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About the Instructor:  
 

Vance Briceland grew up in Richmond, Virginia. Although he has been a resident of 

Royal Oak, Michigan, for over fifteen years, people still gravely inform him that she has 

a southern accent. He is the author of the Romantic Times top pick, Calendar Girl, as 

well as the novels The Mile-High Hair Club, I Went to Vassar for This?, and the short 

novels King of Orient Are and O Little Town of Kettlebean. As Naomi Nash, he has 

written a number of popular novels for young adults, including You Are SO Cursed!, 

Chloe, Queen of Denial, Beaner O'Brian's Absolutely Ginormous Guidebook to Guys, 

Senses Working Overtime, and I Am SO Jinxed!  

 

For more information, visit naominash.com and naomineale.com. 

 

Introduction 
 

Writing Young Adult Fiction with Vance Briceland 

(c) 2006, Vance Briceland 

You know, I'm really one of the most self-effacing people in person. I was raised in the 

true and genteel Southern style to believe that talking about oneself is a sin committed 

only by big bores and confirmed egotists . . . a sin second only to talking about religion, 

money, or politics among polite people.  

For this week of the FTHRW workshop you've so graciously invited me to lead, I'm 

going to be an unqualified sinner. (And the nice thing about an online workshop? I don't 

have to shave.) 

My name in the real world is Vance Briceland; I have two pen names for the fiction I 

write. Naomi Nash writes novels for young adults, while Naomi Neale writes for grown-

ups. Writing for both kids and adults can give me a split personality a lot of the time, but 

I think it also affords me the opportunity to distinguish between what goes into writing 

for the different audiences. And as you'll find out this week, I'm really all about keeping 

one's audience in mind when one writes.  

Okay, because I'm once in a while super-organized, I've tried to divide up this week into 

topics I'll discuss. It goes something like this: 

* Day One: All About Me and My Books, The Books You Want to Rush Out and Buy 

Right Now. 

http://www.naominash.com/
http://www.naomineale.com/
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* Day Two: Why Write for the YA Market? 

* Day Three: Writing For Young Adults: Three Contradictions to Keep in Mind. 

* Day Four: The YA Voice and How to Cultivate It. 

* Day Five: Wrap-up and Miscellaneous Questions. 

I know this is an interactive forum and I'll try to answer questions as I go along. Since 

I've got a day job and I'm trying to put together my next book this week for a proposal, 

I'll probably get to questions in big, lengthy bursts. If you've already got questions in 

mind that fit some of the topics, you might want to save them for the particularly day on 

which they're discussed. 

Ready? Okay. Let's go. 

 

DAY 1: All About Me and My Books, The Books You Want to Rush Out and Buy 

Right Now 

The first question I always get from any media reporter goes a little something like this: 

why is a guy writing with a female pen name? 

It's a question I really dislike after being asked so many times, mostly because when it's 

vocalized it's usually with the implication that I'm trying to pull a fast one. He's got XY 

chromosomes! But he's pretending to be a lady! There must be something shady going on 

somewhere! The story behind it, however, is pretty dull.  

I've been writing since I was a kid, beginning with cute poems in grade school and then 

godawful, searing, deeply pained (and painful to read) short stories and poetry in my 

teens. In college I got serious about it, took a number of playwriting classes, and was 

gratified to see a couple of my one-acts staged. After college I went through a brief stint 

of academic writing in graduate school, decided I disliked it, and took a full-time job so I 

could write novels in the evenings. I had visions of becoming the Next Hot Young Thing. 

And when I sent out my very first query letter for my first novel to the first agent on my 

list, within three days I had a phone call from the New York City Agent, telling me that 

Next Hot Young Thingdom was just within my grasp! For a couple of days she kept 

telling me how much she was looking forward to seeing the entire manuscript and who 

should star in the movie that would inevitably follow.  
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Then she saw the manuscript and dropped me with a form letter.  

For my first time out it was a crushing blow, and I'll admit that for several years it kept 

me from sending out manuscripts. I kept writing, certainly, but I was very very bad about 

letting anyone in the industry see what I'd done. (I could write a book about why that's a 

bad thing, but that's probably another workshop.)  

Fifteen years later, though, I decided it was time to get serious about selling myself. I 

decided to focus on a single audience: young adult fiction. I wanted to write novels for 

the teen market. Why? I'll discuss that some tomorrow, but basically during my 

childhood and teen years, reading was something that was very exciting and vital to me. I 

wanted to return the favor that a lot of authors did for me, at that age. 

After I took time to decide on my audience, I made a commitment to myself that I'd take 

a year off from my extra-curricular activities, write a good book for young adults, 

compile a list of agents, and send it off to them one by one . . . all while working on my 

next novel. Then I'd repeat the sending-out process and write a third novel, until I finally 

hit with someone. 

And that's what I did. I wrote a fantasy adventure novel for young adults set in an 

alternate England in which Lord Byron and his daughter Ada were traitors to the country, 

foiled only by the YA protagonists. Once done, I started to send it out, then wrote another 

swooping fantasy adventure novel that really is one of the best things I've ever done, set 

in a renaissance Venetian-type world in which a girl almost single-handedly saves both 

the city and her family from destruction. When I was close to finishing the second novel, 

I had worked my way down the long list of possible agents and had actually found one 

who was interested. 

While my new agent marketed my first novel, I finished the second, submitted it to her, 

and began a third. It was while I was writing that, that my agent called to say that one of 

the editors at Dorchester was beginning a new YA line and that while she'd loved my 

second novel and thought that the heroine's voice was strong and distinctive, the 

looooong, dramatic fantasy was simply not what she needed for Smooch, which was 

intended to be contemporary, fun, funny novels for teen girls.  

Well, I've never been one who couldn't take a hint. One the evening I talked to my agent 

about it, I took a shower and was struck by an idea for a story. I spent two weeks writing 

the first three chapters, sent it off to my agent, and within a few days I'd sold my first 

book. (The first two novels my agent accepted, by the way? Never sold. At least, not yet.) 
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Now, I've made the process seem quite short, here, but the time between I got serious and 

found my agent was roughly a year and a half; it was another year after I signed with my 

agent that I actually sold anything . . . and what I sold wasn't anything I'd actually written. 

It was then that my new editor asked if I'd be willing to assume a pen name; she feared 

that a male author's name on the front of the book might be threatening, or weird, or 

something. I don't know whether I agreed with that, but I didn't mind. I'd intended to use 

a pen name anyway, simply for privacy issues. 

I wanted something alliterative and snappy, mid-alphabet. So I chose Naomi as the first 

name, since I'd had something of an unrequited crush on a girl named Naomi in high 

school. I chose Nash from a phone book. (No, really.) 

After I sold my first book, things moved very quickly for me. I sold thirteen books, sight 

unseen, in as many months. A good portion of those were for the YA market, but my 

editor liked my voice so much that she asked me to write adult fiction as well. 

And here are my books so far: 

YOU ARE SO CURSED! The adventures of Vick Marotti, a girl pushed around at so 

many schools that she decides to use her skills as a street magician to convince her 

classmates that she's a hex-casting, voodooriffic witch . . . until one special boy sees 

through her act. I'm fortunate that this book was picked to be on the American Library 

Association's list of Quick Picks for Reluctant Readers. 

