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JF Hi there, a very warm welcome to Authors Live. Really delighted to have you 

here, thank you so much for joining us for the first of our all new Authors Live 

teen panel events. Let's have some applause from our audience here. 

[applause]. Yeah. They wanted to applaud, they're not just doing it because I told 

you, are you? No. They're really excited to be here. 

 I am Janice Forsyth. I should tell you that. Really delighted that these wonderful 

people who were applauding are students from Inverclyde Academy. You can 

give us a cheer if I say your school. Inverclyde Academy. [cheers] Yeah. St 

Joseph's Academy. [cheers] I like the different types of cheer that's going on. And 

St Andrew's and St Bride's High School. [cheers] Yeah, very interesting. We've 

got an absolute psychological profile of each of these schools now.  

 Well, welcome to all of you and indeed, welcome to you wherever you are 

watching. We're thrilled to have your company. And as you can see, I and our 

fabulous audience are joined not by one, not by two, but by three hugely talented 

individuals. Amazing guests. And together, well, I hope we're going to be talking 

about some really interesting stuff that you're interested in. About how authentic 

teenage protagonists really are in young adult books. And how authors go about 

capturing, well, not literally, but you know what I mean, teen characters. 

 So we're going to kick off by asking you what your biggest pet peeves are when it 

comes to young adult fiction, how teenagers are represented in that. We want to 

look at the important themes that writers explore when they're portraying young 

people. So you can get a bit angry, you can get a bit annoyed, a bit frustrated, I 

know it's quite early in the morning but it's quite good to do that now, and then let 

it all hang out by means of our hashtag. Use that, #bbcauthorslive. And just tell 

us your pet peeves when it comes to young adult fiction and how young people 

are portrayed. And in fact you can use that hashtag while we're on air for 

anything, any questions you have, any responses to what our writers are saying, 

any reactions and I'll do my best to get your tweets to our audience and our panel 
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before the end of the broadcast. So the hashtag is altogether #bbcauthorslive. 

Well remembered. 

 So let's meet our panel. They are the brilliant Non Pratt, Non is the author of 

really compelling and gritty novels for teenagers, including her wonderful debut 

book called Trouble, which was shortlisted for the YA Book Prize. And her latest 

novel truth or dare came out this summer. Let's hear it for Non. Come on. 

[cheers] Welcome. And alongside Non is Melvin Burgess. He was one of the first 

YA authors. I'm sure you know his work. He has received worldwide acclaim for 

his books, along with a whole raft of awards. And apparently is an actual raft. 

MB In a goldfish bowl. 

JF Yeah, it's a raft of books. The books include Junk and Doing It as well as fantasy 

titles that I'm sure you've read, Bloodtide, and Bloodsong. Melvin Burgess. 

[cheers] 

 And yes, we're so modern. We have a brilliant book vlogger extraordinaire. She is 

Jean Menzies, she's a YouTuber, she's a presenter, she's a book reviewer from 

right here in Scotland. And you can find her vlogs on YouTube under the 

username Bookishthoughts. I've just discovered Bookishthoughts and I can't get 

enough of it. A round of applause please for Jean. [applause] 

 Thank you lovely people. Thank you wherever you're watching. So let's kick 

things off. Shall we get a bit hot under the collar? Non, a particular pet peeve 

when it comes to how teenage young people are represented in YA? 

NP I mean normally this is a half hour rant, I have many pet peeves. But I've decided 

to just pick one, and that is I get really annoyed with how parents and caregivers 

are just shunted to the side and out of the narrative. And they're never really 

included. Whereas in real life I think like your relationship with your parent or your 

caregiver is like one of your key relationships in your life. You kind of…if you 

want to do anything fun and to get out of hanging out with your parents or your 

caregivers you have to sneak out of the house. They are a block. So just to shout 

them out. Oh yeah, my parents are away for the weekend, for the whole of the 

duration of this story. Oh yes, they just are conveniently not here, really annoys 

me.  

JF Excellent. 

NP Lazy writing. 

JF Good. You're keeping the anger under control but I can see you are annoyed. 

Jean, do you have a particular peeve? 
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JM Well if I have to pick one… 

JF Yeah, just one. 

JM I feel like my pet peeve is summarised by two phrases that are used occasionally 

by authors that make me want to bin the book unfortunately. And those are girls 

are mean, or she's not like other girls. I think we're constantly being told who we 

are, who we should be, especially when you're a teenager. To then have these 

negative sexist stereotypes perpetuated in our literature is just really unhelpful 

and turns you against yourself and your peers in not a nice way. 

JF Yeah, I can see a few people nodding in this audience and I'm sure wherever 

you're watching agreeing with Jean there. Melvin, do you have a bugbear when it 

comes to teen fiction? 

MB I have many bugbears. But the bugbear I'm going to talk about today is big 

emotional events in books which are used cheaply. Instalove, where someone 

falls in love with someone else on page two, and you don't know them and you 

don't know anything about it. Or someone gets beaten up or there's some sort of 

abuse going on and it's like it's happened to a teddy bear. You sort of think I 

don't…there's no psychological consequences, there's no understanding of what 

someone's going through when it goes through that. And it's just put in because it 

seems to make a big splash, and in my books it just fails and I just think oh, bad 

writing and the book magically disappears out of my house and turns up in 

Oxfam for some other poor soul to find. 

