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FIVE RULES 
FOR ENGAGING 

READERS OF 
YOUNG ADULT 

FICTION 
Before you even start putting pen to paper (or finger to key-

board), there are some issues that need to be addressed. A lot of 

writers out there think writing YA fiction is easy. It’s not. Some 

mistakes you might make will condemn your book to languish on 

the slush pile forever. So before we even talk about the nitty--

gritty of how to shape your book—-character, plot, setting, point 

of view—-we need to talk about the five key elements that can 

make or break you as a YA writer. 

THE HOLDEN CAULFIELD RULE—-DON’T BE A 
PHONY! 

Imagine traveling to a planet where your survival depends on 

hiding out among the inhabitants, where being recognized as a 

phony would mean instant annihilation. In that situation, you’d 

want to study the locals until you knew just how to look and 

sound and respond like them. It is the same in YA fiction. In this 



case, sudden death occurs when the reader, stumbling upon a 

false image, loses interest. The book closes with the splintering 

sound of a fatal bullet. 

It’s no exaggeration. 

Holden Caulfield, the protagonist of J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the 

Rye, was always railing against the phoniness of other people, 

particularly adults. The enduring popularity of Catcher in the Rye 

demonstrates that teens today are the same way—-they despise 

fakes. 

YA FICTION RULE #1 :  THE 
LIFE OF THE STORY DE PENDS 
ON THE WR ITER’S ABILITY TO 
CONVINCE READERS THA T 
THE PROTAGONIST IS O NE OF 
THEM.  

The key to writing a successful YA novel means knowing kids 

well enough to channel their voices, thoughts, and emotions. 

(“Kids” is used as an operative word here. The official YA audi-

ence encompasses twelve-- to eighteen--year--olds, but it is ex-

panding as children’s book publishers work to attract readers as 

young as ten and eleven, and adult publishers reach to capitalize 

on the growing market.) While some of your readers may be a lit-

tle younger than the twelve--to--eighteen target—-children aged 

ten to twelve tend to read above their age—-and some may be a 

little older, keep in mind that you have to convince all segments of 

your audience that you know what it feels like to be a young per-

son today. If you can’t convince your audience that you know how 

they feel about the world today and express yourself the same 

way, you will never reach them. 



AVOID THE PREACH ‘N’  TEACH 

Whether YA readers attend elementary or secondary school isn’t 

an issue when it comes to the importance of YA Fiction Rule #2. 

YA FICTION RULE #2 :  DON’T 
BE CONDESCENDING TO YOUR 
READERS.  

Young people won’t abide stories that suggest that their turmoil 

or idealism will pass when they “grow up.” Brent Hartinger, au-

thor of Geography Club, says, “I’m a big believer that kids are 

smarter than we think they are.…I think kids can handle complex-

ity and nuances, and the advantage to writing that way is that the 

book appeals to both teenagers and adults.” 

Many adults read fiction as an escape—-teens are no differ-

ent. Imagine spending a long day in school, learning boring 

lessons ’cause you’re supposed to, having everyone from par-

ents to teachers to employers telling you what to do, how to 

think, what to wear, then picking up a novel—-and having 

someone else trying to shove another lesson down your 

throat! I can’t imagine a bigger letdown.  

Don’t deal with young people by trying to push them in one di-

rection or another. Deal with them where they’re at now. 

SOAK IT UP! 
A word of caution: don’t emulate your favorite authors, but learn 

from them. You’ll want to create work that is truly your own. In 

the resource guide at the back of this book, along with details 

such as schools that offer writing degrees with a YA focus, you’ll 

find listings for websites that recommend great YA fiction. 

YA FICTION RULE #3 :  READ,  



READ,  READ TODAY’S  
YA FICTION.  

The benefits to reading what’s already on the market are phe-

nomenal. It will familiarize you with what’s selling, how kids to-

day talk, what they wear, what issues concern them, and so on. If 

you don’t have easy access to a teen, reading books meant for 

teens is probably the next best thing to having a teen personally 

tell you what he or she would like to read. 

IDEALS FIRST, MEALS LATER 

Writing a successful book that aims to attract the widest possible 

audience should be every writer’s goal, shouldn’t it? The answer 

is yes and no. It helps to have a general audience age in mind, but 

you don’t want to be consumed with thoughts about how and 

whether you’ll sell your work. 

YA FICTION RULE #4 :  
SILENCE YOUR WORRIES  
ABOUT COMMERCIAL 
CONSIDERATIONS.  

This allows you to concentrate on your primary objective, 

which is to tell your story. If a nagging inner voice surfaces or 

someone discourages you, rather than pulling on earphones and 

listening to music as a teenager might, transform the voices 

through the power of your imagination into “white noise.” This is 

the all--frequency sound emitted from machines that imparts a 

feeling of privacy, calming you and allowing you to focus on that 

world you’re creating. Keep your artistic integrity—-your ide-

als—-ahead of how commercially successful—-your meals—-you 

want your book to be. If you focus on writing the best possible 



book, commercial success will follow later. 