CHLOE, QUEEN OF DENIAL Awarded the Best YA Novel 2005 by Romance Reviews 

Today, this favorite of mine is the story of a timid young girl who has to reinvent herself 

as a bold adventurer when she's sent to an archaeological dig in the Egyptian desert. This 

novel was issued in conjunction with Katie Maxwell's EYELINER OF THE GODS; read 

together, they tell a story of thievery, intrigue, and romance from the points of view of 

two very different rivals. 

BEANER O'BRIAN'S ABSOLUTELY GINORMOUS GUIDEBOOK TO GUYS My 

'how long a title will they let me get away with?' book. It's the story of Hannah O'Brian, a 

reluctant participant in her sister's upcoming wedding, as she tries to figure out the 

intricacies of romance for an upcoming school paper deadline. 

SENSES WORKING OVERTIME I kind of went back to my roots on this one, an 

adventure novel set in New York City during a massive blackout, in which Kaylee Glass 



Writing Young Adult Fiction                 Vance Briceland, February 2006 

P a g e  | 5 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

tries to make her way home through the chaos, aided solely by a strange boy who may or 

may not have an agenda of his own. . . . 

I AM SO JINXED! My latest, out this month. (Hint, hint.) It's the sequel to YOU ARE 

SO CURSED!, in which our reformed witch, Vick, realizes something horrible has 

happened to her. Thanks to the events of the previous book, she's actually . . . horror of 

horrors . . . popular. And it couldn't happen at worse time, what with her boyfriend 

possibly cheating on her and a new boy seeming totally interested in replacing him. 

And if I can get in a quick plug for my adult books (I'm allowed, right?): 

CALENDAR GIRL was a Romantic Times Top Pick, and is the story of Nan Cloutier, a 

woman who for years has made a living dressing up in outlandish costumes for seasonal 

displays -oversized candy hearts for Valentine's, bunnies for Easter, and a Dr. Seuss Who 

for Christmas. When her family and friends seem to be moving on without her, she 

decides to grow up and catch up in her own quirky way. 

THE MILE-HIGH HAIR CLUB is the story of a Manhattan television executive whose 

trip home to her Virginia hometown is rife with revealed family secrets, beehive hairdos, 

and romance with the agronomist next door. 

I WENT TO VASSAR FOR THIS?, out this June, is a time-travel comedy of an 

advertising executive zapped back to A-line skirts and domestic servitude when an 

exploding microwave oven transports her to 1959. 

Additionally, I have stories in two Christmas anthologies: SHOP 'TIL YULE DROP and 

CHRISTMAS CARDS FROM THE EDGE. 

Back to the YA stuff. All my YA books have one thing in common: strong female 

protagonists who, by the book's end, have managed to find new strengths they never 

before realized. In a nutshell, Vick learns that relying on her friends and even to learning 

to ask for help doesn't diminish her own independence. Chloe learns that she has hitherto-

undetected reserves of strength that can make her a true leader. Hannah discovers that 

love is just as complicated for adults as for her own generation, and Kaylee learns some 

hard lessons about honesty and courage in the face of utter adversity. 

I've been very happy writing for the romance market during the last three years. It's hard 

work, especially since I still have a full-time day job and the fact that I pushed out my 

first ten novels in twenty-four months. But a few things mildly bug me, especially when 



Writing Young Adult Fiction                 Vance Briceland, February 2006 

P a g e  | 6 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

I'm speaking to the press or to people not familiar with the publishing industry. They all 

have to do with my pen name and gender: 

- I'm annoyed when people seem to imply that my choice of a pen name is less a market 

concession and some kind of sneaky move on my part--though to what end, exactly, I 

don't know. 

- I respond to jocular suggestions that I attend book signings in a wig with a blank, semi- 

hostile stare. (For the record, I appear at signings dressed nicely in boy clothing. And 

because this is the question everyone asks, if I'm signing a book in person, I'll use 

whatever Naomi is appropriate, and then add my own name as well. If I'm signing for 

someone who won't see me, I'll just use Naomi's name. Yes, some people are surprised 

when they see that Naomi is a Vance. Mostly, people just think it's a delightful surprise.) 

- On behalf of my gender, I get a little bit defensive when interviewers seem to imply that 

men don't or shouldn't know anything about romance, or being romantic, and therefore 

it's unnatural for them to write romantic fiction. It takes two to tango, doesn't it? 

I apologize for going on at length, but that was a lot to get out of the way. Now, discuss 

among yourselves: Why are so some people obsessed with Naomi's gender? Why do 

some believe men can't write romantic fiction? And can they?  

 

Day 2: Why Write for the YA Market? 

The library of my youth was a low brick bungalow that sat on a grassy corner less than a 

mile from my home. The building's size was what politely could be called cozy; its 

ceilings were low. On winter afternoons, sun poured through its broad western windows 

to soothe the chill; during the summers, when there was no air conditioning, thick clusters 

of elm trees cast a deep shade over the building, giving its tiled interior a dim and sleepy 

hush that was broken only when a honeybee or the occasional bird would fly through the 

open doors and disturb the patrons.  

I'd always grown up with books. My parents both were college professors and had 

amassed a collection relating to their professional area of interest-that is, the colonization 

of the Americas. Their collection stretched from the basement to the living room to their 

offices and into all our bedrooms. After I learned to read, I had picture books aplenty. But 

at the age of six, when the novelty of those picture books had begun to pall, my life 

changed when my mother discovered me reading aloud to my younger sister. Ordinarily, 
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she would have encouraged such a thing, but according to family legend, I had plucked 

an illustrated history of the Aztecs from one of the lower shelves, and I was busily 

reading to her the captions beneath engravings of some of the gorier sacrificial rites.  

"It's time we get him his own library card," my mother is reported to have said. 

After that, the highlight of each week was my Friday afternoon trip to the library. Small 

as the children's fiction section might have been-a mere seven or eight rows of child-

sized shelves-to me it seemed a wonderland of delight. I discovered the marvelous lands 

of Oz and of Narnia, outwitted the likes of Encyclopedia Brown and the Three 

Investigators, laughed at the antics of Ramona Quimby and the Saturdays, and thrilled to 

the magical fantasies of E. Nesbit and Edward Eager. Left to my own devices while my 

mother rummaged her way through the section of detective fiction, I would fill up a small 

shopping bag with the week's finds.  

Inevitably by Monday morning, I would have read through most of my week's hoard. I 

was one of those weird kids who would have skipped meals to finish a new book, if I had 

been allowed. I was a voracious reader, as eventually my sister was as well. When the 

branch instituted a summer contest for its youth to see who could finish the most books 

during the month of July, we both laughed with scorn at the construction-paper score 

card, which maxed out at a mere twenty books. Oh, would we show *them*. A few 

moments later, when we asked to borrow a pen from the children's librarian, she 

discreetly informed us that the library had disqualified both Bricelands from the 

competition. As she put it, "It just wouldn't be fair to the other children, dears." 