JF Oh well, at least it's recycled. Thank you for that. 

MB It never goes in the bin. It always goes to Oxfam. 

NP I put mine in the recycling bin. 

JF The recycling bin, really? 

NP Yeah. 

JF Oh. 

MB Oh really? To be pulped [voices overlap 6:04]. 

JF As long as you just don't chuck them out. 

MB Harsh. 
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JF That's the message that comes out of this. So that's just some of what our 

panel's bugbears are when it comes to… Just the whole idea of what could be 

done better, don't be lazy. Spend some time thinking about this. So let's hear 

now from some teenagers, some excellent teenagers who we met this summer at 

StoryCon, it's writing a convention for Scottish teenagers. And this is what some 

of young writers there had to say. 

 [video playback] 

F I'd say one of the things that annoys me most of all about young adult novels or 

books is love triangles. When the protagonist is always caught between two 

people that literally mean nothing to the plot. 

M Teenagers almost represented as knowing what they want to do and having very 

definite personality types when I don't think we really know what we're doing until 

later. 

F When teens are portrayed to be older than they are and strong and beautiful 

when in reality that's just now how it is. 

M The hero protagonist is always special, they're always unique or the chosen one, 

they're different from everybody else. 

F We don't really have a large range of characters and they're very stereotypical 

characters. Something that have been pulled out of a movie portrayal of a high 

school clique of something. 

F Teenagers don't speak naturally when they use really fancy words or they don't 

swear, they don't use slang words, and that really irritates me. 

F I think it would be teenagers with super powers or teenagers that have the entire 

fate of the world rest in their hands. Because I mean we don't have developed 

frontal lobes, we're not actually fit for that responsibility. 

F If all the teenagers make really stupid decisions because they're teenagers but 

we're really logical actually. And it's satisfying to see a logical person in a book, 

rather than stupid that dies whenever there's like a serial killer in the room. 

F The guy gets the girl and all that and it's just not like teenage relationships. It's 

more like adult relationships but fake adult relationships that don't even exist in 

real life. 
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F It's very childish often and there's no swearing, there's no natural patterns of 

speech and some of the most blatantly two dimensional characters I've ever 

come across have been in YA fiction. 

F There's a lot of text speak, and a lot of stuff that teenagers don't actually use but 

it seems cool. 

 [video playback ends] 

JF How good were they? That was just fantastic, brilliant teenagers and young 

writers that we spoke to at StoryCon, the writers' convention in the summer. 

Really interesting. It's just great to actually hear from readers and writers. 

 And just a couple of pet peeves that have come in from Twitter. Rachel says she 

can't stand it when the mousey girl gets noticed by the cool boy out of the blue. 

That doesn't happen she says, using an exclamation mark. And then the cool boy 

cuts off her ponytail. Does that happen a lot in books? There you go. Thank you 

very much, Rachel. 

 And Cora says she really gets annoyed at the lack of diversity in terms of class. 

She says there's a real prevalence of the comfortably well off, but what about 

those without. So we're covering a lot of stuff immediately. And hearing there, 

Melvin, from those young people about just this idea of the characters not being 

realistic. For you as a writer, I mean when you set out to write something and 

you've got young people in your books, your characters, are you actually thinking 

about right, I'm going to give them these particular qualities that makes them 

good role models, something for my young readers to aspire to? Or if you're 

thinking about it at all are you just trying to make them as realistic as possible? 

MB Well, talking about aspirational characters, you automatically think of big beautiful 

people with wonderful intelligences. So always make the right decisions and so 

forth. 

JF Like this audience. 

MB Like the young people gathered here today. But it's not actually interesting. I 

mean if you mean by aspirational you mean people that you believe in and 

people that you can relate to trying to work things out and often making bad 

mistakes, I'm interested in that. I mean how realistic you make them, I mean 

sometimes I've actually gone out and interviewed people and said okay, and 

pinched their stories. Well, not pinched them, with their permission. And used 

them as the basis for something. Because when you do that you get someone's 

voice, you get their character, you get their relationships. 
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JF And presumably you get surprises too, stuff that you wouldn't have been able to 

think up. 

MB Yeah, and when you use that sort of material, when you then fictionalise it you 

can tell it's real. It's got a real ring of truth that you can't necessarily get just using 

imagination. 

JF Yeah. 

MB But I mean if you're writing… Sometimes you can actually create a character in 

your reader's minds without doing a great huge amount of work just with a few 

lines and just with a few things. And in that sense the best thing, what the best 

writers do is they just put in a few lines and the character is there in your own 

mind and in your own imagination. And it's that business of trying to get readers' 

imaginations not work so that you have to do less work. That's the best thing. 

JF I mean Non, I know that you do research for aspects of your books. 

NP Yes. 

JF Do you think maybe sometimes writers are just frozen, they're like I can't 

remember what it's like to be a young person so I'll do a really rubbish version? 

