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Winter	  2015	  •	  From	  the	  Editor	  
	  
Winter	  is	  here	  again,	  a	  good	  time	  to	  start	  a	  writing	  project,	  and	  what	  better	  way	  to	  
get	  in	  the	  mood	  than	  by	  reading	  articles	  about	  writing	  by	  our	  fellow	  Illinois	  writers?	  
	  
Alice	  McGinty’s	  Greeting	  is	  a	  tribute	  to	  Lisa	  Bierman,	  who	  is	  stepping	  down	  after	  five	  
years	  of	  heading	  our	  chapter	  as	  RA.	  Lisa	  speaks	  for	  many	  of	  us	  when	  she	  says,	  
“We’re	  going	  to	  miss	  her	  .	  .	  .	  but	  we	  won’t	  let	  her	  go	  too	  far	  away.	  She’ll	  still	  be	  
around	  attending	  programs	  and	  giving	  her	  muse	  the	  space	  it	  needs	  to	  write	  and	  
create!	  Wishing	  you	  all	  the	  very	  best,	  Lisa.	  Thank	  you!!!”	  
	  
Our	  Tale	  from	  the	  Front	  comes	  from	  Ami	  Polonsky,	  whose	  first	  novel,	  Gracefully	  
Grayson,	  has	  a	  transgender	  protagonist:	  “Many	  people	  have	  asked	  me	  how	  I	  got	  the	  
idea	  to	  write	  about	  a	  transgender	  character,	  since	  nobody	  in	  my	  immediate	  family	  
or	  close	  circle	  of	  friends	  is	  transgender.	  .	  .	  .	  it	  was	  actually	  never	  my	  intention	  to	  
write	  about	  a	  transgender	  girl.	  .	  .	  .	  Where	  did	  she	  come	  from?”	  
	  
Next,	  browse	  through	  Dana	  Easley’s	  News	  Roundup	  to	  get	  an	  idea	  of	  upcoming	  
events,	  awards,	  grants,	  and	  conferences	  you	  may	  be	  interested	  in.	  
	  
Food	  for	  Thought	  is	  an	  event	  open	  to	  all	  SCBWI	  members.	  This	  time	  the	  topic	  is	  
promoting	  your	  book	  and	  landing	  school	  visits.	  
	  
Molly	  Backes’s	  Writing	  Tip	  concerns	  setting,	  which	  often	  reveals	  “more about our 
characters than we know ourselves. And if done well, all these tiny details, many of 
which will go virtually unnoticed by readers, add up to a greater whole—a living, 
breathing, complicated person with a history and a future, someone who will live on in 
your reader’s mind long after she finishes your book.” 
 
This issue’s Illustrator Tip comes from	  Molly	  Schafer,	  who	  recommends	  trying	  online	  
courses:	  “Creative	  online	  courses	  are	  having	  a	  moment.	  There	  is	  a	  lot	  of	  energy	  and	  
excitement	  around	  online	  classes	  and	  a	  lot	  of	  creative	  people	  to	  meet.”	  
	  
On the Writer’s Bookshelf this time is From Inspiration to Publication, How to Succeed 
as a Children’s Writer: Advice from 15 Award-Winning Writers, reviewed by Paula 
Morrow. I’m interested in the chapter “How Old Is Your Reader?” with its 
sidebar “Getting the Mix Right,” giving examples of the balance of description, 
action, and dialogue for different age groups. 



 
In her Book Look, Jodell Sadler reviews the YA novel We Were Liars, by E. 
Lockhart: “Only two pages in, it already hosts nothing but the promise of a great read. 
We are already in chapter 4 by page 7. As an agent, I receive many manuscripts now, and 
so many offer long first chapters as if there is a rule about having to reach a milestone of 
1,500 words before chapter 2 can begin. But what rule?” 
 
In her column The Flourishing Writer, Carol Coven Grannick writes about envy: “In	  the	  
early	  years	  of	  committed	  writing,	  envy	  of	  others’	  writing	  success	  seemed	  an	  
obstacle.	  .	  .	  .	  It	  was	  so	  entwined	  with	  my	  own	  longing	  for	  publication	  that	  every	  
announcement	  of	  another’s	  success	  hurt.”	  
	  
This	  issue’s	  Fly	  on	  the	  Wall	  is	  Anna	  M.	  Lewis,	  who	  attended	  Prairie	  Writer’s	  Day	  
with	  her	  daughter:	  “As Emily and I braved the wintry wonderland on the drive home, 
we shared our thoughts about the day. We talked about the insight we gained and the 
revisions we were going to implement into our young adult manuscripts. . . . The 
underappreciated Prairie Writer’s Day committee . . . did an amazing job.” 
 
Finally, Susanna Kirby offers her Perspective on film writing versus fiction writing and 
how the strengths of each can balance the weaknesses of the other: “While I was in my 
MFA (Fiction Writing) program, I also began writing screenplays and teaching screenwriting at 
the same time. It meant bouncing between disciplines and their very different approaches to story. 
I wished there was a school like Hogwarts — a School of Storytelling (and Word Wizardry) — 
where all writers could speak and engage about STORY across disciplines and media.” 
	  
Susan	  Tarcov,	  Editor	  	  
Dana	  Wilson	  Easley,	  Managing	  Editor	  	  
Sara	  Shacter,	  Editorial	  Advisor	  	  
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	  Winter	  2015	  •	  Greeting	  from	  Alice	  McGinty	  	  
	  
Happy	  winter!	  Along	  with	  the	  winter	  winds,	  you	  may	  have	  heard	  whisperings	  that	  
our	  Illinois	  chapter	  has	  recently	  undergone	  a	  change	  in	  leadership.	  The	  wonderful	  
Deborah	  Topolski	  has	  joined	  me	  as	  co-‐Regional	  Adviser,	  and	  Lisa	  Bierman	  has	  
stepped	  down	  after	  five	  years	  of	  heading	  our	  Chapter	  as	  co-‐RA.	  
	  
This	  column	  provides	  the	  perfect	  opportunity	  to	  share	  warm	  thoughts	  and	  
recollections	  of	  the	  outstanding	  things	  Lisa	  Bierman	  has	  done	  during	  her	  time	  as	  
Regional	  Adviser.	  She’s	  made	  terrific	  contributions	  to	  our	  chapter.	  
	  
Being	  Regional	  Adviser	  involves	  organizing	  events,	  providing	  services	  for	  our	  
members,	  and	  making	  sure	  our	  members	  are	  happy.	  Lisa	  did	  all	  of	  these	  things	  well.	  
And	  as	  I	  mentioned	  at	  Prairie	  Writer’s	  and	  Illustrator’s	  Day,	  she	  did	  them	  with	  her	  
own	  special	  flair.	  
	  
Whether	  it	  was	  solving	  problems	  or	  being	  on	  the	  lookout	  for	  new	  ideas	  for	  our	  
chapter,	  Lisa	  had	  a	  knack	  for	  thinking	  outside	  the	  box.	  During	  brainstorming	  
sessions,	  she	  came	  up	  with	  the	  most	  creative,	  perfect	  ideas,	  with	  a	  kind	  of	  regularity	  
that	  astounded	  me.	  One	  of	  her	  ideas	  was	  to	  give	  the	  networks	  a	  money	  allotment	  
each	  year	  to	  bring	  in	  speakers.	  This	  has	  brought	  our	  networks	  to	  a	  new	  level	  of	  
buzzing	  activity.	  Lisa	  has	  come	  up	  with	  countless	  ideas	  to	  keep	  improving	  and	  
building	  on	  Spring	  Thaw	  and	  Prairie	  Writer’s	  and	  Illustrator’s	  Day,	  from	  creative	  
programming	  suggestions	  to	  the	  many	  little	  things	  that	  help	  create	  our	  singular	  
SCBWI-‐IL	  atmosphere.	  
	  
Lisa	  also	  has	  a	  knack	  for	  working	  with	  people.	  She’s	  reached	  out	  to	  help	  other	  
chapters	  in	  financial	  need.	  She’s	  given	  help	  and	  advice	  and	  congratulations	  with	  as	  
much	  generosity	  as	  a	  modern-‐day	  Santa	  Claus.	  And	  she	  always	  knows	  the	  right	  
diplomatic,	  positive	  responses	  to	  use	  in	  any	  situation.	  
	  
Lin	  Oliver,	  SCBWI’s	  co-‐President,	  called	  Lisa	  a	  role	  model	  as	  a	  Regional	  Adviser—
outgoing,	  smart,	  and	  a	  true	  team	  player.	  	  
	  
And	  Lisa	  has	  made	  working	  together	  so	  much	  fun!	  Here’s	  what	  some	  of	  the	  
members	  of	  our	  chapter	  who	  have	  worked	  with	  her	  longest	  have	  to	  say:	  
	  
“In	  one	  conversation,	  Lisa	  could	  come	  up	  with	  a	  brilliant	  solution	  to	  a	  problem	  AND	  
make	  me	  laugh	  my	  head	  off.	  I'm	  going	  to	  miss	  that!"	  Sara	  Shacter,	  Assistant	  Regional	  
Adviser	  
	  
“No	  matter	  how	  busy	  she	  was,	  Lisa	  always	  handled	  any	  inquiries	  or	  requests	  
(issuing	  speaker	  honoraria	  checks,	  etc.)	  from	  network	  reps	  with	  a	  supportive	  
attitude	  and	  a	  sense	  of	  humor.	  Even	  a	  quickie	  email	  from	  Lisa	  brightened	  your	  day!	  



