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EDIToRIAL

EVA NOVRUP REDVALL
University of copenhagen

KATRINE BOUSCHINGER CHRISTENSEN
University of copenhagen

SCREENWRITING FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG AUDIENCES

This Special Issue on writing for children and young audiences was initi-
ated by a wish to find out what is currently on the research agenda among 
scholars and screenwriters with an interest in writing film and television 
for this particular target audience. Since 2019, we have been working on a 
joint research project with the title ‘Reaching Young Audiences: Serial fiction 
and cross-media storyworlds for children and young audiences’ (RYA 2021, 
supported by Independent Research Fund Denmark), which runs until 2024. 
During the early stages of this project, it was striking to find that while much 
has been published about screenwriting and quite a lot about film and televi-
sion for children and adolescents, remarkably less has been published about 
how to tell stories or write for this specific audience in audio-visual media. 
This Special Issue points to a wide range of approaches to thinking about and 
researching this topic, which will hopefully inspire further research from many 
different perspectives.

The scholarly literature on children’s film and television offers various 
definitions of this kind of content, e.g. depending on whether one focuses on 
productions that have young protagonists or that explore representations of 
childhood, or whether one more pragmatically regards the main defining trait 
to be film and television produced and widely received as targeting children 
(see e.g. Bazalgette and Staples 1995; Parry 2013; Brown 2017, with an intro-
ductory chapter engaging with these discussions over time). In this issue, we 
mainly approach the writing for children and young audiences as screenwrit-
ing and productions, which have from the outset had this specific segment of 
the population as the main intended audience.
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However, there are numerous examples of productions with what film 
scholar Noel Brown discusses as different modes of address in ‘child-oriented’ 
films, emphasizing how productions can have a single address (where the target 
audience is restricted to children), a double or dual address (where both chil-
dren and adults are addressed as separate entities with differentiated forms 
of engagement) or an undifferentiated address (where children and adults are 
addressed as a single entity) (Brown 2017: 21). Accordingly, there are differ-
ent modes of address at play in the screenwriting processes and productions 
analysed in this Special Issue, which also engages with what can be regarded 
as youth films or family films. This points to the complexity of thinking about 
the relationships between children, young audiences and adults as particular 
audiences and notions of appealing to ‘children of all ages’ across the board, 
for instance, in the world of animation.

WHAT IS ‘GOOD’ CONTENT FOR CHILDREN AND 
YOUNG AUDIENCES?

Writing content for children and young audiences is often linked to ques-
tions of what is perceived as ‘good’ content for them, particularly for younger 
children, and ideas of children as ‘a special audience’ (Buckingham 2005) in a 
world where popular media and new digital technologies are making the rela-
tion between children, media and culture still more complex (e.g. Drotner and 
Livingstone 2008; Davies 2010). There have always been many ideas about 
what children should learn from watching fiction and ambitions of produc-
tive educational takeaways. Screenwriters of fiction for these audiences have 
to navigate recurring tensions between thinking of ‘pedagogy and pleasure’ 
(Brown 2017: 19). Producing content for these age groups is often linked to 
considerations about the importance of media literacy. As argued by Becky 
Parry in her book Children, Film and Literacy, ‘films for children can be seen 
to offer both a site of negotiation about children, childhood and parent-
ing and yet are also spaces in which children can distance themselves from 
adults, developing their own playful, imaginative and transgressive responses’ 
(2013:  14). Parry stresses how those who make films for children have to 
orchestrate a range of competing issues when trying to make films that ‘deal 
with the complex concerns of children rather than offering a simplistic, didac-
tic, adult, moral, message’ (2013: 15–16).

In many small national film and television cultures, producing content in 
the national language for children and young audiences is also linked to ideas 
of national and cultural identity. Some countries allocate substantial fund-
ing for facilitating this particular content even though the possible number 
of eyeballs for these productions is limited, and they rarely travel beyond the 
national borders. As an example, 25 per cent of the production funding from 
the Danish Film Institute has been allocated to productions for children since 
1982, building on and strengthening a long tradition for encouraging quality 
content for them as short films, documentaries and fiction film.