NP I mean I don't know. I don't know why you would choose to be writing teen fiction 

if you can't remember what it was like to be a teenager. So I mean because I 

always say, when I'm writing, the only person I'm ever writing for is 14 year old 

Non, because that's when I started writing for teenagers when I was one. And it's 

also…I remember what I wanted to read. I wanted to read about teenagers who 

were doing the things that I wanted to be doing but wasn't. I was obsessed with 

the idea that teenagers should be hanging out in the park, because I wasn't 

hanging out in the park. I was writing about people who hung out in the park. 

 And so for me I very much remember what it was like. But I do think there are a 

lot of adults who've genuinely forgotten what it was like to be a teenager. But I 

mean I still am one. I'm every age I've ever been, I've just updated by getting 

older. 

JF Well, that's interesting, Jean, what Non was saying there because she's 

remember the aspirations she had as a teenager. So she's not imposing her adult 

values on the teenage Non. And I remember that too, you think oh, it's quite good 

to have a bit of escapism where the kids in the books are doing stuff I wouldn't be 

allowed to do. You've got a real overview reading so many books. I mean do you 

see trends in YA when it comes to realistic or unrealistic depictions of young 

people. 
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JM It's strange talking about aspirational. I think some…well, I suppose there's 

heroes in these books but some of the books I love the most and seem to be 

really popular. Not nice scenarios. I don't know if people are looking for someone 

to aspire to, there's lots of people, real people you can aspire to whereas you 

might feel when you look around you that everyone else has got it figured out, 

and you're like I still feel like that.  

 But especially when you're a student, it's like everybody seems to have figured it 

out, their home life is probably great, they're doing well in school and you're not. 

Whereas that's probably not true, but it's difficult to bring that up with your friends. 

So to be able to see that in a book is more what you want than somebody else 

that's really amazing. 

JF And I suppose Melvin, we're talking about fairly realistic scenarios, but you'd write 

fantasy stuff too. So that must be an interesting arena. 

MB Ah well, there's fantasy and fantasy. You don't get that much character 

development. Gandalf, he changes colour, he's kind of the same guy towards the 

end of the book. And fantasy which is actually character driven is a different 

thing. And it is what interests me. And in that situation you try and imagine what 

would it be like to be in that situation?  

 And I can remember, I did a book based on an old Viking saga in which the hero 

had to face a dragon. And I was like ah, Viking, archetypal face, what would it 

actually be like? Not to be an imaginary St George, to be you standing there 

facing a dragon with absolutely no hope of beating it. 

 And does anyone remember the picture from Tiananmen Square of that student 

standing in front of a tank? Remember that? That's what it's like to face the 

dragon. You don't stand a hope. You're absolutely…forget it. That's what it must 

be like.  

 So you can make it real if you put yourself into those situations. Fiction is always 

an invention but you can always try and make it feel as though you are actually 

there and you are going through those experiences. 

JF We've got some good responses coming in from Twitter already. Thank you very 

much for those. This is brilliant from Finton who's in year ten of the Hayesbrook 

School in Kent, thanks for watching and joining us. Who says, you might just 

want to laugh, what interests you about teenage topics? Why would you ever go 

back? It's horrible. 

MB That's what makes it so interesting. 
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JM Yeah, I was going to say…I don't know. Like I love going back to teenagerhood 

because I'm just like it's so rich and there's so much more to be explored I think. 

MB I mean it's the point when you're transforming. So there's change going on, and 

you'll find when you get into adult life, you're a teenager for a short time, you're 

an adult for a very, very long time. It goes on forever. So it is actually, although I 

know it is in our particular society very often not a very comfortable experience. 

But it is formative. You'll remember your songs and your music and the books 

that you read and your friends for the rest of your life. 

NP Or you may still listen to that music. 

JF Yeah. I'm just wondering from our audience here, is it horrible being a teenager? 

They're kind of doing a bit of… They're divided.  

MB Can I just say, when I go around the world I always ask audiences and people 

that I talk to, is it the best years of your life? And nobody ever says yes except in 

Italy. 

NP Wow. 

JF Ah. What are they up to over there? [voices overlap 16:03] 

MB They have their communities intact, so they have their families intact, so they 

look after people and they don't try and put you under… The horrible teenager 

thing is a thing that we do to them, not a thing that just happens. It's not natural. 

JF Teenagers are great I think. I'm not just saying that because I'm surrounded by 

them. Euan in S6, Queen Anne High School; what makes a really poorly written 

character? We've kind of covered it in a way I guess? 

NP I mean I think it's when you can see that the person's writing done no work. You 

can see that they haven't bothered getting to know their characters. Sometimes I 

think that happens in a first draft, when you first sit down to write a story, that's 

actually your process of getting to know your characters, because you're 

experiencing what they're experiencing and they're telling you stuff as they do 

things. 

 And if you don't then edit your first draft, because by the end of your first draft you 

actually understand who your character is more than you did when you started it. 

If you don't then go back and edit it with that knowledge in mind you're going to 

have a thin and rubbish character if you don't apply your own knowledge. 
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JF Non, another interesting one from Queen Anne High School; how much swearing 

is too much swearing? That's interesting, isn't it, because you can imagine 

maybe an adult writer thinking yeah, I'll put a lot of swearing in because that'll be 

really teenage and cool. But maybe it's off-putting at times, doesn't work. 

