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Children’s Literature Unit:

When we think of children’s literature we often think about fairy stories that over the years have been retold in forms – the most current one being the Disneyfication of popular fables such as Cinderella (arguably originally a French story) into media formats with an intended audience of children. 

However, within the genre of Children’s Literature there are many subgenres and even sub, sub-genres. What follows is a list of the most prevalent subgenres and their most obvious identifiable traits according to Author and Professor Pauline Dewan. 
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Animal stories 
Animal stories appear in a variety of forms but all of them include one or more animals as the focus of the story. It is not surprising that animal stories appeal to children. Many wish for a pet – something that belongs to them, and something they can love. Pets allow children to feel clever, protective, and nurturing. Animals help children compensate for their essentially powerless position. Very young children do not see animals as “other”; they believe that animals have human characteristics. Some of the most well-known picture books focus on animal protagonists – for example, Babar, Curious George, Peter Rabbit, and Paddington Bear. Authors use animal characters because they can convey ideas by analogy, ideas which have greater impact than if

conveyed otherwise. Milne’s whiny, negative Eeyore is a case in point. Children may be more likely to recognize this trait in themselves if is depicted humorously in an animal than if depicted in a child.
There are different types of animal stories these include:

Animal fable
The animal fable is one of the oldest forms of children’s 

literature. This short story in which an animal is associated 

with a human trait is usually accompanied by a moral at 

the end. See, for example, Aesop’s Fables, the Uncle 

Remus tales trickster tales of Brer Rabbit or Anansi stories of the carribean, Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories.

Pet stories
Some of the favourite stories of children involve pets. The child is the hero but the animal is a crucial character in the story. See, for example, Sounder, Old Yeller, The Yearling, Owls in the Family, Shiloh, or Because of Winn-Dixie.
Animal fantasy
Animals act like humans; they talk and often wear clothes. See, for example, The Jungle Books, The Peter Rabbit Stories, The Tale of Despereaux, The Wind in the Willows, or Watership Down
Real animals
The animal is the hero of the story, and the reader sees everything from the animal’s perspective. This type of story is often used to comment upon human behaviour. The harshness of the animal’s life is frequently highlighted. See for example, The Call of the Wild, Black Beauty, Wild Animals I Have Known, or Red Fox
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Adventure story. 

· Adventure stories are dominated by action.

· They involve danger, risk, and excitement.

· If the action is presented humorously, as in Twain’s Adventures of Tom Sawyer or Lofting’s Doctor Dolittle series, the danger is muted.

· The action is fast-paced.

· Adventure stories are sometimes set in exotic or distant places as in Kipling’s Kim (India), Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (Africa), or Ballantyne’s Coral Island  (the south Pacific).

· Events in an adventure story are more remarkable and extraordinary than in everyday life.

· The protagonist in an adventure story has traditionally been male, but that is changing.

· The protagonist can be of extraordinary stature.

· In the best stories, adventures change the hero.

· Empire-building is frequently associated with earlier adventure stories.

Subtypes of Adventure stories include:

Magical adventure 
 The adventures take place in a fantasy realm.

Magic adventure stories are characterized by more extraordinary events than classic adventure tales since the story is not confined to reality.

Robinsonade
The protagonist must learn to survive alone on a desert island (or they at least start off alone).

The protagonist has a limited number of resources and begins by taking an inventory of these.

He or she builds a shelter.

The protagonist usually builds a boat and tries to leave the island. The first attempt is often unsuccessful.

He or she builds a fire to signal for help.

When the protagonist is finally able to leave the island, he or she is ambivalent about returning to society.

Survival
This type of story usually resembles the Robinsonade tale but the setting usually takes place on the mainland rather than on an island. There may be more than one character in this story 
Sea adventure
The protagonist sails to a strange or unknown place.
This type of adventure is associated with pirates, shipwrecks, storms at sea, and treasure hunting.
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Historical Fiction genre: 
· To be considered historical, a novel must focus on a period that is earlier than its creation.

· The purpose of historical writing is to offer insight into people and events from the past.

· “Costume dramas” are also set in the past but, unlike historical novels, are not concerned with conveying what it was like to live in an era.

· The fact that a novel is set in the past does not necessarily make it historical. If that were so, any novel written today would be considered historical after a certain length of time had passed.

· Historical details are as accurate as possible and informed by historical research.

· Many historical novels highlight the continuity between the past and the present.

· The similarity between reader’s concerns today and character’s concerns in the past is often emphasized.

Time Travel 

Another effective way of presenting historical information to children is through time travel novels.

These works are also called “time slip” novels. Characters travel magically across time to some other time period. Usually a character from the present travels to the past, although the reverse can occur. Since the protagonist lives in both the present and the past, the time-travel novel can act as a bridge between the two. Not all time-travel novels are associated with historical periods. Characters can visit a future period, a familial past, or a mythical period.
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· Literary realism focuses on fidelity to everyday life.

