
By Chris Eboch

T he ebook revolution is here. More print books sell than ever,
but today few people doubt that digital formats will continue
to increase in market share. Adult genre fiction and young

adult novels have done particularly well as ebooks. Picture books
offer special challenges with their illustrated format—but many work well as interac-
tive apps. But what about middle-grade books? Does a typical 8- to 12-year-old 
really want to read on ereaders or tablets (and will parents and teachers let them)?

Catching Up
Digital Book World reports that, at the start of 2012, 15 to 20 percent of adult trade
publishers’ revenues came from ebooks, while children’s book publishers reported
ebook revenue of 5 to 7 percent, excluding YA titles. But children’s ebook revenue is
growing rapidly—up 475 percent over the previous year. Scholastic expects about 30
percent of its book revenue from children’s and YA books to be based on digital
products by 2015. 

Jeremy Greenfield, Editorial Director of Digital Book World, sums up: “Right
now, children’s publishing lags behind the rest of the industry in terms of ebook
adoption, but it’s quickly catching up. In January, digital revenues for children’s
publishing exploded, following a Christmas during which many families got their
second tablet or reading device. Over the next five years, I would expect children’s 
to continue to catch up, although never fully, to adult digital publishing.” 

The market for middle-grade ebooks may still be smaller than for adult or YA
titles, but it seems to be benefiting from a trickle-down effect. Early adopters of new
technology are often in their 20s, 30s, and 40s. As they get comfortable with the
media, they share it with their children. And as readers become ever cheaper (some
now cost under $100) and more used models are sold or donated, digital reading
may become accessible for all ages and nearly all income levels. 

Publishing Opportunities
Childen’s publishers are adapting to the
digital future. Scholastic has launched
Storia, a reading app for children that
includes hundreds of books targeted at
middle-graders, ages 8 to 12. The app
itself is free and comes with five free
ebooks. Interactive features (To page 2)
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include definitions and pronunciations.
Parents can track their children’s progress,

and the app leads readers to other appropriate books.
Kar-Ben Publishing, a division of the Lerner Publish-

ing Group that focuses on Jewish-themed children’s
titles, recently launched an ebookstore with almost 170
titles (http://ebooks.karben.com). Publisher Joni 
Sussman says, “As more and more parents and educa-
tors have been embracing ebooks, especially
with the introduction of the iPad, we felt the
time was right to take the plunge into the
ebook world, and there has already been much
interest in our new site.” 

Kar-Ben publishes picture books primarily,
but Sussman says that its middle-grade books
are included in the ebookstore and expected to
do well. “We also carry a number of middle-
grade titles from Lerner Publishing which we
feel are of interest to our market.” Among
them are Hot Pursuit: Murder in Mississippi
and All-Star Season. 

Sussman is optimistic about the digital future. “I
think that ebook publishing for children will continue to
grow as devices become ever more affordable. Middle-
grade readers will continue to increase what they do on
their digital devices, from schoolwork to social network-

ing; reading for both school and fun will be a natural
outgrowth of that.”

Some small presses are taking advantage of the trend
by releasing books only as ebooks or as ebooks followed
by a print edition. Jennifer Loring, Content Editor at
Musa Publishing, says, “The ebook industry is much
easier to break into as both an editor and a writer.
Ebook publishers are more willing to take chances

because they typically take less of a financial
hit if things don’t work out.” Such flexibility
allows these publishers to target niche 
markets or try something unusual. “Readers
are looking for the next new thing and, more
often than not these days, that’s coming from
ebook publishers.” Loring says that middle-
grade, like YA, is a huge market right now. “It’s
growing exponentially.” Musa publishes 
middle-grade and YA fiction under its Euterpe
imprint, which offers historical and contempo-
rary fiction, romance, paranormal, adventure,

mystery, fantasy, science fiction, and horror.  
Mindy Hardwick submitted and published her middle-

grade novel Stained Glass Summer with Musa Publish-
ing in part because “more and more of my friends’ kids
seemed to have the iPad or Nook.” Now, she says, “Each
week, it seems like something new and exciting happens
to get our books out there. One thing I’ve noticed is kids
at schools love ebooks. I handed out bookmarks at a
middle school Battle of the Books, and the library had a
waiting list for my book the next day. They all wanted to
check out an ebook for their new, Christmas ereaders!” 

At Casey Shay Press, Publisher Deanna Roy is taking
advantage of ebook opportunities while reserving the
option to issue print versions later. “Putting a hardcover
or paperback book for children out into the world is dif-
ficult unless you do a big print run to get costs down.
You can take a chance on an ebook and use its success
to determine the likelihood of success for the paper 
version.” 

She too has seen recent growth in ebook sales. “The
$79 Nook deal last Christmas made a big impact on
children’s ebooks. It seems many of these Nooks were
purchased for kids. I think each Christmas we’ll see a
huge leap in the number of ebooks sold to children as
more devices end up as gifts. [Children] will learn to
navigate the stores on their devices, and they will be
asking for gift cards to buy books.”

MuseItUp Publishing is another press focusing on the
ebook market. Publisher Lea Schizas says, “The main
reason I decided to focus on ebooks is because of the
instant gratification a reader gets purchasing quality
books at affordable prices, compared to their print
counterparts. Many try an ebook because of its price,
and if they love it, then consider purchasing and owning
the print copy.” 