I’m	  excited	  that	  she	  will	  have	  more	  time	  to	  channel	  that	  energy	  into	  her	  writing.”	  
Eileen	  Meyer,	  Network	  Representative	  and	  longtime	  Chapter	  volunteer	  
	  
“Lisa	  is	  the	  smartest,	  friendliest	  bearcat	  I	  know.	  She's	  fierce	  when	  she	  needs	  to	  be,	  
but	  will	  express	  her	  ideas	  as	  sweetly	  as	  a	  kitten.	  Not	  only	  is	  she	  a	  phenomenal	  
writer,	  but	  being	  with	  her	  is	  like	  hanging	  out	  with	  your	  best	  friend	  at	  a	  placid	  lake	  in	  
the	  summertime:	  you	  immediately	  feel	  welcome	  and	  renewed.	  Best	  wishes	  for	  Lisa's	  
continued	  success	  in	  whatever	  direction	  life	  takes	  her!”	  xoxo,	  Kym	  Brunner,	  
Network	  Representative	  
	  
“Whenever	  I'm	  around	  Lisa,	  I	  find	  myself	  watching	  closely—studying	  her.	  No	  matter	  
what	  problem,	  challenge,	  or	  surprise	  arises,	  Lisa	  always	  has	  the	  perfect	  solution,	  
advice,	  or	  clever	  joke	  for	  every	  situation.	  How	  does	  she	  do	  it?	  Guess	  I'll	  never	  know,	  
but	  I'm	  glad	  she	  shares	  it	  with	  all	  of	  us!”	  Suzanne	  Slade,	  Prairie	  Writer’s	  and	  
Illustrator’s	  Day	  Committee	  Member	  
	  
“The	  thing	  that	  most	  impresses	  me	  about	  Lisa	  is	  her	  unfailing	  good	  humor,	  no	  
matter	  what	  comes	  her	  way.	  She’s	  always	  ready	  to	  take	  a	  deep	  breath,	  figure	  out	  
what	  needs	  to	  be	  done,	  and	  then	  go	  about	  doing	  it.	  We’ve	  been	  lucky	  to	  have	  her	  at	  
the	  helm	  all	  these	  years.”	  Janet	  McDonnell,	  co-‐Illustrator	  Coordinator	  
	  
“Lisa	  has	  always	  been	  so	  nice,	  and	  warm,	  and	  quick	  to	  respond	  to	  any	  questions	  or	  
requests	  made	  by	  myself	  and	  the	  Near	  North	  Suburbs	  group	  of	  SCBWI-‐IL.	  She's	  
talented	  and	  a	  hard	  worker	  and	  I	  wish	  her	  all	  the	  best!”	  Tina	  P.	  Schwartz,	  Network	  
Representative,	  SCBWI-‐IL/FNS	  
	  
“When	  you’re	  working	  with	  Lisa,	  you’re	  in	  great	  hands:	  she	  has	  a	  way	  of	  listening	  to	  
all	  viewpoints	  and	  then	  coalesces	  them	  into	  a	  plan	  everyone	  can	  support.	  She	  does	  
this	  with	  grace	  and	  ease	  and	  a	  good	  dose	  of	  wit.”	  Debbie	  Topolski,	  incoming	  
Regional	  Adviser	  
	  
It’s	  been	  an	  honor	  and	  a	  pleasure	  to	  work	  with	  Lisa	  Bierman!	  Our	  chapter	  has	  been	  
blessed	  with	  the	  service	  she’s	  given	  and	  with	  the	  flair,	  creativity,	  and	  positive	  energy	  
she’s	  shared	  with	  us.	  We’re	  going	  to	  miss	  her	  .	  .	  .	  but	  we	  won’t	  let	  her	  go	  too	  far	  
away.	  She’ll	  still	  be	  around	  attending	  programs,	  and	  giving	  her	  muse	  the	  space	  it	  
needs	  to	  write	  and	  create!	  Wishing	  you	  all	  the	  very	  best,	  Lisa.	  Thank	  you!!!	  
	  
Alice	  McGinty	  
Co-‐Regional	  Adviser,	  SCBWI	  Illinois	  



	  Winter	  2015	  •	  Tales	  from	  the	  Front	  
	  

Just	  One	  Path	  
	  

By	  Ami	  Polonsky	  
	  
The	  story	  of	  how	  I	  got	  published	  is,	  at	  first	  glance,	  a	  short	  one:	  I	  never	  dreamed	  of	  
becoming	  an	  author	  until	  the	  idea	  for	  Grayson’s	  character	  came	  to	  me.	  When	  I	  sat	  
down	  to	  write,	  her	  story	  unfolded	  neatly,	  chapter	  by	  chapter.	  With	  my	  first	  draft	  
near	  completion,	  I	  joined	  a	  critique	  group	  where	  some	  amazing	  people	  gave	  me	  
valuable	  input	  and	  support.	  I	  revised.	  I	  queried	  agents.	  The	  wonderful	  Wendy	  
Schmalz	  took	  me	  on	  quickly	  and	  enthusiastically,	  and	  soon	  after,	  Hyperion	  bought	  
Gracefully	  Grayson.	  
	  
But	  nothing,	  of	  course,	  is	  as	  simple	  as	  that.	  
	  
My	  road	  to	  publication	  was	  unexpected	  and	  completely	  enmeshed	  with	  the	  rest	  of	  
my	  life.	  For	  a	  while,	  I	  wondered:	  Where	  did	  one	  path	  even	  end	  and	  the	  next	  one	  
begin?	  But	  then	  I	  realized	  that	  I	  never	  actually	  stepped	  off	  one	  path	  and	  onto	  
another.	  I	  was	  always	  on	  the	  path	  to	  publication;	  I	  just	  didn’t	  know	  it	  until	  I	  wrote	  a	  
book.	  
	  
When	  I	  was	  a	  young	  girl,	  I	  was	  a	  consumer	  of	  information,	  not	  a	  producer	  of	  words.	  I	  
analyzed	  my	  family	  members	  as	  they	  interacted	  with	  one	  another—I	  didn’t	  write	  
religiously	  in	  journals.	  I	  attributed	  possible	  meaning	  to	  my	  friends’	  behavior—I	  
didn’t	  jot	  poignant	  phrases	  onto	  little	  scraps	  of	  paper.	  I	  read	  books—I	  didn’t	  write	  
them.	  My	  focus	  was	  exclusively	  on	  taking	  my	  world	  in	  and	  trying	  to	  understand	  it.	  
As	  a	  young	  child,	  I	  was	  a	  bookish,	  socially	  awkward	  “expert”	  on	  people;	  I	  was	  a	  
small-‐for-‐my-‐age,	  introverted	  specialist	  in	  the	  fields	  of	  Human	  Emotion,	  Human	  
Fear,	  and	  Human	  Desire.	  	  
	  
Of	  course,	  I	  had	  no	  idea	  of	  it	  at	  the	  time,	  but	  I	  can	  now	  see	  that	  during	  these	  years,	  I	  
was	  laying	  the	  groundwork	  for	  writing	  Gracefully	  Grayson.	  I	  was	  becoming	  adept	  at	  
creating	  meaning	  in	  wide,	  open	  spaces,	  and	  isn’t	  this	  the	  basis	  of	  what	  it	  is	  to	  be	  an	  
author?	  
	  
In	  many	  ways,	  my	  childhood	  was	  happy	  and	  carefree,	  but	  in	  other	  ways,	  it	  was	  
challenging.	  There	  has	  been	  much	  in	  the	  media	  lately	  about	  grit	  and	  resilience	  and	  
how	  to	  raise	  children	  who	  possess	  both	  of	  these	  qualities.	  Ideally,	  we	  want	  our	  kids	  
to	  experience	  just	  the	  right	  amount	  of	  challenge.	  We	  don’t	  want	  their	  lives	  to	  be	  too	  
easy	  or	  too	  hard,	  lest	  they	  wind	  up	  unable	  to	  manage	  adversity	  or,	  worse,	  broken.	  I	  
have	  a	  theory	  (the	  data	  for	  which	  I	  have	  collected	  through	  informal	  interviews	  in	  the	  



form	  of	  coffee	  dates	  with	  fellow	  writers)	  that	  writers	  are	  generally	  presented	  with	  
slightly	  more	  challenge	  than	  is	  ideal,	  but	  not	  enough	  to	  become	  broken.	  Such	  was	  
my	  childhood,	  and	  as	  a	  result	  of	  it	  I	  am	  eternally	  cynical	  and	  eternally	  hopeful;	  I	  am	  
constantly	  aware	  of	  how	  terrifying	  and	  how	  beautiful	  life	  is.	  	  
	  
As	  a	  young	  adult,	  I	  became	  a	  teacher.	  I	  loved	  stories	  and	  I	  had	  always	  been	  drawn	  to	  
writing,	  so	  I	  naturally	  gravitated	  toward	  teaching	  language	  arts.	  Middle	  school	  felt	  
like	  the	  perfect	  fit	  for	  me—I	  liked	  the	  idea	  of	  catching	  kids	  on	  the	  precipice	  of	  young	  
adulthood;	  it	  felt	  like	  an	  important	  place	  to	  have	  an	  influence.	  As	  I	  opened	  my	  
classroom	  door	  on	  the	  first	  morning	  of	  my	  teaching	  career,	  I	  had	  no	  idea	  that	  I	  was	  
about	  to	  throw	  myself	  into	  a	  life	  of	  reading	  middle	  grade	  literature	  and	  writing	  for	  a	  
middle	  grade	  audience.	  I	  had	  no	  idea	  that	  I	  was	  about	  to	  bring	  myself	  a	  step	  closer	  to	  
becoming	  an	  author.	  	  
	  
