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Getting Gritty 

Difficult subject matter in YA and MG 
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What constitutes “dark 
subject matter?” 

!  Death 

!  Serious illness and injury 

!  Violence and physical abuse 

!  Emotional abuse and bullying 

!  Sexual abuse 

!  Lack of  safety and security 

!  Abandonment 

!  Lack of  necessities needed for survival 

Dark subjects should make 
you feel “ugly” emotions 
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If  your story calls for something 
terrible to happen to a character—
something violent, unpleasant, or 
upsetting—how can you effectively 

write that scene so that it’s 
appropriate for a young adult or 

middle grade audience?  

Is this necessary to  
the story? 

The first thing you should 
ask yourself: 
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Is this necessary to  
the story? 

!  Would this book read in the same way if  the event 
in question never happened? 

!  Are your characters changed by the event in 
question? 

!  Are they changed temporarily, or does it last for the 
whole book? 

Dark subject matter must… 

! Matter to the plot! 

!  Affect the characters in appropriate ways. 

!  Affect the characters for appropriate lengths 
of  time. 
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Character reactions 
!  Your characters have to react in some way to the 

dark events in your book. 

!  Their actions, motivations, and way of  thinking 
must all be affected. 

!  The dark events must continue to influence your 
characters throughout the book—not just 
immediately following the event. 

!  …if  these don’t hold true for your book, you 
probably need to revise. 

You characters are human* 
!  They should feel fear, sadness, anger, guilt, regret…all of  the 

unpleasant emotions that we generally hate to feel ourselves. 

!  Readers enjoy dark YA and MG because they get to explore 
these emotions while not getting hurt themselves. 

!  Seeing a character brush off  a super disturbing event will 
make them come off  as cold at best…unbelievable at worst.   

!  If  your character is MEANT to come across as cold, jaded, 
detached, etc, then don’t have them react to the event in 
question—have them react to other characters who are 
dealing with the above emotions.    
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Keep it real(ish) 
!  Novels are a “translation” of  real life. 

!  Even though MANY bad things can happen to one 
person in real life, a novel and its characters can 
only handle so many bad things. 

!  Too many bad things, and the book becomes overly 
complicated and potentially unbelievable (even if  
it’s based in truth). 

!  And too many dark events will keep readers from 
getting to know your characters.  

!  Keep it simple and choose wisely.    

So now you are ready to 
write! 
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How much do you show? 
!  Depends on the type of  book, what you’re 

depicting, and the audience. 

!  If  the book is darker in tone overall, you can 
probably get away with showing more. 

!  If  the book is not dark (except for this one scene/
twist), consider showing less. You don’t want to 
throw readers off. 

!  If  the story requires a graphic scene, don’t hesitate 
to add it in. 

!  But don’t go overboard. Only be as explicit as you 
need to be.  

It also depends on you.  
!  How far do you want to go? How far do you feel 

comfortable going? 

!  If  you feel truly uncomfortable writing a scene, try 
leaving it out…for now. 

!  A beta reader will probably let you know if  it’s truly 
necessary for the story. 

!  Really strong feelings (even aversion) can lead to a 
powerful and memorable scene. 
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Going graphic 
!  Keep it short! 

!  Shorter scenes are more impactful 

!  Shorter scenes are easier to get through for more 
sensitive readers (anyone read Girl With The Dragon 
Tattoo?). 

!  There can be multiple explicit scenes in a book if  they 
are all kept short. 

!  So, if  you have one long scene, consider shortening it or 
breaking it apart (if  possible). 

!  OR, vary the scene up so that it’s not a constant stream 
of  graphic imagery. 

!  But don’t go overboard! Too much imagery might come 
across as unbelievable/cheesy/generally unpleasant. 

Graphic or explicit scenes 
are like any other scene 

!  You don’t put them in “just because.” 

!  You put them in because they move the story along. 

!  There is NO other reason to include one. 
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Going vague 

!  You can allude to violence, death, rape, etc without 
showing it. 

!  But the emotional aftermath is going to have to do 
a lot of  heavy-lifting for you. 

!  The less you show (or tell), the more readers are 
going to need to infer what happened from the 
characters’ reactions to the event. 

!  You show some of  the scene, like the moments 
leading up to a violent act, without showing the 
violent act itself. 
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You can also build it up! 
!  Start off  vague—either by not referring to the dark 

subject matter directly, or giving as little 
information as possible. 

!  Then, as the book goes on, you can slowly give 
more and more information (or be more and more 
explicit in your scenes). 

