children's book writing contests

Unlocking Your Potential: A Comprehensive Guide to Children's Book Writing Contests

children's book writing contests offer aspiring authors a golden opportunity to gain recognition, receive
valuable feedback, and even secure publication deals. These competitions serve as vital stepping
stones in the competitive landscape of children's literature, allowing new voices to emerge and
established writers to hone their craft. This comprehensive guide will explore the multifaceted world of
these contests, from understanding their benefits and identifying top opportunities to preparing winning
submissions and navigating the post-contest landscape. We will delve into what makes a compelling
children's book, the types of contests available, and essential tips for maximizing your chances of

success in this exciting arena.
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The Allure and Advantages of Children's Book Writing Contests

Participating in children's book writing contests provides a structured pathway for authors to gain
visibility and validation within the publishing industry. Beyond the potential for prize money or
publication, these contests offer invaluable opportunities for professional development. Submitting a

manuscript forces writers to critically evaluate their work, adhere to specific guidelines, and compete



against peers, all of which contribute to a stronger final product.

One of the most significant advantages is the feedback loop. Many contests, even those that don't
award prizes, offer constructive criticism from experienced editors and writers. This expert insight is
crucial for identifying areas of improvement, such as plot pacing, character development, and age-
appropriateness of language. Furthermore, winning or placing in a reputable contest lends significant
credibility to an author's profile, making it easier to attract agent representation or attract interest from

publishers.

The exposure gained from winning a children's book writing contest can be transformative. Winning
entries are often publicized, drawing the attention of literary agents, editors, and readers alike. This
can lead to further opportunities, such as book deals, speaking engagements, or even illustration
commissions for the author. For emerging writers, this initial boost can be the catalyst needed to

launch a successful career in children's literature.

Types of Children's Book Writing Contests

The landscape of children's book writing contests is diverse, catering to various age groups, genres,
and submission formats. Understanding these distinctions is crucial for targeting the most relevant

opportunities for your work.

Picture Book Contests

These contests are specifically designed for books intended for young children, typically from ages 0-8.
They focus on the synergy between text and illustrations, though many contests accept only the
manuscript. Judges in picture book contests look for concise, engaging text, strong narrative arcs, and
themes that resonate with very young audiences. The word count is usually limited, emphasizing the

power of brevity.



Middle Grade Book Contests

Middle grade literature, aimed at readers aged 8-12, explores more complex themes and narratives.
Contests in this category often seek manuscripts that feature relatable protagonists, compelling plots,
and explorations of friendship, adventure, and personal growth. Character development is paramount,

and stories that tackle challenging subjects with sensitivity and age-appropriateness are highly valued.

Young Adult (YA) Book Contests

While often considered a separate market, YA book writing contests frequently overlap with children's
literature discussions. These contests are for books intended for teens, generally aged 13-18. They
delve into more mature themes, including identity, romance, social issues, and coming-of-age

experiences. The writing style is typically more sophisticated, and the narrative voice is critical.

Genre-Specific Contests

Beyond age categories, numerous contests specialize in specific genres within children's literature.
These can include fantasy, science fiction, historical fiction, mystery, humor, or even non-fiction. If your
manuscript fits a particular niche, seeking out genre-specific contests can lead to more targeted

judging and a higher chance of connecting with editors familiar with that market.

Emerging Writer and Debut Author Contests

Many organizations and publishers offer contests exclusively for emerging writers or debut authors.
These initiatives aim to discover and support new talent, often providing a more accessible entry point
for those just starting their publishing journey. These contests can be particularly encouraging as they

recognize the challenges faced by newcomers.



What Judges Look For in Winning Entries

Judges in children's book writing contests are experienced professionals with a keen eye for what
makes a story resonate with young readers and stand out in a crowded market. While specific criteria

may vary, several core elements consistently influence their decisions.

Compelling Narrative and Plot

A strong, well-paced plot is fundamental. Judges look for stories that grab the reader's attention from
the beginning, maintain momentum, and deliver a satisfying resolution. The narrative should be clear,
engaging, and appropriate for the target age group. For younger children, simplicity and repetition

might be key, while for older readers, complexity and suspense are often preferred.