I	  taught	  in	  Chicago	  back	  in	  the	  days	  when,	  as	  long	  as	  your	  students	  weren’t	  throwing	  
one	  another	  out	  the	  classroom	  windows,	  you	  were	  left	  alone	  to	  close	  your	  door	  and	  
teach	  as	  you	  saw	  fit.	  So	  I	  did	  just	  that.	  I	  taught	  my	  reading	  lessons	  almost	  exclusively	  
through	  novels.	  My	  justification	  for	  doing	  so	  was	  anecdotal;	  I’ve	  never	  met	  an	  adult	  
reader	  who	  fell	  in	  love	  with	  books	  through	  reading	  informational	  text.	  I	  wanted	  my	  
students	  to,	  first	  and	  foremost,	  love	  books.	  It	  seemed	  that	  if	  I	  could	  accomplish	  
that—if	  I	  could	  instill	  a	  love	  of	  reading	  in	  other	  human	  beings—anything	  else	  could	  
be	  possible	  for	  them.	  	  
	  
Over	  the	  years,	  I	  read	  dozens	  of	  middle	  grade	  novels,	  dozens	  of	  times	  each.	  I	  needed	  
to	  know	  the	  books	  so	  I	  could	  match	  them	  to	  their	  readers.	  And	  as	  much	  as	  I	  enjoyed	  
reading	  these	  stories,	  I	  loved	  discussing	  them	  with	  my	  fifth	  and	  sixth	  graders.	  I	  loved	  
the	  power	  that	  the	  books	  had	  to	  make	  the	  ten-‐,	  eleven-‐,	  and	  twelve-‐year-‐olds	  in	  
front	  of	  me	  more	  reflective,	  kindhearted	  people,	  and	  most	  important,	  I	  loved	  
watching	  my	  students	  fall	  in	  love	  with	  books	  and	  transform	  into	  readers.	  	  
	  
As	  all	  of	  this	  was	  happening,	  the	  general	  map	  of	  the	  middle	  grade	  novel	  was	  being	  
etched	  into	  my	  mind:	  plot	  structure,	  character	  types,	  pacing,	  language	  usage,	  and	  
most	  important,	  the	  types	  of	  stories	  middle-‐schoolers	  can	  handle—the	  types	  of	  
stories	  they	  need.	  All	  of	  it	  was	  becoming	  a	  part	  of	  me	  so	  basic	  that	  its	  presence	  didn’t	  
register.	  	  
	  
And	  then	  there	  was	  my	  writing	  curriculum.	  With	  nobody	  flying	  out	  the	  classroom	  
windows	  and,	  thus,	  my	  door	  still	  closed,	  I	  began	  to	  teach	  my	  students	  to	  write	  using	  
a	  curriculum	  I	  developed	  based	  on	  Nancie	  Atwell’s	  book	  Voices	  from	  the	  Middle	  and,	  
later,	  Lessons	  That	  Change	  Writers.	  I	  was	  drawn	  to	  Nancie’s	  books	  because	  her	  
primary	  focus	  seemed	  to	  be	  on	  molding	  middle-‐school-‐aged	  children	  into	  thoughtful	  
young	  adults,	  and	  this	  made	  intuitive	  sense	  to	  me.	  How	  can	  you	  write,	  after	  all,	  if	  you	  
don’t	  first	  have	  a	  thoughtful,	  logical	  perspective?	  I	  wrote	  short	  stories	  and	  memoirs,	  
poems	  and	  literary	  essays—all	  as	  examples	  for	  my	  students.	  Making	  sense	  of	  
Nancie’s	  writing	  curriculum	  was	  my	  formal	  writing	  instruction,	  and	  for	  six	  years	  I	  
worked	  on	  my	  craft.	  All	  the	  while,	  I	  had	  no	  idea	  that	  I	  was	  doing	  so.	  



	  
And	  finally,	  there	  was	  motherhood,	  without	  which	  I	  wouldn’t	  know	  how	  to	  love	  my	  
characters	  enough	  to	  make	  them	  feel	  alive	  on	  the	  page.	  I	  have	  never	  wanted	  so	  much	  
as	  I	  do	  as	  a	  mother.	  I	  want	  my	  kids	  to	  be	  happy.	  I	  want	  them	  to	  be	  healthy.	  I	  want	  
them	  to	  be	  confident,	  resilient,	  tough,	  strong.	  I	  believe	  that	  all	  this	  wanting	  became	  
the	  final	  sentry	  on	  my	  path.	  I	  want	  the	  same	  for	  my	  characters	  as	  I	  want	  for	  my	  
children,	  but	  with	  my	  characters,	  there	  are	  guarantees	  that	  don’t	  exist	  in	  reality.	  I	  
find	  comfort	  in	  this.	  I	  don’t	  hesitate	  to	  put	  my	  characters	  in	  the	  most	  challenging	  of	  
situations	  because,	  after	  all,	  I	  can	  make	  sure	  they’ll	  be	  okay	  at	  the	  end.	  	  
	  
Many	  people	  have	  asked	  me	  how	  I	  got	  the	  idea	  to	  write	  about	  a	  transgender	  
character,	  since	  nobody	  in	  my	  immediate	  family	  or	  close	  circle	  of	  friends	  is	  
transgender.	  As	  I’ve	  written	  before,	  it	  was	  actually	  never	  my	  intention	  to	  write	  
about	  a	  transgender	  girl.	  I	  didn’t	  even	  fully	  realize	  that	  Grayson	  was	  transgender	  
until	  I	  spent	  months	  and	  months	  examining	  and	  analyzing	  this	  character	  that	  had	  
popped	  into	  my	  head.	  Where	  did	  she	  come	  from?	  
	  
If	  there	  is	  one	  thing	  I’ve	  learned	  throughout	  the	  process	  of	  becoming	  an	  author,	  it’s	  
that	  the	  subconscious	  mind	  is	  expansive	  and	  amazing	  and	  powerful.	  When	  Grayson	  
first	  came	  to	  me,	  fully	  formed,	  she	  seemed	  so	  real	  that	  I	  didn’t	  feel	  like	  I	  created	  her,	  
and	  in	  many	  ways	  I	  didn’t—at	  least	  my	  conscious	  mind	  didn’t.	  For	  people	  aspiring	  to	  
become	  authors,	  I	  offer	  this	  advice:	  Don’t	  focus	  on	  the	  day-‐to-‐day	  of	  the	  writing	  
world	  (the	  twitter-‐stalking,	  the	  blog-‐reading,	  the	  1500	  words	  a	  day,	  the	  
NaNoWriMo).	  Forget	  it	  all.	  Instead,	  listen	  to	  the	  voices	  in	  your	  head.	  Pay	  attention	  
during	  that	  gray,	  foggy	  time	  when	  you’re	  falling	  asleep.	  Keep	  a	  notebook	  next	  to	  
your	  bed.	  Take	  walks	  and	  people-‐watch	  and	  let	  your	  mind	  wander.	  I	  truly	  believe	  
that	  characters	  that	  are	  people	  are	  born	  out	  of	  the	  intense	  emotion	  in	  our	  
subconscious	  minds.	  All	  the	  characters	  I’ve	  written	  were	  born	  out	  of	  love	  and	  fear—
what	  if	  my	  own	  children	  had	  something	  huge	  to	  deal	  with,	  and	  what	  if	  I	  wasn’t	  able	  
to	  help	  them?	  What	  if	  I	  was	  gone,	  or	  what	  if	  I	  had	  to	  stand	  back	  because	  there	  was	  
something	  that	  they	  just	  needed	  to	  go	  through,	  completely	  on	  their	  own?	  	  
	  
From	  quiet	  observer	  to	  middle-‐school	  language	  arts	  teacher,	  to	  mother,	  to	  writer—
it	  was	  all	  just	  one	  path,	  and	  in	  retrospect	  I	  can	  see	  that	  clearly.	  I	  think	  that	  we	  often	  
need	  hindsight	  to	  help	  us	  create	  meaning	  in	  our	  lives.	  We	  make	  meaning	  and	  we	  
make	  stories;	  we	  connect	  the	  dots,	  usually	  from	  end	  to	  beginning;	  we	  go	  back	  and	  
draw	  these	  proverbial	  paths	  that	  we’re	  on	  once	  we’ve	  arrived	  at	  a	  stopping	  point.	  
I’m	  honored	  to	  be	  at	  this	  stopping	  point.	  It’s	  somewhere	  I	  never	  imagined	  I’d	  be.	  I	  
think	  I’ll	  stay	  for	  a	  while.	  
	  
Ami	  Polonsky	  is	  a	  reading	  and	  writing	  tutor,	  mother	  to	  two	  young	  children,	  and	  
author,	  among	  other	  things.	  A	  former	  language	  arts	  teacher	  and	  literacy	  coach,	  Ami	  
remains	  devoted	  to	  guiding	  children	  toward	  a	  love	  of	  books	  and	  helping	  create	  lifelong	  
readers.	  Ami	  lives	  outside	  Chicago	  with	  her	  family.	  Gracefully	  Grayson	  is	  her	  first	  
novel.	  	  
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***EVENTS (roughly by date)*** 
 

ANDERSON’S BOOKSHOP 
Information is subject to change; some events require tickets. For more 
information on these and other upcoming events, visit 
http://www.andersonsbookshop.com/events.php, or call 630-355-2665 
for AB Naperville (123 W. Jefferson Ave., Naperville) and ATDE 
(Anderson’s Two Doors East, 111 W. Jefferson Ave., Naperville) or 630-
963-2665 for AB Downers Grove (5112 Main St., Downers Grove). 

• Jan. 23 - Brandon Mull & James Riley, authors of Sky Raiders & 
Rogue Knight, 7:00 p.m. at AB Naperville. 

• Mar. 3 - Thanhha Lai, author of Listen, Slowly, 7:00 p.m. at AB 
Naperville. 

• Apr. 21 - Soman Chainani, author of School for Good and Evil 2: 
World Without Princes, 7:00 p.m. at AB Naperville. 