By the time I was twelve, however, I'd read through those shelves so many times that I 

was beginning to lose steam. I knew exactly what was in the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. 

Basil E. Frankweiler, and could recite entire passages from THE PHANTOM 

TOLLBOOTH in my sleep. I needed something new. When I complained about it to my 

mother, she gazed at me for a moment and considered. "I think," she finally said, "you're 

ready to read some grown-up books."  

She disappeared into the mysterious adult stacks on the other side of the small building 

and soon came back with two volumes that immediately impressed me-not so much by 

their content, which was still unknown, but by their number of pages and by the 

smallness of the typefaces. When she tossed the two books into my library bag, I knew 

that I'd gone through some kind of rite of passage. I'd graduated from one half of the 

library to the other, and after that, there'd be no stopping me. 
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The two books my mother picked that afternoon had similar titles. The first, Shirley 

Jackson's 1962 novel, WE HAVE ALWAYS LIVED IN THE CASTLE, is the stark and 

elegiac tale of Merricat and Constance Blackwood, adolescent sisters who have walled 

themselves away in an old estate after their entire family's death by poison. Wow. I 

wasn't sitting at the kiddie table any longer. I was reading real books. Adult books. The 

good stuff.  

The other title, Dodie Smith's 1948 classic, I CAPTURE THE CASTLE, is the story of 

the Mortmains, an impoverished writer's family struggling to make ends meet in a 

ramshackle old English ruin. Told from the point of view of seventeen-year old 

Cassandra Mortmain, I CAPTURE THE CASTLE is a sweet and melancholy tale of first 

love, compromise, and loss, written by (as I was later to find out), the author of the 

children's novel THE ONE HUNDRED AND ONE DALMATIANS. As my mother 

intended, I was hooked. I loved the two books immediately, and was immensely moved 

by both. 

What interests me as an adult about these two selections (aside from the kindred titles) is 

that although they were originally written for and marketed to adults, in bookstores these 

days both titles are usually found on the young adult shelves. These days, both book 

vendors and libraries alike create distinct sections especially for their adolescent readers. 

Children's sections in bookstores like Barnes and Noble are bright and gaily-decorated 

areas replete with oversized cut-outs of Curious George and Kay Thompson's Eloise, the 

brightly-colored spines of their wares resting in child-friendly shelves of a different color 

from the rest of the store. Young adults, however, don't have to risk losing street 

credibility by being seen in such a juvenile, hyperactive arena; their own special section 

lies beyond the perimeter of Kiddie-land and on the far borders of the grown-up 

literature. Their shelves are as dark and sedate as the rest of the store. And the books are 

written expressly for them. 

Let's take a moment and define the YA market. We're not really talking about the Harry 

Potter series and the field known as 'middle reader' material. We're talking about books 

written for 13-to-18-year-olds. YA fiction can be a messy, muddy field, though, because 

some YA books skew toward the higher age brackets, and some skew younger.  

If you're scouting out a YA line, know to which end the publisher markets its novels. 

Also be aware that there's a lot of 'reading up' among youth who are hungry to become 

more intellectually sophisticated than their chronological age might allow. I've had 

readers as young as ten for some of the novels I've aimed at older teens . . . which 

sometimes makes me vaguely uncomfortable. 
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When I was growing up, today's young adult market simply didn't exist. My little branch 

library was divided into halves: one for children, and one for adults. No no-man's-land 

for teens existed between the two. Yet as modern marketing seems to verify, my mother 

had a good eye for picking out the type of literature that a precocious soon-to-be-teen 

would appreciate--books that grapple with the unique challenges of identity that 

adolescents daily face. 

The young adult arena has exploded with activity, particularly over the last decade. 

During the nineteen-eighties, the publishing industry was too prone to think of the YA 

audience as a dead-end market--after all, any individual reader within the demographic 

remained a young adult for less than a half-dozen years. Currently, however, young 

adults are a true niche market in the best sense--books are written for them, marketed to 

them, and in bookstores and libraries alike, shelved especially so that their intended 

audience can find and read them.  

The so-called 'millennial market,' the children of late baby boomers and the original 

Generation X, is one of the most highly-sought-after--not only for the publishing 

industry, but for everything from soda pop to electronics to software. The perception of 

the young adult market as mere series novels about Sweet Valley Babysitter Clubs has 

vanished; booksellers report double-digit increases in YA sales over and above normal 

growth. Publishers have created entirely new lines to cope with the increasing demand for 

literature tailored to this unique demographic. 

And what's even more fun about writing for the YA market is that within it are all the 

subgenres of the traditional bookstore. If you scan the last couple of years' worth of titles 

alone, you'll find serious, literary works like Michael Morpurgo's PRIVATE PEACEFUL 

or Benjamin Alire Saenz's SAMMY AND JULIANA IN HOLLYWOOD, or 

experimental works like Sonya Sone's ONE OF THOSE HIDEOUS BOOKS WHERE 

THE MOTHER DIES (written entirely in verse). There are supernatural titles abounding, 

from Chris Wooding's uber-gothic THE HAUNTING OF ALAIZABEL CRAY to the 

comic vampire stylings of Katie Maxwell's GOT FANGS? series. Scandalous chick lit? 

There's Zoey Dean's popular A-LIST series or Cecily Von Ziegesar's GOSSIP GIRLS 

novels. Edge, sexually-provocative titles? Judy Blume's 1975 FOREVER might have 

been the first salvo in that particular battle, but titles like Melvin Burgess' DOING IT still 

arouse plenty of controversy. Romance? There's plenty of that out there as well, my own 

books among them. 

I write for teens because those years are a time when reading can really *matter*. It's an 

age when reading is exciting and even vital, and when it's nothing to stay awake until 
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three in the morning to finish a good book beneath the bedclothes by flashlight. It's a 

period when kids are beginning to piece together the lessons they've learned throughout 

childhood, as they strike out to explore newfound levels of independence. Many teens are 

hungry for stories they can use to assimilate and build their view of the world. Piece by 

piece they're assembling their ethical compasses-and because I now can articulate the 

lessons I most appreciated learning in my own teen years, as a writer, I hope to help point 

a younger generation due north. 

My father is baffled by my literary career, I have to admit. A dyed-in-the-wool academic, 

he views as suspect any type of writing that's not suitable for inclusion in THE 

CAMBRIDGE HISTORICAL JOURNAL. Yet after the publication of my first novel, 

YOU ARE SO CURSED!, he paid me one of the highest compliments imaginable when 

he told me, "You know, I was surprised by how moral your book turned out to be. Don't 

get me wrong-there was no preachy message at the end, but its values were very clear. I 

liked that." 

My paranoid mind immediately began imagining what horrible things he'd expected- 

dissolute teen heroes and heroines seeking a thrill-crazy life of drugs, booze, and kicks, 

maybe?-but the comment pleased me. "I'm sneaky that way," I told him. 

My purpose as a writer is not win awards or recognition. It's not to chase the approval of 

critics or parents or even to get occasional kudos from my own father. I seek to enlighten, 

but more importantly, to entertain my young adult audience-one of the toughest 

audiences in the world, believe you me. I provide them characters and situations with 

which they can identify, and that will make them laugh or think, but most of all that will 

help them appreciate that their worlds are what they make of them. Simple as that. 