Memorable Characters

Relatable and well-developed characters are the heart of any good children's book. Judges seek
characters that readers can connect with, empathize with, or learn from. Whether it's a brave
adventurer, a curious explorer, or a child facing everyday challenges, the protagonist's journey should
be believable and engaging. Secondary characters should also serve a purpose in advancing the plot

or revealing aspects of the protagonist.

Age-Appropriate Language and Tone

The language used must perfectly match the intended age group. This means using vocabulary and
sentence structures that young readers can understand and enjoy. The tone should also be consistent
and appropriate, whether it's whimsical, adventurous, educational, or humorous. Contests often

penalize work that is too simplistic for older children or too complex for younger ones.



Theme and Message

Many successful children's books carry an underlying theme or message, such as friendship, courage,
perseverance, or understanding. Judges appreciate stories that explore these themes in a subtle,
organic way, rather than being overtly didactic. The message should be woven into the narrative,

allowing young readers to discover it themselves.

Originality and Voice

In a field filled with countless stories, originality is a significant advantage. Judges look for fresh ideas,
unique perspectives, and a distinct authorial voice. While familiar tropes can be used, they should be
presented in a new and engaging manner. A strong, authentic voice makes a manuscript memorable

and distinguishes it from generic submissions.

Preparing Your Manuscript for Contest Submission

Crafting a winning manuscript involves meticulous attention to detail and a thorough understanding of

the contest's requirements. Preparation is key to presenting your work in the best possible light.

Understand the Guidelines Meticulously

This is arguably the most crucial step. Every contest has specific rules regarding word count,
formatting, genre, age category, and submission method. Failing to adhere to these guidelines, even in
minor ways, can lead to immediate disqualification. Read the rules multiple times and make notes to

ensure you meet every requirement.



Refine Your Storytelling

Before submitting, your manuscript should be as polished as possible. This involves multiple rounds of
revision, focusing on plot holes, character arcs, pacing, and clarity. Get feedback from critique partners
or beta readers who understand children's literature. Ensure your story has a clear beginning, middle,

and end, with a satisfying climax and resolution.

Edit and Proofread Ruthlessly

Typos, grammatical errors, and awkward phrasing can detract significantly from even the most brilliant
story. Proofread your manuscript numerous times, ideally with fresh eyes. Reading it aloud can help
catch errors you might otherwise miss. Consider hiring a professional editor if your budget allows, as

their expertise can elevate your work considerably.

Craft a Compelling Synopsis and Query (If Required)

Some contests require a synopsis or query letter in addition to the manuscript. This is your chance to
hook the judges. A synopsis should concisely summarize your story, highlighting its main plot points
and character development. A query letter should introduce your book, explain its appeal to the target

audience, and briefly mention your qualifications as an author.

Consider the Visual Aspect (Even for Text-Only Submissions)

While many contests are text-only, judges are often thinking about how the story might translate
visually. Does your writing evoke strong imagery? Are there opportunities for dynamic illustrations?
Even without submitting artwork, strong descriptive language can paint vivid pictures in the minds of

the judges.



Navigating the Submission Process

The submission process for children's book writing contests can seem daunting, but with careful

planning and attention, it can be a smooth and rewarding experience.

Choose the Right Contests

Research contests that align with your manuscript's genre, age category, and themes. Look for
contests run by reputable organizations, literary agencies, or publishers. Consider the prize offerings
and the potential for publication or recognition. Don't spread yourself too thin; focus on contests where

your work has the best chance of success.

Prepare Your Submission Package

This involves compiling all the necessary components. Ensure your manuscript is formatted correctly
according to the contest guidelines. This often includes specific font choices, line spacing, and page
numbering. If a synopsis, author bio, or cover letter is required, ensure these are also meticulously

prepared and error-free.

Submit On Time

Adhere strictly to submission deadlines. Many contests have specific submission windows, and
submitting early can sometimes be beneficial, though most are blind judged. Avoid last-minute rushes,
which increase the likelihood of errors or technical difficulties. Keep a record of when and how you

submitted.



Follow Up Appropriately (If Permitted)

Most contests will clearly state their communication policies. Generally, it's best to avoid excessive
follow-up. If the contest provides a timeline for notification, wait patiently. If there's a query or concern,

use the designated contact method and be polite and concise.

