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SMOOTHING OUT CONTENT THE YA WAY 

 

You make the way of life smooth for those who are right with God. Isaiah 26:7 NIV 

 
It’s important to pay special attention to the flow of content in YA material. The YA reader 
won’t put up with hiccups in the narrative, so the story line and its language need to move 
along smoothly and seamlessly. 

 

WHITTLE WHILE YOU WORK 

 

A good editor can easily trim and tidy up YA content simply by chipping away at unnecessary 
wordiness. Below are some examples of sentences edited for the purpose of picking up the 
pace of the narrative by leaving the “meat” but removing the “fat.” 

 

Original sentence: She looked at him and smiled. 

Edited sentence: She smiled at him. 

 

Original sentence: The sound of her cry made his ears hurt. 

Edited sentence: The sound of her cry hurt his ears. 

 

Original sentence: I felt Jimmy nudge me, and then he gestured toward the 

door. 

Edited sentence: Jimmy nudged me and gestured toward the door. 

 

Original sentence: Once I made it to the concert venue, it was just as I 

had expected it to be. Packed! 

Edited sentence: The concert venue was just as I had expected— 

packed! 

 

Original sentence:  Kara paused to think of a response. She needed more time 

to process this new turn of events. Peyton coming for a visit 

at this time was unexpected. 

Edited sentence: Kara processed this new turn of events. Peyton 

coming for a visit at this time was unexpected. 

 

Original sentence:  Noah, who was staring at the person that had just 

walked in, looked irritated and then let go of my 

hand. “Your boyfriend is here to see you.” 

Edited sentence: Noah, irritated, let go of my hand. “Your boyfriend is here 

to see you.” 
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Original sentence: The left engine began to turn over, and the 

assembled troopers started to jog into the belly of 

the plane. 

Edited sentence: The left engine turned over, and the assembled troopers 

jogged into the belly of the plane. 
 

Original sentence:  I was greeted by the smell of hairspray and 

perfume—an odd combination. The thick aerosol 

mist that lingered in the air was lit up by the 

morning sun shining through the only window in 

the room. 

Edited sentence: The smell of hairspray and perfume—an odd 

combination—greeted me. The morning sun, shining 

through the only window in the room, lit up the thick 

aerosol mist that lingered in the air. 

 
(Note that the last block of text edited, above, is an example of passive voice being 
shifted to active voice.) 

 
 

AWAY WITH THE CLICHÉ! 

 
Below are examples of content that comes off as cliché. When coming across a clichéd 

phrase in YA content, it’s advised to add a comment recommending the author to revise. 
 

It’s so true that laughter is the best medicine. 
 

She broke the ice, easing his discomfort. 
 

He slept like a baby after the movie. 
 

Tears roll down her face as she reads the letter. 
 

The chatter coming from the dining room is music to his ears. 
 

Cindy’s heart skips a beat, and she’s unable to muster a response. 
 

Although he barely slept a wink, Sam was up and about by the crack of dawn. 

 
 

DIALOGUE THAT DRIVES NOT DRAGS 

 

Great dialogue in YA fiction not only drives the story but also is a terrific avenue for 
illustrating and strengthening characters’ personalities and relationships. It’s important, 
however, that dialogue keeps up a seamless pace within the main body of the narrative. 
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It’s often fine and effective to have frequent verbal exchanges between characters, but 
note that the dialogue below fails to buoy the narrative, as characters awkwardly ask 
questions to prod the conversation along, resulting in redundancy and drag: 

 

The captain was stern as he addressed his crew. “Mates, we need to wise up.” 

“What do you mean ‘wise up’?” one crewman questioned. 

“I mean exactly what I just said—we need to wise up. I might have overlooked 

Skipper’s foolish move had he been victorious, but it was an unnecessary risk.” 

 

“All right,” asked another crewmember, “how do we get wiser?” 

“It’s time to get strategic,” said the captain. 

The above string of dialogue needs to be condensed for better pacing. It’s much punchier 
when edited to simply run in this way: 

 

The captain was stern as he addressed his crew. “Mates, we need to wise up. I 

might have overlooked Skipper’s foolish move had he been victorious, but it was 

an unnecessary risk. It’s time to get strategic.” 

 
DOs and DON’Ts of Good YA Dialogue 

 

Here are several other elements to keep in mind when editing YA dialogue…. 
 

DO suggest using text messaging and e-mail exchanges to relay dialogue where appropriate 
since these are very relatable means of communication for a YA audience (example below). 

 

DON’T let dialogue lead off with too many interjections such as “oh” and “well,” since they 
rarely establish personality or emotion, especially if spoken by many different characters. 

 

DO vary tones of voice and vocabulary words when different characters are speaking, since 
dialogue needs to be conducive to each character’s personality. 

 

DON’T use dialogue to repeat content the reader already knows. It’s unnecessary for a 
character to explain events or decisions in detail to other characters when the reader is 
already aware of this information, so inserting it in dialogue would be redundant. 

 

DO incorporate a lot of slang and contractions (“I’ll,” “that’s”) in dialogue if appropriate, since 
casual language typically comes off as much more realistic and authentic to a YA audience. 

DON’T start pieces of dialogue with “I think,” which is rarely necessary, and instead just launch 
into the character’s statement: “I think I’m gonna go straight for dessert, but thanks anyway.” 
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TEEN-FRIENDLY TEXT TREATMENTS 

 

Generally speaking, applying text treatments such as all caps, bold, or lots of exclamation 
points is generally not advised as it usually comes off as aesthetically unprofessional in the 
final layout of a traditional book. But there are many exceptions to this “rule” when editing 
YA fiction, since font treatments often add punch to content for this audience. 

 
In The Secrets of Tree Taylor by Dandi Daley Mackall (Random House/2014), several areas 
in the book feature journal entries, quote callouts, homework papers, anonymous notes, 
and school newspaper articles, which are very effectively treated with different font styles 
to stand out from the main body of the narrative. In the example below, the main 
character writes out a school assignment (featured here in italics): 

 
I decided to approach things from a different angle. In English, we had to pick 

out figures of speech in different novels. But my favorite assignment was to make up 

my own similes and metaphors. 

 

Mrs. Kinney was as stiff and sinewy as the cottonwood beside her house. 

She clutched her baby, a rifle, hers alone for now. 

She was a faded dishrag, wrung dry but left twisted. 

 

“Tree, are you still here?” Eileen stopped in the kitchen doorway. She had a 

giant textbook pressed to her chest. 

 

If you spot passages of text that should be placed in a different font or perhaps a block 
of text that might be better treated as a sidebar or with a scored line around it, bring it 
to the author’s attention as in this example from an editorial letter to an author: 

 

Your use of a smaller font size for e-mail messages works well, as does your 

application of the same smaller font in italics for handwritten messages. For any 

text referred to as appearing on storefronts and other signage, I left your all-caps 

treatment, but you might want to consider instead setting that content in italics 

with only first letters of primary words capitalized. 