Some questions for today: Why do you write or want to write for the YA audience? What 

YA authors do you read and recommend to the others in this workshop? What trends in 

YA literature distress you? (I have a few pet peeves, myself.) And finally, assuming that, 

like me, you're of a certain generation in which there wasn't a lot of literature written 

expressly for the teen market, what adult books satisfied that YA urge in you, and 

deserve attention even today?  

COMMENT ON DAY 1 POST: This isn't actually apropos of YA literature, but rather of 

Monday's ramblings. Last night I went to my regularly-scheduled meeting of my local 

RWA chapter, where our speaker was a man who'd just sold his first romance title to the 

Bombshell series under a female pseudonym. He was lecturing about writing media 

books--novelizations of big Hollywood movies, primarily. When the question-and-
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answer period came, he was obviously ready for questions about cross-genre writing or 

his movie novelizations, and the only questions people asked were: 

What are you going to do for an author photograph?! If people think you're a woman, 

how are you going to attend signings?! What name are you going to sign?! Your man 

name or your pen name?! Are you going to pretend to be a woman on your web site?! 

The poor guy kept shooting me helpless looks the entire time, and I'm afraid all I could 

do was keep my mouth shut while thinking, "Oh, buddy-boy, you're in for a heck of a 

ride." 

But onto yesterday's questions. I really, really enjoyed seeing what other titles you folk 

recommended, and remembered reading as young adults. A lot of you mentioned JANE 

EYRE. That book absolutely mesmerized me when I was twelve or thirteen, and I think 

it's a perfect example of a type of classic literature with a lot of YA appeal. Today I'm 

going to talk at distressing length about how YA literature contains several common 

thematic contradictions, and JANE EYRE typifies a lot of them--moving from childhood 

to adult responsibilities, finding one's place in society, and maintaining one's 

independence.  

I have to give a special shout-out to Marissa for recommending SORCERY & CECELIA 

and A COLLEGE OF MAGICS, because those are two of my favorite books ever. 

Especially the latter. It's interesting that originally both were published as straight adult 

fantasy, but their recent reprints last year both landed in the YA shelves. I'm always 

surprised when books that I thought of as novels for my part of the bookstore end up on 

the YA shelves. I believe THE ONCE AND FUTURE KING, which a few of you also 

mentioned, often gets put onto the YA shelves as well. Can anyone think of any others? 

I'm glad that someone mentioned Katie Maxwell/Katie MacAlister's's wildly popular 

books, mainly because she's one of my best real-life friends, my critique partner, and my 

cohort in the enormous time-suck known as World of Warcraft. I will tell you, when I 

was writing CHLOE, QUEEN OF DENIAL and she was writing EYELINER OF THE 

GODS for simultaneous release, it was difficult telling two intertwined stories with the 

same setting and characters that had to stand on their own as complete novels. No matter 

how many times we attempted to create detailed timelines for each other, there were 

several times I thought we might kill each other. But I think it was a unique project and 

I'm proud of how both novels turned out. A special tip: If you put the two covers for 

those novels side by side, they form a larger picture! 
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Several of you expressed discomfort with sex and adult themes in YA literature. I have to 

admit I kind of, sort of agree. I think there's room for discussion of sexuality in teen 

fiction. I think there are some books that do it quite well, like Melvin Burgess' DOING 

IT, which chronicles the sexual . . . 'adventures' is not quite the right word, nor is 

'awakenings' . . . of three boys. One is baffled by his sexual partner's refusal to commit to 

him; another is embarrassed by his choice of girlfriend; a third is secretly involved with 

his adult teacher. For candid honesty about young adult sexuality, particularly from an 

all- too-rare male perspective, it's difficult to beat. Kate Brian's THE V CLUB, in which 

girls hoping for a college scholarship form a club after swearing to maintain their 

virginities, manages to make its four protagonists sympathetic in their varying fears and 

worries over the issue at hand, advocating restraint and responsibility without ever 

stepping into the preachy tone of an old-fashioned Afterschool Special. I also liked David 

Leviathan's THE REALM OF POSSIBILITY, celebrations of sexuality from the 

perspectives of twenty students from the same high school that Leviathan wrote 

completely in free verse. I like these books because they're realistic and frank and show 

the pitfalls of, as well as celebrate, something in which a lot of teens are curious. 

My own personal pet peeve with YA literature are those novels that sell sex as a 

commodity, or portray it as some kind of Dangerous Liaisons form of game-playing and 

oneupmanship. I've brought up the enormously GOSSIP GIRLS and A-LIST series 

before. I just don't like the slick packaging of sex as a marketable item, or as a weapon. I 

know a lot of younger teens 'read up' to that level, and I fear the trend sets up in their 

heads a lot of unrealistic expectations about an issue that's tricky for the most adult of us. 

On Day 3 I'll be posting more about those contradictions. I hope you all are forgiving my 

typos. I'm my own worst proofreader.  

 

Day Three: Writing For Young Adults: Three Contradictions to Keep in Mind 

If you were to ask me what was the difference between writing for grown-ups and young 

adults, my honest answer would be short and sweet. Young adult books are half the 

length, and the main characters are teens. That's really about it, stylistically. I don't 

change my writing techniques from one audience to another, though I do modulate my 

vocabulary a little.  

Thematically, though, I think there's a major difference. 
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When I was a teen, reading voraciously whatever I could lay my hands on-from my 

mom's massive collection of British tea-cozy mysteries to my dad's manly Horatio 

Hornblower adventures to my sister's secret stash of Judy Blumes (she wasn't forbidden 

them, mind you. Stashing them away, in those distant days, made them all the more 

titillating)-I was doing what librarians and teachers called 'reading up' and 'reading down'. 

That is, I was simultaneously consuming both books clearly intended for adult audiences 

as well as re- visiting old favorites meant for early and middle readers (like the Oz books 

or my beloved Edward Eagers or even, when desperate, my sister's Betsy-Tacy novels).  

Yet as I mentioned yesterday, there were certain novels that seemed to speak to the 

teenaged me more than others--novels that today are usually marketed as YA novels. 

What is it that distinguishes young adult literature and makes it appealing to its intended 

audience? I believe that the best YA literature addresses a number of thematic 

contradictions-contradictions that inform and fuel the premises, action, and characters of 

the books.  

Specifically, I feel that YA novels often address three especial conundrums that teens 

grapple with constantly:  

1. The tug-of-war between adulthood and youth, and how teens are perceived by adults;  

2. The internal struggle for self-sufficiency versus the realities of reliance upon others; 

and  

3. The search for social confidence during years in which the individual is at her most 

uncertain. 

Stories woven around these inter-related themes are going to appeal to your YA readers 

because they're vital battles your readers fight on a daily basis out there in the trenches of 

real life, armed only with their wits, hopes, dreams, and bottles of Clearasil.  

1. ADULTHOOD VS. YOUTH: THE PERCEPTIONS OF OTHERS 

All of us have been adolescents. I'm certain that most of us can remember anticipating 

that magic moment when at last we would be recognized as the adults we knew we were.  