 
ANDERSON’S BOOKSHOP 13th ANNUAL CHILDREN’S LITERARY 
BREAKFAST  
What: Illinois authors and illustrators, full breakfast, door prizes, 
giveaways, book sales and more! CPDU credits  
When: Saturday, February 21, 2015 
Where: Signature Room, Woodridge. 
Details: Advance registration and fee required  , authors and ticket details 
pending 
More information: Check Anderson’s website 
http://www.andersonsbookshop.com or call (630) 355-2665 for details  

 
***AWARDS*** 

NATIONAL BOOK AWARDS 
The 2014 winner of the National Book Foundation’s National Book Award 
for Young People’s Literature is: 

• Jacqueline Woodson, Brown Girl Dreaming (Nancy Paulsen 
Books/Penguin Group (USA))  

The finalists are: 
• Eliot Schrefer, Threatened (Scholastic Press)  



• Steve Sheinkin, The Port Chicago 50: Disaster, Mutiny, and the 
Fight for Civil Rights (Roaring Brook Press/Macmillan Publishers)  

• John Corey Whaley, Noggin (Atheneum Books for Young 
Readers/Simon & Schuster)  

• Deborah Wiles, Revolution: The Sixties Trilogy, Book 
Two (Scholastic Press)  
 

YALSA (YOUNG ADULT LIBRARY SERVICES ASSOCIATION) 2013 TOP 
TEN BEST FICTION FOR YOUNG ADULTS 

• Berry, Julie. All the Truth That’s in Me. Penguin/Viking Juvenile, 
2013. 

• Clark, Kristin Elizabeth. Freakboy. Macmillan/Farrar, Straus, and 
Giroux, 2013. 

• Federle, Tim. Better Nate Than Ever. Simon & Schuster/Simon & 
Schuster Books for Young Readers, 2013. 

• McNeal, Tom. Far Far Away. Random House/Knopf Books for Young 
Readers, 2013. 

• Rowell, Rainbow. Eleanor & Park. Macmillan/St. Martin’s Griffin, 
2013. 

• Sedgwick, Marcus. Midwinterblood. Macmillan/Roaring Brook Press, 
2013. 

• Sepetys, Ruta. Out of the Easy. Penguin/Philomel, 2013. 
• Smith, Andrew. Winger. Illustrated by Sam Bosma. Simon & 

Schuster/Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers, 2013. 
• Sullivan, Tara. Golden Boy. Penguin/Putnam Juvenile, 2013. 
• Wein, Elizabeth. Rose Under Fire. Disney-Hyperion, 2013. 

 
***2015 SCBWI MEMBER GRANTS*** 

Need financial help to complete your current project? Look no further.  
Note: Applicants may only apply to one SCBWI grant per calendar year.	  
For more information, visit https://www.scbwi.org/awards/  
 
WORK-IN-PROGRESS GRANTS 
• The Work-in-Progress Awards showcase outstanding manuscripts 

from SCBWI members. The selected works will receive a special 
platform to be showcased to the most prestigious publishing houses 
in the field.  

• One winner and up to 5 honorable mentions will be chosen in each of 
the following categories: Picture Book Text, Chapter 
Books/Early Readers, Middle Grade, Young Adult Fiction, Nonfiction, 
Multi-Cultural Fiction or Nonfiction 

• Applications must be submitted electronically March 1-31. 
 
DON FREEMAN ILLUSTRATOR GRANTS 



• Established to enable picture book illustrators to further their 
understanding, training, and work in the picture book genre.  

• Two grants of $1,000 each will be awarded annually. One grant to a 
published illustrator and one to a pre-published illustrator.  

• Applications must be received no earlier than March 1 and received no 
later than March 31.  

 
KAREN AND PHILIP CUSHMAN LATE BLOOMER AWARD  
• For authors/illustrators fifty years of age and older who have not been 

traditionally published in the children’s literature field.  
• Grant of $500 and free tuition to any SCBWI conference anywhere in 

the world.  
• Applications from March 1-31. 

 
***CONFERENCES*** 

 
SCBWI 2014 WINTER CONFERENCE  
When: Feb. 6-8, 2015  
Where: Grant Hyatt in New York City   
Cost: $435 – SCBWI Members, $535 – Nonmembers  
For more information: visit https://www.scbwi.org/events/16th-
annual-scbwi-winter-conference-in-new-york 
 
NIU 35th ANNUAL CHILDREN’S LITERATURE CONFERENCE  
What: A Celebration of Picture Books For All Ages  
When: March 13, 2015, 7:30 a.m. – 4:40 p.m.   
Where: Holmes Student Center, Northern Illinois University, DeKalb   
Cost: $135 (early bird registration no later than Feb. 13) or $155 (after 
Feb. 13). NIU Alumni rate is $125 early bird, or $145 after Feb. 15. 
Includes handbook, breakfast, lunch, and all sessions.   
Details: Speakers include Peter Brown, Melissa Sweet, Laura Vaccaro 
Seeger, gene Luen Yang, and Thom Barthelmess.  
For more information: visit 
http://www.cedu.niu.edu/oep/conferences/Childrenslit/index%20new.sht
ml 
 
Dana Wilson Easley writes MG and YA novels. She is co-rep of the SCBWI-
Illinois LaGrange-Naperville network and Managing Editor of the Prairie 
Wind. 	  
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Spring	  Thaw:	  Creating	  Connections	  
	  
Date/Time	  
03/07/2015	  
12:00	  pm	  -‐	  5:30	  pm	  
	  
Location	  
Marriott	  Naperville	  
1801	  N.	  Naper	  Blvd.	  -‐	  Naperville,	  IL	  60563	  
	  
If	  you're	  looking	  for	  a	  chance	  to	  connect	  with	  world-‐class	  editors	  and	  
agents,	  you	  need	  look	  no	  farther	  than	  your	  own	  backyard!This	  year's	  
Spring	  Thaw	  will	  introduce	  you	  to	  talented	  agents	  and	  editors	  –	  all	  
based	  in	  the	  Chicagoland	  area.	  	  
	  
This	  afternoon	  event	  at	  the	  Marriott	  Naperville	  will	  feature	  our	  
fabulous	  keynote	  speakers,	  Kelly	  Barrales-‐Saylor,	  editor	  (ALBERT	  
WHITMAN,	  Park	  Ridge),	  and	  Paul	  Rodeen,	  agent	  (RODEEN	  LITERARY	  
MANAGEMENT,	  Chicago).	  These	  presenters	  will	  educate	  and	  inspire	  
you!	  
	  
Check-‐in	  begins	  at	  11:30	  AM.	  Programming	  starts	  at	  noon.	  The	  
schedule	  will	  include:	  
	  
An	  industry	  panel	  of	  local	  agents	  and	  editors	  
Optional	  15-‐minute	  one-‐on-‐one	  manuscript	  critiques	  with	  one	  of	  
these	  prominent	  agents	  and	  editors	  
Keynotes	  from	  Kelly	  Barrales-‐Saylor	  and	  Paul	  Rodeen	  to	  help	  hone	  
your	  work	  for	  the	  current	  marketplace	  
First-‐page,	  round-‐table	  peer	  critiques	  
Luncheon	  to	  connect	  with	  your	  SCBWI	  colleagues!	  
Industry	  Mix	  'n	  Mingle	  



	  
For	  Spring	  Thaw	  2015	  Registration	  Form	  and	  more	  details,	  please	  
click	  HERE.	  
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Where	  You	  Are	  Is	  Who	  You	  Are:	  Why	  Setting	  Matters	  in	  Fiction	  
 

By	  M.	  Molly	  Backes	  
 
Setting matters in fiction because it matters in life. I wrote the early drafts of The 
Princesses of Iowa in a little house in the mountains of New Mexico, halfway between 
Albuquerque and Moriarty. When I looked out my windows, I saw scratchy Russian 
thistle, the blue-violet slopes silhouetted against the sky, the fat roadrunner that lived in 
my backyard, the occasional coyote. But on the page, I tried to recreate the Midwestern 
landscape of my youth: red barns against fields of bright yellow soybeans, bittersweet 
vines wrapped around sagging farm fences, the wide blue Iowa sky.  
  
 Setting—where and when we are, where and when we come from—shapes us. Part of 
the fun of writing The Princesses of Iowa was taking familiar characters and relationships 
(the high school mean girls) and transposing them into a world I recognized as my own. I 
once overheard my agent describe my book as “Gossip Girls of Iowa.” At first I was 
horrified, but then I fell in love with the idea. Because we all know the mean girls in New 
York and California, the mean girls with money and power, with designer clothes and 
private schools and fancy cars. We see them on TV and in the movies all the time. But 
those girls don’t live in my world. In my world, the rich girl doesn’t get a BMW on her 
sixteenth birthday, she gets a brand new Subaru. Where I come from, to be financially 
successful, you don’t have to be the CEO of a global corporation; being the town’s 
orthodontist puts you at the top of the economic food chain.   
  
 For me, a large part of the appeal in reading contemporary fiction is coming across that 
perfect detail—something you’ve noticed in your own life, something you may not have 
even put words to, or something you believed no one else has ever noticed—and saying, 
“Yes! Yes, that’s exactly how it is!” It’s reassuring, that moment of recognition; it 
validates your own experience and affirms that you’re not alone in the way you 
experience the world.  
 
 One of the joys of writing contemporary fiction is in the opportunity to capture the world 
as you experience it. And if you’re doing it right, setting isn’t just descriptions of pretty 
landscapes; it pushes action forward and reveals character.  
  
 Every character comes from somewhere and carries with her a prism of assumptions—
cultural, regional, religious, political, familial, social—and emotions through which she 
views the world. Her assumptions shape the way she sees, how she makes her metaphors, 
how she speaks, how she reacts, what (and who) she admires or even loves. Her emotions 
determine the things she notices and how she processes them. 
 



