
Kelly Anne White, PENCON 2022 

 

 

PENCON 2022 
The Teen Scene: Editing Middle Grade and YA Fiction 
Course Developer: Kelly Anne White, Faculty Member 

Instructor: Kim Childress, Faculty Member 
 

“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 

 
 

SAMPLE EDIT 
 

Game Face: Snap Decision 
By Nathan Whitaker 
Zonderkidz 2014 

 
THE VOICE! 

 

The importance of authenticity in language, as it is presented in fiction written for a young 
adult demographic, cannot be overly emphasized. While many different writing styles are 
effective in YA fiction—some very casual and conversational, others more formal or 
traditional—it’s crucial that the tone of voice in a fictional narrative wholly connects with 
the YA reader. The following is an excerpt from Snap Decision, a football-themed story for 
teen readers. 
 

Excerpted from Chapter 4 of Snap Decision: 
 

Original text 
 

By the time Chase’s mom was home, the kids had played until they were worn out. 
 

 
 
 

That night, around nine, the phone rang so Chase grabbed it. 
 

“Hello?” 
 

Revised text 
 

By then, Chase’s mom was home, and the rest of the day was quiet. 
 

Until that night, when woofing sounds bounced off the kitchen walls. No, it 

wasn’t the dog begging for more bacon, but Chase’s ringtone: Who-who-who-who-who 

let the dogs out? Who-who-who-who… 

Chase picked up his cell phone. “Hello?”
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As in the above example, one way to create content that is as vivid as it is relatable is to 
artfully drop pop culture references into the YA narrative. This applies to stories that have 
a historical bent, just as much as to those with contemporary settings. Placing pop culture 
visuals into a scene not only helps give clear imagery for the reader but also provides 
points of reference as to places and eras. Note how author Kenneth Oppel deliberately 
places his narrative in the 1970s by alluding to familiar era-specific brands and such in this 
passage from his YA novel Half Brother (Scholastic/2010): 
 

Sometimes, instead of sitting up front, I sprawled across the backseat, 

reading Spider-Man comics and Ray Bradbury, or just listening to the radio. 

Dad let me choose the stations at least, tuning in to new ones when the old ones 

evaporated with the cities, and provinces, and time zones we left behind. The 

Rolling Stones belted out “Angie” over and over again, and Dad watched the 

road, lost in his own thoughts. I sucked on orange Freezies, and the car smelled 

like french fries and ketchup and the Fresca I’d spilled outside Thunder Bay. 

 

Be mindful, however, of inserting trendy items that might stamp an expiration date on a 
book that has a contemporary setting. Unless the narrative is set in a very specific era, 
include pop culture branding that has reached iconic status—such as the Hello Kitty 
reference below—so content does not become prematurely outdated. With that in mind, 
note how a plain wallet becomes instantly pink and vibrant with the insertion of “Hello 
Kitty” in this line from American Panda by Gloria Chao (Simon Pulse/2018): 
 

After Xing waved my Hello Kitty wallet away and paid for 

both of us, we strolled through the introductory hallway in silence, 

reading about the discovery of Qin Shi Huang’s tomb. 

 

 

 

COMICAL, NOT CLINICAL 
 
During the course of editing Snap Decision, the publisher requested that factual details 
about the health aspects of concussions be inserted into the narrative. Of course, this 
presented a challenge in anchoring the seriousness of the subject matter without weighing 
down the beat and cadence of the narrative. A unique editorial approach was chosen, as 
shown in the following excerpt, a scene in which the main character, Chase, is concerned 
about his friend Tripp’s head injury. 
 

Excerpted from Chapter 15 of Snap Decision: 
 

Chase turned on the TV and fell onto the sofa. He’d just shut his eyes when he 
 

heard, “So what exactly happens in a concussion?” Wha—? 
 

Chase shot to an upright position. It was en episode of MythBusters on Discovery 
 

Channel, and a “bashed-brain expert” was now talking: “A concussion is when you 
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transfer a force, external, through the skull to the brain. Think of the skull as a box, and 

you’ve got the brain inside which is the consistency of Jell-O.” Chase was glued. You had 

me at Jell-O, he thought as he watched one of the show’s hosts make a gelatin brain 

mold. 

