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Talk young adult (Ya) fiction and you’re talking manga, 
graphic and verse novels, science fiction, fantasy, historical, 
romance, action, dystopian, contemporary, realistic … even 
genre mashups starring teenage assassin nuns in medieval 
France.

The voice is as varied as the multi-headed beast it springs from. 
But those of us who write about and for teenagers know that we 
have to get the voice right or today’s teenagers will tune out.

Just making our protagonist a teen doesn’t cut it. The youth of 
today don’t want to hear narrative voices that are basically adults 
ruminating on teenaged experiences. Trust me, they get enough 
of that at home.

They want narrative voices they can identify or connect with, 
that echo their concerns and that make them feel – something, 
anything, everything – riotously, intensely and immediately.

Young people experience life in the now. That’s why present 
tense works in young adult fiction. That’s why the vast majority 
of stories are told in the first person through a young, unreliable 
narrator. It gives that electrifying immediacy, pulling the readers 
in close and letting them experience the story as it happens, as 
though it were happening to them.

The YA narrative voice needs to capture the exuberance and 
roller-coaster uncertainties of youth. It needs to build on the 
budding experiences and understandings of its readers. It needs 
to energise, enliven and illuminate their world. 

While teenagers aren’t interested in adult narrative voices, 
the fact is that the vast majority of YA authors are adult. They 
are outside, sometimes by decades, their target readership’s 
demographic. 

Even a relative newcomer such as Leanne Hall admits the 
world has changed since she was a teenager. She says she wrote 
continuously, in many forms, throughout her twenties before 
finding her voice with This is Shyness, a fantastical and edgy 
work that, according to The Sunday Age, is ‘Blade Runner meets 
Peter Pan, with a bit of sweetness, sadness and tension’.

Hall says the ease with which she found the voice alerted her to 
the fact that it was a manuscript worth pursuing. It won the Text 
Prize for Young Adult Fiction, was short-listed for other major 
awards and has now spawned a sequel, Queen of the Night. 

Hall doesn’t like to generalise about YA writing, but believes 
it has some hallmarks including ‘a lack of pretension, a 
prioritisation of plot over stylistic elements, a focus on teen 
characters’. She characterises the YA voice as ‘informal, 
irreverent, direct, passionate and playful’.

Hall believes writers need to be in touch with their inner teen to 
write YA fiction. 

‘I think it’s important to have a direct line to how you felt at that 
age,’ she says. ‘I think teenage feelings are the same at any point 
in history. Just the context changes.’

She warns writers that an authentic YA narrative voice needs to 
develop naturally. ‘Don’t force a “young” voice out; teenagers 
will smell you a mile away! I focus on wordplay, hyperbolic 
expressions and a good dose of wit!’

Older hands at writing for young people also advocate letting the 
narrative voice grow out of story and character. 

Award-winning and best-selling author James Moloney has 
written more than a dozen young adult novels over the past 
two decades, including the much-studied coming-of-age novel 
A Bridge to Wiseman’s Cove and the Gracey trilogy about 
Indigenous youth. 

He says the YA voice must engage the hearts and minds of 
teenagers by speaking directly to them. 

‘That is the key,’ he says. ‘Speak directly to a teen reader you 
imagine in your head and you will find that voice.’

Rather than pretending to be a teen, Moloney says he ‘channels’ 
himself as a teen. 

‘This helps me focus precisely on the different reaction a teen 
would have to that of an adult,’ he says. ‘Adults are more sure of 

who they are, less driven by the need to belong and the fear of 
saying or doing or wearing the wrong thing.’

His latest YA fantasy Silvermay is written in the first person 
voice of a 16-year-old girl – a challenge he enjoys, having written 
through the voices of female teens in his YA novels Gracey, 
Angela and Black Taxi.

He says it helps to have daughters in the house, but more 
importantly, writers need to be observers. 

‘I watch young women, their interactions, the dynamic in a group 
waiting at the bus stop … I try to determine who is exerting 
ascendency by her mannerism, positioning among the group, her 
choice of clothing and accessories. I do the same with groups of 
teen boys.’

He says it is important not to talk down to teenagers. 

‘Don’t try to teach them lessons. The poor things spend all day 
being taught and then go home to hear their parents tell them 
they aren’t learning the lessons of life well enough. Tell them an 
original and compelling story and don’t fret about striking the 
right voice. Concentrate on story and character, and you will!’

Author and Ford Street Publisher Paul Collins agrees on the 
importance of story when writing YA. He has written more than 
140 books across all age groups, and edited two anthologies for 
young people, Trust Me and Trust Me Too.

‘I don’t think narrative voice has much to do with soliciting for 
a collection like Trust Me Too,’ he says. ‘It’s more: is this a good 
contribution? Will it add rather than subtract from the collective 
whole?’

His YA novels include The Earthborn Wars, The Quentaris 
Chronicles and Mole Hunt, the first book in the Maximus Black 
Files – a YA crossover novel that one reviewer called so fast-
paced ‘it would give Matthew Reilly a nose-bleed’. 

Put your inner teen front and centre of the 
story and let them handle it – their way

Collins says all his YA books have completely different voices.