Schizas sees growth in the middle-grade digital mar-
ket. “One of the potentials is that some schools in the
U.S. have begun to [use] ereaders so students now can
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~ Casey Shay Press: P.O. Box 160116, Austin, TX 78716.
www.caseyshaypress.com. Currently closed to unsolicited sub-
missions except for the annual Mary Ballard Poetry Chapbook
Prize. Open submission periods are announced via blog, Twitter,
and Facebook.
~ Kar-Ben: 241 First Ave. No., Minneapolis, MN 55401.
www.karben.com, http://ebooks.karben.com. Accepts unsolicited
children’s book manuscripts on Jewish topics; fiction and non-
fiction for preschool through approximately sixth grade, includ-
ing holiday books, life-cycle stories, Bible tales, folktales, board
books, and activity books. The editors are particularly looking
for stories that reflect the rich diversity of today's Jewish 
community.
~ Learning A-Z: 1840 E. River Road, Suite 320, Tucson, AZ 85718.
www.learninga-z.com. Submit writing samples and evidence of
your ability to write developmentally appropriate material for
differing age groups.
~ Musa Publishing: www.musapublishing.com. The Euterpe imprint
is seeking middle-grade and YA literature in all genres, including
historical, romance, contemporary fiction, paranormal, adven-
ture, mystery/suspense, fantasy, science fiction, and horror. 
~ MuseItUp Publishing: 14878 James, Pierrefonds, Quebec H9H
1P5 Canada. http://museituppublishing.com. This publisher has
two open submission periods per year; check website for
details.
~ Scholastic, Inc.: 557 Broadway, New York, NY 10012.
www.scholastic.com. Scholastic works with agented authors pri-
marily. For its Storia app store, see
http://store.scholastic.com/webapp/wcs/stores/servlet/LandingPa
geView?storeId=10052&catalogId=10051&jspStoreDir=SSOS-
tore&pageName=storia/home.
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carry one handheld device, lessening the weight of all
those textbooks in their schoolbags. The other potential
is to reach reluctant readers by offering enhanced
ebooks” that may make reading more attractive to them.  

Learning A-Z produces digital books targeted for
classrooms, and delivers them through its “family of
websites” or the iTunes store. Vice President of Develop-
ment Katherine Burdick explains the advantages of web
delivery: “There are no warehousing costs, no shipping
costs, no printing expenses. We have the ability to
change content nearly immediately; the format is more
engaging than print; readers have 24/7 access; and we
have the ability to add multimedia.” Since less money
and fewer people are involved in making and delivering
ebooks, “We can make a higher quality product at a frac-
tion of the cost of print.”

Because Learning A-Z is focused on leveled readers,
its largest market is K-3, but many of its books are used
with struggling readers in middle schools. Burdick points
out that middle-grade ebook publishing for his company,
and by extension for publishing in general, is
a work-in-progress. “There is a current void
in ebooks for middle school in part because
publishers’ vision [of them] at this time would
make the end product cost-prohibitive.
Ebooks for younger children are shorter and
simpler, therefore easier and less expensive to
make. For middle-grade ebooks, we want
more text, video, experiments that can be
manipulated, as well as links to research
papers, primary source reports, poetry, and
music. This requires a larger budget and cre-
ates larger files that need high-speed internet to function
properly. We are not quite there yet—thank goodness
there are a lot of people working on it though.”

Opportunities and Challenges
As the middle-grade ebook market grows, we will likely
see more children’s book writers turning to self-publish-
ing, as many adult genre and YA writers are doing now. 

A large publisher showed interest in Sybil Nelson’s
Priscilla the Great series but eventually passed on it. “I
decided I could do it on my own and keep all the prof-

its,” Nelson says. “I have sold almost 5,000 books of the
Priscilla the Great series.” Her books are available in

both print and ebook format via Amazon, but
she estimates that “well over 90 percent of my
sales come from ebooks. Sales for middle-grade
ebooks have definitely increased, especially over
the past couple of months. I suspect that more
and more kids are getting ereaders as gifts and it
will continue to grow.” 

For self-publishing authors or publishers of
any size, reaching the market for ebooks is an
unfolding process. Roy explains, “Middle-grade
ebooks are marketed to parents and librarians
who purchase them to share with a child. For

adult titles, we find the blogs and internet spaces where
readers of a [given] type of book hang out. But parents
may be completely different types of readers than their
kids.”

She believes online bookstores can help connect with
markets, if the stores “figure out how to control what
young device owners see in the stores. Barnes & Noble
tends to be a safer searching environment, as it leads
readers to click on books for certain ages, while Amazon
often has inappropriate titles listed as ‘also bought’ when
a mom who reads romances buys a middle-grade or pic-
ture book for her child. These issues will need ironing
out as younger kids take to the bookstores on their own.”

“We need more schools, libraries, and bookstores to
open their doors to ebook authors and allow them to
showcase or workshop ebooks and ereaders, to do read-
ings just as print authors do, along with esignings. It’s
not the introduction of ebooks that will [determine] this
market’s growth, but the open doors allowing e-authors
to enter these establishments and talk with the stu-
dents,” Schizas says.

“I can honestly hope,” she continues, “that more par-
ents will consider purchasing ereaders for their children
if it means continuing a love for reading.”

With ebooks still so new, parents, teachers, and others have
debated the advantages and disadvantages of ebooks for kids,
particularly in comparison to print books. The Joan Ganz Cooney
Center at Sesame Workshop performed a small study in 2011
that found that children prefer reading ebooks. It also reported
that reading comprehension was equal for print books and tradi-
tional format ebooks, but worse for enhanced ebooks (apps),
where the kids focused more on the interactivity than on follow-
ing the story. (“For Reading and Learning, Kids Prefer Ebooks to
Print Books,” by Jeremy Greenfield. Digital Book World, Jan. 9,
2012. http://www.digitalbookworld.com/2012/for-reading-and-
learning-kids-prefer-e-books-to-print-books) 

Sesame Workshop, among other organizations, is conducting
research into how children read ebooks. In the meantime, there
is no evidence that reading an ordinary book on an electronic
device does any harm. “Whether print or digital, what matters is
that children read,” says Joni Sussman, Publisher of Kar-Ben. “It’s
the content, not the delivery format, that counts.”

G O O D  O R  B A D ?

Digital Book World has an excellent website and blog focused on
digital book technology and news (www.digitalbookworld.com). 

Articles cited in this Children’s Writer article may be found at: 
~ www.digitalbookworld.com/2012/when-growth-in-childrens-e-
books-hits-the-poverty-line
~ www.digitalbookworld.com/2012/e-books-drive-revenue-
growth-across-book-trade
~ www.digitalbookworld.com/2012/scholastic-media-president-
deborah-forte-early-days-for-childrens-e-books
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By Katherine Swarts

In today’s sound-byte world, something George Edward
Stanley wrote in 1986 in Writing Short Stories for
Young People may be even more true: “Young people

find the short story the most approachable and the most
satisfying of all literary forms. It allows them to discover
how things turned out in a relatively short period of time.”