No matter that most of us, in our very late teens and early twenties, found ourselves 

wrestling with adult responsibilities and duties and debts while still feeling like some 

kind of monstrously overgrown child-the teen years are a Holden Caulfield mixture of 
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wishing away the absurd notion that one is still not quite the adult one thinks, and at the 

same time scorning the ways of grown-ups. It's a time of mercurial change from day to 

day or even moment to moment, as one takes tentative steps to emerge from the cocoon 

of childhood into a world that that is often harsh and unforgiving of mistakes that are all 

too easy to make. 

When writing YA books, it's important to remember that your audience wishes to be 

treated, more than anything, as adults who are aware of the world around them as they 

move away from the narcissism of childhood.  

A lot of them are going to crave: 

- Edgy language (I'm talking about swear words here), - Mature content (drugs, violence, 

and other adult vices as well), and of course, - Sexual content. 

Does that mean you have to give it to them? Not necessarily. Your YA-writing mantra 

should be: Know Your Audience (And Your Publisher). If you're aiming to write a 

GOSSIP GIRLS-type book, or a sex-drugs-and-shopping-style novel about teenaged 

Beverly Hills rich bitches, by all means be as brutally realistic as possible . . . so long as 

you know that the publishers of sweeter books aimed at younger and perhaps more 

sheltered audiences are going to run screaming from your manuscript. Similarly, if you're 

going to write sweet novels, don't submit them to the lines looking for edgier material. 

Decide what approach you're going to take before you commit anything to paper; have 

that audience firmly in mind as you write. 

Now, when it comes to my own novels, I realize the reader is both a burgeoning adult and 

still a kid; I try to appeal to them both. My characters swear, but usually creatively. Either 

they'll employ their own made-up curses, or use four-letter words that aren't explicitly 

stated, as in this passage from YOU ARE SO CURSED!: 

" I said a swear word. Actually, it was the same swear word that had landed me in 

Principal MacAlister's office, which is the same swear word that even my grandmother in 

Cleveland says when she loses at bingo, but for some reason it's supposed to have eluded 

my vocabulary." 

(I mean, there's a sentence right there that summarizes the paradox of teens knowing 

they're adult enough to use certain words, yet being squelched by adults who insist they're 

still children.) 
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Swear words are a huge hot topic among YA writers. Some houses won't allow them; I 

know that when I was writing for Smooch, initially, I wasn't allowed to use any form of 

the word 'ass.' Not that I was writing, 'That's a great ass you've got, baby-baby!', but you'd 

think the phrase 'smart-ass' wouldn't cause a ruckus. Especially when my editor didn't 

raise an eyebrow when one of the characters called another 'a total butt monkey.'  

If you're going to be using even stronger language than I, like the Brown Word or the F- 

bomb, be aware you might have to fight to keep them in there. 

Sexual situations and mature content? YOU ARE SO CURSED and I AM SO JINXED 

have a transgendered secondary character--which is probably way more adult than a lot 

of parents would like to see (though I haven't had a single complaint). JINXED contains a 

party with booze, though my main characters don't indulge. My GUIDEBOOK TO 

GUYS contains, but doesn't dwell upon, interracial romance and a characters whose 

sexuality is called into question. SENSES WORKING OVERTIME contains car theft 

rings, possible drug deals, and a whole good girl/bad-bad boy vibe.  

Yet at the same time, I really don't have anything stronger than some pretty steamy kisses 

throughout my books. 

Just because I write about topics, or don't, doesn't mean you should, or can't. Simply keep 

in mind your audience and what you want to communicate to them about this particularly 

tricky period of their life. Do not, however, write what you think should be good, 

virtuous, moral guidance for your young adult audience--and never have the words of 

wisdom that resolve all the complications come from the mouths of adults, be they 

parents or teachers or spiritual leaders. Kids will sense the phoniness of that more quickly 

than they can boot up their X-Box. 

2. SELF-SUFFICIENCY VS. DEPENDENCE: THE GREAT INTERNAL STRUGGLE 

To many teens one of the great promises of being grown up is the siren call of that most 

sweet-sounding of words: independence. What teenager doesn't dream of the day that 

she'll have her own driver's license and car, her own friends and romances, her own 

never-ending flow of cash?  

When I first began writing for young adults and took a good look at the then-current 

market, it seemed to me as if the shelves were stocked full of books in which ordinary 

teen girls suddenly discover they're heirs to the thrones of hitherto-unknown Western 

European countries, or the love-children of English nobility, or (as with ONE OF THOSE 
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HIDEOUS BOOKS WHERE THE MOTHER DIES) the secret daughters of movie stars. 

Typically they're whisked away to their glamorous new locale, where after a series of 

misadventures, they learn to love and respect their new butlers, wardrobes, and Jacuzzis. 

At first these books seemed to me like some kind of odd independence pornography-all 

of the pleasures of self-sufficiency, with none of the actual responsibility. 

Stories of the supernatural are common and popular among adolescents for, I venture to 

speculate, very much the same reasons as the princess books: just as fantasies of sudden 

wealth and prestige provide characters with augmented abilities that easily allow them to 

transcend the humdrum, supernatural stories give their readers a hope of control over a 

very real world that lies just beyond their power to change, try as they might. The 

popularity of novels in which teens have the psychic ability to read other people's minds 

betray an earnest desire in the YA audience to penetrate the often mysterious veils of 

other people's motivations; the prevalence of novels involving vampires and werewolves 

and other fantastic creatures whose urges are dictated by the rise and fall of the moon or 

other external phenomena, reveal the discomfort many teens have with bodies that are 

changing and are, like the werewolves, often growing hair in increasingly odd places.  

While your audience might be hoping to win the princess or vampire lottery, most of 

them are not prepared financially or emotionally for the complex amount of responsibility 

that goes into adulthood. Let your YA novel address this conundrum in creative ways.  

Build the conflict into family structures, for example. My own novels sometimes 

characters forced to become self-sufficient quickly due to absent family members--

whether deceased or clinically depressed, as in YOU ARE SO CURSED!, or located 

halfway around the world as in CHLOE, QUEEN OF DENIAL, or simply unable to be 

easily communicated with, as in SENSES WORKING OVERTIME's enormous blackout. 

Build the conflict into the characters themselves. Characters who are too independent, as 

in CURSED!'s Vick Marotti, might need a novel-long journey that helps them understand 

that relying on friends and family is not only an option, but sometimes the only way to 

make progress. Or give a passive character like the heroine of CHLOE a kick in the pants 

by forcing her into a situation where she's forced to discover and use her own strengths.  

Above all, help your character's growth in a subtle, non-intrusive way. Don't let your own 

adult urge win to preach and lecture and tell your audience how easy they have it these 

internet-connected days compared to the days when you had to chop out the 

hieroglyphics on basalt tablets your very own self. 
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3. CONFIDENCE VS. UNCERTAINTY IN THE SOCIAL ARENA 

Let's face it. Your teen years were either your most miserable, or else you were at the top 

of your world. For a lot of people, there was no real middle ground. 