NP What do you think, Jean? [voices overlap 17:21] 

JM I think from what I recall you swear a lot when you're a teenager. You swear a lot 

when you're an adult, it's not represented on television and in books as much as 

it is in your real life. But perhaps in a way sometimes every time you choose to 

use a swear word in a book it's more noticeable than when you choose to use it 

in your everyday conversations. So the balance is probably harder to strike in the 

way that you wouldn't put in all the ums in sentences when you're writing a book. 

NP I mean a couple of ums here and there. 

MB A couple of ums. But I mean the publishers don't like it because if you've got any 

serious swearing in your book then they say oh, it won't go into the book clubs. A 

lot of schools won't have it. So I've had people from bookshops saying my books 

aren't there because it's got swearing in it. 

JF An interesting one. This is a question on Twitter from Elgin Academy, from 

Marcelina; how are adults able to write fiction from the point of view of a 

teenager? Well, I guess Non, you're channelling your inner teenager. 

NP I mean I remember what it… I've got a really good memory. I'm not just saying 

that. I actually have like a disturbingly good memory. A disturbingly good memory 

for events and stuff that's happened. So I feel like, as I said, I still have 14 and 

also 36. 

MB I mean if you're a novelist you have to be all sorts of different characters. You 

have to be man, woman, old, young, child, so specialising in teenagers, you do 

have to be there. You do have to get back and remember what it's like. But it 

should be part of your repertoire of skills as a novelist. So there's no reason why 

not. 

JM I haven't written a book but people can write from the perspective of a dragon, 

which they've never been. Whereas they've been a teenager, if they put their 

mind to it I'm sure they can and they do. 

JF I guess the problem is there aren't dragons reading the books and coming back 

and criticising them. 

JM That's true. 
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MB You should see some of my fan mail.  

JF I guess that's the thing. Do you think writers… I can imagine you think I need to 

get this right. And so that comes back to that swearing thing in a way, the use of 

language. Whether it's swearing or slang, this whole thing, the cliché of getting 

down with the kids and all that sort of stuff. And you can make an absolute fool of 

yourself by getting it so horribly wrong, can't you? 

NP I think that's when you try too hard. I actually don't try and…I don't worry about 

who I'm writing for when I'm writing, because I only worry about teenage Non, so 

I just have to please myself. So I actually think in the drafting process that I don't 

have…that's not what you should be thinking about. You should just let it flow 

naturally and not worry and not fret about how it's going to be received. It's only 

when you start editing that you need to start worrying about readers. I don't know 

if that's the same for you. 

MB Well, I think again, I mean I agree, you can't worry because you don't know who's 

reading it, do you? You'll be worrying about hundreds of people or thousands 

hopefully.  

 But I mean it is about making people use their imaginations. And sometimes I've 

done books where I've had people saying oh, you get how teenagers talk so well. 

But I haven't really. I've just set the scenes. I've set the scenes and I've used a bit 

of slang. Because it's not real, it's all made up, there's not real people in there. 

It's not real dialogue. It's all made up stuff and if you could just make it look as 

though it's slangy, then people will put their own slang there and they'll use it. 

 So you're kind of creating a blueprint for people's imaginations. So it's really all 

about saying okay, I'm just telling one tenth of the story, and the reader is doing 

the rest of the work. 

JM I was just going to say, as a reader I don't want a teenager with an adult 

hindsight perspective that's… I mean I'm not a teenager anymore. But at any age 

and when I was a teenager I didn't want a character who already knew how being 

a teenager would affect them and then could regret this in a few years. Like you 

think that when you're doing things, and don't want that impinging on it. You just 

need to step back from being an adult. 

JF Oh, it's fascinating. Well, we've got a question actually from a pupil from 

Inverclyde who's here, if you want to come up and join us. Hi there. 

Girl Hello. 

JF So what's your name? 
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Girl Emily. 

JF Brilliant. So what's your question? 

Girl The question is can books reflect the way that teenagers speak? For example, 

generation specific dialogue without dating the book and making it cringey to 

read say a decade later. 

JF So that's very much following on from what we're talking about. 

NP Yeah, it is very much… 

JM This might be controversial, but perhaps, I'm not a writer, but just as a reader 

maybe it's better to somewhat date a book than it is to try and be neutral. That's 

perhaps more cringey, because you can't entirely be neutral. Whereas if I read a 

book that was written in the 80s about teenagers in the 80s I don't mind because 

they're authentic teenagers in the 80s, impacted by the social and cultural climate 

around them, and it feels more real. Rather than this weird neutrality perhaps. 

MB I think the word there is authentic. It isn't as though it has to be your slang, do 

you know what I mean, or your group. Because all you have to do is go to the 

next school up the road and they're going to be talking differently. So you can't 

represent everyone. But so long as you can do what you do authentically then 

people will know. If you want to read your own life you write a diary, don't you? 

So people will relate to other characters in other situations so long as they're 

done in an authentic way.  