Dr. Brain Bash continued, “When a concussion occurs and forces delivery to the 

skull itself, the skull moves relative to the brain—the brain stays in one place, the skull 

moves against it. That can bruise the brain that’s hitting the skull, and it can actually 

damage the brain opposite that.” It all sounded so clinical. 

“It’s all a function of force. It’s how much energy is transmitted to the skull and to 

the brain that determines how severe the concussion is or how much injury there is to 

the brain.” 

“It sounds like the bottom line is whatever kind of blow moves the head more 

violently is what’s gonna cause more of a concussion, right?” said a host. They were 

testing the potential damage to brains by bottle-breaking, like you see in bar-brawl 

scenes in Wild West movies. 

“Even though after a few beers it might seem like a good idea to hit somebody 
 

over the head with a beer bottle, it’s probably not. Nevertheless, we feel inclined to get up 

close and personal on our testing and that’s where this comes in,” said the host as he 

raised a football helmet into full view. “This is a football helmet outfitted with a specially 

designed array of accelerometers that will register any movement of our skull and help 

us determine whether a full versus empty beer bottle is more harmful.” They put the 

helmet on a mannequin head and tried to break bottles over it. 

I swear this has to be a sign from God, Chase pondered. He imagined Tripp’s 
 

head being banged around inside the helmet. 

 
 

When editing YA, especially from a substantive or macro standpoint, feel inspired to tap into 
your creative side to explore unique ways to present a narrative hook. TBH, This Is 
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So Awkward by Lisa Greenwald relays the entire narrative through text 
messages, passed notes, homework assignments, e-mails, and diary 
entries among the story’s trio of main characters—three “besties.” TBH 
(to be honest), such an approach to narrative structure could be awkward 
if not executed with authenticity. But Greenwald, clearly familiar with her 
audience and their texting language, effectively nails an original structural 
concept for a very unique narrative hook. 
 
When reading through a narrative, take moments to step back and observe it from a 
broader perspective. Tickle the brain for creatively inspired approaches to uniquely present 
a book’s concept to a YA demographic. Perhaps that somewhat flat fantasy story would be 
so much more alive if framed with illustrations in a graphic novel format. Or maybe a ho-
hum historical fiction novel would seep with emotion if it included real quotes from young-
adult figures of that time period. Yes, offer up bold suggestions! YA publishing makes for a 
literary arena where the reader is not set in his or her ways, so stretch the imagination. 

 
 

SNEAKY WAYS TO INSERT SCRIPTURE 
 
Inserting Bible verses into a YA narrative is a tricky feat indeed. It needs to integrate 
authentically into the narrative, not come off as forced or, worse…preachy. But when done in 
a way that’s relatable to the reader, it can be effective and impactful, as in this Snap Decision 
scene that takes place in the school principal’s office after Chase’s friend Tripp falsely accuses 
him of cheating on a math test. The highlighted text was inserted during the editorial process. 
 

Excerpted from Chapter 22 of Snap Decision: 
 

Original text 
 

Chase and his mom brainstormed about how to get him cleared, but neither 

had any good ideas. They’d go talk to the principal again next week…. 

They entered Mr. Sebring’s office, and Chase was shocked to see Tripp’s parents. 
 

He looked around, his eyes finally settling on Tripp. 
 

“Now what?” He felt sick. Tripp flashed a quick smile and then looked 

serious again. 

 Even so, Chase felt ready. He stood and started his defense. Speaking articulately 
 

 and confidently, he recited, “As surely as God lives, who has denied me justice, the 
 

Almighty, who has made my life bitter, as long as I have life within me, the breath of 
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God in my nostrils, my lips will not say anything wicked, and my tongue will not utter lies.” 
 

          Chase cleared his throat and continued, “I will never admit you are in the right; till 

I die, I will not deny my integrity. I will maintain my innocence and never let go of it; my 

conscience will not reproach me as long as I live.” 

  Most of the adults in the room wore puzzlement on their faces as Chase’s mom 
 

 beamed with pride. “Um, will that be all, Chase?” asked Mr. Sebring. 
 

  Chase slumped back down into his chair and muttered, “Yeah, I memorized that last 
 

 night. It’s from Job 27.” He looked over at Tripp. “It was his final word to his friends.” 
 