If your first love is religious fiction, you have an instant
advantage. Sunday school papers greatly expand the list of
potential markets for short fiction. “I would say the Sun-
day school take-home market” is the best place to sell
short inspirational fiction, and “the easiest to break into,”
says Nanette Thorsen-Snipes, a freelance author who has
been published in dozens of inspirational anthologies.

Give Them a Story to Take Home 
“Short story inspirational writers can sell and resell their
work with few changes,” notes Aileen Andres Sox, Editor
of Seventh-Day Adventist periodicals Our Little Friend
and Primary Treasure, “because the magazines that buy
these stories—Sabbath or Sunday School papers mostly—

overlap very little. I like to know where a story has been
published previously, but mostly it makes no difference as
to whether I will purchase it. I don’t publish much fiction,
[but] I want true stories written with the best short story
techniques.”

Be prepared to look beyond overtly Christian periodi-
cals for your inspirational story to reach more readers.
“Think about your audience,” says Kat Heckenbach,
author of the YA fantasy Finding Angel (Splashdown
Books). “Most Christian markets aim at readers who are
already Christians. If you are trying to convert someone,
you’re looking at the wrong market.” 

Some general markets will take stories with direct refer-
ences to Christianity, especially in multicultural settings.
Others make it a rule to avoid the appearance of endorsing
any religion, but still publish inspirational stories based on
Christian principles. “If your inspirational piece is not
overly specific to one particular religion, we are open to
considering it,” says Arun Toké, Editor of Skipping Stones.

As with any fiction, story comes first. Kelli Ponstein, Edi-
tor of GEMS Girls’ Clubs’ Sparkle! and Shine Brightly,
says, “Keep your reader hooked all the way through by
resolving the conflict, but not to the point of the expected.
Make your story unique and get creative with how you end
it. Avoid creating characters that have a perfect background
and have never experienced or done anything wrong.”

“Keep it real,” advises Max Elliot Anderson, author and
Knowonder! staff writer. “Picture yourself in each scene,
as if you were one of the characters. If you were in a room
right now, how would you react to the dialogue?” 

Actually hearing the dialogue, and the narrative, often
helps improve writing. “Read your story out loud to anoth-
er or even to yourself,” says Lynda S. Burch, Publisher at
Guardian Angel Publishing. “You’ll be amazed at what you
will hear instead of what you think you wrote. Check your
story for grammar, spelling, and punctuation errors. We
see 800 to 1,000 submissions a year with a multitude of
these errors. And always follow [submission] instructions.” 

With periodicals, submission guidelines invariably
include word counts. But apart from length, how do chil-
dren’s short stories differ from books? 

“It may sound obvious,” says Heckenbach, “but a book
tells a longer story. Yet many writers try to cram a book-
length story into a short story. They simply tell it really
fast. A short story is not a trimmed down version of a
novel-length story—that would be a synopsis. A short story
is more akin to a chapter in a book. It has a beginning,
middle, and end. It has a story arc. But it focuses on a
moment, a turning point in a character’s life. It’s not about
a warrior saving the world. It’s the moment when the war-
rior decides to save the world.”
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~ Bread for God’s Children: P.O. Box 1017, Arcadia, FL 34265.
www.breadministries.org
~ Cadet Quest: Calvinist Cadet Corps,1333 Alger St. SE, P.O. Box
7259, Grand Rapids, MI 49510. www.calvinistcadets.org
~ Celebrate: 2923 Troost Ave., Kansas City, MO 64109. 
www.wordaction.com
~ Dancing with Bear Publishing: www.dancingwithbearpublishing.com,
www.dwbchildrensline.com. Themed anthologies; check website for
current submission policy. Email only.
~ Focus on the Family Clubhouse and Clubhouse Jr.: 8605 Explorer Dr.,
Colorado Springs, CO 80920. www.clubhousemagazine.com
~ JuniorWay, Preschool Playhouse, Primary Street: Urban Ministries, P.O.
Box 87618, Chicago, IL 60680. www.urbanministries.com
~ The Kids’ Ark: P.O. Box 3160, Victoria, TX 77903.
www.thekidsark.com
~ Knowonder: 198 N. 600 E., Hyrum, UT 84319.
www.knowonder.com
~ Our Little Friend, Primary Treasure: Pacific Press Publishing, 
P.O. Box 5353, Nampa, ID 83653. www.ourlittlefriend.com,
www.primarytreasure.com
~ Pockets: The Upper Room, 1908 Grand Ave., P.O. Box 340004,
Nashville, TN 37203. www.upperroom.org/pockets
~ Shine Brightly, Sparkle!: P.O. Box 7259, Grand Rapids, MI 49510.
www.gemsgc.org
~ Sisterhood Agenda: 16213 Spring Garden St., P.O. Box 922, St. John,
VI 00831. www.sisterhoodagenda.com
~ Skipping Stones: P.O. Box 3939, Eugene, OR 97403. 
www.skippingstones.org
~ Spirit: Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet, 1884 Randolph Avenue,
St. Paul, MN 55105. www.goodgroundpress.com
~ Stories for Children: 54 East 490 South, Ivins, UT 84738. 
http://storiesforchildren.tripod.com/
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It’s a Story, Not a Sermon
Do not tell young readers what to do, either, in religious fic-
tion. “Most writers don’t understand the technique of not
coming off sounding preachy,” says Burch. 

“It’s important to not be clichéd and preachy,” agrees
Ponstein, “because that is when you lose your readers. I
struggle with this when I write stories, but also when I edit
them. One important thing is to introduce the inspirational
details discreetly.” 

Anderson, whose books have been praised for not being
preachy, says, “When moral, spiritual, and ethical concepts
are handled in a natural way in plot and story development,
they don’t stick out and hit the reader over the head.” 