As your manuscript develops while you work through the 

guidelines provided in the ensuing chapters, your audience will 

become as clear to you as if you were speaking on a stage and 

looking into an auditorium full of people. If you subsequently 

work with an agent, the two of you can determine whether the 

manuscript should be pitched to editors specializing in YA, adult 

fiction, or both. But the fate of your manuscript will still be up in 

the air. Editors, who are invested with the power to buy or de-

cline a manuscript, will ultimately determine to whom the book 

will be marketed. 

The significant rise in the success of YA novels has opened the 

way for a multiplicity of categories, and just to give you an idea, 

I’ve listed some alphabetically: adventure, chick lit, comical, fan-

tasy, fantasy epics, futuristic, gay--themed, historical, multicultur-

al, mystery, religious, romantic, science fiction, sports, and urban. 

If your story idea doesn’t fit into any of these categories, you may 

have to invent one. Consider it an opportunity. 

THE UNDISCOVERED COUNTRY 

From this point on, let your creative spirit be guided by YA Rule #5. 

YA RULE #5:  IN YOUR NEW 
WORLD OF YA FICTION,  
ERECT NO CONCRETE 
BARRIERS,  WIRE FENCE S,  OR 
ONE--WAY SIGNS.  INSTEAD,  
FORGE NEW PATHS.  

The YA field welcomes innovators. Encapsulating the newness 

of the time, YA novels are being published in nontraditional for-

mats. Three YA authors banded together to compose a novel. An-



other entry is an interactive book with websites that combines 

reading with the world of Internet gaming. What will your contri-

bution be? Think fresh. 

Remember that young people are trendsetters—-they’re always 

looking to differentiate themselves from others. It’s how teens 

forge their own identities. Don’t be afraid to push the boat out as 

well. Coming up with a fresh idea will set you apart from the pack 

and might be the thing that sparks an editor’s interest in your 

work. 

Okay, consider yourself warned. Now that you know what not to 

do, it’s time to learn how to craft the next YA bestseller. Step by 

step, this book will walk you through the mechanics of what 

makes a great YA novel. 

Chapter 2 is about generating an idea, your story. It will talk 

about different ways to uncover stories that YA readers will want 

to read about. It will also help you discover new possibilities for 

stories within yourself that you may not have known you had. 

Chapter 3 will discuss characters—-the heart of any manuscript. 

How to breathe life into interesting characters your reader will 

connect with is the main lesson of this chapter, but we’ll also dis-

cuss how to find the best characters for the story you want to tell. 

Chapter 4 is all about plot, story, and how to tell the difference. 

Plot is like a machine that propels your manuscript forward, 

while story is the overall impression you want the plot to create 

in the reader’s mind. 

Chapter 5 is about how to put together a believable plot. It’s all 

about action—-establishing the main conflict of your manuscript 

and putting it in motion. Of special concern will be integrating the 

events of the manuscript with the characters’ personalities, mak-

ing sure that the characters react to events in believable ways. 

Chapter 6 is about setting and timeline. Setting is the back-

ground of your story—-the when and where. This chapter is 

about understanding the atmosphere of your story and effectively 



manipulating the details of that atmosphere to influence your 

manuscript’s tone. 

Chapter 7 is about point of view—-the perspective from which 

you tell your story. Point of view can be an extremely effective 

tool for connecting with character and clarifying or confusing the 

reader about events—-provided you use it correctly. 

Chapter 8 is about the meat of your manuscript—-dialogue. Dia-

logue provides an opportunity for your characters to interact and 

opens up another way to build your characters. 

Chapter 9 is about the theme of your manuscript. Theme is the 

overall impression you want your readers to take away. It’s a 

subtle but effective way for the author to express himself 

through the story. 

Chapter 10 is about wrapping it all up, bringing your plot to a 

successful resolution. Endings can be very tricky, so there will be 

detailed discussion about what sorts of conclusions to avoid. 

Chapter 11 is about how to find constructive feedback and in-

corporate it into your revisions. All authors need to edit and re-

vise their manuscript, and this chapter will explain why the edit-

ing process is so necessary. 

Chapter 12 is about getting published—what agents and editors 

do and how to get your work into their hands. This is the business 

chapter-—the one that details exactly how the publishing industry 

works.  

Chapter 13 is about YA nonfiction and the emerging genre of 

New Adult. The YA market is constantly in flux, and this chapter 

will expose you to two recent developments in the market. 

I hope all of these tools will be helpful to you as you begin the 

process of writing the next YA bestseller. Let’s begin exploring 

that magical new world. 