 “Well spoken, Chase,” said Mr. Sebring. “Chase and Mrs. Clark, we owe you both 

an apology. We have been told what happened on that test.” He looked at Tripp. “It 

appears here that Tripp was the only one who cheated. Effective immediately, you’ve 

been reinstated to school and the football team, Chase.” 

 
While the above example is an exception, it’s usually ideal in today’s YA fiction to 
reprint Bible verses in as concise a manner as possible, so it’s often preferred and 
acceptable to include Scripture in an abbreviated format that slightly alters its 
complete original version. The Christian Writer’s Manual of Style rules advise using 
ellipses and brackets when omitting or inserting words from the interior part of Bible 
verse reprints, but it’s usually best to take some editorial license in the case of YA 
fiction. Ellipses and brackets, as well as parenthetical Bible references, trip up the 
cadence of a good fictional narrative, so they are not necessary as long as the original 
intended meaning of the Scripture is intact in the reprint. See how eloquently—and 
without editorial distractions—Matthew 19:26 is paraphrased to lead this piece of 
narrative prose from A Girl Named Mister by Nikki Grimes (Blink/2017): 

 
All things are possible 

with God. 
The truth of it 

falls on me like rain. 

I slowly drink it in, 

then lift my arms, 

surrendered. 

“I am yours, Lord. 

Do with me as you will.” 

He wraps his light 

around me. 



Kelly Anne White, PENCON 2022 

 

 

Just Sayin’ by Dandi Daley Mackall (Tyndale/2017), which is told in a series of written 
correspondence between the story’s characters, uses a very casual writing style and 
authentic voice to cleverly convey Scripture. A letter the main character writes to her 
youth pastor incorporates conversational language to effectively reference Matthew 
5:37 and Proverbs 22:6: 

 
A couple of months ago when you were giving a sermon about 

swearing (but I’m not sure that was what you were really talking about 

because Nick was sitting next to me, and he kept writing funny notes on 

the church bulletin), you read a verse that said, “Let your yes be yes and 

your no be no.” Well, they said yes, and I don’t think they should be 

able to say no now. You’re the boss of the church, aren’t you? So don’t 

let them get away with this! 

Isn’t there something in the Bible about parents taking care of their children? 

You might be interested to know that my mother has left me in the care of my 

grandmother, who is way too old to take care of me. “How old is Gram?” you ask. I’m 

pretty sure Gram was a waitress at the Last Supper. 
I’m just sayin’. 

 

 

Since many editors have asked me also about use of trademarked products in fictional 
narratives, I’ve pasted a link below to an article in which intellectual property lawyer 
Matt Knight says, “Normally, infringement is not an issue for writers. We are not selling 
Gucci handbags.” Of course, many publishers will prefer to err on the side of caution to 
avoid potential legal entanglement, but I maintain that inserting specific pop culture 
references into fictional narratives is often important for authentically connecting to a 
teen/YA demographic. (Also, note that there is no legal requirement to include 
registered or unregistered trademark symbols when referencing such items.) 
https://www.sidebarsaturdays.com/2017/05/20/httpwp-mep7vddb-hr/ 

A Note about Song Lyrics 

 
While familiar song lyrics in a YA narrative surely add an air of authenticity to some scenes, the 
music industry typically maintains tight copyrights on its intellectual properties. “Fair use” does 
not apply to songs, so—unless you are using only one line of lyrics, as in the Snap Decision 
ringtone example—reprint permission from the copyright holder is likely required. 

 
Even when appropriately requested, permission is not always granted, and if it is, this often 
comes at a monetary cost that might run into the thousands. I edited a book by an author 
who was the subject—by name—of a Beatles song, and even she was not able to legally 
reprint those lyrics in her memoir due to challenges in obtaining permission. 

 
Always advise the author to thoroughly research the copyright status of a song’s lyrics— and the 
same goes for poetry reprints. This does not of course apply to music that is in the public 
domain, such as many traditional hymns that are more than one hundred years in print. It’s also 
fine to mention a song title without the lyrics: 
 
“Savannah felt the breakup blues as she hummed to Taylor Swift’s ‘Back to December.’” 

https://www.sidebarsaturdays.com/2017/05/20/httpwp-mep7vddb-hr/

