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Writing and the children’s
book market

Around 10,000 new children’s titles are published in the UK every year. Chris Kloet suggests how
a potential author can best ensure that their work is published.

The profile of children’s books has never been higher, yet it can be difficult for the first-
time writer to get published. It is a diverse, overcrowded market, with many thousands of
titles currently in print, available both in the UK and from elsewhere via the internet.
Children’s publishers tend to fill their lists with commissioned books by writers they pub-
lish regularly, so they may have little space for the untried writer, even though they seek
exceptional new talent. This is a selective, highly competitive, market-led business. Since
every new book is expected to meet its projected sales target, your writing must demonstrate
solid sales potential, as well as strength and originality, if it is to stand a chance of being
published.

Is your work right for today’s market? Literary tastes and fashions change. Publishers
cater to children whose reading is now almost certainly different from that of your own
childhood. In the present electronic media-driven age, few want cosy tales about fairies
and bunnies, jolly talking cars or magic teapots. Nor anything remotely imitative. Editors
choose original, lively material – something witty, innovative and pacey. They look for
polished writing with a fresh, contemporary voice that speaks directly and engages today’s
critical, media-savvy young readers, who are often easily bored.

Develop a sense of the market so that you can judge the potential for your work. Read
widely and critically across the children’s book spectrum for an overview, especially noting
recent titles. Talk to children’s librarians, who are expert in current tastes, and visit chil-
dren’s bookshops and dedicated children’s books websites, such as Achuka. As you read,
pay attention to the different categories, series, genres and publishers’ imprints. This will
help you to pinpoint likely publishers. Before submitting your typescript, ensure that your
targeted publisher currently publishes in your particular form or genre. Request catalogues
from their marketing department; check out their website. Consult the publisher’s entry
under Children’s book publishers UK and Ireland (see page 0). Many publishing houses now
stipulate ‘No unsolicited MSS or synopses’. Don’t spend your time and postage sending
work to them; choose instead a publisher who accepts unsolicited work.

You might consider approaching a literary agent who knows market trends, publishers’
lists and the faces behind them. Most editors regard agents as filters and may prefer sub-
missions from them, knowing that a preliminary critical eye has been cast over them.

Picture books
Books for babies and toddlers are often board books and novelties. Unless you are also a
professional illustrator (see Illustrating for children’s books, page 0) they present few op-
portunities for a writer. Picture books are aimed at children aged between two and five or
six, and are usually 32 pages long, giving 12–14 double-page spreads, and illustrated in
colour.

Although a story written for this format should be simple, it must be structured, with
a compelling beginning, middle and end. The theme should interest and be appropriate
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for the age and experience of its audience. As the text is likely to be reread, it should possess
a satisfying rhythm (but beware of rhymes). Ideally, it should be fewer than 1000 words
(and could be much shorter), must offer scope for illustration and, finally, it needs strong
international appeal. Reproducing full-colour artwork is costly and the originating pub-
lisher must be confident of achieving co-productions with publishers overseas, to keep
unit costs down. It has to be said: it is a tough field.

Submit a picture book text typed either on single-sided A4 sheets, showing page breaks,
or as a series of numbered pages, each with its own text. Do not go into details about
illustrations, but simply note anything that is not obvious from the text that needs to be
included in the pictures.

Younger fiction
This area of publishing may present opportunities for the new writer. It covers stories
written for the post-picture book stage, when children are reading their first whole novels.
Texts vary in length and complexity, depending on the age and fluency of the reader, but
tend to be between 1000 and 6000 words long.

Some publishers continue to bring out titles under the umbrella of various series, each
targeted at a particular level of reading experience and competency, although these are
now often replaced by individual author series. Categories are: beginning or first readers,
developing or newly confident, confident, and fluent readers. Note that these are not the
same as reading schemes published for the schools market and do not require such a
restricted vocabulary. Stories for the bottom end of the age range are usually short, straight-
through narratives illustrated throughout in colour, whereas those for older children are
broken down into chapters and may be illustrated in black and white. The table on page 5
lists publishers’ requirements for some currently published series. Check that your material
is correct in terms of length and interest level when approaching a publisher with a sub-
mission for a series.