‘I doubt anyone would pick who wrote them if my name was 
not on the cover.’ And he’s not sure that’s a bad thing. ‘I like 
to experiment. I’ve written for all ages, from picture books to 
adult books. I like to think those who do read my books like my 
writing, rather than enjoying my “voice”.’

Collins doesn’t think he qualifies as a distinct ‘authorial’ voice 
in the same way as stylists like David Metzenthen, Ursula 
Dubosarsky or Sonya Hartnett. 

‘You could read any of these authors without their names on 
their books and you would know who wrote them … But do I 
have a “distinctive” voice?’ he wonders. ‘Probably not. Does that 
really matter?’

Probably not. John Marsden sold three million copies world-
wide of Tomorrow, When the War Began, making it one of 
Australia’s biggest selling YA novels. Yet it was arguably the 
premise and narrative voice, rather than his authorial voice, that 
accounted for much of that success. 

‘John Marsden … was the first Australian to write without 
holding back,’ says Moloney. ‘He trusted the teen reader to 
handle harsh realities on the page and did so in a frank and 
rather plain voice that put the teen at the forefront.’

And perhaps that is the key to finding your YA narrative voice. 
Don’t hold back. Put your inner teen front and centre of the 
story and let them handle it – their way. 

Further inFormation
christine Bongers runs a workshop on writing young adult literature 
for qwc on 15 september. www.qwc.asn.au 

christine Bongers is the author of Dust and Henry Hoey Hobson. she has a 
Ma (Research) in writing for young people. Her chapter book Drongoes will 
be released by scholastic in October. she is currently completing a Ya novel, 
Intruder. More at www.christinebongers.com.
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h o w  d o  y o u  t a l k  t o  t e e n s ?

Christine Bongers sheds light on the YA voiCe for writers

30 June
Writers Bureau Short Story 
Competition
www.wbcompetition.com
Entry fee £5/uS$8/€6

This UK-based contest seeks 
short stories up to 2,000 words . 
First prize is £500; 2nd, £300; 
3rd, £200; 4th, £100 . Enter 
online .

30 June 

(previously listed)

Dorothea Mackellar Poetry 
Awards
www.dorothea.com.au
Entry fee $15–$25

For school students, the awards  
this year have the optional 
theme of ‘Wheels and Wings 
and Marvellous Things’, and 
are broken up into numerous 
categories offering cash 
prizes . Submission is online for 
secondary students and either 
online or by mail for primary .

30 June
(previously listed)

unbound Press Flash Fiction 
Award
tiny.cc/ibv5aw
Entry fee £5, £10 for three

The British press seeks fiction 
to 500 words . First prize, £500; 
2nd, £250; 3rd, £125, plus 
publication in an anthology . 
Enter by email or by post .

30 June
(previously listed)

FAWNS Vibrant Verse Poetry 
Competition

tiny.cc/p0t5aw
Entry fee $5

There are two categories for 
poems to 60 lines – Category 
A: free verse, open style, 
open theme; and Category B: 
traditional, rhymed or structured 
verse, open style, open theme . 
Both offer 1st prize, $200, and 
2nd, $100 . Enter by post only .

30 June
(previously listed)

Song of the Balladeer Poetry 
Competition
tiny.cc/byt5aw
Entry fee $10

This contest seeks poems to 50 
lines on the theme of ‘song of 
the balladeer’ to be included in 
an anthology . The winning entry 
by a poet to 12 years wins $50; 
13–18, $75; and over 18, $100 . 
Enter by post . 

30 June
The Bruce Dawe National 
Poetry Prize
www.usq.edu.au/arts/
community/poetryprize
Entry fee $6 per poem (3 max.)

Submit up to three poems to 50 
lines each, by post with entry 
form available from the website . 
Prize is $1,500 .

30 June
Scribblers Literary 
Competition
scribblerswa.org
Entry fee $5
This contest is for prose to 2,000 
words and poetry to 40 lines, 
with prizes for both being 1st,  
$350; 2nd, $150; 3rd, $100 . 
Enter by post .

5 July
New Works of Merit 
Playwriting Contest
www.newworksofmeritplay
writingcontest.com
Entry fee uS$25

This New York-based 
contest seeks socially aware, 
unpublished scripts up to two 
hours or 100 pages in US 
Standard Format, for one-acts, 
short stage plays and children’s 
plays . The winner receives 
US$300 plus a reading and 
Q&A in a Manhattan theatre, 
with runners-up being provided 
with a Manhattan theatre for a 
reading . Enter by post .

Competition Guidelines
The following guidelines for literary 
competitions are recommended 
by the ASA: where a prize is 
more than $1,000, a $5 fee is 
acceptable. A $20 entry fee 
is generally unacceptable. 
Information given should include 
the name, phone number and 
street address of the organiser 
– be cautious where only a post 
office box is given. The names of 
the judges should be published on 
the competition’s form and results 
should be publicly announced. 
Authors should receive publication 
fees (minimum ASA rates in 
appropriate category) where their 
entry has been published. 

unfortunately many competitions 
in WQ, for one reason or 
another, do not meet all of these 
guidelines. Members need to 
secure full information and satisfy 
themselves that they are happy to 
enter a particular competition. 