For instance, in this passage from Stephanie Kallos’s Sing Them Home, Bonnie’s 
relationship to and thoughts about wild birds offer insights into her character and 
storyline: 

 
She loves them all, even the ones whose voices are less melodious: birds 
who sound like the unoiled hinges of porch screen doors, birds whose 
voices are metallic and fricative, like the ratchets the Labenz boys use to 
tighten car parts at the Texaco. And of course, the woodpeckers—many of 
whom, each spring, try to attract mates by pounding incessantly on the 
roof of Bonnie’s woodshed home. She loves them especially for their 
persistence and foolishness.  

But there is one birdsong Bonnie especially loves: This bird sounds 
as though it’s calling a wayward child with a two-syllable name home to 
supper. 

(Lar-ken! Gae-lan! Bon-nie!) 
It’s a gentle voice—low, calm, patient—and it has the quality of 

dusk about it, whatever time of day it is heard. These birds always sound 
far away, too, even when they are near.  

It is the faith implicit in these bird voices that Bonnie responds to: 
No matter how long the children have been gone, no matter how far they 
have wandered or how many summoning cries have been uttered, they 
never raise their voices, never feel the need to project their calls in a 
desperate or territorial manner the way some birds do. These birds know 
without doubt that, one day, maybe even this day, the lost, the strayed, the 
self-exiled, the banished . . . all will return. All will follow their voices and 
find their way home.  
 

At first glance, these paragraphs may seem to be mere descriptions of setting and 
birdsong, but a closer look reveals a great deal about this character. First of all, Bonnie is 
the kind of person who listens to birds often enough to form opinions about the songs of 
different species; therefore, she must be quiet, thoughtful, and spend a fair amount of her 
time alone. The metaphors she makes give us insight into her world: “unoiled porch 
screen doors” tells us she lives in the country, and “the ratchets the Labenz boys use to 
tighten car parts at the Texaco” tells us she lives in a small enough town that the people 
who fix cars aren’t just anonymous mechanics, they’re the Labenz boys—people she 
knows, perhaps people she grew up with or went to school with—and the shop where 
they work isn’t just a generic auto shop, it’s the Texaco. And “woodshed home” tells us 
that Bonnie lives a small, unconventional life (in a converted woodshed? Or a house that 
seems like a woodshed? Either way, it’s small and covered with woodpeckers). 
 
The final paragraphs give us insight into Bonnie’s emotional life: her favorite birdsong is 
one that sounds like a patient, maternal voice calling her lost children home. There’s a 
melancholy here, a sadness and sweetness that tell us Bonnie has an emotional tie to the 
idea of mothers and children, themes of loss and connection and home. And indeed, these 
themes make up much of Bonnie’s character arc throughout the book. Merely by looking 
at the way she describes the birds around her, we can extrapolate Bonnie’s personality, 



way of life, longings, and character journey. Everything she notices, everything she says, 
the way she moves and how she interacts with the setting—it all reveals character. 
  
 With each draft, we have to pay close attention to these details, because often they reveal 
more about our characters than we know ourselves. And if done well, all these tiny 
details, many of which will go virtually unnoticed by readers, add up to a greater 
whole—a living, breathing, complicated person with a history and a future, someone who 
will live on in your reader’s mind long after she finishes your book. 
 
 M. Molly Backes is the author of the young adult novel The Princesses of 
Iowa (Candlewick Press, 2012). Follow her on Twitter at @mollybackes.     
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Invest	  in	  Yourself	  by	  Learning	  Something	  New	  Online	  
 

By	  Molly	  Schafer	  
 

 
If you are open to learning, the possibilities for personal growth are endless. No matter 
how skilled or advanced you are, there is always more to learn. My college painting 
instructor was a big proponent of the idea of keeping a "beginner's mind,” which is a 
concept from Zen Buddhism. In the book Zen Mind, Beginner's Mind, Shunryu Suzuki 
summed up the concept thus: "In the beginner's mind there are many possibilities, in the 
expert's mind there are few."  
 
When you feel inspired it shows in your art work.  
 
Creative online courses are having a moment. There is a lot of energy and excitement 
around online classes and a lot of creative people to meet. A good course can jumpstart 
your career or even start you on a new career path. You can learn specific information 
you need to break into a new market, receive feedback on your work, build your 
portfolio, and in some cases have your work seen by industry professionals who would 
be otherwise unreachable.  
 



If you are just starting to build your portfolio, completing a professional-level brief or 
assignment and working with a deadline are great experience. 
 
If you are feeling stuck in your career or have some down time between freelance jobs, 
why not turn it into an opportunity to grow? Can you identify something that is holding 
you back artistically, for example, not understanding layers in Photoshop, or advanced 
Illustrator functions? Conquer that roadblock by enrolling in a course. Learn how to 
create art for a new market and diversify your income streams. Try something new. Take 
a creative leap! 
 
The structure a course offers can be a welcome guide to the creative mind. Enrolling in a 
group course can make you accountable for creating new work in a way that working on 
your own cannot. A class is an investment in yourself and your future career. The desire 
to get a return on your monetary investment is also a good motivator! 
 
Online classes allow you to keep your own hours, working around your job, and attend 
from any location. 
 
So how exactly do online classes work? I admit before I took my first online course I 
thought they sounded a little scammy. How can you go to school through the computer? 
“Preposterous!” my inner ninety-year-old shouted.  
 
Most online courses will involve downloadable PDFs (these could be readings, industry 
overviews, step-by-step tutorials, assignments, inspirational material, coursework, 
interviews with experts, etc.), videos both prerecorded and recorded during the course of 
the class, a password-protected course website, and a private social media group for the 
students. Some classes also involve live video components you watch via a password-
protected website or conference call. 
 
Online classes come in various forms. There are self-study courses where you basically 
pay for the material and go through it at your own pace. There are scheduled courses 
that happen during set dates, say, over the course of three months, and the coursework 
is assigned, submitted, and reviewed as the class progresses. The class is held over 
these three months, but you may set your own hours/days for doing the work. Videos, 
like an assignment review, are uploaded to the class website and available to watch as 
you are able. You don’t need to worry about logging in at a certain hour so as not to miss 
important information. There are live classes you attend via the web, or combined web 
and conference call at a set time. Some courses offer individual feedback and attention; 
others do not.  
 
Many online classes offer a social aspect for the students as well, often in the form of a 
private Facebook, Flickr, or Google group. These serve as a place to share the 
experience of the course and support each other. Many online course-takers laud this as 
one of the best parts of the course, a built-in community of your peers that can last and 
foster relationships long after the course ends. I warn you though, this aspect of an 
online course can prove to be overwhelming! While it is inspiring to see so many creative 
twists on an assignment, it can also leave you feeling breathless to see just how skilled 
and talented the talent pool is. You may experience feelings of mediocrity and self-
doubt. You may envision yourself swept away unnoticed in a tidal wave of art. Take a 
deep breath and a break from the social aspect of the course, especially during the 
concept stage of your artwork. You don't want to get paralyzed, hand hovering over a 



blank page, wondering what's the point. Acknowledge and appreciate the abundance of 
talent, be inspired and motivated by your peers. It is my experience that the stiffer the 
competition is, the harder I will work and the more I will grow as an artist.  
 
How do you know you are getting a quality course? Consider who is teaching the 
course. What are their qualifications and experience? Read reviews from previous 
students. Sign up for any newsletters or free materials the instructor might offer; get a 
feel for his or her style and decide if it is a good fit for you. 
  
Okay, are you getting excited to jump into the world of online classes? If you are like me 
and are interested in almost everything, it may help to do some strategizing before you 
go online to peruse course offerings. Spend some time thinking about your reason for 
taking a course. Can you identify a weakness you would like to improve upon? Or would 
you prefer to build upon your strengths? Would you like to diversify your income streams 
with art licensing or hand lettering? Is it time to gain some digital skills? Business skills? 
Do you just need to feel inspired and creative? Have you always wanted to try a specific 
medium? Do you not even know what you like to do? Believe it or not, there is a class for 
that too!  
 
Look at your calendar and schedule time to do your coursework. Take it seriously. Plan 
ahead so you are prepared to put in the extra time. Stock your studio, your refrigerator, 
etc. 
 
Decide on your reasons and goals for your investment in yourself. Then find a course 
that will help you meet your goals! Show up and give it 110 percent. Oh, and don't forget 
that for an online course, you can show up in your pajamas! 
 
Now that you know what you want to accomplish, here are some suggestions to get you 
started. This is by no means an exhaustive list.  

● “Do What You Love for Life” offers fantastic courses. The “Make Art That Sells” class 
taught by art juggernaut Lilla Rogers offers insight into ten markets that buy art. The 
“Make it In Design” classes are the premier courses for breaking into the surface pattern 
design industry. And the namesake course “Do What you Love for Life” aims to help you 
do just that. 

● “Creative Live” offers live online workshops taught by industry experts. 
● “School of Visual Storytelling” offers courses in illustration taught by working 

professionals. Many classes highlight a specific element like composition, color, etc.  
● Lynda.com is the place to learn digital! Adobe programs, animation, as well as business 

courses abound. 
● Skillshare offers classes on a wide range of topics including art and design. Classes range 

in price and quality. Look for classes led by SCBWI members. 
● Tara Reed's “Art Licensing Academy.” If you want to learn the ins and outs of art licensing, 

this is the place to go! 
● Mati Rose McDonough's “Daring Adventures in Paint” is a popular course. 
● Kelly Rae Roberts offers painting, mixed media, and creative business courses. 

 
Molly Schafer is an illustrator based physically in Chicago and mentally in the hilly 
woodlands of Pennsylvania where she grew up. You can view her work at 
www.feralpony.com. 
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From Inspiration to Publication 

How	  to	  Succeed	  as	  a	  Children’s	  Writer:	  Advice	  from	  15	  Award-‐Winning	  
Writers	  	  

 

Reviewed	  by	  Paula	  Morrow	  
 
The title, From Inspiration to Publication, 
sums it up: this modest-seeming 
paperback contains just about everything 
you need to know from the time an idea 
first wanders into your consciousness 
until your manuscript is winging its way 
to the editor who will love it.  
 
