contemporary
children’s writing, the requirements of different kinds of writing, such as fantasy or action, and
encourage you to experiment with your own work. You’ll develop your critical awareness of your
own and other people’s writing, supported by constructive feedback from your tutor. The course
will develop your skills in writing, drafting and editing and presenting creative work, and enable
you to build a professional approach towards preparing work for publication.
On successful completion of this course, you will be able to:
•

explore the structure, form, historical context, limitations and the specific strengths and
problems of writing for children

•

draft and edit your own writing, choosing appropriate forms and techniques based on the
critical skills you’ve developed

•

participate in the direction and design of your own learning experience

•

complete a creative reading commentary of a contemporary work or movement, or a critical
essay on a children’s author.

Writing for Children doesn’t cover:
•

Picture books for very young children. These rely heavily on design, layout and specialist
illustration, and form a distinct genre. If you’re particularly interested in picture books, look
at the relevant sections in The Children’s Writers’ and Artists’ Yearbook. You’ll also find an
article by author Gillian McClure and an extract from her picture book Tom Finger on the
OCA website.

•

Writing for generic series to which a range of writers contribute, working under a general
pseudonym. This course is aimed at developing your own unique style but if you’re interested
in this sort of writing, talk to your agent once you get one.
Writing for Children
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•

Writing for comics. Nowadays most comics are tied in to TV programmes and licensed
characters, or to particular toys, and are written by in-house teams rather than individual
writers. Again, see the relevant section in The Children’s Writers’ and Artists’ Yearbook.

•

Poetry. It’s notoriously difficult to market poems for children. If you’re doing this course
simply for pleasure rather than publication, however, feel free to respond to any of the
exercises in poetry if you wish.

You may have a personal writing goal you wish to pursue – anything from completing your first
story to publishing a full-length novel for children. On the other hand, you may want to do this
course purely for leisure. Wherever you are in your writing career, Writing for Children will give
you the inspiration and stimulation to start, improve, complete or move on. Above all, enjoy
yourself!

Your tutor
Your tutor is your main point of contact with OCA. Before you start work, make sure that you’re
clear about your tuition arrangements. The OCA tuition system is explained in some detail in
your Student Handbook.
If you haven’t already done so, please write a paragraph or two about your experience to date.
Add background information about anything that you think may be relevant for your tutor to
know about you (your profile) – for example your experience of writing so far, your reasons for
starting this course and what you hope or expect to achieve from it. Email or post your profile
to your tutor as soon as possible. This will help them to understand how best to support you
during the course.
Arrange with your tutor how you’ll deal with any queries that arise between assignments. This
will usually be by email or phone.
Make sure that you label any work that you send to your tutor with your name, student number
and the assignment number. Your tutor will get back to you as soon as possible after receiving
your assignment but this may take a little time. Continue with the course while you’re waiting.
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Formal assessment
Read the section on assessment in your Creative Writing Student Guide at an early stage in
the course. For assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the work you’ve done on the
course:
•

the three course assignments of your choice (2,500 – 3,000 words each) (chosen from
Assignments Two to Five)

•

a creative reading commentary of up to 2,000 words on a contemporary work or movement
in children’s writing, or on a children’s author

•

your reflective commentary on the course as a whole (1,500 – 2,000 words)

•

your tutor report forms.

The creative reading commentary accounts for 10% of your final mark if you decide to have your
work on this course formally assessed.
Only work done during the course should be submitted to your tutor or for formal assessment.

Pre-assessment review
If you decide to have your work formally assessed, you’ll need to spend some time at the end
of the course preparing your finished work for submission. How you present your work to the
assessors is of critical importance and can make the difference between an average mark and
an excellent mark. Because of this your tutor is available to guide you on presenting your work.
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Managing your time
Each part of the course should take about 100 hours to complete. You’ll need to decide how
to divide this time in a way that works effectively for you. Here’s a suggested model for how it
might work:
Exercises and writing diary work 				

30 hours

Reading (course guide, suggested reading and other) 		

20 hours

Research 							20 hours
Assignment work (including reflective commentary) 		

20 hours

Redrafting in light of tutor feedback 				

10 hours

Each assignment should take about six to eight weeks to complete, so you can allocate the
hours accordingly, or after discussion with your tutor.
The time you spend on each part of the course will depend on how quickly you work, the time
available to you, how easy or hard you find each exercise, and how quickly you want to complete
the course. Don’t worry if you take more or less time than suggested provided that you’re not
getting too bogged down in a particular part of the course and that your tutor is happy with the
work you’re producing. If it helps, draft a rough study plan and revisit this at the end of each
part. The course structure is intended to be flexible, but it’s always useful to bear deadlines in
mind.