!  This helps to brace readers for what’s coming. 

!  …And can also help to keep their interest.   
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One thing the BEST dark 
books have in common… 

They all have hope 
!  There must be a light at the end of  the tunnel, 

especially for younger readers. 

!  Hope doesn’t need to be immediately apparent in 
the story. 

!  No hope=a bleak book. 

!  The possibility that things will get better can make 
ANY book seem much less dark than it actually is. 
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Different ways of  dealing 
with dark subject matter 

Dealing with darkness through fantasy 

• Helps readers feel removed from darkness 
• Sometimes works as allegory 

• Doesn’t always deal with issues head-on 
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Dealing with darkness through comedy 

• Humor makes subject matter feel less dark 
• Sometimes more palatable for readers 
• Really hard to pull off  for an entire book! 
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Treat it casually! 

Dealing with darkness by setting a book in 
the past 

• Helps readers feel removed from subject matter 
• Sometimes less relatable 

• …but, if  well done, can be just as heartwrenching 
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Dealing with darkness by turning the event 
in question into a mystery 
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Dealing with darkness by turning the 
event in question into a mystery 

!  Can be VERY intriguing 

!  …but possibly a little overdone, especially in YA 

!  This trend isn’t going to die out anytime soon 

!  But be sure to keep your take original so that it 
stands out from the pack. 

You can blend ALL of  these 
techniques! 

 
And you should! 
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Dark subject matter in YA 
!  You can get away with A LOT in young adult 

literature. 

!  Teens are essentially adults 

!  The only difference is that many are dealing with 
these issues for the first time. 

!  They are still figuring out what to think and feel 
about the topics in many of  these books. 

!  Explicit is OK—as long as it’s tastefully done and is 
important to the story 
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Dark subject matter in 
middle grade 

!  Tends to be less explicit 

!  Many authors, editors, and booksellers have the 
urge to “protect” readers 

!  Darker MG tends to deal with some issues (illness, 
death) while mostly avoiding others (sexual 
violence, abuse). 

!  …does that mean you can’t deal with those issues 
in your middle grade? 

!  No! 

!  ...though it’s certainly difficult. 
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Here’s why: 
!  While teens have some agency in deciding what 

they are going to read (they often pick and 
purchase their own books), middle grade readers 
often don’t have that same luxury. 

!  Parents and teachers have a lot of  control over 
what middle graders read. 

!  Parents and teachers want to (understandably) 
protect their children. 

!  Which means that they don’t necessarily want their 
kids reading darker books. 

!  …so publishing a super dark middle grade can be 
tough. 

But the world is changing 
!  More and more adults are reading YA and MG. 

!  Some adults realize that the books—while dark—
often speak to the truth of  human experience. 

!  A lot of  adults like to read books alongside their 
children. 

!  …Which means they can talk through some of  
these difficult topics with their kids. 
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Is there any subject that 
isn’t okay to write about?  
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No…but be tactful 
!  Be aware of  potential triggers 

!  Be aware of  the age group you are writing for 

!  The younger the audience, the less explicit you’ll 
want to be 

!  You want readers to keep reading—you don’t want 
them to put down the book because they are 
scared, traumatized, or put off. 

Should the bad thing come 
as a surprise, or should 

readers be expecting it the 
whole time?  
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It depends…but here are guidelines to follow: 

!  There should always foreshadowing when possible. 

!  (Even a little bit of  foreshadowing can go a very 
long way!) 

!  Readers don’t like to be completely taken by 
surprise with this stuff. 

!  (Which isn’t the same as readers don’t like 
surprises). 

!  The key here is that the dark twist or scene 
shouldn’t be too out of  keeping with the overall 
tone of  the book. 

!  Eleanor and Park is a great example of  getting the 
surprise element right in YA. 

!  Counting By 7s gets the surprise element right in 
MG. 

!  When the scene or plot point must, for whatever 
reason, be a surprise within the book itself, do 
make it clear in your materials—cover letter, 
synopsis, query, etc—that the book has a dark 
twist.     
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Remember… 
!  Don’t include dark subject matter for the heck of  it. 

!  Only include graphic or explicit scenes if  they are 
necessary to the story. 

!  Make sure your characters are affected by the 
events of  the book (for the long term, too). 

!  Use a variety of  techniques to make the book seem 
less dark than it is—break up difficult scenes, use 
comedy, and brace the reader for coming events. 

!  Foreshadowing is your friend. 

!  Always have hope.  


