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EDITING YA FICTION 101 

 
Instructor: Kelly Anne White 

 
LESSON #1 

 
Meet-and-Greet the YA Audience 

 
Greet one another with a holy kiss.  

Romans 16:16 
 
 
Greetings, course participants! Thank you for your enrollment in Editing YA Fiction 101. Please 
dig right into your introductory lesson, which is thoughtfully designed to intimately acquaint you 
with the young adult (YA) book market. 

As editors/writers, we must be aware of our industry trends. Throughout this course, I include 
several books that might raise more than a few eyebrows. I’m not necessarily promoting any of 
the books but mention them for analysis and their levels of popularity in today’s teen market. 

Welcome to the World of YA 
Editing YA Fiction 101 guides you through the nuances of micro-editing, covering the 
particulars of copyediting and line editing as they apply specifically to YA material. I’ll walk you 
through elements such as strong POV and voice, rock-solid sentence structure, steady plot flow, 
believable characterization, realistic dialogue and settings, clever tone and style, and other 
important editorial elements. 

You’ll learn when and how to draft a comprehensive style sheet or editorial letter and the tricks 
to balancing a softer editing touch with weightier queries and suggestions for the author or 
publisher. In this course, you’ll get to know the very lighthearted but demanding YA reader—no 
room for lulls in the narrative for this fast-paced demographic. And the YA audience is a 
particularly demanding bunch as far as authentic and relatable text. 

Whether you’re editing an author/publisher client’s manuscript or polishing up your own work, 
you’ll find here many oft-overlooked points necessary to keep in mind for a successful YA edit. 
Please note that when I started designing these lesson plans, I had been approached to create a 
course on editing. But as I pieced the information together, I realized this is ideal guidance also 
for writing YA material. 



Editing YA Fiction 101, Lesson 1, White | 2 
© 2021 Kelly Anne White. All rights reserved. Reproduction or redistribution, all or part, is prohibited. 

 

What Is YA Exactly? 
Many editors agree that the line between middle grade (MG) and YA books is blurry at best. 
When pulling up YA lists, it’s clear that many popular books could easily cross over into the MG 
market. Indeed, much of the guidance in these lesson plans can be applied also to MG material, 
but know that heavier topics and more mature scenes are often featured in the realm of YA. 
We’re also now seeing books labeled as “new adult,” which targets the college-age set. For this 
course, we will focus very simply on books for teen and twentysomething readers. 

Despite the more adult content of YA, many literary best-seller lists and publishers’ book 
catalogs customarily categorize YA titles under children’s listings. The Society of Children’s 
Book Writers and Illustrators (SCBWI), the largest children’s writing organization in the world, 
distinctly recognizes YA titles as products for the children’s book market.  

Further demonstrating that YA material isn’t always very tidily 
classified, the editors of TIME— with input from some literary 
heavyweights—have a compilation of their picks for “The 100 Best 
Young Adult Books of All Time,” and the list is certainly a mash-up of 
varying titles. Yes, something is oddly offbeat about seeing E.B. White’s benign Charlotte’s 
Web or the Pollyanna-esque Anne of Green Gables by L.M. Montgomery intermingling in the 
same roundup alongside risqué-ish reads like J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye or The 
Outsiders by S.E. Hinton. 
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While the above-mentioned books and their authors might be considered “old-school,” TIME’s 
list also integrates a bevy of titles released in recent years by well-known present-day YA 
authors such as Walter Dean Meyers, Patrick Ness, and Gary Paulsen. To peruse TIME’s 
complete “100 Best” list, go to https://time.com/100-best-young-adult-books/. 

All-Access Pass to Staying Present 
It’s extremely important when editing for a YA audience to make sure a book’s narrative 
genuinely comes off as current. This does not necessarily mean the story needs to be overly 
infused with the latest trends, fashions, or slang terms but instead applies to a writing style that is 
engaging to a twenty-first-century demographic. 

The YA demo makes for an incredibly tricky readership. These readers are accustomed to 
processing a lot of information at a very fast pace on their electronic devices, so fictional print 
must grab them at the get-go and then hold their attention steadily. 

As “kidlit” authors, we aren’t just writers; we’re impersonators. Teens 
and tweens can smell an adult author doing a bad impersonation a mile 
away. One word or phrase off, and you’re sunk. 

Debbie Reed Fischer, author of This Is Not the Abby Show 

 
 

Perhaps a prime example of how YA writing styles of the past do not always resonate well with 
today’s teenagers is the 2013 launch of Lizzie Skurnick Books. The YA fiction imprint of Ig 
Publishing got a ton of positive buzz when it kicked off with a reissue of 1958’s Debutante Hill 
by legendary YA author Lois Duncan. Editor Lizzie Skurnick is an aficionado of classic teen 
reads, and she authored several titles in the Sweet Valley High series back in the day. And I offer 
full disclosure here: Skurnick and I worked together for a time as top-level editors of Girls’ Life 
magazine.  

