
 

 

Reading time: approx. 10 minutes 

Disclaimer: This is an opinion piece written by Ruby Allen Cadman

 and as such represents only her personal views. 

Let’s start with some context… 

 

When I was eleven years’ old, I chose to move in with my dad. It 

was a difficult decision, but at the time all my complicated emotio

ns were mostly squished down. I focused on the positives: now I h

ad clean clothes, home-

cooked meals and a feeling that I didn’t really have the words to a

rticulate, a sense that living with them meant doors would open fo

r me. 

That September, I started at my local grammar school ready to be

come the best, most shiny version of myself. My very first lesson 

was English. The teacher began by giving us a list of books we’d n

eed to read to prepare for Oxbridge. There was also a “banned” se

ction with a list of authors that we weren’t supposed to read, with 

Jacqueline Wilson at the top. Jacqueline Wilson was one of the onl

y authors whose books ever touched on my reality 

– the one I’d had at my mum’s house 

– but I realised those stories belonged to the old me, so I put dow

n The Illustrated Mum and picked up Pride and Prejudice. I hated J

ane Austen for the following fifteen years for no good reason other

 than that she became a symbol for everything I was not; for ever

ything that was wrong with where I came from. 

For the rest of my school days, I still read Jacqueline Wilson 

(huddled under my duvet) but otherwise I tried to fit in with my n

ew classmates. My family still couldn’t afford designer clothes or fa

ncy holidays the way some of my friends could, but that wasn’t so 

unusual. When I left grammar school to go to sixth form college I 

was able to relax a little bit, since the other students came from m



 

 

ore varied backgrounds, but I still wanted to be considered 

“sophisticated”, and certainly not someone who’d once lived off be

nefits and her mum’s bar staff wages. 

By the time I’d gone through university and graduated, who I’d be

come was so distant from who I’d been that I didn’t have to really 

think about it anymore. One of the few times it came up was on a t

rip to my mum’s caravan park with my university boyfriend. The c

ulture shock broke him. He was so upset that 

“people could live like that” that he had to go and have a lie down. 

In retrospect, he should have been ashamed. In the moment, I wa

s the one that was apologetic and humiliated. The incident reenfor

ced my belief that where I’d come from needed to be hidden away. 

And this relates to publishing, how? 

 

All that is my very long-

winded way of saying that slowly, I’d become part of the problem. 

When I got my first job in publishing, I had views about what was 

good writing and what was bad writing and what people should lik

e and what people ought not to like, and I was happy with those o

pinions. Like my colleagues, my thoughts and feelings had been cu

ltivated in an echo chamber. I didn’t know what I didn’t know, and 

there was no pressure to interrogate any of my many unconscious 

biases. On top of that, I consciously judged and/or looked down on

 my mum’s values and interests and rejected anything that remind

ed me that they were once my interests, too. 

Then I started working on children’s books. Over time, I began to 

feel a growing sense of unease. A lot of it was related to my soon-

to-be-

diagnosed complex PTSD, which is another post for another time, 

but working to confront that trauma made me look at all the things

 about myself I’d buried away. I was struggling to edit the books o



 

 

n my desk because they didn’t reflect my lived experience, and ev

ery time I sat down for a copy-

edit or proofread I was becoming increasingly aware that I was pa

rt of a bigger problem: so much of what was being published pro

moted only a certain kind of story and a particular way of life. 

There were and are exceptions in the mainstream, although they a

re few and far between. I found that a lot of the children’s books t

hat covered my experiences were given zero budget, a terrible spe

cial interest cover and shelved under 

“Educational Reads”, as though lives like mine were to be learnt a

bout, not lived. Even books that were set in or targeted at working

 class households had a sense of poking fun. For example, while I 

love that David Walliams’ books get kids who wouldn’t necessarily 

read to read, oh my god, they are so full of classism 

(among other things 

… again, a post for another day). Then there’s Peppa Pig, where an

y character from a lower socio-economical background has a non-

home-counties accent and 

– actually, I won’t get started on Paddington Bear. I have some ve

ry unpopular opinions. 

I looked through my bookshelf at home and realised the same was

 true of most of my adult books. Even the ones that spoke about w

orking class roots had reviews that described them as “brave” or 

“inspiring”, the implication always being that the story was good 

… considering. 

I don’t think anyone I worked with was doing this intentionally. As

 I said, we were all bouncing around our echo chamber and with p

rint deadlines and personal lives and ever-

tighter publishing budgets, when was the time to look outside of o

urselves? The fact was 

(and is) that as a rule, books were marketed to be bought by a cer

tain type of person, and there were never enough resources or en

ough space in our publishing schedules to worry about the people 



 

 

who couldn’t afford them. Books for 

“them” went into the middle aisle at Aldi, and typically had the che

apest production costs and no marketing. 