NP I also think that actually what we're going to find, because of the internet, is that 

linguistically things…either they go through so rapidly that it's almost blink and 

you miss them, so it doesn't really matter or not whether you include them in your 

book. But also some things I think are sticking around longer because you can 

access them for longer if that makes any sense. 

 And I think if you start worrying too much about stuff dating your book then you 

will never be able to write a contemporary book that in any way reflects 

anybody's life. Whereas I really like the fact that… So there's an author, Alice 

Oseman who wrote a book, Solitaire and Radio Silence, two brilliant books. And 

she includes loads of pop culture references. And she includes loads of internet 

language and she includes the shops that people go to. And she wrote this when 

she was a teenager because she was frustrated that when she was consuming 

stuff nobody mentioned these things. She wanted to read something that 

reflected life as she saw it. And I think it doesn't matter if it dates. I mean no one 

has a go at Jane Austin for using dated language, do they? 
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JF So your question then…had you become frustrated maybe reading stuff and 

finding it dated? What's your view? 

Girl Not to sound pretentious or anything but I actually mostly read classics, so it's 

interesting to read about what 19 year olds were doing in the early 19th century, 

but obviously it's completely different to my life. And I feel that I don't have to 

relate to that, because it's just a completely different walk of life. 

 But when I do find myself reading more modern novels about teenagers I like to 

put myself into the teenager's situation and almost feel like I'm part of their group. 

And it can be difficult to do that if they have very specific ways of speaking that I 

don't really relate to. Because being from the West of Scotland there's a lot of 

slang in my life. So I sort of look for that in characters that I read about. 

NP But hopefully in 100 years' time our books will be doing what you want books 

from 100 years ago to do for you. Because we've been generation specific. 

JF Thank you very much indeed. Thank you, great question. [applause] Brilliant 

comments.  

 I guess we're touching on this now with the whole idea of things dating, with 

technology. And even with films, we watch films, you think oh, look at that old 

computer, that's really funny and it really dates it. But with society, technology, 

social media, things are changing so fast. So I mean, Melvin, is that a challenge 

for you? Is that something you're thinking about? Or again, are you just going for 

the truth of the situation that your characters are in, in the time they're in? 

NP It's very difficult to keep up with it right up to date, because you don't know what's 

going to be there in six months or a year's time. So long as you're getting to the 

truth of situations. 

 I remember years ago doing an event and there was a writer whose name I can't 

remember unfortunately. But he was about 70 odd and he was writing for kids 

about four or five. And someone was saying how can you remember what it's 

like? You're so old. And the kids were so young. And he said well, when I was a 

kid I was desperate to get a bike, and now you're probably desperate to get an 

Xbox, but the feeling's the same. That's the thing you see. We're all people and 

we all want things. 

 And so to that extent that's really what's going to make the book work or not. But 

you do have to think about phones, texting, internet, games all that stuff, ways 

people communicate. You want to include that, you want to make that a part of 

your life. 
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JF Jean, do you see that? Is it an absolute strand in YA fiction at the moment? The 

need to include all of that, because it is part of young people's lives, technology, 

phones, computers, social media. 

JM Yeah, there's definitely a balance that needs to be struck. You could do it really 

cleverly but I don't want to just read a random text conversation that I had with 

my friends. Because it's just nonsense. It's not something I want to read.  

 I think it's funny when you see a lot of things like BRB, or like LOL, and I don't 

know, do teenagers still use that? Because my friends and I don't do that 

anymore but we used to do it because you had a limit on characters in a text. But 

there's a little bit of a behind stage in the books where they're still using that. 

Where I don't know if people use those kinds of things as much as they do now. 

NP You can use them ironically. 

JM Yeah. 

MB Can I just put this in, I remember about ten years ago actually the BBC did a 

survey about teenagers and new equipment, new devices and so forth. And 

everyone assumed that everyone had the most up-to-date stuff. But it turned out 

that actually people always don't have the money and you break it quite a lot. 

That was what this survey found. I don't know whether that's true in your 

experience. Oh, I dropped my phone down the toilet.  

JF Yeah, that's just you maybe. 

MB I mean I break things even now, unless that's just me, and Non. 

 So it's not necessarily the case that stuff actually has to be completely up-to-date, 

because it costs so much money. 

NP We don't know though. Put your hand up if you've got a mobile phone. 

JF So that's everyone. 

NP I'm sorry, I do feel if you're writing contemporary books and your protagonist who 

is a teenager doesn't have a phone, they have to have an extremely good reason 

not to have a phone. If it's because they can't afford one, well, then that's fine, but 

you have to then make sure everything else in the story is consistent with that.  

 Who here leaves their phone at home when then they go on a night out? Oh, no 

one. Everyone has their phone with them. No one… Sorry, I'm just like… Sorry, 

this was one of my pet peeves.  
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 I just get so cross when people just leave out people's phones. They are an 

integral part of our lives. Not just as adults, but as teenagers. You wouldn't have 

a social life without a phone. I don't think that anybody can sit up and go yeah, 

I'm writing contemporary fiction and not include a mobile phone properly. 

JF Yeah, you just have to use your writer's craft to weave it in seamlessly and… 

MB And they are left out a lot as well, aren't they? 

NP Yeah, they are.  