FItP, as it’s affectionately known, is one of 
the books received by everyone who signs 
up for the basic course with the Institute 
of Children’s Literature. But that doesn’t 
mean it’s only for beginners! The book 
offers information useful to writers at all 
stages of their careers. My copy is dog-
eared and has sticky notes sticking out of 
the pages, because I still use it for 
reference.  
 
The fifteen chapters in the book are stand-

alone essays by writers whose names you’ll recognize. No need to read them in 
order; pick the chapters that apply to your current works in progress and return 
to the others as you move on to different writing projects.  
 
There’s no single route to success in the publishing world; short stories, novels, 
articles, nonfiction books, and picture books all have their place, and all are 
discussed here. So are aspects of the writing life that all writers share, no matter 
what you write.  
 
I won’t summarize all fifteen chapters, but let me mention several of my 
favorites. 
 
Newbery Award winner (and Illinois author!) Marion Dane Bauer offers here the 
best explanation of POV that I’ve ever seen. Her chapter is called “Point of View: 
The Window into Your Story,” and the metaphor is apt. Marion’s insights 
demystify a concept that trips up countless writers. She clarifies the advantages 



and disadvantages of each possible POV, making it easier to choose the one 
that’s right for your work in progress. A helpful sidebar differentiates POV from 
voice.  
 
Successful and popular picture book author Dandi Daley Mackall has written—
what else?— “Get the Picture? Writing Short Books for Youngest Readers.” 
Whole tomes have been penned on this topic, but Dandi summarizes expertly. 
Note in particular the section headed “Is It a Picture Book or a Magazine Story?” 
(If I had a penny for every time I’ve been asked that question, I’d be rich today. 
To answer, I usually quote Dandi.) 
 
Elaine Marie Alphin, an award-winning author and warmhearted friend whom I 
miss (she died in August), contributed an excellent chapter titled “How Old Is 
Your Reader?” Now that I’m no longer around children every day, I periodically 
check in with this clear breakdown of the different age categories, just to keep 
myself on track. Also helpful is Elaine’s two-page sidebar “The Writer as 
Chameleon: Suit Your Style to Your Target Readers.” 
 
Sandy Fox’s two-page sidebar “Getting the Mix Right” gives examples to 
illustrate the balance of description, action, and dialogue that works best for 
different age groups.  
 
I smile every time I look at Gary Blackwood’s sidebar “Characters to Avoid,” 
which lists mistakes writers make when creating characters. Yes, I’ve seen every 
one of these in real manuscripts. 
 
Other chapters on fiction cover plotting, characterization, bringing a story to life, 
writing novels—and Kristi Holl’s practical yet inspirational thoughts on what 
being a writer means to your daily life. 
 
Nonfiction too is well covered in From Inspiration to Publication, with information 
on matching an article topic to readership ages and markets; density of 
information; organizing and outlining; the “oh wow” test; the six-year-old test, 
and more. 
• Margery Facklam leads off the section with “Focus on Nonfiction: Your Route 

to Publication.”  
• From Diana Childress comes “Cooking from Scratch: Organizing Nonfiction 

Articles.”  
• Patricia Daniels takes you “From Leads to Last Words: Bringing Nonfiction to 

Life.”  
• Jim Murphy helps with “Hunting Down the Facts: Researching a Nonfiction 

Book. 
• Caroline Arnold provides “Facts to Inspire and Inform: Creating a Nonfiction 

Book.” 
 
Carol Gorman’s “The Critical Last Step: Revision” rounds out the chapters on 
craft, and the book ends on an upbeat. James Cross Giblin offers the encouraging 
chapter “Making That First Sale,” which discusses queries, submissions, 



proposals, agents, contracts, networking . . . and a full-page sidebar about 
different kinds of rejections. 
 
From Inspiration to Publication will help you avoid those rejections and grow in 
your writing career.  
 
Your very own copy is available through the Institute of Children’s Literature 
bookstore at 
http://www.writersbookstore.com/Books_on_Writing_for_Children.htm. 
 
Paula Morrow writes fiction and nonfiction in her home in Princeton, IL. She has 
recently accepted a position as a senior editor with Schoolwide 
<http://www.schoolwide.com> and now works strange hours on her iMac. 
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We	  Were	  Liars	  Showcases	  Fresh,	  Daring	  Craft:	  Voted	  Best	  YA	  of	  the	  Year	  
 

By	  Jodell	  Sadler	  
 
I got really excited about We Were Liars by E. 
Lockhart right from page one, first paragraph, the 
very first words as it screams great pacing and 
craft: 
 
WELCOME TO THE beautiful Sinclair family. 
No one is a criminal. 
No one is an addict. 
No one is a failure. 
The Sinclairs are athletic, tall, and handsome. We 
are old-money Democrats. Our smiles are wide, 
our chins are square, and our tennis serves 
aggressive. (3) 
 
Right there, just looking at this page, I knew this 
read would dance me into the heart of a great story 
and not disappoint. It held the promise of a well-
paced masterpiece. After I had spent six years 

studying pacing and the twenty tools and ten rules (XPs) that will draw a reader in, this 
text instantly reminded me what makes any MG or YA title stand out. Sass meets skill 
meets a pinch of sheer gut-determined instincts. Or what Ray Bradbury referred to as that 
moment when what a writer learns becomes a seamless part of his or her spirit and she no 
longer needs to think of rules and tasks at all and writing becomes “all in and of his 
fingers.”  
 
E. Lockhart’s We Were Liars represents a flexing of a nice set of literary phalanges. 
Pacing, tension, suspense draw readers in as they grapple with the questions: What really 
happened to Cady Sinclair? Readers learn she is changed, there’s been an accident, and 
she is suffering: amnesia, headaches, and life. We experience pacing tool-by-tool, 
Lockhart’s genius in crafting this performance.  
 
When we think about pacing as the movement of a story and the way it unfolds and plays 
out for readers, we see how Lockhart uses it to enhance the emotional intensity and create 
real tension and suspense. This hits readers before the end of the first page in chapter 1: 
 

It doesn’t matter if one of us is desperately, desperately in love. 



So much 
in love 
that equally desperate measures 
must be taken. 
We are Sinclairs. 
No one is needy. 
No one is wrong. 
We live, at least in the summertime, on a private island off the coast of 
Massachusetts. 
Perhaps that is all you need to know. (3) 
 

While I admire the fact that she breaks free from conventions and really harnesses 
instinct, I also look to the pacing. 
 
On a word level, Lockhart uses a pause as she breaks her sentences into poetic paragraph 
breaks. Words combine in repetition: “No one is…” while the beat draws us in with its 
parallel repetition and use of the contrary. It’s so awesome to consider the negative space 
of good writing and this is a nice example. The reader learns what the Sinclairs are not 
just before hitting a swift three in rapid succession:  
 

Our smiles are wide, our chins are square, and our tennis serves aggressive.  
 
There is no doubt in my mind Lockhart listens and pays attention to prosody and the 
musicality of her words. She shares voice, loud and strong. Word choice beams in with 
“our tennis serves aggressive.”  
 
Soon, readers meet a now damaged Sinclair at the start of chapter 2, only one page away 
from chapter 1: 
 

MY FULL NAME is Cadence Sinclair Eastman… 
I used to be blond, but now my hair is black. 
I used to be strong, but now I am weak. 
I used to be pretty, but now I look sick. 
It is true I suffer migraines since my accident. 
It is true I do not suffer fools. 
I like a twist of meaning. You see? Suffer migraines. Do not suffer fools. The 
word means almost the same as it did in the previous sentence, but not quite. 
Suffer. 
You could say it means endure, but that’s not exactly right. (4)  

 
When we explore pacing and characterization, we notice the parallel structure here serves 
up great rhythm and repetition while it also broadcasts a lot of information in a short list, 
and this all feeds into creating great pacing. The word suffer, repeating to create beats and 
a focal point, also is cast alone on its own line to make the reader pause and to create 
emphasis. A true freedom in writing. This text reminded me of The Running Dream by 



Wendelin Van Draanen. It, too, was spare in words but served up emotional depth and 
this same tight writing that verges on free verse.  
 
Lockhart goes on to introduce the family dynamics: a father who felt he could no longer 
be a Sinclair but tried to appease Mummy before announcing he would be leaving. 
 
It is here we experience another rhythmical word pause:  
 

Couldn’t. Couldn’t. Wouldn’t.  
 
This comes right before an important metaphor-meets-hyperbole moment: 
 

He [Dad] hired moving vans already. He’d rented a house, too. My father put a 
last suitcase into the backseat of the Mercedes (he was leaving Mummy with only 
the Saab), and started the engine. 
Then he pulled out a handgun and shot me in the chest. I was standing on the lawn 
and I fell. The bullet hole opened wide and my heart rolled out of my rib cage and 
down into a flower bed. Blood gushed rhythmically from my open wound, 
then from my eyes, 
my ears, 
my mouth.  
 

We meet a character and in a few moments learn a great deal as a reader: family 
dynamics, both parents, this loss, her heartache over this, all while we grasp the fact that 
there’s also been an accident, and we realize E. Lockhart has us fully engaged as she 
charges her pen. 
 
But she doesn’t stop there. She turns to the least shared of all the senses as she continues 
in this moment: taste: 
 

It tasted like salt and failure. The bright red shame of being unloved soaked the 
grass in front of our house, the bricks of the path, the steps to the porch. My heart 
spasmed among the peonies like a trout.  
Mummy snapped. She said to get hold of myself. 
Be normal, now, she said. Right now, she said. 
 