Skurnick is brilliant, and the prospective success of LS Books looked promising as she lovingly 
curated a collection of her favorite teen reads for rerelease—To All My Fans, With Love, From 
Sylvie by Ellen Conford; A Long Day in November by Ernest J. Gaines; Me and Fat Glenda by 
Lila Perl; and I’ll Love You When You’re More Like Me by M.E. Kerr, among several others. 
But, alas, Ig suspended the imprint’s acquisitions in 2016 after what the publisher described to 
Publishers Weekly as “very disappointing” sales that were “far below projections.” 
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“[These books] are not for teens,” Skurnick told PW. “Teens’ tastes have changed. It’s for adults 
who want to read, reread, and collect these books.” For interested adult readers, Lizzie Skurnick 
Books are still available on the backlist (visit lizzieskurnickbooks.com for purchase info). Few 
can argue, however, that many classic YA titles seem to be free of any expiration dates, and 
many such books are listed in the “Old Themes” column later in this lesson plan. 

“Most Popular” Genres and Themes 
So what do today’s teens want to read? Theme isn’t quite so important as voice. What matters 
most is (I’m driving a point home here!) that the young reader is fully engaged in material that 
feels authentic. That being said, it’s not unusual to find a mixed bag of books on a YA best-seller 
list at any given time, so it doesn’t seem teen readers generally lean toward a favored genre. 

Also, please know that I often use the terms “genre” and “theme” interchangeably, only to build 
comprehensive book lists in this course’s lesson plans. 

With the exception of titles by authors C.S. Lewis and Christa Kinde, most books in the 
following lists are not specifically tied to the Christian market. Editors of Christian YA material 
must stay on top of what’s unfolding in both Christian and mainstream publishing so as not to 
get boxed in with stagnant content that fails to expand along with its intended demographic. 
Many Christian publishers, even those that are the most evangelical, such as Tyndale House, are 
acquiring projects with crossover potential into the mainstream 
(https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by- topic/industry-news/religion/article/75125-tyndale-
introduces-crossover-ya-titles.html). 

This is particularly true now that Family Christian and LifeWay retail chains have shuttered their 
brick-and-mortar stores. As a result, the Association for Christian Retail (formerly known as the 
Christian Booksellers Association, or CBA) is gasping for air and has lost its strong-arm 
influence on the Christian book market (https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-
topic/industry-news/religion/article/80507-one-year-after-unite-cba-is-dead.html). 

Following are examples of the many popular genres on bookshelves in today’s YA marketplace: 
 

Adventure 
Nevermoor: The Trials of 
Morrigan Crow 
by Jessica Townsend 
Hachette/2017 

Allegory 
Tiger Lily 
by Jodi Lynn Anderson 
HarperTeen/2012 

http://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/religion/article/80507-one-year-after-unite-cba-is-dead.html
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/religion/article/80507-one-year-after-unite-cba-is-dead.html
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Comedy 
Pretty Funny for a Girl 
by Rebecca Elliott 
Peachtree/2020 
 

Crime 
Disappeared 
by Francisco X. Stork 
Levine/2017 

 

Cyberpunk 
Warcross by Marie Lu 
G.P. Putnam’s Sons/2017 

 

Drama 
Where Things Come Back 
by John Corey Whaley 
Atheneum/2012 

 
 

Dystopia 
The Dark Intercept 
by Julia Keller Tor 
Teen/2017 
 
 

Fantasy 
Miss Peregrine’s Home 
for Peculiar Children 
by Ransom Riggs 
Quirk/2013 

 
Graphic novel 
Blankets 
by Craig Thompson 
Drawn/2015 
 

Historical fiction  
The Stars in April  
by Peggy Wirgau 
IlluminateYA/ 
2021 

Horror 
When I Cast Your 
Shadow 
by Sarah Porter Tor 
Teen/2017 

 
 

Inspiration 
Everything, Everything 
by Nicola Yoon 
Delacorte/2015 

 
 
 

Metafiction Odd & True 
by Cat Winters 
Amulet/2017 

 
 

 

Mystery 
Finally, Something 
Mysterious 
By Doug Cornett 
Knopf/2020 

 

Mythology 
Mermaid Moon 
by Susann Cokal 
Candlewick/2020 

 
 

Paranormal 
Jackaby 
by William Ritter 
Algonquin/2014 
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Romance 
Every Day 
by David Levithan 
Knopf/2012 

 
 

 
 