MB They're left out a lot. 

NP They are really. I don't like… People just go oh, I left my phone at home tonight. 

No you didn't. Like if you're going to… It's a very easy fix. Somebody can have 

nicked your phone. Your phone can have ran out of battery because you forgot to 

turn the charger on at the socket. There's loads of different things. 

JF Brilliant, Non is off on one. 

NP Sorry. 

JF We love this. Let's have another question from somebody from our audience, 

from St Andrew's and St Bride's High School. Come on up. Hello there. Welcome 

to my lovely sofa. What's your name. 

Boy Travis. 

JF Hi Trav… Travis? 

Boy Yeah. 

JF What a great name.  

NP That's a cool name. 

MB Yeah. 

JF I hope you've got a great question now after telling me your great name. 

Boy How important do you think it is for young adult fiction to reflect the experiences 

of teenagers in 2017? 

JF There you go. So we've been talking a bit about this with phones and stuff. But 

2017 specifically, who's going to go for that? 

NP I think we'd all like to get 2017, wouldn't we? Sorry.  
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JM It's still happening. 

NP Oh god, it's still happening, oh god. Why is it not over yet? 

JF Do you mean specifically the year or do you mean if you're reading a book you 

want it to reflect whatever year you're reading it in? 

Boy Just all children in 2017 who are reading a book and reflect on it.  

JF Oh sorry, I should put that. So say that again. 

Boy So just all the children in 2017 who are reading books now who reflect on their 

experiences reading them before. 

JF Yeah. 

MB I mean I'm trying to think about what's different about 2017 to 2015 or 2010, do 

you know what I mean? And I'm sort of thinking… I mean are there things that 

you're thinking of in particular? Yeah. 

 So how much does life change? People go to school and these things happen. 

But you don't want to write about everyday stuff necessarily. You might want to 

write about people falling in and out of love and fancying and that sort of thing, 

which is fine. You might want to write about being kidnapped, but you'd want it to 

be a contemporary story with contemporary stuff fin. 

JF Mobile phones. 

MB But how many people here have been kidnapped? So it isn't always about that. 

JF Fortunately. 

MB Yeah, hopefully. Hopefully it isn't always about that. So there is a…you do want 

people to feel as…I'm sorry, I've forgotten your name. 

Girl It's Emily. 

MB As Emily said, you want to perhaps feel as though you're part of that group. So 

that's the thing that you want to do, that you belong there and that you know it 

and you can relate to those people and what they're doing. So in that sense yes. 

But in the sense of I don't want to necessarily stick to what's happened to you. 

JM Sometimes I do want a book to reflect contemporary discussions though 

perhaps. I think a book that's recently been a big best seller in the young adult 

genre is The Hate You Give by Andy Thomas. And it's tapping into the Black 

Lives Matter Movement and police brutality and institutional racism. And again, I 
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mean I obviously don't have the experience of the people in this book, but I do 

think it's really nice to think that even though you're a teenager you're allowed to 

engage in these things, you don't need to be talked down to or things to be 

dumbed down to you and these things do affect you.  

 So it's nice for the literature to reflect that and to engage that with you and 

recognise that this is a part of your life. And you might be thinking about it and 

have that explored in a character for you. And obviously racism is not just a thing 

of 2017. But it can tap into little specific things. 

NP I think the fact is that you're all complicated multifaceted humans, you are having 

discussions in the classroom with your friends about complicated, huge political 

things and about what your favourite flavour of crisp is. I think that…mine are 

cheesy Wotsits. Anyway. 

 I think the books should reflect some awareness that you are interested in big 

issues of today, and there is scope for them to include political discussion 

alongside crisps discussion. 

JF Happy with that? Crisps and politics. Will you be happy? That kind of backdrop to 

stories. Great. Travis, thank you very much indeed. Let's hear it for Travis ladies 

and gentlemen. [applause] 

 And just quickly, we're talking about just the whole world that teens live in, which 

is families and friends and relationships and boyfriends, girlfriends and all the rest 

of it. You mentioned instalove. This is a new thing for me. I mean I suppose it's 

been around forever, we've seen it in movies and books and all the rest of it. Oh, 

I fall in love with you. Sorry, not that boy in the front row, that would be terrifying 

for you. 

 But is this a thing, Jean? Is this a real trend? 

JM Oh yeah, definitely. Instalove and teenage soulmates because statistically we all 

marry the person we date in high school, right? 

JF Of course. 

JM Yeah. That really bothered me, even as a teenager. I was like I am not ending up 

with any of these people.  

JF Have any books done it well, done instalove well? 

JM I was just going to say, I think instalust is totally real, even as a teenager. 



Scottish Book Trust 
Authors Live: Non Pratt, Melvin Burgess, Jean Menzies 

 

 

Page 17 of 22 
 

NP I'm sorry, I really want to recommend very specifically a book, so Holly Bourne, 

who is one of my favourite writers anyway, and she's done great stuff with the 

Spinster trilogy which is dealing with feminism. But her first book Soulmates, she 

tried to write to deconstruct the whole idea of instalove. The whole thing was just 

what happens, what if soulmates were real. What's the science behind true love 

and she tried to explore that and take it apart. And she's revisiting the same thing 

again with her new book, It Only Happens in the Movies. Which is about the way 

romance is portrayed in the movies is not how it should be felt as a teenager. 