· A realistic work depicts the world as it is, not as it could be.

· Authors present ordinary people living their everyday lives.

· Fantasy, magic, and supernatural events are absent from the realistic story.

· The protagonist is ordinary rather than heroic, and the events are commonplace rather than extraordinary.

· All fiction is based on artifice but writers of realistic works hide this artifice.

· The concept of realism has evolved over the past century.

· Earlier realistic novels for children differ from later ones, the latter falling under the category of “new realism.”

· Prior to the 1970s, realistic novels such as Anne of Green Gables and The Secret Garden focused on the typical problems of growing up

· This pre-1970 form of realism is also called “social realism.” Sometimes the stories are also classified as “family novels” since they typically focus on family issues such as conflict with parents or sibling rivalry.

· Protagonists in all forms of realistic stories gain greater self-awareness and maturity by facing challenges and overcoming them.

· The best realistic novelists find something significant and universal in the commonplace and everyday.

“New realism”

Many post-1970 realistic novels equate realism with the darker, harsher side of life. Realism in these stories is often associated with suffering and unhappiness. Many writers, including the award-winning Katherine Paterson, believe that authors do not help children by sheltering them from the problems of the real world. New realism has introduced subjects that were previously thought unsuitable for children. These books are sometimes called “social problem novels” because they focus on problems such as divorce, abuse, parental neglect, violence, and gangs.
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· The toy genre should be distinguished from “toy books.” 

· The term “toy book” is used in two senses: 

· Modern toy books have toy-like features (such as moving parts, pop-ups, flaps, and levers) that encourage young children to play with them. 

· Historians also the term to identify slender but large (9 by 11 inches) and colourful picture-books produced in the latter 19th century, books made possible by advances in printing techniques.

· The genre of toy books, however, is not concerned with a book’s physical appearance, but rather, its subject matter. 

Features of the toy genre

· Toys or dolls are central to the story. The toys can be protagonists or belong to the protagonist. 

· Excluded from this genre are books in which toys are not central to the story (for example Laura’s rag doll, Charlotte, in Little House in the Big Woods or Sara’s doll, Emily, in A Little Princess). 

· Toys either function as live beings, transform into humans, or are thought of as real or magical by the children who own them. 

· Stories in which toys becomes real are variations on the Greek myth of Pygmalion (in which Aphrodite answers a sculptor’s prayers to make his statue real). 

· The most famous children’s stories about toys becoming real are Pinocchio, The Velveteen Rabbit, and The Magic City. 

· In some toy stories, no humans are present at all. 

· Sometimes toys come alive when no one sees them like in Toy Story.
Why is the toy genre popular with children?

· Toys are important to children because they provide a creative outlet for their anxieties and wishes. 

· Subconscious, nonverbalized feelings may bewilder children. Playing with toys can be therapeutic. As Bruno Bettleheim has pointed out: 

“In normal play, objects such as dolls and toy animals are used to embody various aspects of the child’s personality which are too complex, unacceptable, and contradictory for him [her] to handle.”
· Sometimes toys represent the powerless situation of children. Like toys who are controlled by their owners, children are at the mercy of adults who mange and direct their lives. 
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Types of Fantasy

· There are 3 different ways that fantasy writers set up their worlds.

· Some novels begin and end in a fantasy world (for example The Hobbit or A Wizard of Earthsea). 

· Others start in the real world and move into a fantasy world (for example Alice in Wonderland or Peter Pan). 

· A third type of fantasy is set in the real world but elements of magic intrude upon it (for example: Mary Poppins or David Almond’s Skellig). 

· Realistic settings are often called primary worlds; 
fantasy settings, secondary worlds. 

Portals between worlds

· Protagonists usually cross some kind of opening or “portal” between the two worlds 

Novel title





Examples of portals:
· The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe   
a wardrobe 

· The Voyage of the Dawn Treader           
a painting 

· Haroun and the Sea of Stories               
sleep 

· Harry Potter books                               
platform 9 & ¾ 

· Coraline                                               
a door in a flat 

· Peter Pan                                             
magical flight 

· The Golden Compass                            
windows 

· Inkheart                                              
reading aloud 
Why do writers use the fantasy genre?

· The major advantage of fantasy is that it can open up possibilities; it is not confined to the boundaries of the real world. 

· Writers are able to convey complex ideas on a symbolic level that would be difficult to convey otherwise. 

· Fantasy works can provide a fresh perspective on the real world. 

· Ursula Le Guin has written that “fantasy is true, of course. It isn’t factual, but it is true.”1 The fantasy genre involves a different way of apprehending existence but it is no less true than realism. 

· Fantasy stories can suggest universal truths through the use of magic and the supernatural. 

· Thomas Hardy preferred fantasy over realism, claiming that “a story must be exceptional enough to justify its telling,” and that a writer must have “something more unusual to relate than the ordinary experience of every average man and woman.”2

http://childliterature.net/childlit/animal/index.html