Sci-fi 
Feed 
by M.T. Anderson 
Candlewick/2012 
 
 
 
 
Summer read 
My Last Summer with 
Cass 
by Mark Crilley Little, 
Brown/2021 
 
 

 
 
 
Superhero 
Renegades 
by Marissa Meyer Feiwel 
& Friends/2017 
 
 
 

Suspense 
The Broken Girls 
by Simone St. James 
Berkley/2018 

Thriller 
First We Were IV 
by Alexandra Sirowy 
Simon & Schuster/2017 

 
 

Tragedy 
The Fault in Our Stars by 
John Green Dutton/2012 

 
 

 
 
Urban fantasy 
Shadowshaper 
by Daniel José Older 
Scholastic/2016 
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Old Themes, New Twists! 
While it is crucial, as previously mentioned, to keep up with young readers’ evolving literary 
palates, many YA novels undoubtedly have timeless appeal. 

On the following pages, we look at a lineup of adored YA classics across many decades (left 
column below) and align those with recent books (right column) that put cleverly fresh spins on 
traditional themes to keep up with current YA readership demands. Be mindful as you peruse 
these lists. For example, notice recurring themes such as gossip in today’s social media climate 
and also empowered female characters in newer titles. 
 
 
Old theme 
Poetry 

 
The Raven and Other Poems (1845)  
by Edgar Allan Poe 
 
Old theme 
Forbidden love 

 
Wuthering Heights (1847)  
by Emily Brontë 
 
Old theme 
Nonsense lit 

 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) 
by Lewis Carroll 

New twist 
Youthful edge 

 
Solo (2017)  
by Kwame Alexander 
 
New twist 
LGBTQ acceptance 

 
Bookish and the Beast (2021)  
by Ashley Poston 
 
New twist 
Nonlinear narrative 

 
The Night Circus (2011)  
by Erin Morgenstern 
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Old theme 
Sisterhood 

 
Little Women (1868)  
by Louisa May Alcott 
 
Old theme 
War 

 
The Red Badge of Courage (1895)  
by Stephen Crane 
 
Old theme 
Anthropomorphization 

 
The Call of the Wild (1903)  
by Jack London 
 
Old theme 
Social status 

 
This Side of Paradise (1920)  
by F. Scott Fitzgerald 

New twist 
Sister friends 

 
Sisterhood Everlasting (2012)  
by Ann Brashares 
 
New twist 
Inner peace over outward pride 

 
The War that Saved My Life (2015)  
by Kimberly Brubaker Bradley 
 
New twist 
Animal rights activism 

 
“We the Animals of the United States” 
(2017) by Dawn Zelinski 
 
New twist 
Social media 

 
Fina Layla (2020) 
by Meg Elison 
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Old theme 
Family values 

 
Little House on the Prairie (1932)  
by Laura Ingalls Wilder 
 
Old theme 
Quest 

 
The Hobbit (1937)  
by J.R.R. Tolkien 
 
Old theme 
Medieval 

 
The Sword in the Stone (1938)  
by T.H. White 
 
Old theme 
Natural disaster 

 
The Grapes of Wrath (1939)  
by John Steinbeck 

New twist 
The value of diversity 

 
A Very Large Expanse of Sea (2019)  
by Tahereh Mafi 
 
New twist 
Strong female relevance 

 
Gold Rush Girl (2020) 
by Avi 
 
New twist 
Intricate plots 

 
Seraphina (2012)  
by Rachel Hartman 
 
New twist 
Dynamic duology 

 
Seasons of the Storm (2020)  
by Elle Cosimano 
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Old theme 
Series 

 
The Chronicles of Narnia (1950)  
by C.S. Lewis 
 
Old theme 
Short story collection 

 
The Illustrated Man (1951)  
by Ray Bradbury 
 
Old theme 
Sports 

 
The Natural (1952)  
by Bernard Malamud 
 
Old theme 
Survivalist 

 
Lord of the Flies (1954)  
by William Golding 

New twist 
Print/digital companion stories 

 
Threshold Series (2012)  
by Christa Kinde 
 
New twist 
YouTube-inspired 

 
Because You Love to Hate Me (2017)  
edited by Ameriie 
 
New twist 
Combating bullying 

 
Gutless (2017)  
by Carl Deuker 
 
New twist 
Girl empowerment 

 
A Map for Wrecked Girls (2017)  
by Jessica Taylor 



 

Old theme 
Road trip 

 
On the Road (1957)  
by Jack Kerouac 
 
Old theme 
Coming of age 

 
A Separate Peace (1959)  
by John Knowles 
 
Old theme 
Speculative fiction 

 
A Wrinkle in Time (1962)  
by Madeleine L’Engle 
 
Old theme 
Fairy tale 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Princess Bride (1973)  
by William Goldman 