Other experts mention working your religious theme or
message into the flow of the story. “Christian ideas and
practice need to be part of the atmosphere,” says Sox.
“Prayer is said before meals, before setting off in the car,
when one goes to bed. The family has worship together,
[and goes to] church and Sabbath School, or Sunday

School, regularly. The protago-
nist has an inner prayer life.” 

Vivian Dubrovin, Editor of
Storycraft Publishing, says, 
“One of the best ways to weave a
message into a short story is to
let the reader discover the mes-
sage along with the main char-
acter. Never stop a story to pres-
ent a sermon,” in narrative or
dialogue.

Christian author Trish Perry
notes, “If you write planning to deliver a particular mes-
sage, you’re probably going to preach. I’ve done it, and I
cringe when I read those passages now. It’s far more
effective to design a character whose behavior naturally
demonstrates qualities you admire, or have a character
grow to that admirable place through experience.” 

Toké comments, “I think no story should end with
‘The moral of the story is . . . ,’” even by implication.

Wise writers also avoid stressing moral value in their
cover letters, just as they avoid claiming their works are
direct messages from God. Editors automatically groan
in either case, thanks to the prevalence of such ideas
among writers who mangle the English language, are too
lazy to believe in second drafts, and prove difficult to
work with.

Getting Inspired
Wise writers also present the story on its own merit
rather than bragging about God’s hand in it—though
seeking God’s hand in work is part of Christian writing.
“Start every single day by turning your writing over to
God’s will,” says Perry. “Ask him to guide your steps.
Then do the best you can and trust that everything that
happens that day is part of his will for your writing. Pay
attention to how he stirs your heart.”

“Writing Christian fiction can be a partnership

between you and God,” agrees Nancy Allen Hird, author
of the blog, Books 4 Christian Kids (http://nancyellen-
hird.wordpress.com). “Praying about the work, expecting
God to answer, and watching him answer is what makes
it an enriching experience.”

Even editors who do not work strictly with Christian
material acknowledge the value of getting into an
inspired mood for inspirational pieces. “Be open to the
inspiration you’ll receive, even when you are not sitting
in front of the screen,” says Toké. “Take a long, medita-
tive walk in a natural surrounding before sitting down to
write. Study various spiritual and religious traditions to
broaden your perspectives and see the similarities and
differences.”

Smart writers also study everything else that relates to
their preferred topics and readers. “Do your research on
issues your audience is dealing with,” says Ponstein, “and
weave those into your story. If a child has gone through
or is going through what your message is about, it will
draw them in, especially if you present it in a fresh way.” 

And study short fiction itself. “If you write short,
inspirational fiction for children or teens,” says Hird,
“read the magazines for children and teens. Notice that a
magazine has a voice. Is it formal? Is it hip? The story
[you craft] needs to fit the magazine.” Dubrovin advises,
“Read what you plan to write. Reading is the best writing
teacher. Begin every writing project with a reading 
project.” 

Short fiction has its own rules. Christian inspirational
fiction has its own rules. Children’s fiction has different
rules for different ages. Yet all share the common bond of
attracting readers who love a good story. Combining the
best in all three can result in a three-star story!

Being true to one’s beliefs without projecting intolerance for others
is tricky, particularly with impressionable children. General-interest
periodicals and anthologies run the gamut from those that present a
variety of materials written from religion-specific points of view, to
the cautious publications that will not consider a piece that men-
tions any religion by name. “By Christians for Christians” publica-
tions have their own taboos; many will not use stories that mention
certain lifestyle practices or promote particular Bible interpretations.

The first rule is to study your market. Read its guidelines, and
read what it has actually published—carefully enough to discern
which viewpoints show up regularly and which are conspicuously
absent. A few additional hints:

~ Never write fiction for the express purpose of converting read-
ers; besides scaring editors who do not share that mission, that
approach usually makes for a dull plot. 
~ Arguments about whether pop culture is sinful, or how accurately
the Bible records this or that, are best left to nonfiction. If you get
caught up in defending your viewpoint, you will never get to that
essential fiction element,  the willing suspension of disbelief.
~ Never paint the followers of any other religion with a uniform
bad guys brush. Antagonists and sympathetic characters come in all
persuasions.
~ Finally, do not become obsessed with not offending someone.
Readers respect courage and integrity—even in an enemy—far
more than the people pleaser who tries to be everyone’s friend.

D R AW I N G  A  L I N E
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By Katherine Ayres 

Chapter one. The thought of writing it kindles both
fear and exhilaration in the heart of many a
writer. Fear because there are so many ways to

mess up. Exhilaration because when those two words—
chapter one—appear on the page, the universe is bound-
less. Everything is still perfect and possible in the book
to come.

New and experienced writers who struggle with the
opening chapter often overload it. They fill it with back-
story and all the facts the reader might ever need to
know about the protagonist and situation. 

Writers can also stall with endless throat clearing—
the vocal stretching and sputtering that can sometimes
take place when trying to find authentic character voic-
es. Or they can be so concerned about making the first
scene or chapter perfect and all-inclusive that they revise
endlessly, forever juggling character, plot, and setting.
And yet backstory, character voice, and revision are 
critical aspects of creating a strong story. What to do?

Hook or Slice?
A golfer who hits a long drive that veers off into a hook
or a slice sometimes hits a second ball, a provisional
one, in case the first ball cannot be found. If the first ball
is found, there is no penalty. The golfer simply picks up
the second ball and continues play. If the first ball is lost
in thick, dense grass or deep in the woods, the golfer
plays the second ball and takes a penalty stroke for a lost
ball, but the game continues uninterrupted. 

When starting a new book, a writer might take a 
lesson from the golfer and consider chapter one to be
provisional, a simple starting point. Too much backstory
may clog up the chapter, and would surely be lost on
the eventual reader. All that information may be
absolutely necessary, but it can be placed elsewhere in
the book—like driving that second ball into a later 
chapter. 

A writer can use the provi-
sional version of chapter one, however, for developing
backstory. With its initial writing, you may hit the ball
into the weeds but reveal to yourself what has happened
in the life of the protagonist up to the point at which the
story begins. You can then begin to develop the charac-
ter’s strengths, weaknesses, and history within chapter
one, but also for the entirety of the book. 