 Sorry, I'm just like…but it's just because it was really relevant to you saying about 

soulmates and teenagers. 

JF Melvin, I guess you were talking about actually going and talking to people. Is 

that important? Just to get that insight into things? 

MB Well, it's always much richer. It's always much richer and people's relationships 

at your age… Not very many people marry their childhood sweethearts. Most 

people know probably they're not actually in love and you're having a practice 

and a bit of fun or whatever you're doing. So when you talk to people about what 

experiences they've been through, yes, they are very different. 

 But the instalove and romance is a great con, which isn't modern. There's so 

many books in which it's structured around two people falling in love and dying to 

get with one another. Killing people and ending their lives because they go oh… 

And it's all like… And of course most of it isn't like that. You fall in love with 

someone for a bit and then you fall out of love.  

 So it's actually a much more every day kind of thing. And although it is true, it is 

true that being in love with someone is the best thing in the world, it really is, it 

isn't necessarily something which is going to last forever. And the romance story 

that you see right the way through novels in western culture and through films 

and on TV, it's all a big con. 

NP The thing that I have a really…I just want to say, as you said, the idea that people 

are like people are dying to fall in love or whatever. I have a theory that if you 

read a lot of the teen fiction you will find that your love interest is more likely to 

die than break up with you. In real life they are much more likely to break up with 

you. I would love to see more books dealing with what happens after that first 

relationship. 

MB Yeah. 
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JM And there's not just a replacement relationship after that and that's what solves 

the problem. 

NP Yeah, exactly. Like I really want to see much more of the emotional journey a lot 

further along, because that's stuff that everybody's going to have to deal with. 

Sorry guys. 

JF Thank you very much. Let's get a final question from our other school here, from 

St Joseph's Academy, this is… Hello. 

Boy Euan. 

JF Hi Euan. What's your question. 

Boy Where do you get inspirations for different teenage personalities? 

JF Your inspiration for your different teenage personalities that you're writing about. 

Well, both of you have done a bit of actual research, haven't you? 

MB H'mmm. 

JF Non's channelling her inner 14 year old as well. 

NP I'm channelling… Mostly I'm channelling…a lot of my time I say that I maybe pick 

facets of my own personality but then build different stuff around those facets. 

Like I would say that… My own inspiration makes me sound really hideous. But I 

also like listening to pop songs as well. And actually just sometimes when you 

just bump into people you're like they're interesting. I'm going to steal that. Also if 

you are my friend I'm really sorry, I've definitely stolen some of your personality. 

JF I mean, Melvin, we know you do research as well, but it's clearly… Do you start 

off with different types that you want to be? 

MB No, I don't always go out and do the research. I mean sometimes… When I do 

the research I don't just get individuals, I get groups. Because then you get the 

relationships as well which is the thing that's not so often talked about. But if you 

can get a group of characters in friendships it's fabulous. 

 But sometimes it can just be a phrase, it can be someone's voice. I met someone 

a while ago who was a complete geek but very…an older woman. A complete 

geek, was always sending off for boxes and every month she'd get a t-shirt and a 

comic and things like this, a real…like this. But she was also really on the lookout 

for blokes. She was about 25. She said he'll do, and she'll be off after this chap. 

And I thought it was hilarious. And a great voice. So you can get them from 

anywhere really. 
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JF Euan, is that okay answers for you? 

Boy Yeah, aha, completely agree with all of that, that you can't just instantly think 

about who it's going to be. You need to try and find out a bit more about them, 

you've got to explore your options first. 

JF Brilliant. Thank you very much, Euan. 

MB Thank you, Euan. 

JF Euan, thank you. [applause] 

 Brilliant. So just thinking in terms of…do you have final recommendations, with so 

many books out there, but any particular recommendation of a book that you 

think doesn't do any of the things that we've said writer's do wrong at times. 

NP I mean I've been conveniently name dropping throughout the entire session. Like 

I read loads of contemporary teen literature. But actually the one that I'm going to 

recommend is a book called the Loneliest Girl in the Universe by Lauren James. 

Because a lot of what we've been talking about has been contemporary but I feel 

like this is…it's a sci-fi book. But the character in it, Romy Silvers really captures 

the duality of someone who is very capable, because she's grown up in this place 

and she's been trained and she knows how to do a lot of stuff. But also innocent 

and naive and still exploring her identity and her surroundings and who she is. 

 It is also the most thrilling read, you cannot put down the last third of the book. 

I'm not saying anything more about it, but it's absolutely brilliant. 

JF Tell us the title and the author again.  

NP The Loneliest Girl in the Universe by Lauren James. 

JF Thank you very much indeed. Melvin? 

MB Yes, I'd like to recommend that you read Crongton Knights by Alex Wheatle. 

It's… 

NP Wheatle. 

MB Wheatle? Oh right okay.  

JF Alex Wheatle. 