Are we fully aware of the tension between these two who will share chapters from this 
moment on? Absolutely. And we also are craving more at this swift pace. We want the 
story to move and action to continue. Only two pages in, it already hosts nothing but the 
promise of a great read. We are already in chapter 4 by page 7.  
 
As an agent, I receive many manuscripts now, and so many offer long first chapters as if 
there is a rule about having to reach a milestone of 1,500 words before chapter 2 can 
begin. But what rule? After a while, it seems rules start to impact our writing in a 
negative way, until we grab them firmly by the neck and choke them out of our writing 
space and focus more on the freedom and phalanges of great writing: the daring.  



 
As we reach chapter 4 of We Were Liars, we meet the past and past friends of Cady:  
 

ME, JOHNNY, MIRREN, and Gat. Gat, Mirren, Johnny, and me. The family 
calls us four the Liars, and we probably deserve it. We are all nearly the same age, 
and we all have birthdays in the fall. Most years on the island, we’ve been trouble.  
 

We once again shake hands with rhythmic wordplay and exciting details that string 
together and help us to climb inside this unfolding story. 
 
We learn that these four are the story, the real story. These are the ones Cady has spent 
time with, summer after summer, on the island. We are poised to take it all in—and 
there’s no turning back. Curiosity piques. A mysterious event lies ahead and we, having 
just witnessed this scene, will continue to turn those pages.  
 
This novel earned its accolades through careful crafting and the playful energy of this 
storyteller. She trusts her gut, her pen, and she is inventive as she moves readers forward. 
The active sharing and her daring as a writer merge to create a forward momentum that’s 
infectious.  
 
We Were Liars promises a great read. It offers freshness and daring craft —proving why 
it’s been Voted Best YA of the Year. <http://www.bustle.com/articles/51394-the-top-25-
young-adult-novels-of-2014> Enjoy! It tops many lists this season and earns a starred 
Kirkus: https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/e-lockhart/we-were-liars/> 
 
Jodell Sadler earned her MFAC from Hamline University, hosts Pacing Picture Books to 
WOW Workshops online (a 4-week webinar + critiques) and hosts all-day workshops on 
pacing as a literary agent. For more, visit http://www.sadlercreativeliterary.com.  
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The	  Flourishing	  Writer:	  Envious	  Much?	  Just	  Do	  the	  Right	  Thing	  
	  

By	  Carol	  Coven	  Grannick	  
	  
The	  turn	  of	  another	  year	  from	  old	  to	  new	  signals	  a	  built-‐in	  time	  for	  reflection,	  and	  
for	  me	  it’s	  less	  about	  what	  I	  have	  or	  haven’t	  accomplished	  than	  about	  whether	  I’m	  
living	  up	  to	  my	  (reasonable)	  expectations	  about	  being	  a	  writer,	  acting	  as	  a	  decent	  
human	  being,	  and	  creating	  a	  meaningful	  life.	  
	  
My	  journey	  as	  a	  writer	  lives	  in	  this	  context.	  In	  the	  course	  of	  my	  work	  as	  a	  
psychotherapist,	  a	  client	  shared	  her	  perception	  of	  the	  internal	  changes	  she’d	  
experienced	  during	  our	  time	  together.	  “It’s	  like	  being	  on	  a	  ship,”	  she	  said.	  “You	  feel	  

like	  you’re	  never	  moving,	  and	  then	  you	  look	  back	  and	  it’s	  astounding	  how	  far	  you’ve	  	  
come.”	  
	  
I	  feel	  that	  way	  as	  a	  writer	  this	  year.	  Although	  I	  know	  the	  journey	  will	  continue,	  
certain	  skills	  I’ve	  longed	  for	  now	  seem	  to	  be	  accessible—one	  of	  them	  the	  wonderful	  
capacity	  to	  continue	  to	  learn	  new	  skills!	  
	  
In	  the	  early	  years	  of	  committed	  writing,	  envy	  of	  others’	  writing	  success	  seemed	  an	  
obstacle	  to	  all	  three	  of	  my	  concerns	  about	  how	  I	  wanted	  to	  “be”	  in	  the	  world,	  
sapping	  energy,	  focus,	  and	  productivity,	  as	  gratuitous	  negative	  emotions	  tend	  to	  do.	  
It	  was	  so	  entwined	  with	  my	  own	  longing	  for	  publication	  that	  every	  announcement	  of	  
another’s	  success	  hurt.	  I	  didn’t	  like	  it,	  nor	  was	  I	  proud	  of	  it.	  



	  
I’d	  grown	  up	  seeing	  the	  negative	  side	  of	  things,	  although	  I	  was	  always	  pretty	  feisty	  
in	  some	  ways,	  and	  had	  lost	  years	  of	  potential	  writing	  success	  because	  of	  my	  
response	  to	  rejections.	  Research	  in	  the	  fields	  of	  neuroscience	  and	  positive	  
psychology	  had	  been	  revealing	  exciting	  information	  about	  the	  brain’s	  capacity	  to	  
grow	  and	  change	  that	  had	  impacted	  the	  way	  I	  worked	  as	  a	  psychotherapist	  and	  
writer,	  and	  how	  I	  lived	  and	  viewed	  myself.	  	  
	  
So	  I	  dipped	  into	  my	  Learned	  Optimism	  toolbox	  to	  challenge	  the	  thoughts	  that	  
embody	  “envy.”	  	  
	  
Envious	  thoughts	  are	  generally	  more	  self-‐deprecating	  than	  other-‐deprecating.	  Why	  
isn’t	  this	  me?	  When	  will	  my	  turn	  come?	  Words	  that	  fall	  into	  the	  pessimistic	  category	  
of	  thinking	  abound,	  like	  never,	  can’t,	  impossible,	  and	  more.	  
	  

	  
	  
So	  I	  did	  two	  things:	  	  

1. Changed	  the	  language	  of	  my	  response	  to	  myself,	  and	  	  
2. Changed	  my	  behavior.	  

	  
The	  trick	  of	  changing	  one’s	  thinking	  involves	  replacing	  negative	  language	  with	  
neutral	  or	  positive	  language	  (which	  is	  why	  my	  pet	  peeve	  is	  self-‐help	  advice	  that	  
recommends	  that	  we	  “just	  stop”	  thinking	  about	  or	  doing	  something	  –	  the	  impulse	  is	  
there,	  and	  we	  need	  to	  replace	  it	  with	  new	  thoughts	  or	  behaviors…that’s	  how	  new	  
habits	  develop!).	  
	  
Instead	  of	  why	  isn’t	  this	  me?	  I	  used	  one	  of	  my	  strengths,	  the	  attribute	  of	  empathy,	  
and	  replaced	  my	  language	  with,	  This	  must	  be	  really	  exciting	  for	  ———.	  	  
	  



My	  mood	  changed	  from	  heavy	  to	  lighthearted.	  It	  made	  me	  want	  to	  congratulate	  the	  
person,	  and	  I	  did.	  And	  when	  I	  did,	  emailing,	  “Congratulations,	  ———,	  I’m	  so	  happy	  
for	  you!	  (etc.),”	  my	  internal	  emotions,	  as	  well	  as	  my	  external	  affect,	  took	  another	  
upswing.	  Immediately.	  That’s	  right:	  the	  simplest	  of	  language	  changes,	  the	  simplest	  of	  
emails,	  morphed	  the	  negativity	  in	  thought	  and	  emotion	  into	  positivity.	  And	  that	  
change	  was	  about	  my	  brain	  working,	  not	  magic.	  
	  
The	  more	  I	  practiced	  this,	  the	  more	  natural	  it	  became,	  until	  a	  heartfelt	  positive	  
response	  to	  others’	  successes	  was,	  and	  is,	  my	  default	  position.	  I	  don’t	  mean	  to	  sound	  
as	  if	  I’ve	  got	  it	  made.	  I	  don’t,	  because	  I’m	  always	  working	  to	  grow	  and	  change.	  But	  I	  
also	  never	  give	  advice	  I	  haven’t	  taken	  myself.	  And	  this	  simple	  change	  in	  how	  I	  dealt	  
with	  envy	  has	  paid	  huge	  dividends.	  
	  
It’s	  one	  of	  the	  multiple	  reasons	  I	  feel	  far	  from	  the	  shore	  where	  I	  began,	  in	  1999,	  to	  
write	  for	  children	  in	  a	  dedicated	  way,	  and	  it	  allows	  me	  to	  welcome	  2015	  with	  a	  
sense	  of	  dedication,	  satisfaction,	  and	  hope.	  
	  
Carol	  Coven	  Grannick	  (http://carolcovengrannick.com)	  writes	  picture	  books	  and	  
middle	  grade	  fiction,	  poetry,	  essays	  and	  articles.	  Her	  middle	  grade	  novel	  in	  verse,	  
Reeni’s	  Turn,	  was	  a	  finalist	  in	  the	  2014	  Katherine	  Paterson/Hunger	  Mountain	  Award,	  
and	  excerpts	  from	  the	  novel	  will	  appear	  in	  the	  Spring/Summer	  edition	  of	  Hunger	  
Mountain.	  	  
	  