Reading the Angel Book Nicola Bealing
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Reading
The following books are not ‘set books’ as such but the course makes regular reference to all
of them and it’s therefore strongly recommended that you make time to read them. You’ll find
a longer reading list at the back of this guide and on the OCA website. The online reading list
on the OCA website is updated regularly, so check this for recently published recommendations.
Anthony Horowitz, Stormbreaker (London: Walker Books, 2005) (9+)
Derek Landy, Skulduggery Pleasant (London: Harper Collins, 2007) (9+)
Sophie McKenzie, Blood Ties (London: Simon & Schuster, 2008) (12+)
Michael Morpurgo, Private Peaceful (London: Harper Collins, 2004) (9+)
Paul Stewart and Chris Riddell, Hugo Pepper (London: Random House Yearling, 2007) (7+)
Jacqueline Wilson, Little Darlings (London: Doubleday, 2010) (8–12)
You’ll also find it useful to refer to The Children’s Writers’ and Artists’ Yearbook. This has plenty
of articles of interest to the aspiring author, including articles on the role of the literary agent
and how publishers spot new talent. Visit www.writersandartists.co.uk for further information.

Referencing your reading
Whenever you read something that you might want to refer to in your projects and assignments,
get into the habit of taking down the full reference to the book, article or website straight away.
You must fully reference any other work that you draw on if you plan to go for formal assessment.
To do this you should use the Harvard system of referencing – see the Harvard referencing
system guide on the OCA website. Getting down the full reference at the time will save you the
frustration of having to hunt for the details of a half-remembered reference long after the event.
Referencing other people’s work accurately will also help you avoid unintentional plagiarism.
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Boy thinking Derek Eyles
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Project one A short history of
			children’s fiction
Commercially speaking, children’s fiction is thriving, with roughly 10,000 new titles published
each year in the UK alone. Despite all negative predictions – the recession, the growth of other
forms of entertainment such as computer games and the internet, changing demographics, etc.
– children’s book sales have bucked the national trend, rising on average by 5% each year, and
they’re predicted to rise steadily over the next few years.
In addition, children’s books have a higher profile than ever before, and this can be traced to a
number of factors:
•

government sponsorship of literacy projects such as the Year of Reading, book weeks
in schools, Books for Babies and the National Literacy Trust, which have helped to fund
reading schemes and book promotions nationwide

•

the dedicated work of librarians and others who have involved themselves in so many local
and national children’s book awards

•

the rapid growth of children’s literature festivals and the fact that most major festivals now
feature children’s authors

•

the promotion of writers in schools by the library and education services

•

the growth in the number of websites dedicated to children’s fiction, such as Achuka.co.uk,
and children’s book clubs (including the Richard and Judy book club).

Then there has been the phenomenal success of certain children’s writers in recent years (J K
Rowling and Philip Pullman being notable examples), the publicity given to the large sums of
money invested in these authors, the crossover into the adult market and into film, and so on.
All of this is two-edged, of course, and the children’s book market is now more competitive than
ever. It’s not easy to get published; only one in every several hundred manuscripts is accepted,
and still fewer actually ‘make it’ in the field. So abandon the idea that writing for children is
easier than other kinds of writing! Having said that, publishers remain keen to find and publish
new authors – and one of them could be you.
Your actual reason for writing for children, however, is probably that you really want to. Perhaps
you loved books as a child and your favourite books have always stayed with you, so you’d like
to create that magic for someone else. No one reads like children, who have such a hunger for
their favourite stories that they read them over and over again.
Or possibly you have children of your own, and love telling them stories. Or you love living in
the world of the child’s imagination, and feeling free to explore. Or some combination of all of
these.
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Whatever your motivation, this sort of reason for writing for children is infinitely more important
than the commercial one. In order to write successfully for children (i.e. to make the commercial
side work) you need to be able to enter the world of the child’s imagination and develop a real
enthusiasm for the world of children’s fiction – in other words, read as well as write.