MB I am corrected. Wheatle. Alex Wheatle. And it's a fabulous story set in a kind of, I 

don't know, an imaginary ghetto kind of situation and these guys, it's black 

culture, fabulous language. Really, really funny. And these guys are going out on 
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a mission to do a rescue. But they've got to cross into someone else's territory. 

And they're all scared and they're all trying to get out there. It's one of those rare 

things which is both really funny, it's quite scary as well, there's some real danger 

there. The characters are fabulous and I really recommend that one. 

JF Terrific, so Alex Wheatle. What's the title again? 

MB Crongton Knights. 

JF Crongton Knights, great, thank you very much indeed.  

 Jean, you read so many books but can you plump for one you'd recommend? 

JM I think one of the best young adult books I read this year – that helps you narrow 

it down - was The Fallen Children by David Owen. And I picked this book up 

because it's actually a retelling of one of my favourite classic sci-fi novels which is 

the Midwich Cuckoos by John Wyndham. And I was like a young adult 

contemporary retailing, this sounds amazing, and it did not disappoint. It's really 

good. 

 Because it's science fiction but it's set in contemporary London on a council 

estate and these teenagers wake up after strange occurrences in the night and a 

group of young girls are pregnant. And so that's the same kind of premise as the 

Midwich Cuckoos. But at the same time these young people are dealing with the 

contemporary political climate that we're all dealing with now, that perhaps is not 

doing them the service that they need it to, and is letting them down a little bit. 

And it's about them dealing with these unforeseen pregnancies and the situations 

they're in. So it's a got a bit of science fiction but it's got a bit of everything really. 

JF Author and title again? 

JM David Owen's The Fallen Children. 

JF Thank you very much indeed. Well, can you believe it, I knew it would happen, 

the time would just go by so fast. We're almost finished, aw. 

MB Aw. 

JF Just a wee bit too slow with that. Please could we have an enormous round of 

applause for our brilliant panel, please. Non Pratt, Melvin Burgess, Jean 

Menzies. [applause] A huge apologies if I didn't get around to reading out your 

Twitter Question but it'll keep happening on Twitter, so keep using the hashtag 

#bbcauthorslive. And don't forget, you can watch this all over again if you fancy 
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doing it or tell your pals. Or indeed watch any of the other Authors Lives, and 

there are many, many to watch. You go to scottishbooktrust.com/authorslive. 

 And you can also find a three part vlog series by Jean with loads of advice on 

how you can do it, how you can create, edit and promote your own vlogs. You will 

find that on our website alongside today's video and on YouTube on the Scottish 

Book Trust channel. So many ways to watch this. We'd love to inspire you to 

keep reading. I hope we've done that after today's event.  

 Non, Jean and Melvin have given us their recommendations, but we also asked 

some of those young people who were the StoryCon delegates for their book 

recommendations. And if you'd like to share yours we'd love to hear yours too. 

You can use that hashtag, #bbcauthorslive. We'll be back again very soon. But 

right now, time to hear from our StoryCon delegates. I think a round of applause. 

[applause] 

 [video playback] 

F The book I would recommend is fangirl by Rainbow Rowell because it's more 

relatable. It's about this girl who writes fan fiction but she's going for a creative 

writing degree in university. And it's more relatable than other books to teenagers 

in that kind of genre. And she doesn't do stupid things. 

M A book I'd recommend to you is The Enemy by Charlie Higson. So basically it's a 

zombie book where everybody over the age of 15 has essentially turned into a 

zombie. So I really enjoyed that book and the series. It's very gory, lots of 

characters die. So you're constantly in suspense about who will be killed off next. 

F A book I would recommend which is a YA novel is The Big Lie by Julie Mayhew 

and it's a really beautiful book. It's about what the world would be like if the Nazis 

had won the war. And it just tells a really emotional story about a young girl who's 

living in this really repressed society. And it's a very realistic portrayal of a 

teenager. 

M A book I would recommend is The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night by 

Mark Haddon. The reason being, I can relate to the main character because he 

has Asperger's and as someone with Asperger's I can relate to him. And 

whenever he does stupid things it's not because he's stupid, it's made very clear 

that he's actually really smart. But when he does something stupid it's just 

because his mind works differently. It's not because he's stupid. 

F I would recommend The Rest of Us Just Live Here by Patrick Ness because the 

teenagers are really genuine and natural in the way they speak. 
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M I would recommend The Diabolic by S J Kincaid because it's something that 

really represents teenagers in a way that's related to identity and how you feel 

against the rest of society and things like that. 

F One YA novel that I would recommend would be the Uglies Series by Scot 

Westerfield. It follows a dystopian society in which people get extreme cosmetic 

surgery to make them pretty when they turn 16. 

M My favourite young adult fiction series is Chaos Walking Series by Patrick Ness 

because it's about a young boy being thrust into a situation where he has to 

make tough decisions and he's not really prepared for this but he has to do it 

because he has to. 

F My favourite young adult book is the Stuff of Nightmare by Malorie Blackman. It 

features this young boy who is on a school trip and the bus or train crashes and it 

goes through his classmates and all their worst nightmares. I think it's narrated by 

death or something as they're going through the train. It's really scary and it has 

your heart in a vice for some of the parts, it's really good and well written. 

 [video playback ends] 