For ASA guidelines for literary 
competitions send an ssae  
to PO Box 1566, Strawberry Hills 
NSW 2012 or phone 02 9318 0877. 

Further information
International competitions 
www.kimn.net/contests.htm 
www.writelinks.com (go to search 
and type in competitions) 
www.nzwriters.co.nz 
www.poetrykit.org/comps.htm 
www.fundsforwriters.com

Scam and hoax competitions 
www.sfwa.org/Beware/ 
http://windpub.com/literary.scams/ 
www.winningwriters.com/contests/
avoid/av_avoid.php 

Predatory publishers and  
authors’ experiences 
http://poetrynotcom.tripod.com

Please note 
Not all information is listed for 
every competition or opportunity. 
QWC advises writers to obtain 
guidelines and entry forms before 
entering or submitting work.
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For ad rates phone 
07 3842 9956
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drama with the unexpected, you have the recipe for humour.

Writing lesson: Write scenes set at ritualised events such as 
sporting games, school camps and parties because they have 
the potential for both drama and comedy. Observe real-life 
‘code breakers’ and write down examples of when they say or 
do the unexpected. Just make sure it’s not so outrageous that 
the reader won’t buy it. The best humour comes from situations 
and characters that readers recognise and believe.   

Many young people hate writing 
Something that surprised me is how reluctant many young 
people are to write. If an activity involves writing more than 
a sentence or two, a third of the class will use some sort of 
avoidance strategy such as conveniently forgetting the password 
to their laptop. These students rarely practise this vital skill and 
so don’t improve. On the other hand, students who have a go 
get better at this difficult craft. In my teaching career I’ve seen 
students who were, at best, average writers in Year 8 become 
the cream of the crop in Year 12 because they continually 
handed in drafts and asked for teacher feedback. 

Writing lesson: Working at one’s craft will steadily improve it. 
Expert feedback is crucial so join a physical or online writers 
group, attend workshops and listen carefully to editors.

Young people love stories 
When I say the words, ‘I’m going to tell you a story’, the din 
disappears, at least for a few seconds. An appreciation of stories 
is hardwired into our brains because it’s the way humans have 
learnt for millions of years. But these days there are so many 
stories on TV, video games and in books that only a darn good 
one will impress young adults. I’ve found it helpful to read out 
my own writing to groups of young people and ask them to 
rate it according to a few simple criteria. Perhaps even more 
helpful is observing their body language to see whether or not 
they appear engaged. I read my first manuscript, Alex Jackson: 
Grommet, to a Year 8 class and because I was their English 
teacher I could force them to write a review. When Ricki wrote, 
‘This book was wiked. When it comes out Im gonna steel a copy 
out of the skool library’, I knew I was onto something. 

Writing lesson: Read sections of a new book to young people by 
arranging a guest appearance at the local library or school. 

Final words
Going back to teaching hasn’t been easy, but I think it will 
turn out to be a good decision for my writing as well as for my 
family. It was through teaching that I built rapport with young 
people that allowed me to write books for them in the first 
place, and I’m now having to earn their trust and build that 
rapport again. 

FurThEr iNFOrMATiON
Pat Flynn is a guest at the Curtis Coast Literary Carnivale in 
Gladstone on 22–25 July. See breakout for details.

Pat Flynn writes realistic fiction with a dose of humour for 8–16-year-olds. 
The Tuckshop Kid won an honour book award at the Children’s Book Council 
of Australia Book of the Year awards and his books have been released in 
North America, Korea and Taiwan. His 18th book, My Totally Awesome Story, 
is a collaboration with illustrator Peter Carnavas and will be published in 
September. patflynnwriter.com

a centre 
of growing 

interest
The fifth biennial Curtis 
Coast Literary Carnivale is 

to take place in Gladstone 
from 22-25 July. 

‘The carnivale is the largest 
regional writing festival in Central 

Queensland,’ committee president 
Robyn Sheahan-Bright says . ‘There’s nothing 

else of this scale from the Sunshine Coast to Mackay .’

The event draws its audience primarily from the Gladstone 
Regional Council area which also encompasses Miriam Vale 
and Calliope, and from neighbouring regional towns such 
as Yeppoon, Rockhampton, Bundaberg and Biloela . Mostly 
aimed at school students, the carnivale’s program also 
offers professional development to aspiring adult writers and 
illustrators . 

It has grown from an event attracting 2,078 participants in 
2005 to 5,940 in 2010 .

This year’s carnivale hosts six Australian children’s authors 
and illustrators – Jackie French, Anne Spudvilas, David Legge, 
Frances Watts, Pat Flynn and Deborah Abela . 

‘Local author Kathryn Apel has already begun convening 
our second eagerly anticipated Net a Story online project . 
Booklinks Queensland will showcase its Travelling Suitcases 
project, and an exhibition of Legge and Spudvilas’s works will 
be launched and on display for a month after the carnivale at 
the Gladstone Regional Art Gallery and Museum .’ 

FurThEr iNFOrMATiON
Curtis Coast Literary Carnivale, 
carnivale.gladstonerc.qld.gov.au.