New twist 
“Epic, dude” 

 
Wildman (2017)  
by J.C. Geiger 
 
New twist 
Coming out 

 
All Kinds of Other (2021)  
by James Sie 
 
New twist 
Calling out racism and sexism 

 
A Song Below Water (2021)  
by Bethany C. Morrow 
 
New twist 
Dual protagonists 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The School for Good and Evil (2013)  
by Soman Chainani 



 

Old theme 
Time travel 

 
Bid Time Return (1975)  
by Richard Matheson 
 
Old theme 
Racism 

 
Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry (1976)  
by Mildred D. Taylor 
 
Old theme 
Whodunit 

 
The Westing Game (1978)  
by Ellen Raskin 

New twist 
Infusing history with mystery 

 
The Girl with the Red Balloon (2017)  
by Katherine Locke 
 
New twist 
Embracing diversity 

 
Girl on the Verge (2017)  
by Pintip Dunn 
 
New twist 
Gossip apps 

 
One of Us Is Lying (2017)  
by Karen M. McManus 

 
 
 
And now for the homework assignments. You already feel like you’re fifteen again, right? 

 
 

* * * 
  



 

LESSON #1 ASSIGNMENTS 

To earn a Certificate of Completion you must complete both assignments (one book from each 
assignment). 

Assignment #1: Something Old 
Which books meant something to you as a teenager? What were your faves? Take a field trip to 
your local public library or nearby bookstore, and choose one or more classic YA books to read 
or reread at your leisure as you complete this course. As you read older YA literature, pay 
attention to what traits give the content timeless appeal and which elements make the narrative 
come off as dated. Do any (or all!) of the following: 

• Reread a favorite YA book (or two or a few) from your teenage years. 
 

• Read a YA classic you’ve never read but always had on your to-read list. 
 

• Pick a YA book to read from the left column, above, under “Old Themes.” 
 

• Randomly pluck a fiction rerelease from your public library’s YA shelf. 
 

Are you feeling fickle when it comes to choosing a book? Lizzie Skurnick, 
whose LS Books imprint, unfortunately, didn’t fly, is also the author of 
Shelf Discovery: The Teen Classics We Never Stopped Reading (Avon, 
2009), an entertaining guide to YA classics. Some of the titles are already 
listed in this lesson, as well as on the TIME list, but Skurnick features 
dozens of other books and authors not noted here. Books such as Sister of 
the Bride (1963) by Beverly Cleary* and The Cat Ate My Gymsuit (1974) by 
Paula Danziger are each thoughtfully reviewed in a clever and 
comprehensive “book report.” Note, however, that Skurnick’s picks are 

predominantly female-centric. “When I began my grand reading tour of the teen shelf,” she 
writes in her review of I Am the Cheese (1977) by Robert Cormier, “there were only a few boys 
to be found there.” But I believe this has more to do with Skurnick’s personal preferences (not 
surprising since, well, she was once a teenage girl, after all) as there is not a shortage of classic 
boy-centric YA reads. These include Treasure Island (1883) by Robert Louis Stevenson, Tarzan 
of the Apes (1912) by Edgar Rice Burroughs, House of Dies Drear (1968) by Virginia Hamilton, 
and several mentioned in this lesson plan such as The Outsiders, Lord of the Flies, The Red 
Badge of Courage, and others. 

*Hats Off to Beverly Cleary: You may or may not have heard that Beverly 
Cleary recently passed away just three weeks before turning 105. The 
acclaimed author is most famous for her middle-grade books featuring fictional 
sisters Beezus and Ramona Quimby. But she also wrote several YA titles, the 
first being Fifteen, which was published in 1956 and is still in print today. 

Assignment #2: Something New 
Choose a recently released (anytime in this century) YA novel to read. Go for a book that has a 
similar theme as one of the classics you’re reading. For example, if you’re reading a classic from 



 

the first column of the “Old Themes, New Tricks” section of this lesson, consider also choosing 
its more recent counterpart in the right column. Please do not read under pressure but instead 
absorb as many books as you comfortably can throughout the course. Take your time to enjoy 
the titles you choose, so you can mindfully make comparisons and critiques as to writing styles 
of decades past and those that are current. Notice, too, that many of the titles in the lists could 
easily fit into more than one category. 

Feel free to choose Christian or mainstream titles based on your personal preferences, and give 
some thought as to how certain themes might be better spun in the framework of a values-based 
context to be more age-appropriate but cutting-edge at the same time. Let me be clear that I’m 
not necessarily promoting any of the books in these lineups but am instead pointing out, for 
analysis, their levels of popularity in the teen market. 
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