Very often, backstory narrative that feels cumbersome
in the early pages of a book can be snipped and sneaked
in at other critical moments. Just take out the backstory
and break it into small, manageable segments, placing
each back into the manuscript later in dialogue, as a
quick recollection, or in longer flashbacks. A skillful
braiding of action, dialogue, and character thought
yields a well-textured narrative, one in which backstory
informs and complements the story as readers will 
ultimately read it. 

As for voice, a character’s voice should grow and
develop as the novel progresses—for the readers, but
first for the writer. Voice may start out tentatively but
develop depth, resonance, and unique personality as the
chapters increase. Quite often a writer has to go back
and adjust the tone of early chapters once the true char-
acter voice is singing on the pages. To have a full-blown
voice arise on page one of the writing process is
extremely rare; voice comes clear as the character 
bubbles to life through the events of the story.

Freeing Admission
Relying on the notion of a provisional opening is espe-
cially helpful for the writer who strives for, and is under-
cut by, a desire for instant perfection, for a story like
Athena leaping full-grown from the head of Zeus. It’s a
myth.

Giving oneself permission just to start, to talk out
loud and put ideas out there without being too self-
critical, can be incredibly freeing. The perfectionist

Chapter One: A Provisional Stroke
Hooking or Slicing Your Way Through Your First Chapter
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writer should admit loud and clear that chapter one will
need serious revision, and recognize the advantages of
reaching forward into chapters two, three, and four.

Among my own books, Macaroni Boy (Yearling) holds
the record for provisional chapters. Once I had complet-
ed a draft of the entire novel, I revised and rewrote chap-
ter one at least 25 times. The first opening was too quiet;
then it grew too intense, so I had no way to accelerate
the plot in future chapters. In early versions, I started
the story in media res with strong action, but I did not
know my character well enough. I knew enough to save
the backstory for later, but in subsequent revisions, my
editor wanted even more character and setting history.
But we waited for chapter three to share that additional
information. 

Circularity
A provisional chapter one also plays into circularity—the
idea that, for a satisfying read, the end of the book
should echo the beginning, with the opening and closing
chapters forming a set of bookends for the tale. 

Building effective bookends is nearly impossible at the
start, because even if the writer knows in a general sense
where the story will end, the particulars of the finale may
not be evident while writing page one. Both the begin-
ning and the ending will need adjustment to ensure that
they work well together.

For the reader, chapter one should be an active,
intense hook that grabs the imagination and carries it
forward into the rest of the novel. It should be crisp,
clear, perhaps quirky, not heavy with history, and yet not
light of voice. And yes, it should be as close to perfect as
writer and editor can make it. But that is chapter one in

the final draft, the one that finds its way between covers
and onto the bookshelf.

For the writer, chapter one is something entirely dif-
ferent. At the start of the writing process it can simply be
an entrance into the story. In the early stages of manu-
script construction, writing chapter one is like stepping
up to the tee on the first hole and taking a couple of
practice swings to loosen up. It is a way to start the
game, to aim as well as one can toward the first hole and
beyond. 

Will there be poor shots? Sand traps? The occasional
water hazard? Sure. While golf courses have yardage
markers and even GPS, these are not available to the
writer, so the occasional mistake is all part of the adven-
ture. Any good golfer knows there is more to the game
than that first shot. There are 18 holes to play and each
will bring its own challenges and triumphs. So too, for
the writer; many chapters await. Swing away! 

“What happened back then is always less interesting to the audience than what is happening right now” is advice I heard at a seminar once,
given by a playwright. The notion applies to novel writing as well.

When pondering a character’s backstory, it sometimes helps to snip off a length of string and tie a knot near each end. The knot at one
end represents the character’s birth. The frizzy, unraveled part on the very end is the moment of conception and then gestation. The knot
at the other end is the moment of death, and the fraying tendrils represent whatever happens after that—nobody knows for sure. In
between the two knots is a life with all its ups and downs, delights and devastations. 

Use a couple of paper clips or a highlighter to mark off on the string the two places that represent the segment of your protagonist’s
life that will be actively depicted in the chapters of the story (or do the same on a line drawn on a piece of paper or in a word processing
document). Perhaps the lines represent the weeks after a tornado destroyed the character’s town, or the spring of junior year in high
school, or a first summer trip to Camp Uh-Oh. Everything that has occurred before those moments is backstory—critically essential for
the writer to know, annoyingly boring for the reader to wade through.

A fun way to discover backstory is to invite the character to step on stage and narrate significant moments in his or her past in a series
of first-person monologues, starting with that first knot representing the moment of birth. Then record other milestone events: the birth of
a sibling, the entry into school, a change in family constellation, a first fistfight, first kiss, and so on, using that same first-person voice. After
transcribing seven to ten of these moments, you will have collected a series of vignettes that define how the life of the character has been
shaped until the moment just before the start of the story, on page one. 

What to do with those milestone paragraphs? Set them aside at the beginning of the actual writing. They often sneak themselves into
the narrative when they are most needed. At the very least, they offer the writer a rich, full understanding of how the character got to be
who and where he or she is at the time the story begins.

A wonderful side benefit of this sort of character research is that it often brings with it a strong and evocative voice. It can be so com-
pelling that fingers fly across the keyboard. Once the character has started talking, he or she may not stop until the entire story has been
told. And that is a wonderful gift to any writer. 

S T R I N G I N G  A L O N G : C H A R AC T E R  R E S E A R C H

Writing chapter one is like
stepping up to the tee and 

taking practice swings to loosen
up. It is a way to start the game,

to aim toward the first hole 
and beyond.
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By Leslie J. Wyatt

C omposing query letters for nonfiction need not
be a hit-and-miss journey into the unknown.
Not only do they share components with fiction

queries, the differences between the two are not com-
plex, and the goal is identical—to get an editor or agent
to want to read your work in its entirety. 