Many public service broadcasters focus specifically on children and young 
audiences as well. The famous BBC mission to ‘inform, educate and entertain’ 
targets all ages, and on the website for BBC Children’s Commissioning one can 
read how the ambition is to ‘aim to model good behaviours, show kindness 
and active citizenship, be aspirational and informative – and we believe kids 
have a right to be carefree and laugh their socks off too’ (BBC 2021: n.pag.). 
In Denmark, the two main children’s channels of the public service broadcaster 
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the Danish Broadcasting Corporation (DR) – DR Ramasjang (for the 4–8-year-
olds) and DR Ultra (for the 9–14-year-olds) – argue that they strive towards 
being the ones ‘who know Danish children the best’ and try to engage with 
them through many different genres and formats (Christensen and Redvall 
2019). As fiction is popular with children and young audiences, this has meant 
continuously producing more of this in the 2010s, with DR Ultra significantly 
increasing its number of hours airing Danish fiction from 193 hours in 2013 to 
846 hours in 2019 (Danish Broadcasting Corporation [DR] 2013, 2019).

While public film funds and public service broadcasters spend substan-
tial time, money and effort to produce content for and remain relevant to the 
youngest viewers, there are of course also a number of commercial producers 
and platforms competing for the attention of this desired audience with a wide 
selection of particularly animated content. Moreover, many PG13 Hollywood 
productions – and now Disney+ Marvel series as well – are a substantial part 
of the media diet of children and adolescents. As with content for adults, what 
is regarded as ‘good’ content naturally looks very different depending on the 
context of production and distribution, and one always needs to consider 
the  commercial vs. non-commercial frameworks and platforms for produc-
tions targeting this audience.

Thus, there are many different aspects to take into account when writ-
ing children’s content for specific countries and contexts, and while most 
researchers and screenwriters agree that this is a special audience, the litera-
ture on how to write children’s fiction often emphasizes that creating stories 
for them can be ‘as diverse as all adult writing put together, and then some’ 
(Brown 2014: 162). As part of the RYA project, we conducted a survey among 
members of the Danish Writers Guild with experience writing for children 
and young audiences. This illustrated how the responding writers found great 
freedom in writing for children and consistently argued that creating content 
for this particular audience allows writers to experiment more than when 
writing for adults (Redvall and Christensen 2020). As one screenwriter put it, 
most children are imaginative and might wonder ‘what if this ice cream could 
last forever?’ or ‘what would happen if this fruit could talk?’ Children are more 
easily invested in unconventional or fantastic narratives and the storytelling 
is not limited by the fact that the narrative has to ‘mean something’ or have 
an ambition to change aspects of society; in children’s content the world can 
simply be poetic, adventurous or nutty (Redvall and Christensen 2020: 50–53).

While the screenwriters rightfully argue that there is no recipe or special 
form of writing for children and young audiences, researchers point to how 
there are certain ‘prototypical’ story elements in content for them. Not surpris-
ingly, both film scholars and people offering advice on fictional writing for 
children highlight how this content often naturally engages with themes of 
growing up (Brown 2014, 2017). However, this can be addressed in many 
different ways while writers try to give children ‘what is thought to be appro-
priate to their age and development’ and tell stories matching their cogni-
tive abilities (Brown 2014: 163). According to Noel Brown, these stories can be 
regarded as marked by certain themes, narratives and conflicts. Brown argues 
how they often

reaffirm family, friendship and community; they foreground real or 
symbolic children; they marginalise disruptive social elements, or engage 
with them in order to defeat them; they downplay ‘adult’ themes and 
situations; their narratives are relatively straightforward, easily grasped 
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and negate ambiguity; and, ultimately, they work to uphold social 
norms, create emotional uplift and engender kinship.