General fiction
Many novels for children aged 9–12+ are published, not in series, but as ‘standalone’ titles,
each judged on its own merits. The scope for different types of stories is wide – adventure
stories, fantasies, historical novels (increasingly popular), science fiction, ghost and horror
stories, humour, and stories of everyday life. Generally, their length is 20,000– 40,000
words. This is a rough guide and is by no means fixed. For example, J.K. Rowling’s recent
Harry Potter novels weigh in at between 600–750+ closely printed pages, and publishers
now seem more willing to publish longer texts, particularly fantasies, although the market
is presently overloaded with hefty trilogies.

Perhaps more than in other areas of juvenile fiction, the individual editor’s tastes will
play a significant part in the publishing decision, i.e they want authors’ work which they
like. They, and their sales and marketing departments, also need to feel confident of a new
writer’s ability to go on to write further books for their lists – nobody is keen to invest in
an author who is just a one-book wonder.

When submitting your work it is probably best to send the entire typescript. Although
some people advise sending in a synopsis with the first three chapters, a prospective pub-
lisher will need to see whether you can sustain a reader’s interest to the end of the book.

Teenage fiction
Some of the published output for teenaged readers is published in series but increasingly,
publishers are targeting this area of the market with edgy, hard-hitting novels about
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contemporary teenagers, which they publish as standalone titles. There is also a current
vogue for ‘young adult’ novels that have a crossover appeal to an adult readership. Indeed,
recent award-winning titles such as Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials sequence and
Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog at Night-time and J.K. Rowling’s Harry
Potter books, have all been published in both juvenile and adult editions.

Non-fiction
The last few years have seen fundamental and striking changes in the type of information
books published for the young. Hitherto the province, by and large, of specialist publishers
catering for the educational market, the field has now broadened to encompass an aston-
ishing range of presentations and formats which are attractive to the young reader. In-
creasingly, children who use the internet to furnish their information needs are wooed
into learning about many topics via entertaining and accessible paperback series such as
the Horrible Histories published by Scholastic, and similar series from other publishers. In
writing for this market, it goes without saying that you must research your subject thor-
oughly and be able to put it across clearly, with an engaging style. Familiarise yourself with
the relevant parts of the National Curriculum. Check out the various series and ask the
publishers for any guidelines. You will be well advised to check that there is a market for
your book before you actually write it, as researching a subject can be both time consuming
and costly. Submit a proposal to your targeted publisher, outlining the subject matter and
the level of treatment, and your ideas about the audience for your book.

Chris Kloet worked as Children’s Publisher at Victor Gollancz Ltd, and is now Editor-at-Large at Walker
Books. She has written and reviewed children’s books and has lectured widely on the subject.

See also…
● A word from J.K. Rowling, page 0
● Children’s book publishers and packagers, page 0
● Literary agents for children’s books, page 0
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Publisher Series name Length Age group Comments

Andersen Press Tiger Cubs 1000–3000 words;
64 pages

5–8 B&w illustrations
throughout

Tigers 3000–5000 words;
64 pages

6–9 B&w illustrations
throughout

A & C Black Chameleons 1200 words;
48 pages

5–7 Colour illustrations
throughout

Black Cats 9000–14,000 words;
80–128 pages

7–10 B&w illustrations
throughout

Flashbacks 12,000–14,000
words; 96 pages

8+ Historical fiction

Egmont Books Green Bananas 500 words; 48 pages 4+ Colour illustrations
Blue Bananas 1000 words;

48 pages
5+ Colour illustrations

Red Bananas 2000 words;
48 pages

6+ Colour illustrations

Franklin Watts Tadpoles 70 words; 24 pages 4–6 Colour illustrations
throughout

Leapfrog 180 words; 32 pages 4–6 Colour illustrations
throughout

Hopscotch 350–400 words;
32 pages

5–7 Colour illustrations
throughout

Hodder Children’s
Books

Bite 35,000+ words 12+ Contemporary
fiction

Kingfisher I Am Reading 1200 words;
48 pages

5–7 Colour illustrations
throughout

Orchard Books Crunchies 1000–1500 words 5–7 B&w line
illustrations

Colour Crunchies 1000–1500 words 5–7 Colour illustrations
Super Crunchies 5000 words 7–9 B&w line

illustrations
Red Apples 20,000–25,000

words
9–12

Black Apples 30,000–40,000
words

12+

Penguin Group Colour Young Puffin 2500 words;
64 pages

5–7 Colour illustrations

Walker Books Walker Stories 1800 words;
64 pages

5+ B&w illustrations
throughout

Racing Reads 8000 words;
80–96 pages

7–9 B&w illustrations
throughout