Common Elements
Always remember the fundamentals. Your letter should
fit on one page of standard-size, good quality white
paper. Even email queries, which appear as one page no
matter how long they are, must be kept short and to the
point. Mary Kole, an agent at Andrea Brown Literary
Agency and a blogger at www.kidlit.com, advises, “No
more than 250 words, and shorter if you’re writing pic-
ture books. You want to tantalize and compel, not bore.” 

Times or Garamond fonts, 12 point, are the norm.
Most others are harder to read and signal the work of an
amateur. If you use a letterhead, choose one that takes
up a minimum of space. Fitting all you need to say on
one page is rendered more challenging if one third of
the sheet is blazoned by your logo, address, and so on. 

The standard format for a query letter, for fiction or
nonfiction, is three paragraphs: an introduction, a brief
description of the proposed work, and a brief biography.
Much more could be said about each of these, but the
most pertinent points could be condensed to the follow-
ing: Make sure that every word has a reason to be
included, your focus is tight, and ultimately, that all
components work together to further the goal of com-
pelling the editor or agent to request your complete
manuscript. As Kole says, “Make me care.”

Second Paragraph, Nonfiction Style 
One notable area in which nonfiction queries depart
from their fiction counterparts is in the second para-
graph. “Fiction queries are all about your characters and
your story. Nonfiction queries are all about your idea,
how or why it’s timely or appropriate in today’s market-
place, and why you and only you are the person to write
it and promote it,” says Kole. 

Effective query letters provide answers to these criti-
cal questions in a clear and concise manner. First, estab-
lish the genre. One well-chosen word such as archaeolo-
gy or cooking can anchor your query and save the editor
from wasting valuable time extracting this information
from a slough of words. 

On the heels of genre should come the unique angle
that sets your particular proposal apart from the slush
pile. You must nail this. For example, there are a zillion

articles and books on cooking. Why should anyone want
to read yours? Perhaps because it is the only one that
explores caveman cookery for kids. Include an overview
of the proposed structure of “Six Ways to Serve a
Mastodon.” Often your structure will be inherent in
your concept, and so much the better if it is.

Mention your competition. You might say, “Though a
multitude of books on prehistoric subjects exist, my
research has not unearthed a single volume that fea-
tures how cave dwellers prepared their food.” Providing
such information demonstrates a professional approach
to research. It indicates that you have done your home-
work before leaping into a proposal, and thus should be

able to do a competent job researching the actual con-
tent of your article or book. Citing experts or studies on
which you will base your research helps establish credi-
bility for your idea and your prowess as a writer. 

The Bio
While personal background does not matter as much
when querying fiction, your credentials are an asset
when writing a nonfiction query. A proposal from a
hairdresser writing about brain surgery is not going to
be near as credible as one about hairstyles of the 1800s.
Focus on those aspects of your résumé that demonstrate
your unique qualifications on your subject. Similarly,
only list publishing credits that are relevant to your pro-
posal through similarity of audience, format, or genre. If
you are writing about ancient Egypt, it does not matter
much if you have been published by your local parenting
magazine. 

The bio paragraph is also the place to mention your
platform—possible venues to promote your book. Again,
only include relevant information here. This is not the
place for brainstorming possible marketing schemes. It
is the place to mention your weekly column on the sub-
ject, your fan base, or your internet presence.  

Querying nonfiction is not, after all, very complicated.
Just use the three paragraphs, format properly, and
answer the why and how questions editors want to know
to show that you are best writer for job. 

“Queries should be no
more than 250 words. 
You want to tantalize 

and compel, not bore.”

Make Me Care: The Why & How of Querying Nonfiction
submissions
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110 Prominence Point Parkway, #114-330, Canton, GA 30114.
www.writeintegrity.com

The motto of this small print-on-
demand company is “wholesome, inspir-
ing, entertaining.” The inspirational
publisher is open to submissions, and
has recently published its first children’s
book, Jake and the Buggy Melee, by
Darryl E. Green, for ages 8 to 12. Write
Integrity Press also lists mystery, sus-
pense, romance, women’s fiction, and a
variety of nonfiction titles in print and
digital formats. Among the topics of its

current books are family, social issues, cooking, and crafts.
Another of its titles is Life Lessons from Moms.

The royalty-paying company does not have a marketing
budget, but works with authors to find ways to market their
books efficiently and frugally.

For nonfiction, send a pitch (30 words), long blurb (150
words), chapter outline, first three chapters, author bio, and
marketing proposal. For fiction, send a pitch (30 words), long
blurb (150 words), first three chapters and last chapter, author
bio, and marketing proposal. Responds in 2 months. 

http://alloyentertainment.com
The Collaborative is a unique entity within Alloy Entertainment

that is actively seeking chapter books and middle-grade/YA fiction.
It collaborates with authors to prepare books for publication and
helps place them with the appropriate publisher, but retains the
rights to produce the property in film, television, and new media.
Alloy, which was acquired by Warner Brothers Television Group
last year, is the developer of Pretty Little Liars, Gossip Girl, and the
Vampire Diaries. 

Genres of interest include fantasy, contemporary, mystery, and
romance. Representative titles include the YA novels How to Love,
by Katie Cotugno, and The Art of Disappearing, by Elena Perez.

The Collaborative is only interested in manuscripts that have
not been previously submitted to other publishing houses. For
non-agented submissions, send a query with a brief overview of
the book, a short description of your writing background, and the
first five pages of the manuscript. Accepts email only to thecollab-
orative@alloyentertainment.com. Responds in 6 weeks. 

Write Integrity Press The Collaborative

P.O. Box 782, Cedar Rapids, IA 52406.
www.samsdotpublishing.com/spacesilk/main.htm

Spaceports & Spidersilk features short stories, poems, art, and brief
essays on science and the environment that encourage readers ages 8
to 14 to read and dream. The quarterly seeks entertaining speculative
fiction, including fantasy, science fiction, and shadow stories (mild hor-
ror). Adventure is an important element of any fiction for this publica-
tion. Stories should not use any bad language, drugs, sexist language, or
sexual situations. The Editor is Marcie Lynn Tentchoff.