Although we like for young people to be bright and confident in their studies and 

extracurricular activities, your YA audience is at an age where they're being asked, on a 

daily basis, to examine what they intend to do with the rest of their lives. In high school-- 

even in middle school!--they're being asked to choose career paths and hone skills that 

they're going to be using for decades to come. Simultaneously they're exploring a lot of 

social skills that will affect their futures as well: dating, networking, employment, and 

maintaining friendships. That's a lot to throw at an individual at any one time. Some will 

thrive, while others flounder. 

Adopt a couple of approaches to embodying the conflict between confidence and 

uncertainty in your own YA writing. One way may be to build characters who 

individually are a mixture of the two opposites. Your super-confident characters may 

need to realize that they don't have the skills to match their self-image. Other characters 

may be utterly miserable and need to learn to learn self-mastery. 

As a teen, I remember vividly how easy it seemed to compartmentalize and stereotype 

individual personalities: That guy's a dumb jock! That one's a bully! That pretty blond 

girl is a total harpy! This one's a snot! Another's a big ol' goofball!  

At the same time, I was only beginning to understand something that's much clearer as an 

adult (and as a writer): there are dozens of reasons for an individual's behavior. The bully 

might have had a bad home life that prompted him to take out his anger on those less 

helpless than him. The goofball could have been trying to get attention in any way he 

could. The snot might have simply had a shyness problem.  

For any individual character, know where their uncertainties lie. Is it self-image? 

Confidence around boys? Fears of intimacy, either emotional or physical? Is it a sense of 

worthlessness, or inferiority around others with a higher income or social standing or 

from a better clique?  

Not only will the approach help you with your protagonists, but your villainous 

characters, if you have any, will be all the better for the humanization. In YOU ARE SO 

CURSED!, for example, there's a girl named Brie who not only sees through how heroine 

Vick passes off street magic as hexes, but actively thwarts some of Vick's stunts. I could 
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have simply made her a total, two-dimensional bitch, but it was more interesting and fun 

to have Vick discover that she and Brie are having very much the same experiences as 

new kids to their school, and that they're coping with the tricky issue in very different 

ways. That realization eventually allows them to find common ground on which to stand 

together. 

Playing with high school stereotypes--the jock, the A-lister, the band geek, the math club 

nerd--can be fun. Your YA readers can identify easily with them. Relying too heavily on 

social stereotypes, though, may make your novel as conventional and dated as the old 

chestnuts your grandmother read as a kid. Keep in mind that it's twisting the stereotypes 

around that will make your story interesting and realistic to an audience of readers who 

day after day encounter personalities that are bundles of contradictions. 

Questions for today: What else do you think distinguishes YA novels from fiction for 

grown-ups? And what distinguishes YA novels from those written for young and middle- 

readers? 

Tomorrow I'll be talking about the YA Voice--what it is, and how to cultivate it. Friday, 

however, I'll be taking your questions and answering them. So start compiling 'em!  

MORE COMMENTS ON DAY 3 LECTURE: Yesterday in my notes I had written 

'happy endings', but didn't have a clue what it was about. You reminded me that I think 

the romance genre's general rule about Happy-Ever-Afters needs to be suspended for YA 

fiction. I love happy endings. I'm all for them. They make me glowy and dewy-eyed. But 

I'm not really all for YA romance endings in which the girl is convinced she's found the 

guy she's going to stick with for the rest of her life . . . because these kids still have a lot 

of life in front of them. We all know couples who married right after high school, but I 

think in general we know a lot more of those couple who have split up since, rather than 

those who are still together. (For those who are still together, I issue a warm round of 

hearty applause!) 

My conviction also kind of ties in with what Carol S. was saying in a previous post about 

novels that seem to insinuate that only girls are only complete once they have boys on 

their arms. When I'm writing a YA romance, I don't like ending my novels on that kind of 

note; I much prefer implying that the heroine is a happier person because she's about to 

share a new life adventure with someone . . . and that it's more of a 'Happy-For-Now' than 

a 'Happy-Ever-After'. 



Writing Young Adult Fiction                 Vance Briceland, February 2006 

P a g e  | 19 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

My latest novel, I AM SO JINXED!, actually ends with Vick on the outs with Gio and 

possibly considering a romance with another boy . . . but it was intended to be the second 

in a trilogy of books. (Though we'll have to see if the third ever gets published.) 

I think when writing YA novels, it's important to remember that while the issues and 

emotions your teen characters are facing might be the same as adults encounter from time 

to time, very likely your teen characters are facing them for the very first time in their 

lives. Therefore they're going to be new and strange and unsettling and scarier in 

proportion to their adult counterparts. 

 

Day 4: The YA Voice and How to Cultivate It 

"We really, really like your voice."  

That's what my first editor told me, the day I sold YOU ARE SO CURSED! for the new 

Smooch line at Dorchester. No, she wasn't talking about my mellow tenor. She meant the 

voice I'd cultivated as Vick Marotti, heroine and narrator of the story--quick-witted, 

verbally adept, snappy, funny, and quick with a quip or comeback. Vick's first-person 

narrative was what drove the story along and made readers want to keep reading, simply 

to see what she'd say next. 

The concept of 'voice' is difficult to escape when writing in the first person, in which the 

reader experiences what it's like to be inside a major character's head, seeing what she 

sees and experiencing her every emotion. Yet every third-person narratives has its own 

unique voice as well. The narrator can be sweeping and omniscient, like Charles Dickens 

at his best, or focused and nearly entirely absent; he or she can be jocular and fond of 

asides, or apologetic for the characters and their actions. He can tell the story from one 

person's perspective alone, or head-hop for the benefit of additional perspectives.  

It's even possible for your book to have an almost-absent first-person narrator, as in the 

naturalist Gerald Durrell's memoirs (like MY FAMILY AND OTHER ANIMALS), in 

which his colorful family get tons of dialogue, while the author never puts any of his 

statements in quotation marks. How about an intrusive, chatty third-person narrator? 

Look no further than Fay Weldon's THE HEARTS AND LIVES OF MEN, one of my 

favorite books in the world, in which the narrator is a garrulous friend of a family 

undergoing a particularly romantic and sweeping Dickensian-style adventure, though she 

not a direct participant in their fortunes.  
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Creating a voice is simply a matter of stylistic choices. If your third-person narrator says 

things like, "Portia's glinting green eyes narrowed like a cat's as she reached out and 

kneaded Lorenzo's meaty thigh," he's obviously more opinionated than the one who 

simply remarks, "Portia placed her hand on Lorenzo's leg, eyes slitted." There's judgment 

in the former that's absent in the second example. Does your third-person narrator use a 

lot of dialogue and little examination of what's going on in the heads of her characters? 

Then she might be more absent and withdrawn than another who's spending a lot of time 

on internal monologues.  

Whether first- or third-person narration, it's your job as a writer to keep the voice of the 

narrator consistent throughout the story. Readers--particularly young adult readers--will 

detect any faltering almost instantly, and that precious Coleridgean suspension of 

disbelief for which we all strive is lost for good.  

