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Hi, so I’m Kaushik.  I actually gave a version of this presentation at my college which 

is IIT, Madras to a bunch of my juniors and since it was such a big hit, I thought I’d 

bring it to all of you.  So it’s called How to Write for Children or rather How Not to Write 

for Children, because I am a children’s writer more by accident than intent.  I just have 

written all sorts of stuff and some of it has wound its way into children’s books because 

adults don’t seem to understand it.  So, this Martin Amis was recently interviewed and 

he said, he’d write a children’s book only if he had a serious brain injury.  Which of 

course many children’s writers found very offensive including one children’s writer, I 

forget her name who has cerebral palsy, who said I do have brain damage and I find 

it very offensive.  But he says his reason for disliking the idea of writing for children is 

that he says, being conscious of who you are directing the story to is anathema because 

fiction is freedom and any restraints on that are intolerable.  So, I’m going to open with 

this but we will come back to; this is just to set the ground for what I’m going to be 

talking about.    

I’ll give you a list of things if you want to write for children, what not to do because it 

is much more easier to tell you what not to do than it is to tell you what to do if you 



want to write good children’s literature.  The first point is, don’t write for children.  If you 

want to be a children’s writer, if you want to a writer at all don’t write for children.  Like 

Martin Amis says, you wouldn’t want to direct you stories at children because when you 

start out to write stories for children, people who set out with that intent have a sort of 

vague notion of what children are.  They’re like these miniature humanoid creatures 

that put random objects in their mouth and are crying all the time.  They ask a lot of 

questions and they pee all over the place, things like that.  So, if you have this idea of 

children then you are trying to say how can I as an adult relate to that.  I’m going to 

put some talking animals or something, I mean there are lot of good stories with talking 

animals but it’s a very easy way out that a lot of bad children’s writers use.  Like Gieve 

Patel called them in the morning, they’re like cretins, these little things.  So, don’t try 

to write for children, try to write for yourself.  If you start out and if you’re not enjoying 

what you are writing, if you are not entertained by what you are writing then, sure as 

hell there is no child out there who is going to enjoy it.  So, that’s my first point, don’t 

write for children, write for yourself.  Like I said if you don’t enjoy what you’re writing, 

no one will although the converse isn’t true because a lot of people enjoy what they are 

writing and it’s really bad.  

The second point is don’t preach, which I think we have been hearing a lot today.  

Parents, teachers, adults are always telling kids, be good, honesty is the best policy, 

sharing is caring etc.  So let me tell you a story.  There was a little boy, whose parents 

only told him stories with morals at the end.  In school every story ended with a moral.  

When he grew up, the boy hated stories, was a liar, a thief and eventually a murderer.  

So the moral of the story is don’t preach.  

The next point, don’t dumb things down.  Children know less than you do, but oddly 

enough that makes them a little smarter.  You try learning a new language or learning 

to sing if you’ve never sung before and you ask a child to do that along with you and 

you’ll see how much dumber you are than the child.  So, if you treat kids like they’re 

dumb they’re going to hate you.  So, don’t do that.  Don’t talk down to them, I think a 

lot of children nowadays can tell when adults are being patronizing to them, so that’s 

one thing a lot of bad children’s writing does, talk down to kids.  Also a related point 

is not to be afraid that a child isn’t going to understand something that is complex, if 

you think it is something that is hard to understand, you don’t really have to simplify 

it very much for a child.  I mean the child may not  understand something in the first 

reading but the thing about it is, if you think about it what I’d actually like to get some 



responses from you.  What are the stories that you’ve read or even watched as a child 

that have stayed with you.  Anyone, any examples.  Alice in Wonderland, Gift of the 

Magi, so these are, Alice in Wonderland is the best example because when you read it 

as a child it’s just like so entertaining, then when you go back to it, as an adult you find 

how incredibly layered and I mean it’s masterful prose.  If you give a child something 

that he or she can come back to, then you’ve got a complex and layered.  

So, the next point is, for children it’s hard because children are far more open to I think, 

this is an assumption I’m making, obviously all kids aren’t the same.  What I’m trying 

to say is that you can make children try a lot more things than adults. I mean many 

parents use the stories from the epics as moral stories even though they are not really.  

I mean they raise moral questions, they don’t preach morals and the trouble is when 

we turn them into moral stories yet a whole lot of problems plague our country.  And 

thirdly, they don’t dumb things down you can go back to them throughout your life and 

uncover more and more layers.  The next point, don’t think it’s easy is I mean, very few 

people think it’s hard to write for children, a lot more people think it’s easy to write for 

children which is wrong, don’t think it’s easy because when you’re writing for adults you 

can get away with a lot of crap, I mean you can be pretentious and like the emperor’s 

new clothes everyone will just nod and say ok, maybe there’s something there.  But kids 

aren’t really going to stand for it.  I mean maybe if the parents make them read it they 

are going to read it, but they won’t really go back to it.  If they are not entertained by 

it, it’s really hard to make something genuinely entertaining to make a  reader go back 

and do it again.  So, bad children’s literature seems to be written with the opposite view 

in mind.  But I mean you can get away with writing anything for children which is not 

the case.  A classic example I think is RA One, if any one of you have seen it.  Its terrible 

writing and as adults we are all the suckers for giving Shahrukh Khan our money.  If 

you took children  to it, they enjoyed it, well I doubt it’s going to stay with it for much, i 

mean they are going to forget it very quickly.  

And my last point is don’t make your child characters idiots or annoying brats.  So 

we have to acknowledge the fact that despite the fact that children, I mean we’ve kept 

talking about how we shouldn’t; I mean there isn’t really this perceived divide between 

children’s literature and adult literature as good and bad writing.  But at the same 

time we have to acknowledge that children are different human beings and I mean 

they absorb a lot more and they’re still wide eyed and learning about the world.  So, 

if we have characters in your stories that are idiots and annoying bats, they are going 



to try to emulate those characters.  We don’t want those children in our world.  I mean 

we are going to want to change their ways.  So, that asterisk is to say that if your child 

characters are idiots or annoying brats, have them eaten by the crocodile at the end of 

the story.  So that’s a way to drive home a moral, I mean you don’t say moral : always 

be kind at the end, just make the bad kid be eaten by the crocodile and the kids will 

get it.  So, basically what I’m trying to say is that even if you want your story to have a 

message, don’t make the message the whole point of the story, make the story exist for 

its own sake and entertaining.  And then if you try to slip in some subliminal whatever 

then, I mean that’s your own agenda.  

So, finally on the last point, children haven’t fully formed their tastes yet so, though 

children’s literature we are trying to develop they’re tastes, we are trying to make them 

more sensitive to art and good literature and if we assume that writing for children is 

easy or we can just give them anything then; I mean if we keep feeding them basically 

garbage, they won’t grow up to be consumers and creators of good art and like in 20 

years’ time, they’re going to be sitting in the theater wondering why we are watching 

RA Two.  So, that’s pretty much all my points.  That’s all I have to say.