Reading children’s fiction
As you work through this course, please read – not just the recommended texts listed in the
Introduction, but as widely as you can. The more contemporary your reading the better. The field
of children’s fiction is awash with classic texts, of course and these are still widely bought and
borrowed by parents for their children, but you need to know the field you’re entering – what’s
doing well now. Not so that you can imitate – this rarely works because by the time you’ve
produced a lookalike Twilight novel, the market will have moved on – but to give your original
impulses and ideas a contemporary relevance. You want your work to strike a chord with children
today.
Visit your local bookshops and libraries,
get to know your children’s librarian,
visit relevant websites – especially the
OCA website – but, above all, read.
Aim to read at least one contemporary
children’s book each week between now
and the end of the course. This will not
only develop your awareness of the
current field, but your own preferences
and dislikes within it, and your sense of
where you might fit in as a writer.

Bridget Reading Peter Samuelson

Writing for Children

15

A brief survey of children’s fiction
It’s always useful to broaden your knowledge of the field you’re going into. Any survey is bound
to be limited, but it should show up interesting trends and developments, and help you to think
of yourself and your work within the context of what’s gone before.
Historically, it has been difficult to define what constitutes children’s literature – partly because,
traditionally, no distinctions were made between literature for children and adults. Before
printing, communities largely passed on an oral culture in the form of folk tales, parables,
legends and myths. With the advent of printing in the late 15th century, some of these made
their way into books, including The Tales of Robin Hood, Aesop’s Fables or Malory’s Morte
D’Arthur. None of these was thought of as children’s fiction.
Over the next centuries, chap books bought and sold at fairs or by travellers, or broadsheets sold
on street corners, told tales of the fantastic, supernatural or merely lurid for popular consumption.
Though these were populated by talking beasts, angels, fairies, demons or witches, they were
sold primarily to adults, not aimed specifically at children.
Books for children existed by the late 16th century, however. Many of these had a religious basis.
Protestant groups in England and Germany, for instance, produced books warning children of
the consequences of sin. Other books were designed for the schoolroom, like the Orbis Pictus
(The World in Pictures) produced by the Moravian teacher and scholar, John Amos Comenius
(1592–1670).
Then, in the late 17th century, Charles Perrault
(1628–1703) laid the foundations of the new
literary genre of the fairy tale in France. Perrault
adapted traditional tales, usually by putting their
elements together in a new way, as in Sleeping
Beauty. His first cycle of tales included Little Red
Riding Hood, Cinderella, Puss in Boots, Bluebeard
and Sleeping Beauty, and was published as Tales
and Stories of the Past with Morals in 1695, with
the subtitle Tales of Mother Goose. This made him
instantly famous, but the Tales were distributed
widely among adults, not children.