What do you think the industry is doing to make things better? 

There are already a lot of conversations happening in traditional p

ublishing about making stories more diverse and accessible, and w

hile other pressing issues like race or sexuality are typically at the 

forefront of these discussions, social class is also often an implicit 

factor. 

In terms of the industry itself, more and more publishers are offeri

ng paid internships or matching living wage requirements. Even be

tter, they’re moving or starting up offices outside of London. A lot 

of big publishers and some smaller indies are popping up in other l

ocations now and I’m very, very excited about it. The geography of

 publishing was so prohibitive when I wanted to get into it, but it’s

 now slowly opening up. There’s even some hybrid working opport

unities now. That flexibility is hopefully a way to make publishing 

a (slightly) more affordable career choice. 

What else do you think needs to happen? 

I know plenty of individuals in publishing that are doing the work, 

and are pushing for more progress, but changes need to be made 

at a structural level. 

An easy first step would be for publishers to invest in unconscious 

bias and sensitivity training for all staff, and to make having and r

esponding to external sensitivity reads a key part of all publishing 

schedules. 

For children’s publishing in particular, I also think there should be 

more interaction with schools. Making time to learn from and liste

n to children from different backgrounds would be a benefit to pub

lishing strategy, and giving young people the opportunity to feel in



 

 

volved in the making of stories would 

(hopefully) make them more eager to read. As I mentioned, financ

ially things are tight in the publishing sector, but there are often ti

me-off-in-

lieu schemes for voluntary work, and creating these workshops co

uld possibly be budgeted that way. 

I also think widening the net for commissioning is key, and trying t

o make time for unsolicited submissions. That’s one of the main re

asons why I started my Pay What You Can scheme, to make writin

g and publishing accessible for people that haven’t had the opport

unities or don’t have access to the resources they need to turn thei

r ideas into a fully-

realised story. The dream is to get publishers or agents to pay me 

to read their unsolicited submissions and work with potential auth

ors, but I suspect that’s a long way off, so for now I want to make 

it as affordable as possible for the people that reach out. 

There are so many social, economical, racial, geographical and poli

tical factors that I’m not talking about, and probably some that I’m

 not even considering. While I try to remember now how much I d

on’t know, I want to reiterate that this is a personal opinion piece 

and opinions are not facts. But in my work now, I always say: try t

o consider your unconscious bias, consider your sense of place and

 your history, and interrogate whether what’s around you is reflect

ive of a wider spectrum of experiences. Does what you’re editing o

nly cover your lived experience or similar lived experiences, or do

es it look at things outside what you think or feel? 

I’m also working on not having an ego about getting things wrong.

 I want to remember that it’s important to make people feel that t

hey can disagree with me or correct me, and to always be open-

minded and curious and not instinctively double-

down on what I think. Although as anyone who knows me persona

lly will tell you, that’s definitely a work in progress. 



 

 

 

Thank you for reading. This piece is an edited and abridged version

 of an extremely long interview conducted by Mr Allen Cadman. Ru

by would like to thank Mr Allen Cadman for his time, particularly a

s he’d heard most of this piece’s content multiples times before, e

specially when Ruby’s had three pints of cider. 

 

Coming soon from First Drafts: 

 

A conversation about the importance and power of language with 

Bronwyn O’Reilly and 

A conversation about racial dynamics in the publishing industry wi

th (anonymous) 

 

If you have a story to tell, please get in touch… 

 

If you have comments on the above, or you would like to be interv

iewed for First Drafts, please reach out here. All enquiries are very 

welcome but I am actively looking for: 

Perspectives from outside of the home counties: the above piece

 is on social class, but I am aware that as I am originally from Buc

kinghamshire and now live in London, there is a lot I’ve probably n

ot discussed or thought about because it doesn’t apply to my back

ground. If you want to tell me what I don’t know, please reach out. 

Queer perspectives: I am queer myself and will likely write a piec

e on this in future, but I would love to talk to others in the LGBTQI



 

 

A+ community about their individual thoughts and experiences. W

hat influences or impacts your role in publishing 

(if applicable) and/or your experiences as a reader? What would y

ou like to see or change on the page? 

Neurodivergent perspectives: what influences or impacts your ro

le in publishing 

(if applicable) and/or your experiences as a reader? What would y

ou like to see or change on the page? 

Migrant and/or Non-

Western perspectives: what influences or impacts your role in pu

blishing 

(if applicable) and/or your experiences as a reader? What would y

ou like to see or change on the page? 

Book-

buying parents and carers: what books do you think are missing f

rom the shelves? What different factors do you consider when buyi

ng books? 

If pro bono is not an option I have a small, negotiable bu

dget to pay interviewees. 

Anonymous interviews are also an option. More information on the

 interview process can be found here. 
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