Query or send complete manuscript to spacesilk@yahoo.com. Send
stories and essays as an RTF attachment; paste poems in the body of
the email. Submit art as a JPEG attachment. Accepts reprints if identi-
fied. Articles, interviews, and essays, to 800 words. Fiction, to 3,000
words. Poetry, to 25 lines.

Buys first rights; also accepts reprints, if identified and the author
retains rights. Written material, $6 for stories, $2 for reprints, and $10
for poems. Pays on publication. Provides 1 contributor’s copy.

Parent company Sam’s Dot also publishes a number of other
speculative fiction magazines, and ebooks. They include Beyond Centauri,
a science fiction and fantasy quarterly for teens; Aoife’s Kiss, which has
published horror and science fiction for 11 years; and The Martian
Wave (now in print).

Spaceports & Spidersilk

215 Church St., Philadelphia, PA 19106.
http://quirkbooks.com

The name of this publisher reflects the submissions it
seeks. Quirk books feature unique angles and irreverent
treatments of topics and stories. It is best known as the cre-
ator of the Worst-Case Scenario Survival Handbook series
and Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, but it publishes
about 25 titles a year on a range of
nonfiction topics and fiction genres.
Quirk Books is open to unsolicited
submissions.

Nonfiction topics include pop 
culture, humor, food and drink, par-
enting, pets, history, crafts, and ref-
erence. Fiction genres of interest are
horror, science fiction, and mystery
for adults and children. Current
titles for young people include the
middle-grade book The Slither 
Sisters (Lovecraft Middle School series), by Charles Gilman,
and the YA novel, Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar 
Children, by Ransom Riggs.

Quirk Books is open to picture books, and fiction and
nonfiction for young children, the middle grades, and YA.
Children’s humor and cooking are also of interest. Email a
one-page query describing the project, and one or two sam-
ple chapters to Senior Editor Jennifer Adams, at jen@quirk-
books.com. Also accepts hard copy. Responds if interested.

Quirk Books

Marketplace
AUGUST 2012

www.writeintegrity.com
www.samsdotpublishing.com/spacesilk/main.htm
http://quirkbooks.com
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Fun for Kidz Magazines: P.O. Box 227, Bluffton, OH
45817. www.funforkidzmagazines.com. All the Fun for Kidz

publications are open to submissions. Upcom-
ing themes follow, with issue dates. Boys’
Quest: tools (June 2013); pets (October 2013);
robots (December 2013); inventions (February
2015); weasels, skunks, and more (August
2015); Ticklers & Teasers are always needed.
Fun for Kidz: how things are made (November
2012); reuse and recycle (March 2013); fun
with games (May 2013); “Can you see it?”
(November 2013); dinosaurs (May 2014). 

Hopscotch: summertime (August 2014); mail call (December
2014); unique and unusual (April 2015); sports (June 2015);
cats (August 2015). 

Mail hard copies of submissions, and indicate which
theme you are addressing. No email submissions. 

Pockets: The Upper Room, 1908 Grand Avenue, P.O. Box
340004, Nashville, TN 37203-0004.
www.upperroom.org/pockets, http://pockets.upperroom.org
Upcoming themes for this religious magazine for ages 6 to
12, with due dates for submissions, are: forgiveness (August
1); God’s surprises (September 1); siblings—or not? (October
1); healthy bodies (November 1); friendship (December 1);
peace (January 4, 2013); peer pressure (February 1); every-
day heroes (March 1); living simply (April 1); the season of
love (May 1). 

Of particular interest to Pockets currently are articles
about real children doing something to help the environ-
ment, or peacemaking, or helping others; and interviews of
well-known people talking about the place of faith in their
lives. Send hard copy manuscripts to Editor Lynn W. Gilliam.

Theme Lists

www.coolwellpress.com
This publisher offers mostly YA and adult

novels but is open to nonfiction as well. Its list
features many genres, including fantasy, mys-
tery, science fiction, suspense, and historical
titles. It is seeking “stories that capture our
imagination and transport us to another time
or place.” Cool Well Press publishes books in
electronic format and as trade paperbacks. The
Editor is Beth Ann Ryden.

Email complete manuscript and a two- to
four-page synopsis as two attachments (Word
or RTF) to submissions@coolwellpress.com.
Include a cover letter that indicates genre,
word count, and what prompted you to submit
to Cool Well Press. Responds in 3 months.
Royalty, 25% on single-author ebooks; 8% on
print books.

Cool Well Press

www.smartpopbooks.com, www.benbellabooks.com
For readers who can’t get enough of their favorite books, television

shows, and movies, enter Smart Pop Books, publisher of books about
pop culture entertainment. On its list are nonfiction titles about the
authors and characters of popular books, as well as topics related to
movies and TV shows. The books cover pop culture icons that appeal
to teens and adults. The Editor in Chief is Leah Wilson. 

Smart Pop Books is an imprint of boutique publisher BenBella
Books, which publishes about 20 nonfiction books a year.  

Sample titles include The Girl Who Was on Fire (Movie Edition): Your
Favorite Authors on Suzanne Collins’ Hunger Games Trilogy, and Demigods
and Monsters: Your Favorite Authors on Rick Riordan’s Percy Jackson and the
Olympians Series.

Email proposal or query to leah@benbellabooks.com. Advance, 
royalty. 