(Brown 2017: 19)

Though children’s stories thus ‘may acknowledge the possibility of an unpleas-
ant or undesirable outcome’, they predominantly have happy endings that are 
‘supportive of the status quo’ (Brown 2017: 15). Offering advice for writers of 
children’s fiction in a handbook of creative writing, Alan Brown agrees about 
the happy endings, but also emphasizes humour and the fantastic or super-
natural world as important elements in this kind of fiction, not the least since 
children are more willing to suspend disbelief (2014: 163). He encourages 
writers to invite children ‘to identify with characters in situations both strange 
and familiar, allowing them to imagine how they themselves might act in such 
situations’ (2014: 168). Moreover, Brown recommends empowering characters 
by making ‘young heroes and heroines as proactive as possible’ to make stories 
for them and not just about them (2014: 168).

Most conventions for writing content for children thus normally empha-
sizes focusing on constructive and empowering elements that reaffirm posi-
tive values and norms, but – as the articles in this Special Issue illustrate – this 
can be done in many different ways and genres, and notions of good content 
vary depending on the time and place where content is produced. In the peer-
reviewed articles of this Special Issue, Steffi Ebert takes a historical stance 
when analysing the changed role of dramaturgs within the socialist mode 
of children’s film development in the former German Democratic Republic 
(GDR). Highlighting the role of dramaturgs as shifting between creative 
collaboration and ideological requirements, Ebert argues that the creative 
input of the children’s film dramaturgs went far beyond the process of political 
and functional mediation, which enabled them to create a lasting connection 
between dramaturgy and screenwriting.

While Ebert focuses on a distinct mode of writing and developing films 
in the GDR in 1949–90, Maria Chiara Oltolini investigates the story behind a 
specific Japanese animated series, Shōkōjo Sēra (‘Little princess Sara’), within 
the context of the World Masterpiece Theater, a television staple that popular-
ized the practice of adapting classic children’s books into long-running anime. 
The case study analyses the adaptation choices made during the writing and 
production, which are found to be both genre-related and linked to cultural-
filtered interpretations, for instance by negotiating the young female protago-
nist as ‘a Christian damsel-in-distress’.

Marc Plana investigates questions of decision-making in storytelling struc-
tures. His contribution to this issue is a discursive analysis of contemporary 
mainstream screenwriting in 30 films, exploring the relationship between the 
protagonist’s decision and the climax of the story. Plana argues that this rela-
tionship is shaped by the need for a change between the darkest moment 
and the climax, and causality between the events and the conflict that triggers 
them, and ties this to predominant discourses of freedom and socialization 
processes for children and youth.

Natalie Krikowa also addresses issues of how to think of fiction for chil-
dren and youth as sites of negotiation related to, for example, questions of 
possible identities and life choices when exploring transgender representation 
in ABC Australia’s television serial First Day about a young transgender girl’s 
transition to high school. Krikowa focuses on how to write inclusive children’s 
television and uses the case study to argue that pre-teen television can be an 
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ideal genre for exploring diversity through themes of change, growth, accept-
ance and belonging.

WRITING THAT GOOD CONTENT FOR CHILDREN AND 
YOUNG AUDIENCES

While the research-based articles in this Special Issue offer detailed inves-
tigations of creating content for children and young audiences, writing and 
production frameworks in particular, a second part of this issue focuses on the 
specific processes of writing this kind of content from the perspective of indi-
vidual screenwriters.

Screenwriter Frank Deese offers his personal reflections on writing for 
children, drawing on 25 years of experience working as a screenwriter in Los 
Angeles. Deese’s account reflects Alan Brown’s perception that ‘[w] riters for 
children have adult skills but have not lost touch with the child they once 
were, the child within’ (2014: 164). Brown argues that each screenwriter has 
‘a particular voice with which they are most comfortable’, sharing that his is 
probably being nine years of age (2014: 164). Reliving a terrifying incident that 
occurred to his 7-year-old self under an expansive avocado tree, Deese shares 
how this personal childhood experience was part of shaping his approach to 
writing for children later in life, but also how certain films have later been 
influential in forming and inspiring him during his career.

