2026 Youth Writing Contest Guidelines

In cooperation with the Buena Vista, Lake County, and Salida school districts, private and homeschool organizations, community libraries, and sponsors, Central Colorado Writers (CC Writers) presents the 2026 Youth Writing Contest:

A Short Fiction Story Contest

Theme: 

“Secret(s)”

This year’s theme, “Secret(s),” is a prompt for participants to write a short fiction story about—exactly what the theme says! A secret! Or several secrets. Let your imagination run wild (but get it down on paper!)  
 
Who is Eligible?  

Senior Division: Writers ages 14-18  
Junior Division: Writers ages 10-13

* You do not need to reside in Chaffee County to compete
** Use 31 March 2026 as the birthday cutoff. (If you turn 10 or 14 on or before 31 March 2026, then you compete in the junior or senior category. If you are not yet 10 or turn 19 on or before 31 March 2026, you are not eligible to compete.)
   
Length:  

Senior Division: Stories are limited to 600 words minimum and 1,500 words maximum (excluding the title).
Junior Division: Stories are limited to 500 words minimum and 1,000 words maximum (excluding the title).

Judges:

The Central Colorado Writers will judge the submissions based on a common grading rubric. Works will be anonymous. Judges will not see names associated with the submissions they judge.

The judges will look at the total body of work, including the following areas: beginning, plot, character, setting, innovation/originality, writing craft, and ending.

Prizes:
 
We will award prizes at the Writers Recognition Ceremony on April 13, 2025. 

Senior Division
· Grand Prize: $400. Additional prize—attendance/lodging at the Rocky Mountain Fiction Writers Sep 2025 Conference in Denver—a $900+ value. (Winner also provided judges’ commentary on their work, and an author interview will be featured on local Salida author Laurel McHargue’s podcast Conversations with Laurel.) 
· Silver Prize: $150 (Provided judges’ commentary on their work)
· Bronze Prize: $150 (Provided judges’ commentary on their work)     
Junior Division
· Grand Prize: $400 (Winner provided judges’ commentary on their work, and an author interview will be featured on local Salida author Laurel McHargue’s podcast Conversations with Laurel.) 
· Silver Prize: $150 (Provided judges’ commentary on their work)
· Bronze Prize: $150 (Provided judges’ commentary on their work)     
Key Dates: 
· February 2: Competition opens  
· March 2: Final submissions due (submissions are capped at 75 entries per age category. If a category reaches 75 submissions before March 2, an announcement will close the contest for that category.)
· March 3-March 31: Judges evaluate submissions
· April 1-2: Winners Announced
· April 13: Awards Presentation/Ceremony  
How to Enter:
1. Identification 
Put your full name, preferred pronouns, email address, age division, story title, word count, guardian’s name/email address/phone number, and your hometown, state on the document’s first page. Use Times New Roman 12-point font, double-spaced lines throughout the document.
Ex: Stefanie E. Rogers / she/her/hers / stef2008@XXX.com / Junior Division / “Your Story Title” / 786 / Steven Rogers / stefdad@XXX.com / 720-555-1212 / Buena Vista, CO
Below your contact information on the first page, provide your story’s title and word count. Below the title and word count, cut and paste the AI declaration in 4. 
Ex: Kelsey: The Girl Who Wasn’t A ---/792 words (DO NOT USE “The Secret” or “Secrets” etc as your title–if everyone uses the theme as the title, it can confuse the judges!)
Your story should start on the second page with the title in the header (the first page with all of your contact information and title will be separated by the submissions gatekeeper from the story, so the judges do not know who wrote which story. Do not list your identifying details on your story document, just the title, word count, and story text.) Only the submissions gatekeeper (who is not a judge) will be able to match names to submissions.
2. Electronic submission required
The 2026 YWC will only accept electronic submissions. Hard copy or printed submissions are not allowed. If you do not have access to an electronic device to submit your story, contact your Buena Vista, Lake County, Salida, or local library for computer and email access. The BV, Lake County, and Salida libraries are contest facilitators and can help you send in your story. 
Electronic entries must be formatted as a Microsoft Word document (.doc/.docx) Again, submissions should be double-spaced with 12-point Times New Roman font. If you are a Google Docs user, then write your story in Google Docs, download it as a Word doc and send in the Word doc. Do not submit a .pdf or Google Doc file. 
Submit your entry via email to centralcoloradowriters@gmail.com 
3. Stories must be original work.

4. Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Plagiarism Declaration

Below (in bold) is the declaration you must copy and paste onto the first page of your submission (below Title and Word Count). AI may only be used for light editing of work you created yourself—not for generating or rewriting content. Plagiarism, including the use of AI-generated text passed off as your own, is strictly prohibited. 

DECLARATION

· I certify that all ideas, wording, scenes, characters, and creative decisions in this submission are my own original work.
· I did not use AI to generate, rewrite, expand, or draft any portion of the content.
· I may have used AI tools (e.g., Grammarly, ChatGPT, Claude) only for minor editing assistance such as spelling, grammar, clarity, or contestant-directed sentence adjustments. I did not copy any AI-generated text into my submission.
· I did not plagiarize any material.
· I understand that my submission may be reviewed for originality, and I agree to provide drafts or process notes if requested.

[ ] I have read and agree to this declaration. (You must place an x between the brackets for your submission to be considered)

[ ] OPTIONAL: I have chosen not to use AI in any capacity whatsoever

///SIGNED/// (Your name—typed or signed)


5. Every entrant will receive an email back from CCW confirming receipt. If you do not receive an email from us, we did not receive your submission. If you are unable to get an email confirmation, contact Cam Torrens (CC Writers VP and submissions gatekeeper) at 720-278-1306, and he will assist you.
 
Writing Suggestions:

ESTABLISH A PREMISE: Use the “what if” technique and come up with some short story ideas. What if Kelsey Tukmycash stole lunch money from all the boys in her third-grade class? And you wrote a story about the secret “why?” she did it. Pick your premise and show us what a great short story you can write.
 
SET YOUR STORY: Most stories have a setting in place and time. Is the cafeteria from a one-room schoolhouse in the 1800s or in the future on Mars? What about the weather, the mood, etc?  
 
KNOW YOUR STUFF: If you want to lure the reader into your story, you should be able to back your premise. Maybe your school doesn’t charge students for lunch. You would have to set your story in a school that did, or change your premise. Or they use a cashless system with accounts instead. You could have Kelsey hack into the computers to steal the money. When you research these details, it makes the reader think, “It could happen” rather than “That’s impossible!” 
 
DEVELOP YOUR CHARACTERS: Someone once said readers don’t care about what happens in a story; they care about what happens to the characters in your story. Make your characters the kind of personalities readers are interested in. Give them talents. Give them flaws. Make them relatable.

Writing Guidelines:
When you write it, you are responsible for it. Use the power of words to support other people and don’t use this platform as a means to demean others. The types of content that will be removed from the competition include, but are not limited to:   
· Anything that may be deemed hurtful, defamatory or discriminatory/non-inclusive in nature.
· Anything deemed sexually explicit or gratuitously violent.
· Anything referencing self-harm. 
· Plagiarism (using someone else’s words or AI-generated stories)
· Personal contact information (besides your own)—including usernames on social media or other platforms. 
· Links to any external websites or media. 
· Submissions that violate our guidelines may be removed from the competition at any time.
· Do not post your story online before the end of the 2026 Youth Writing Contest. If you do, our writing software could flag your submission for plagiarism. If your submission has a legitimate reason for being online, please explain the circumstances when you submit.
*Note*
We will publish all submissions on the Central Colorado Writers website with links to the stories from our local library websites. Participation in the contest implies consent for your submission to be viewed by the public after the contest.

Reminder Dates:
· Midnight, March 2nd - Competition deadline (submissions are capped at 75 entries per age category. If a category reaches 75 submissions prior to March 2nd, an announcement will close the contest for that category.)
· April 1-2—Winners announced




FAQ:

1) Is previously published work eligible?
No, but we will accept unpublished work written within the 2025-2026 academic year.

2) Can someone else review my work?
Yes! Part of the writing process is peer review, and bouncing your ideas and work off of others improves your writing. Remember, the final submission must be your own work.

3) Who can I contact with questions about the contest?
For specific contest questions, the contact information for the sponsor organization, Central Colorado Writers (CC Writers), is the same email you use for submissions:

Address your questions to: Cam Torrens (CC Writers Vice President) centralcoloradowriters@gmail.com or 720-278-1306

High school and middle school English/Language Arts teachers and Buena Vista/Salida/Lake County librarians were an important part of setting up this contest. They should be able to answer most questions about writing.

4) What does the (s) at the end of Secret mean?
It means you aren’t limited to writing about one secret. You could have lots of secrets in your story.

5) Where can I find these contest guidelines online?
The Central Colorado Writers website will have information about the contest and a link to these guidelines on the homepage.
https://www.ccwriters.org/