There are dozens of books out there on developing your one, true, singular voice as a 

writer. Personally, I advise you to save your money. I believe a writer's job is to have as 

many different voices as she has stories to tell. Each is going to be different in unique 

ways.  

I know that my own first-person narrators are entirely different, because I work at 

distinguishing them from each other. When recently I had to write I AM SO JINXED! 

after not using the Vick voice for a couple of years, I had to sit down and read the first 

book again to remember exactly what it was that made Vick, Vick. I try to keep my third-

person narrators different as well.  

YA writing requires its own voice, one that's adult enough to appeal to adolescents 

without condescension. YA audiences want to hear their own internal monologues 

reflected in what they're reading--the first-person narrators must be convincing enough 

that they could have come from the readers themselves, or their friends and family, while 

the third- person narrators must reflect the thought processes of the YA mind itself. 

What's the best approach to developing that voice?  

Do some research. Watch television shows that have big teen audiences. BUFFY THE 

VAMPIRE SLAYER and ANGEL worked for me, for several years; these days it's 

VERONICA MARS. I've known people who swore by FREAKS AND GEEKS. I 

thought last year's underrated JACK AND BOBBY had well-written scripts reflecting a 

certain type of adolescent thought and speech. But don't ignore unscripted reality shows, 

particularly those on the youth-dominated cable channels like MTV (THE REAL 

WORLD or LAGUNA BEACH, for example). They're a sociological bonanza. 
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Go online. When my friend Katie Maxwell was originally writing THE YEAR MY LIFE 

WENT DOWN THE LOO, her first YA novel, she spent tons of time in U.K. teen chat 

rooms, simply observing how the kids talked to one another. I like to read online journals 

of young adults, such as those at livejournal.com or myspace.com. The smarter kids have 

an often astonishing verbal ability, while the more typical journals will remind you of 

how goofy life can be at that age.  

Above all, listen to teens around you-your own, those in schools or malls, or at church. 

Try to capture them in their natural habitats, like Marlin Perkins in WILD KINGDOM, 

and listen to their patterns of speech. Note what makes them enthusiastic. Be aware, 

however, that kids have an entirely different vocabulary and pattern of speech with 

strange adults than they do with parents, than they also do among their own friends. It's 

the latter than you most want to emulate. 

It's tempting to lift slang from what you've heard to make your novel--particularly if it 

has a contemporary setting--sound, well, hip. Don't. Slang dates quickly. When I was a 

teen, our church had a well-meaning youth minister who would say things like, "Let's all 

sit down, get mellow, and rap about what's going on, man." The outdated slang made 

every single one of us cringe. Unless you are exceedingly skillful at reproducing the 

slang of the moment, make up your own, stick to the classics, or use it sparingly, if at all. 

Else you will sound as outdated as your great-grandmother's antimacassar.  

On the other hand, don't be afraid to put outdated slang in the mouths of characters who 

are out of touch. I had a character in BEANER O'BRIAN'S ABSOLUTELY 

GINORMOUS GUIDE TO GUYS, Hannah's wealthy, middle-aged white stepmother, 

who is prone to attempt to 'relate' to Hannah with outbursts of "It be chizzlin', no 

diggity?" Which, of course, embarrasses Hannah mightily--as it should, because it's both 

condescending and rings false, which is part of the problem between them. 

I'm going to go ahead and give you my personal secret on how to create a voice for your 

books. Maybe it'll work for you. Maybe not.  

My secret is a delicate balancing act between saying what I want to say to my readers, 

and abjectly flattering them to make them want to believe me. I write at a verbal level 

slightly above my target audience. My narrators and heroines tend to have good, solid 

vocabularies. They're verbally adept, smart, and usually either witty or clever. I like to 

think my YA audience is gratified by my belief they can keep up with my heroines.  
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At the same time, I like my target audience to be slightly more emotionally mature than 

my protagonists. I have my heroines sometimes make poor choices that I hope and pray 

the reader will recognize as must-avoids. For example, when in YOU ARE SO 

CURSED!, Vick makes the decision that she's going to drop her boyfriend Gio in order to 

protect him from her screw-ups, I want the readers to be yelling at the book, "Nooo! 

Don't drop Gio! He's super-cute!" I think it keeps readers interested and invested if 

they're one step ahead of the heroine, developmentally. More than that and the heroine's a 

dimwit; less than that, and she's an enigma. 

And as I mentioned, while I'm performing this admittedly tricky balancing act, I'm busy 

developing themes important to me as a writer (and an adult): lessons of self-reliance, of 

tolerance and of peace-making, and of treasuring loving relationships. 

Voice is the vehicle by which these lessons are made a little more innocuous. In the end, 

voice is also what makes them stick. 

Some questions for today: Do you have any examples of first- or third-person narrators 

that really struck you as outstanding? (Particularly in YA literature, but if you've got 

examples in adult literature that your fellow workshop participants might know or study, 

they'd be good too.) What kind of voices are you attempting, and what's worked best for 

you so far? 

About tomorrow's lecture. It'll be your turn to decide the topic. By Friday morning, post 

all the questions you'd like me to answer about YA writing and I'll attempt to answer 

them. I have some odds and bobs that I couldn't fit elsewhere, but Friday will be your 

day. 

So post those questions!  

 

Day 5: Wrap-up and Miscellaneous Questions. 

Questions, questions, you've got questions! 

Q: I'm a member of RWA and find it very educational and informative. I've also heard of 

a group called Society of Children's Book Writers & Illustrators (SCBWI). Do you think 

it's wise for aspiring YA authors to join that group, or another YA-specific group for 

similar education and marketing info?" 
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A: I'm a member of SCBWI as well, and while I'm glad others have had a good 

experience with it, my own impression is less favorable. 

Though the society claims to represent authors who write pre-school to YA, I've found its 

information heavily, heavily, heavily weighted towards those who produce picture books 

for pre-schoolers. There's almost no support for published authors, making it the least 

professional professional organization I know. I've found them almost hostile to 

published YA authors in many ways--and I can state that the few single diva author fits 

I've allowed myself to have, have all been results of dealing with my local SCBWI 

chapter. (And yes, I say all these things knowing full well that it's a public forum. I 

could've been nice and evasive, but then you wouldn't have my honest opinion, would 

you?) 

I do hear that some local chapters are better than others, however, and the publications 

available from the national site are pretty okay. However, I don't think they're superior to 

the resources available from RWA (which I find a delightful organization). 

I stay in SCBWI because I've had some nice conference invites because of it. But that's 

about the only reason. 

 

Q: What are the publishers who are buying YA chick lit or romance right now? And are 

there any particular agents who are leaders in the field that you think we should target?" 

A: Oh, I wish I'd had the forethought to prepare a list for you. Earlier this week, another 

workshop participant included some news about new lines from Kensington and Random 

House, and most major lines have their own YA imprints. I bet the RWA main site would 

give you information. Also, don't be afraid to go into a bookstore and look over the YA 

books there. Jot down authors, genre types, and publishers, and get a feel for what they're 

currently publishing. I think that's the best approach to discovering what's out there. 