The next contribution by screenwriter Line Langebek is based on an online 
joint conversation between the writing team and the creator of the forthcom-
ing 52-episode children’s series Royals Next Door, which mixes live-action and 
animation when telling the story of a 13-year-old girl and her royal family who 
move into an ordinary house in an ordinary town when their palace needs 
to be repaired. The show is based on a complex, international co-production 
set-up, and the conversation explores the collaborative processes of creating 
new content for children in online writers’ rooms where different approaches 
and notions of childhood across a number of different personalities, creative 
tempers and nationalities are constantly negotiated. In a time of COVID-19, 
the conversation interestingly also points to how the endless Zoom meetings 
from our private homes have in many ways changed the balance between 
our professional and private lives, making it obvious that each and every one 
of us has personal lives with everyday challenges to deal with – for some, 
e.g., childcare – besides our work lives and writing deadlines.

As the final piece, Paul Wells shares insights from material that he has 
created for a number of international workshops on writing children’s anima-
tion, where he builds on theoretical insights to nuance established ideas of 
what characterizes telling stories for children in general, and writing anima-
tion for children more specifically. His contribution addresses broad concerns 
and parameters of how to think of screenwriting for children, while outlin-
ing and discussing distinctive tools of expression when writing this particular 
kind of content.

While there are few ‘how-to’ books or manuals specifically addressing the 
writing of audio-visual fiction for children and young audiences (one of 
the exceptions being Motti Aviram’s screenwriting guide, published in Hebrew 
in 2010 and translated into English in 2015), the screenwriting insights from 
the three articles hopefully offer interesting thoughts as well as practical 
advice for both screenwriters and screenwriting scholars. We find that it is 
important to have an ongoing dialogue between scholars and practitioners 
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in this field. This was the reason why we started the RYA project by editing a 
Special Issue of the member magazine of the Danish Writers Guild, Replikker 
(Redvall and Christensen 2020), focusing on writing for children and young 
audiences. The aim was to establish an interest in our research project as well 
as a continuous exchange of notions about best practice and emerging ideas 
among writers, producers and commissioners with an interest in this topic in 
the coming years.

When thinking about this kind of content, we strongly believe that screen-
writing for children and young audiences can not only be strengthened by 
having a better dialogue between academic researchers and creative practi-
tioners, but also by involving the intended audience, the children and young 
audiences themselves, in this dialogue. Accordingly, the first case studies 
in the RYA project have focused on this, since much seems to be currently 
happening in this regard.

WRITING FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG AUDIENCES IN THE 
ON-DEMAND AGE

As pointed out by numerous researchers in 2010, fundamental changes in the 
media landscape have challenged the traditional ways in which content for 
children and young audiences is produced as well as circulated, not the least 
the world of television/streaming (Potter and Steemers 2017, 2020; Steemers 
2016, 2017; Zanker 2017; Brown 2019; Potter 2020). In their introduction to 
an excellent Special Issue of Media International Australia on children’s televi-
sion in transition (2017), Anna Potter and Jeanette Steemers emphasize how 
these changes relate to issues of policies and platforms as well as produc-
tion that naturally also imply changes for screenwriting and storytelling in an 
on-demand age.

In 2020, children and young audiences have access to an abundance of 
content, social media and gaming on global media platforms. Moreover, there 
is a lot of cross-over content and viewing ‘up the age-range’ (Brown 2014: 163), 
meaning that children are not necessarily watching content that was originally 
intended for them. Part of the motivation for the RYA project was to explore 
how many of the fundamental changes in the current media landscape make 
it still harder for legacy broadcasters and national producers in small nations 
to reach the young audiences.

In the industry, there are currently numerous reports and seminars about 
the changing media use of children and young first-movers in more or less 
desperate attempts to understand what appeals to them and build on this 
knowledge in new productions. Statements in the European Broadcasting 
Union’s recent Youth Report – with the title ‘What works?’ (drawing on what 
is presented as 60 ‘success stories’ across seven genres leading to ten strate-
gic recommendations) – illustrate how European public service providers are 
struggling to make content that is ‘local and relatable’ or ‘authentic, genuine, 
and real, while also aiming to produce a “wow”-effect’ (European Broadcasting 
Union [EBU] 2020: n.pag.). A 2021 report commissioned by DR from the 
design anthropology firm Will & Agency into the everyday lives, hopes, 
dreams, concerns and relations of 10–25-year-old Danes similarly highlights 
‘relatable’ content as quintessential (Olsen 2021), but the question is of course 
how to write that kind of content? One might be able to activate one’s inner 
9-year-old co-writer, but does this memory of what childhood was like still 
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 1. For more on these 
topics, see various 
blogs written by the 
RYA project for the 
Critical Studies in 
Television website 
(CSTonline 2021).