Beyond the Win: Utilizing Contest Success

Winning a children's book writing contest is a significant achievement, but the benefits extend far
beyond the immediate prize. Leveraging your success strategically can open doors to further

opportunities and solidify your authorial career.

Update Your Author Platform

Announce your win on your website, social media profiles, and author newsletters. Highlight the
prestige of the contest and the awarding body. This not only celebrates your accomplishment but also
enhances your credibility with potential agents, publishers, and readers. Consider creating a dedicated

page on your website showcasing your awards and achievements.

Use it as a Marketing Tool

If your book is published, prominently display contest wins and accolades on the cover, inside the
book, and in all marketing materials. This provides social proof and can influence purchasing

decisions. Even if the win is for a manuscript and not a published book, use it to attract agent interest.

Network with Other Writers and Industry Professionals

Contests often bring together writers, editors, and agents. Use these opportunities to network. Attend



award ceremonies (if applicable), engage in online forums related to the contest, and connect with
fellow participants. These connections can lead to valuable friendships, critique partners, and future

collaborations.

Continue Writing and Submitting

Don't rest on your laurels. Use the momentum and confidence gained from a contest win to propel
your writing forward. Continue to refine your craft, write new stories, and submit to other relevant
contests and publications. Each submission is a learning opportunity and a step closer to your

publishing goals.

Seek Agent Representation (If Not Already Published)

A contest win, especially from a well-respected competition, can significantly improve your chances of
attracting literary agent representation. Agents are often looking for authors with a proven track record,

and a contest win serves as strong validation of your talent and potential.

FAQ

Q: What is the best children's book writing contest for beginners?

A: The "best" contest for beginners often depends on the genre and age category of your manuscript.
Look for contests with clear guidelines, reasonable entry fees, and those that offer constructive
feedback, even if you don't win. Smaller, emerging writer-focused contests can be excellent starting

points.



Q: How much does it cost to enter a children's book writing contest?

A: Entry fees can vary widely, from free to over $50 per submission. Free contests are ideal for
budget-conscious writers, but paid contests often offer more substantial prizes or more detailed

feedback. Always check the contest website for the most current fee structure.

Q: Should | enter the same manuscript into multiple contests?

A: Yes, it is generally advisable to enter your polished manuscript into multiple contests, provided you
adhere to each contest's specific rules regarding simultaneous submissions (whether they allow

submissions that are being considered elsewhere).

Q: What if my children's book manuscript is already self-published?

Can | still enter it into contests?

A: Most reputable children's book writing contests are for unpublished works only. Always carefully
check the eligibility criteria of each contest; some may have specific rules about previously published

or self-published material.

Q: How long does it typically take to get results from a children's book

writing contest?

A: The timeline for results can range from a few weeks to several months, depending on the size and

organization of the contest. Many contests will specify an estimated notification date in their rules.

Q: What kind of feedback can | expect from contest judges?

A: The amount and type of feedback vary greatly. Some contests offer detailed critiques from
professional editors, while others may only provide brief comments or no feedback at all for non-

winning entries. Always check the contest's description for details on feedback policies.



Q: Is it worth paying for contests that offer publication as a prize?

A: This can be a good option if the publishing house or imprint is reputable and offers a fair contract.
However, always do your due diligence to ensure the publisher is legitimate and offers reasonable

terms. Some contests with publication prizes are not legitimate publishing deals.

Q: How important is a professional cover letter for a children's book

writing contest submission?

A: While not always required, a professional and concise cover letter can be beneficial if the contest
allows it. It's an opportunity to introduce yourself and your work briefly, but the focus should always

remain on the manuscript itself.

Q: Can | submit a children's book with illustrations to a contest?

A: Many children's book writing contests are for the manuscript only, as they focus on the writing craft.
If illustrations are accepted, it will be clearly stated in the submission guidelines. If you are a writer

who also illustrates, look for contests that specifically allow for both.

Q: What are the biggest mistakes writers make when entering

contests?

A: Common mistakes include not following guidelines precisely, submitting a poorly edited manuscript,
choosing the wrong contest for their work, and not understanding the target audience for their story.

Meticulous attention to detail is crucial.
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