One of the reasons I'm not totally current about all the different YA lines out there is that 

I've always written for Dorchester's Smooch line. Now that they've discontinued Smooch 

(and in case you wonder, it's not because of any waning popularity in the YA market, but 

because the company badly screwed up their distribution channels), I'm considering a 

couple of other houses, myself. 
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Q: My first YA ended at about 60,000 word count. Is that about right, or does it vary by 

publisher? " 

A: That's about right for some publishers, but way too long for others. Smooch books 

came in at about 45,000 words. Some YA trade lines, like Berkley's, ask for about 65,000 

words. 

 

Q: My first YA was released several months ago, and I have another one due out in 

March. What I would like to know is the names of groups, organizations, clubs or 

anything that is available to me for the purpose of promoting and marketing my books. 

Any and all suggestions are welcome. 

 

A: I'm firmly of the belief that it's the responsibility of any reputable publisher to market 

its author's works. Mine were always featured in Publisher's Weekly, Seventeen and 

seventeen.com, and other publications that caught the eyes of teens, educators, and 

librarians. A good agent will ask that promotional outlines be negotiated into a contract. 

Otherwise, the biggest investment I suggest any author make is in a current, attractive 

website. Let the website be your forum for your new works, your sample chapters, and 

any promotional activities you have. I run monthly contests so that I can gather names for 

my mailing lists, and I use the mailing lists to notify readers of new book releases. There 

are sites like romantictimes.com that allow published authors to publicize their contests 

for free. 

Someone on the list brought up the point, earlier this week, of keeping one's YA and 

grown-up pseudonyms separate. I agree with that, even to the extent of keeping 

naominash.com and naomineale.com separate sites. While naomineale.com contains links 

to my YA site, you won't find any links to my adult site from naominash.com. I'm simply 

uncomfortable with the idea of teens reading books intended for adults twice their age. 

 

Q: After I establish myself as a YA author, I would like to branch out and write Women's 

Fiction. What's the best way to do this and what suggestions or recommendations do you 

have? I really want to write in both genres. 
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A: I write both YA and Women's Fiction, so there's no reason you can't. My experience 

was that I was asked by my YA editor to attempt a Women's Fiction book after she ended 

up liking YOU ARE SO CURSED! 

If you're not tapped in a similar way after the sale of your first YA, take some time to 

write up a good Women's Fiction proposal and ask your agent (get one!) to start 

approaching receptive editors. There are a ton of authors out there who write for two 

different generations. 

 

Q: My book is the first of what I hope to be a trilogy of the main character's life into 

young adulthood. When I've finished the book and am ready to go looking for an agent, 

should I have outlines or some type of synopsis prepared for the other two books, or do I 

try and sell this book on it's own? 

A: I'd be a little wary of trying to sell a trilogy to a publisher. Write the first book of the 

trilogy as the very best stand-alone book that you can write, and mention in your query 

letter that the book has `expansion potential' or some other buzzword. If an editor's 

intrigued enough to buy it, she'll ask to see outlines of the second and third book. 

Start simple. An editor wants to see that you can write one very good stand-alone book. 

She'll take on faith that you can produce a second and third, later on. Don't overwhelm 

her with grand plans. (Until after you've gotten the advance check for the first book, 

anyway. Then all bets are off.) 

What you might ask yourself is whether or not you want to write that second and third 

book right away. There's a chance that first book might never sell--as with the couple of 

books my agent represented before my first sale. Do you want to spend time working on 

sequels that depend on the first book seeing the light of day, or working on different 

types and styles of stories that might help you retroactively sell that first book of the 

trilogy? Think long and hard about it. 

 

Q: Can you recommend any good books as guides for writing YA? 

A: No, because I don't really like writing books. I think reading writing books is a use of 

time that would be better spent actually writing. If you really need more of a guide than 

I've given you this week (I don't mind . . . sniffle!), go to the bookstore or library and 

check out some of the more popular YA novels out there. Don't just read them. Study 
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them, figure out what you like about them, and experiment with your own voices and 

styles. 

 

Q: My current book and the trilogy are historical fiction, will my readers expect me to 

continue to write historical fiction, or will I be able to branch out into modern day YA 

fiction?" 

A: I don't care what anyone else tells you. It's your career. Write what's exciting you, no 

matter how many different subgenres it's in. 

I'm going to point to my friend Katie MacAlister as a sterling example of that. Her first 

novel, now out of print and one that very few people know about, was a romantic 

mystery. She then broke into the market with Regency romances, which she continued to 

write as she branched out into contemporary romances. Then she started writing YA as 

Katie Maxwell, and started a burgeoning career in supernatural romances. Though I think 

she's stopped writing Regencies, she's still juggling all the others. 

So long as you write the very best books you can and find compelling stories to tell, I 

think you'll have an audience. 

 

Q: Do you think edgy YA or chicklit has to be in first person only? I've picked up a lot 

books recently that are written in first person. Is this the norm?" 

A: First-person narrative has an immediacy and intimacy that gives the illusion of being 

inside someone's head. I think a lot of YA readers like it because it validates some of the 

own thought processes and feelings they've been having through some pretty tumultuous 

years. 

So-called "edgy" novels are those with characters and situations that are dangerous or 

adult-themed. I think they're popular because they give the YA audience a glimpse into a 

world that's been forbidden to them as kids. The `chicklet-lit' style YA novels are 

sophisticated and popular for pretty much the same reason. 

While first-person narratives are popular, and both edgy and chick-lit-style novels are 

popular, I don't think that the narrative style equals the subgenre. If you've got a good, 

compelling third-person voice, it'll carry either type of story along just fine. 
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Q: The YA market has been growing so quickly. Do you see it slowing down any time 

soon?" 

A: I would argue that the YA market has been growing at a steady rate over the last ten to 

fifteen years until it's now reached a point where it's impossible to ignore; I don't think it's 

a fast-growing flash in the pan! 

I think if anything, there's room for even more growth. Good stories are always in 

demand. People always seem to be concerned about the demise of the Smooch line and 

wonder if it's a sinister omen for YA fiction, but again, I'd like to emphasize that Smooch 

(which had a lot of AMAZING authors) only stimulated even more the growth of this 

unique market. 

 

Q: Are there other YA organizations besides SCBWI? 

A: I honestly don't know of any other YA organizations outside of SCBWI. There are 

probably enough people within RWA who write YA fiction to get some kind of special 

interest group going; but then again, the last couple of years I've entered the YA section 

of the RITA, it's been canceled for a lack of entries. 

 

Q: Are there any specific publishers, or other authors that you could personally 

recommend, who handle sexual themes with respect? 

A: I mentioned a few authors in the Three Contradictions screed who address sexual 

issues respectfully, though a couple of them have teens actually doing the deed; I thought 

Kate Brian's THE V CLUB one of the better ones advocating restraint. It makes a good 

argument for abstinence without sounding at all preachy.  

 

FINAL NOTE 

For those who asked, shoot me an email at my personal address, vance @ grandiose.com, 

if you're interested in sending me a book to be autographed. I do ask for a SASE. 

Thank you all for putting up with me this week. My reading to-do list has swollen, thanks 

to your suggestions. (c) 2006, Vance Briceland 