bear resonance for children and young audiences today? What are universal 
aspects of childhood and storytelling for children and what might be more 
specific challenges and concerns that young audiences would like to see 
addressed at this very moment in time?

In the Scandinavian film and television industries, SKAM (NRK 2015–17) 
is regarded as a successful example of conducting extensive research into a 
very specific audience (based on the NABC model) to write a series building 
on their input and feedback (Redvall 2018). This has inspired several new audi-
ence research initiatives in the national screen agencies where there is now 
a widespread emphasis on trying to involve children and young audiences 
already during the writing and development of new stories for them. In serial 
fiction for children, the DR Ultra channel is now consistently working with 
‘junior editors’ who offer concrete input and advice for productions (Redvall 
and Christensen 2021), and in 2021 DR established a ‘youth panel’ to help 
ensure that DR are in a continuous dialogue with this audience (Olsen 2021).

Meanwhile, more DIY writers and producers – such as Jonas Risvig, creat-
ing popular serial dramas for his own YouTube channel in close collaboration 
with Danish teenagers – have shown that children and young audiences like 
to participate and co-create if they feel that their voices are being heard and 
taken seriously (Christensen and Redvall 2020). These developments mirror 
what media scholars have pointed to as changes in push/pull dynamics 
(e.g. Livingstone and Das 2013) or new ways to think about ‘the voice’ of audi-
ences (Hill 2018), bringing production and audience studies closer together 
when engaging with notions of ‘participating publics’ and ‘creative audiences’ 
(Jackson 2013).

Asking audiences for advice is common in many production frameworks, 
but can be more or less integrated into the writing and production processes, 
depending on whether feedback is provided at the early or late stages of 
production (e.g. Redvall 2017). When it comes to writing for children and 
young audiences, there currently seems to be a widespread sense in both 
the Scandinavian film and television industries that listening more to them 
is crucial if one wants to gain their attention. This can be regarded as new in 
the approach to children’s film and television where Casie Hermansson and 
Janet Zeperncik have stressed that these kinds of productions have tradition-
ally been ‘for youth and frequently about youth but are seldom produced and 
often not procured by youth’ (Hermansson and Zeperncik 2019: 1).

Screenwriting for children and young audiences is in an interesting time 
of transition, and in the RYA project we trust that much more will be written 
on this topic in the years to come. In the past few years, it has definitely been 
fascinating to see how quickly things have evolved in the Danish context: 
with new film and cross-media funding initiatives such as ‘Univers’ from the 
Danish Film Institute; with the 3–6-year-olds now getting their own rebellious 
fiction serials such as Oda omvendt (Oda Upside Down, DR Ramasjang 2018–
present); with new experiments with writing whodunnits or crime stories for 
young children and tweens, such as Skyldig (‘Guilty’, DR Ultra); with a new 
channel for 1–3-year-olds launching in 2021; with new Nordic drama collabo-
rations and remakes; and with new educational initiatives such as the Cross 
Media School of Children’s Fiction launching in Copenhagen where writers 
are taught to create stories for children across different platforms.1

However, the RYA is absolutely guilty of what Noel Brown has described 
as scholarship on children’s cinema having the same remiss as film studies 
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more widely in focusing its attentions primarily on western nations (2017: 27). 
Until now, we have focused on Scandinavian cases, and we are keen to learn 
more from the rest of the world. Besides presenting new and interesting 
research from international colleagues, this Special Issue is also an invitation 
to other screenwriters and researchers with an interest in screenwriting for 
children and young audiences to join forces and hopefully widen the scope of 
this field in exciting and more diverse ways in the years to come.
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