Smart Pop Books

Many editors look for humor in stories and articles for
children and teens. The following magazines are open to
humorous fiction. Audience age is indicated parenthetically.
Chirp: 10 Lower Spadina Ave., Suite 400, Toronto,
Ontario M5V 2Z2 Canada. www.owlkids.com. (3-6)
Cricket: 70 East Lake St., Suite 300, Chicago, IL 60601.
www.cricketmag.com. (9-14)
Focus on the Family Clubhouse: 8605 Explorer Dr.,
Colorado Springs, CO 80920. 
www.clubhousemagazine.com. (8-12)
Fun for Kidz: P.O. Box 227, Bluffton, OH 45817.
www.funforkidzmagazines.com. (6-13)
Guardian Angel Kids: 12430 Tesson Ferry Road, #186,
St. Louis, MO 63128. www.guardian-angel-kids.com.
(2-12)
Imagination-Café: P.O. Box 1536, Valparaiso, IN 46384.
www.imagination-cafe.com. (7-12)
JAKES Country: P.O. Box 530, Edgefield, SC 29824.
www.nwtf.org/jakes. (to 17)
Juniorway: P.O. Box 436987, Chicago, IL 60643.
www.urbanministries.com. (9-11)
Ladybug: 70 East Lake St., Suite 300, Chicago, IL
60601. www.ladybugmag.com. (3-6)
Plays: P.O. Box 600160, Newton, MA 02460.
www.playsmagazine.com. (6-17)
Spider: 70 East Lake St., Suite 300, Chicago, IL 60601.
www.spidermagkids.com. (6-9)
Stone Soup: P.O. Box 83, Santa Cruz, CA 95063.
www.stonesoup.com. (8-13) 
Stories for Children: 54 East 490 South, Ivins, UT
84738. www.storiesforchildrenmagazine.org. (3-12)
Uncle John’s Bathroom Readers: Bathroom Readers’
Institute, P.O. Box 1117, Ashland, OR 97520.
www.bathroomreader.com. (all ages)
Young Rider: P.O. Box 8237, Lexington, KY 40533.
www.youngrider.com. (6-14)

Markets for Humorous Fiction

www.funforkidzmagazines.com
www.upperroom.org/pockets
http://pockets.upperroom.org
www.coolwellpress.com
www.smartpopbooks.com
www.benbellabooks.com
www.owlkids.com
www.cricketmag.com
www.clubhousemagazine.com
www.funforkidzmagazines.com
http://www.guardian-angel-kids.com
http://www.imagination-cafe.com
www.nwtf.org/jakes
www.urbanministries.com
www.ladybugmag.com
www.playsmagazine.com
www.spidermagkids.com
www.stonesoup.com
www.storiesforchildrenmagazine.org
www.bathroomreader.com
www.youngrider.com
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AMP! Comics for Kids 12
Mary Ballard Poetry Chapbook

Prize 2
BenBella Books 11
Boys’ Quest 11
Bread for God’s Children 4
Cadet Quest 4
Casey Shay Press 2, 10
Celebrate 4
Chirp 11
The Collaborative 10
Cool Well Press 11
Cricket 11

Dancing with Bear Publishing 4
Digital Book World 1, 3
Focus on the Family Clubhouse 4,

11
Focus on the Family Clubhouse Jr

4
Fun for Kidz 11
Guardian Angel Kids 11
Hopscotch 11
Imagination-Café 11
Irene Goodman Agency 12
JAKES Country 11
JuniorWay 4, 11
Kar-Ben 2, 3
The Kids’ Ark 4

Knowonder 4, 10
Ladybug 11
Learning A-Z 2, 3
Merit Press Books 12
Musa Publishing 2
MuseItUp Publishing 2
Our Little Friend 4
Plays 11
Pockets 4, 11
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27 West 24th St., New York, NY 10010. www.irenegoodman.com
This large agency, in business for more than 30 years, represents

100+ authors of YA and adult fiction, including historical, thrillers, myster-
ies, and women’s titles and nonfiction. It specializes in pop culture, mem-
oir, music, social issues, parenting, and lifestyle topics. New agent Rachel
Ekstrom is particularly interested in contemporary and paranormal YA
submissions. Irene Goodman, Miriam Kriss, and Barbara Poelle also want
YA fiction. 

Email a query with the first 10 pages of your manuscript, synopsis
(3–5 paragraphs), and author bio in the body of the email to the agent
of your choice. Submit to one agent only. Emails are irene.queries@
irenegoodman.com; miriam.queries@irenegoodman.com;
barbara.queries@irenegoodman.com; and rachel.queries@irenegood-
man.com. Responds within two months, only if interested. This agency
does not represent children’s picture books. 

Simple, one-page agreement. Standard 15% commission.

World Wisdom, Inc., P.O. Box 2682,
Bloomington, IN 47402. 
www.worldwisdom.com

World Wisdom, pub-
lisher of books on philoso-
phy, religion, and the belief
systems of many cultures,
has started this new chil-
dren’s imprint. The mission
is to bring inspirational
offerings to children and
young adults, “sharing the
wisdom, beauty, and values
of traditional cultures and peoples from
around the world with young readers and
their families.” One of its titles is The
Knight, the Princess, and the Magic Rock,
a retold Persian tale. Wisdom Tales is
publishing about five titles a year.

The company is open to submissions.
Mail a hard copy of the manuscript to the
Managing Director along with a Manu-
script Submission Application, available
on the website. The application may be
submitted online, but the manuscript may
not. Include a cover letter introducing
yourself. 
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Irene Goodman Literary Agency Wisdom Tales

www.fwmedia.com
F+W Media has launched this new YA imprint. It is looking for

impactful, unforgettable fiction for readers ages 13 and up, with a particu-
lar emphasis on contemporary novels that feature strong female protago-
nists. It will be headed up by best-selling author Jacquelyn Mitchard as
Editorial Director. Mitchard has published children’s, YA, and adult titles,
including The Deep End of the Ocean.

Merit Press will publish five titles this year and plans about a dozen in
2013. Email F+W Media at contact_us@fwmedia.com.

Merit Press Books

1130 Walnut St., Kansas City, MO 64106.
www.andrewsmcmeel.com

The first children’s line to be launched by Andrews
McMeel Publishing, AMP! Comics for Kids will feature kid-
focused graphic novels aimed at middle-grade readers. It will
publish the popular Big Nate series with a combination of
material adapted from already published titles and original

work. It plans to offer digital versions of its titles with inter-
active elements in the future.

Query with cover letter describing manuscript, target
audience, and why AMP! is the best publisher for it; one or
two sample chapters; brief author bio; and completion
schedule for the manuscript. Prefers hard copy. Responds
only if interested.

AMP! Comics for Kids

Marketplace

www.irenegoodman.com
www.worldwisdom.com
www.fwmedia.com
www.andrewsmcmeel.com