Little Red Riding Hood gathering flowers
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Arguably the first true children’s book was A Little Pretty Pocket-Book published in 1744 by
John Newbery (1712–69). His later publication The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes (possibly
written by Oliver Goldsmith) was the first children’s bestseller, going into 29 editions between
1765 and 1800. Newbery also published the ‘Tom Telescope’ series of books on modern science,
whose titles included The Newtonian System of Philosophy Adapted to the Capacities of Young
Gentlemen and Ladies(!). These were hugely popular and went through seven editions between
1761 and 1767.
The first full-length novel in English produced specifically for children – in this case, girls – is
usually said to be The Governess or The Little Female Academy (1749) by Sarah Fielding (1710–
68). This book is described on the title page as being ‘for the pleasure and instruction of young
ladies’. In her preface, the author says:
My young Readers, Before you begin the following Sheets, I beg you will stop a Moment at
this Preface, to consider with me, what is the true Use of Reading; and if you can once fix this
Truth in your Minds, namely, that the true Use of Books is to make you wiser and better, you
will then have both Profit and Pleasure from what you read.
This book was followed by works in a similar vein from Sarah Trimmer (The Story of the Robins,
1786) and Maria Edgeworth (The History of Harry and Lucy, 1789).
In 1812 the Brothers Grimm published Kinder und Hausmärchen (Children’s and Household
Tales), a collection of 86 German fairy tales A second volume of 70 tales (1814/5) completed
the first edition. Unlike Perrault’s adaptations of traditional tales, these were faithful to the
original sources and marketed specifically for children. They were widely criticised for their dark
content. Mrs Sarah Trimmer, for instance, said that she would like to see every single fairy story
taken out of nurseries and burnt! Some were even re-written by well-meaning people concerned
about their moral effect, which is why you’ll come across several different versions of the same
fairy story today.
The second edition (1819–22) was expanded to include 170 tales. Five more editions were
issued during the Grimms’ lifetimes, with some stories added and others removed. Many of the
changes were made in the light of concerns about their suitability for children but the tales were
also criticised for being insufficiently ‘German’.
These large editions were accompanied by scholarly notes and were intended as serious works
of folklore. The brothers also published the Kleine Ausgabe or ‘small edition’, containing a
selection of 50 stories expressly designed for children; 10 printings were issued between 1825
and 1858.
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From the 19th century onwards, there was a real expansion in the market of books for children.
The following timeline is intended to give you an idea of some of the major trends, developments
and landmarks within this burgeoning field.
1835

Hans Christian Andersen publishes his fairy tales

1865

Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland is published

1868

Little Women by Louisa M Alcott

1872

What Katy Did by Susan Coolidge

1880

Heidi by Joanna Spyri

1883

The Adventures of Pinocchio by Carlo Collodi

1883

Treasure Island by R L Stevenson

1894

The Jungle Book by Rudyard Kipling

1900

The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by L Frank Baum

1902

The Tale of Peter Rabbit by Beatrix Potter

1906

The Railway Children by E Nesbit

1908

The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame

1908

Anne of Green Gables by L M Montgomery

1908

Frank Richards publishes his first ‘Billy Bunter’ book

1911

Peter and Wendy by J M Barrie (Peter Pan)

1922

Just William by Richmal Crompton

1926

Winnie the Pooh by A A Milne

1930

Swallows and Amazons by Arthur Ransome

1932

W E Johns publishes his first ‘Biggles’ book

1933

Little House on the Prairie by Laura Ingalls Wilder

1936

The Hobbit by J R R Tolkien

1937

The Family at One End Street Eve Garnett

1942

Five on Treasure Island by Enid Blyton

1943

Gremlins by R S Thomas

1950

The Chronicles of Narnia by C S Lewis
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From the second half of the twentieth century, and especially since the advent of mass production
and marketing, there has been an exponential growth of children’s books, and it has become
increasingly difficult to construct a timeline. Children’s fiction has gained both readership and
status, largely due to the publicity given to the sales and income generated by authors like J K
Rowling, whose Harry Potter series has sold 400,000,000 copies worldwide and been translated
into 63 languages.
And now it seems as though children’s literature is coming full circle, with authors such as J K
Rowling and Philip Pullman being read by children and adults alike.

Exercise Getting up to date
Extend the timeline to the present day. Which authors and books will you include? Identify
your own favourite children’s books. Are they on the timeline?
Are there any other authors writing before 1950 that you would include on the list?

Exercise Trends and developments
Look carefully at your complete timeline. Do any particular trends or developments stand
out? If you were going to divide the list into categories, what divisions would you make?
You might want to think about the following points and make notes in your writing diary:
•

Do any of the books on the list seem to you to
be obviously written for either boys or girls? How
can you tell? Does this trend change over time?

•

Is there a difference between literature for
children that is designed to educate and that
designed to entertain? Does all children’s fiction
have some kind of educative purpose? How has
this changed in recent years?

•

One fundamental division seems to be between
stories set in the real world (Little Women) and
stories set in a fantasy world (The Hobbit). What
do you think are the differences in readership
between these two categories? Are there further
subdivisions to be made in these two categories?

The Brothers Mabel Lucie Attwell
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