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Picture Book Agenda
1. Introductions  

2. Industry Stats 

3. Eight Trends that Aren’t 
Going Anywhere 

4. Other Trends You’ve 
Noticed 

5. Evidence of Trends 
(reading time!) 

6. Picture Book Basics 

7. Evidence of Basics 
(reading time!) 

8. Picture Book Resources 

9. Picture Book Pitch 
(reading time!) 

10.Questions (and maybe 
answers)



PICTURE BOOK STATS
• children’s book sales were up 

12.6% in USA (from Jan 2014-
Sept 2015). UPDATED: Picture 
books sales up 2.9% in first 5 
months of 2018 

• 11/20 of bestselling books in 
USA are children’s titles 

• children’s share of the the print 
market is 34% 

• kids 5-8 are the most important 
part of the market share

JONATHAN NOWELL, PRESIDENT OF NIELSEN BOOKSCAN, CHILDREN’S BOOK SUMMIT, 
NYC, 15 SEPT 2015



TREND #1: Be Concise
most range from 200-600 

cut your first draft by one third

33
7 

w
or

ds

12
7 

w
or

ds

27
5 

w
or

ds

28
3 

w
or

ds

15
2 

w
or

ds



TREND #2: the target audience 
Is skewing younger

most target age 4-6 (though pitch 4-8)



TREND #3: character-driven
MEMORABLE  • QUIRKY IN A REAL WAY
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Tips for writing  
character-driven picture books
• start with a character you care about 
• take someone you like (who’s not perfect) and get 
them into trouble 

• the story begins when the character steps out of 
his/her comfort zone 

• Justin Chanda: “You want to create a character 
that when done, people wonder why this 
character didn’t exist before.” 

• must have strong voice…



TREND #4: strong voice
funny, fresh, smart, lyrical, 

voice is evident early

• STARTS: "Hey, Kid! 
Did you know that 

dragons love 
tacos?"  

• SPICY SALSA 
GIVES THEM 

“TUMMY 
TROUBLES.”



TREND #4: 
strong 
voice



TREND #5: HUMOUR
THE CHALLENGE: WRITE HUMOUR That appeals to both 

children and adults

B.J. Novak reading aloud to school (YouTube)

�10



HUMOUR ENTERTAINS BOTH 
ADULTS AND CHILDREN…



HUMOUR ENTERTAINS BOTH 
ADULTS AND CHILDREN…



HUMOUR ENTERTAINS 
BOTH 

ADULTS AND 
CHILDREN…

Sophie “adopts” a 
squash. Her parents 
say: 

“Well, we did hope 
she’d love her 
vegetables.” 



HUMOUR sells…



HUMOUR sells…



HUMOUR sells…



TREND #6: take something established 
and twist it

a FRESH APPROACH to an old idea 

old idea =  
imaginary  

friend

fresh approach =  
imaginary friend on 

quest to real world (his 
Point-of-view)



TREND #6: take something established 
and twist it



TREND #6: take something established 
and twist it
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evidence that a fresh-
approach-to-old-ideas sells
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evidence that A fresh-
approach-to-old-ideas sells
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MORE evidence that A fresh-approach-to-old-ideas 
sells



TREND #7: nonfiction “RULES”
MUST WORK on two levels

1. Autobiography 
about Alan 
Rabinowitz, 
who saves 

jaguars 
2. About a boy 

who learns to 
overcome a 

stutter and be 
accepted



TREND #1: nonfiction “RULES”
MUST WORK on two+ levels

1. Biography about a 
young Albert 

Einstein’s curiosity 
2. About a boy who 

was different 
3. About parents who 

worry



TREND #1: nonfiction “RULES”
MUST WORK on two levels





Canadian nonfiction
and nonfiction/fiction hybrid



Evidence that nonfiction sells



“TREND” #8: DIVERSITY
hopefully not just a trend… 

 
#WENEEDDIVERSEBOOKS #OWNVOICES



“TREND” #8: DIVERSITY
The CHANGE YOUR NAME STORE (BAHRAIN)



@LShirtliffe

Other trends?
1. Short word count 

2. Younger audience 

3. Character driven 

4. Strong voice 

5. Humour 

6. Twist an old idea 

7. Nonfiction 

8. Diversity (not a trend…) 

9.  

10.  

11.  

12. 

Reading time: look for evidence of a trend



PICTURE BOOK BASICS
• typically 32 

pages long 
• a collaboration 

between the 
author and 
illustrator the 
words and 
pictures



PICTURE BOOK BASICS
It must do what any good story must do:  
“enable a sympathetic character to 
overcome a series of increasingly difficult, 
seemingly insurmountable obstacles and 
achieve a compelling desire.” 

~ Michael Hauge, quoted in:



PICTURE BOOK BASICS
This is the story of ______________ who  
wants /desires to ________________ but 
must overcome _____________________. 

ESCALATION OF CONFLICT:  

1.   

2.   

3.
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• illustrate it X 

• submit it laid out like a picture 
book X 

• submit it too soon X 

• dumb it down X 

• be moralistic or preachy or 
didactic X

PICTURE BOOK manuscript 
Don’t:
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• use rhyme…unless you’re 100% confident that it 
works 

THE PROBLEM WITH RHYME: 

• easy to mess up rhythm  

• plot is often forced by rhyme 

• sometimes too sing-song-y 

• nearly impossible to sell foreign rights

PICTURE BOOK manuscript 
Don’ts
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s
• write awesome rhyme 

“Nadine was a truly remarkable cow.  
There was nothing she feared —  
so she claimed, anyhow. 
 
“Not lightning?” asked Starla. “Loud noises? A rat?” 

“I’m not scared,” Nadine boasted, “of any of that.” 

“The woods?” asked Annette. “‘Cause that place scares me stiff.” 

“Not me,” bragged Nadine with a proud little sniff.
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s

• leave “space” 
for the illustrator 
(e.g. omit 
colours, 
examples)
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s

LEAVE SPACE FOR 
THE ILLUSTRATOR
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s
• ensure there are multiple settings for the illustrator
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s

• ensure your main character solves own problems
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s

• pay attention to page turns (do your own dummy)

Ta
ra

La
za

r.c
om
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s

• ensure it can be 
read aloud a 
kazillion times
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s
• read lots of picture books, especially 

those published  in the past five years
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s
• know the industry (listen to podcasts; read blogs)
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s

• read craft books (but write more than you read!)
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PICTURE BOOK DO’s

• have at least three submission-reading picture 
book manuscripts before seeking an agent

• find a picture book critique group
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#PBPitch
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THE MOST IMPORTANT DO:
A great idea,  

strong writing,  

and relentless revision  

matter more  

than any passing trend  

or  

do’s and don’ts.



QUESTIONS?  
(and possibly answers)

My contact info: Upcoming AWCS workshops 
(summer picture book series): 

• July 16: Using Mentor Texts 
to Improve Your Craft 

• July 23: Strategies for 
Revising Picture Books 

• July 30: Writing in Rhyme