If	  you	  are	  struggling	  with	  negativity	  and	  have	  a	  sincere	  interest	  in	  changing	  how	  you	  
think,	  do	  reach	  out	  for	  assistance,	  whether	  in	  book	  (Martin	  Seligman’s	  work,	  Learned	  
Optimism,	  was	  instrumental;	  his	  latest	  work,	  Flourish,	  offers	  a	  more	  reader-‐friendly	  
and	  updated	  overview	  of	  the	  research	  and	  practice)	  or	  human	  form.	  Building	  and	  
maintaining	  emotional	  resilience	  gives	  you	  the	  skills	  to	  manage	  the	  vicissitudes	  of	  life.	  
Carol	  welcomes	  comments	  at	  carolgrannick@gmail.com.	  
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Prairie	  Writer’s	  Day:	  From	  Inspiration	  to	  Perspiration	  to	  Publication	  
 

By	  Anna	  M.	  Lewis	  
 
This fall, the Illinois chapter of the Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators 
(SCBWI) celebrated their tenth year hosting the annual Prairie Writer’s Day. On 
Saturday, November 15, 2014, at Wojcik Conference Center at Harper College, Palatine, 
Illinois. The Illustration Extra—Portfolio Review and Display—was closed to applicants 
within the first day of registration. The Manuscript Extras—Manuscript Critique and 
Contest—were closed within the first thirty hours. Registration for the conference was 
closed by the end of September, when a waiting list was created. 
 
This year’s Prairie Writer’s Day was special to me because it marked the first time my 
lovely daughter, Emily, attended a conference with me. I’ve attended several conferences 
around the country—including the SCBWI National Conference in Los Angeles, twice. 
Surprisingly, though I’ve lived in the Chicago area for over fifteen years, last year’s 
Prairie Writer’s Day was my first. On the other hand, Emily, a recent college graduate 
with an English and Comparative Literary Studies degree, had never been to a SCBWI 
conference.  
 
Arriving at the conference, we were more than happy to add several books we brought 
with us for the book drive for the youth of McDowell County in Appalachia organized by 
Beverly Patt. 
 
The theme of this year’s Prairie Writer’s Day was “From Inspiration to Perspiration to 
Publication.” And in her introduction, Lisa Bierman gave us a few items to keep in mind 
as we went through the day.  

• Lisa told us to think about current projects while listening to presenters and apply 
their advice to what we were working on. 

• After a show of hands from the many first-time attendees, Lisa asked if the 
veterans could help the new people.  

• Lisa also reminded those of us who paid for a manuscript critique to reread the 
editor’s comments later. Speaking from my own experience, I know the first run-
through can be overwhelming and, maybe, a little disappointing. But after you 
take a step back and read through all the editor’s comments carefully, that’s when 
you are able to really appreciate the insight that a new pair of eyes, with years of 
editing experience, can bring to your manuscript.  

 
The full house listened to every morsel of keynote speaker Eliza Wheeler’s talk titled 
“Inspire Your Work (Without Breaking a Sweat)” as she revealed her secrets of “tapping 



into creative headspace. Eliza’s wonderful inspirational “secret weapons” resonated with 
both authors and illustrators. She graciously ended the keynote with these wise words, 
“Create for you.”  
 
This year’s faculty included:  
• Caroline Abbey, Senior Editor, Random House Children’s Books 
• Jordan Brown, Senior Editor, Walden Pond Press/Balzer & Bray 
• Brett Duquette, Editor, Sterling Publishing 
• Esther Hershenhorn, Author/Writing coach 
• Loraine Joyner, Senior Art Director, Peachtree Publishers 
• Karen Grencik, Agent, Red Fox Literary Agency 
• Rachel Orr, Agent, Prospect Agency 
• Eliza Wheeler, Author/Illustrator 
• Noa Wheeler, Editor, Henry Holt Books for Young Readers 
 
Our day consisted of two panel discussions and three breakout sessions, with lunch in the 
middle of the mix. Each program was very informative and inspiring for everyone from 
the first-time attendee to the seasoned veteran. I signed up for the YA-oriented 
workshops. Though published in the nonfiction world, I’ve been concentrating lately on a 
few YA fiction manuscripts. I hoped my writing would only be stronger after I listened to 
the wisdom that the conference faculty had to share.  
 

• In Breakout Session #1, “A Vision for Revision,” though revision can be a rather 
frustrating task, editor Jordan Brown’s entertaining presentation style and 
invaluable knowledge were exactly what I needed. His “Five Principles for 
Revision and Six Ways to Know If Your Manuscript Is Not Ready to Submit” 
covered all the basics needed to work up some writing perspiration.  

• In Breakout Session #2, “Before and After,” YA, literary agent Rachel Orr and 
editor Noa Wheeler brought several examples of YA manuscripts they have 
worked on and walked us through their editing processes—and what an eye 
opener that was. Every participant in the session got copies of the first pages of 
the manuscripts to see the process firsthand.  

• In Breakout Session #3, “Parents, Sidekicks, and Nemeses…Oh, My!: 
Developing Your Secondary Characters,” literary agent Rachel Orr provided us 
with several examples of memorable secondary characters and explained why 
they left an impression on us—points to remember as we add individuals that 
interact with our protagonists.  

 
The perfect ending to the day was the mix ’n mingle, a chance to meet and talk to the 
speakers and to chat for a few minutes with other attendees—some old and new friends. 
Over the years of attending conferences and book events, I’ve noticed that for the first 
half hour the lines can be daunting, but once everyone starts to leave the lines disappear. 
Yes, we were rather exhausted from the long day and questioned if we could carry on a 
meaningful and somewhat intelligent conversation. As the snow continued outside, we 
envisioned a longer and longer commute home, but after grabbing a few appetizers we 
were ready for some mixing and mingling. My daughter, who has interned at several 



local publishers, was glad to chat with several editors about the industry. One editor even 
told Emily to call her personally to set up a Skype informational interview about 
becoming an editor.  
 
One huge plus to attending these conferences is having the opportunity to submit 
manuscripts to the editors and agents in the months after the event. The publishing houses 
of these editors are usually closed to unagented authors, and many agents only take on 
new clients whom they have met at conferences. Last year I sent manuscripts to several 
editors. I received responses back within a month or two with very helpful revision 
suggestions. One manuscript, after a little back-and-forth with an editor, went all the way 
to an acquisitions meeting—where the room was “somewhat divided” and they ultimately 
decided not to publish. Though quite disappointed, the editor told me to send along any 
other manuscripts. I’m currently polishing a new manuscript to be sent out this week. Just 
wanted to mention my past experiences with submitting to closed publishing houses after 
conferences, so writers can hear about the positive side and the (almost) success stories.  
 
As Emily and I braved the wintry wonderland on the drive home, we shared our thoughts 
about the day. We talked about the insight we gained and the revisions we were going to 
implement into our young adult manuscripts—in other words, how we were going to 
work up some perspiration. Additionally, the experience gave Emily new perspectives on 
the publishing industry and what an editor’s role entails.  
 
The underappreciated Prairie Writer’s Day committee, which includes Sara Shacter, 
Darcy Zoells, Natalie Rompella, Debbie Topolski, Janet McDonnell, Terri Murphy, Patty 
Toht, Lisa Bierman, Lori Degman, Suzanne Slade, Meg Fleming, and Alice McGinty, did 
an amazing job of organizing and running a smooth program—so smooth that all the time 
and work that go into such an event were hardly noticeable. Only after I arrived home, 
reflected on the day and thought about writing this piece about the experience did I fully 
appreciate the amazing conference that SCBWI members in Illinois have available to 
them. But that made me wonder, should I let the secret out? Because I definitely want to 
register and attend next year.  
 
Anna M. Lewis is an award-winning toy inventor, author, and creativity advocate. She is 
the author of Women of Steel and Stone: 22 Inspirational Architects, Engineers, and 
Landscape Designers (Chicago Review Press, 2014) and City Doodles—Chicago (Gibbs 
Smith 2013), and a consulting editor and writer for several children's magazines. Anna 
currently lives in St. Charles with her wildly creative family and Lucy, an Old English 
Sheepdog, who patiently piles tennis balls at Anna's feet while she writes. 



	  Winter	  2015	  •	  Op	  Ed	  
 

“You’re	  Wrong!”:	  Character,	  Plot,	  and	  Story	  
 

By	  Susanna	  Kirby	  
 
In Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, Harry and Ron drink polyjuice potion, disguise themselves 
as Draco Malfoy’s minions Crabbe and Goyle, and sneak into Slytherin House to get information out of 
Draco, their arch-enemy. Is he the mysterious heir of Slytherin House who’s attacking students? In the 
film, there is an exchange between Harry-cum-Goyle and Draco that is not in Rowling’s novel. Draco 
speculates that Headmaster Dumbledore, Harry’s wise mentor, is covering up the attacks.  
 

DRACO 
Father always said Dumbledore’s the 
worst thing that’s ever happened to 
this place. 

 
Unlike Goyle, Harry protests:  
 

HARRY 
You’re wrong! 

 
DRACO 

What? Did you say that I was wrong? 
You think there’s someone here who’s 
worse than Dumbledore?  

 
The suspense here scares — and delights — us. Will Harry break his cover or will he recover? 
 

HARRY 
Harry Potter. 

 
DRACO 

     (grinning) 
Good one, Goyle. You’re absolutely 
right... 

 
In Rowling’s novel, Ron and Harry get Malfoy to spill information and scamper out as Ron’s polyjuice 
potion wears off. But only the film includes this dramatic beat where Harry challenges Draco with 
“You’re wrong!” and we are privileged to endure the accompanying suspense. It may seem like a small 
moment, but it’s a microcosm of what screenwriting has to offer fiction writing. 
 
Think of all that’s contained in this dramatic beat: the conflict between characters escalates, stakes are 
raised, tension is heightened, Draco as antagonist is more clearly revealed, the struggle between 
Dumbledore and Slytherin — good and evil — comes into focus. Most importantly, this opposition from 
Draco — as all opposition does — provides Harry an opportunity for choice and character growth. Harry 



challenges Draco, then out-maneuvers him, not just in terms of plot, but internally as a function of 
character arc. This is one in a string of Harry’s own choices that give him strength to discern, withstand, 
and face greater and greater opposition, transforming his character in the process. 
 
This dramatic beat brings to mind the old chicken and egg debate of character (“how does the character 
change and grow”) versus plot (“what happens”). While I was in my MFA (Fiction Writing) program, I 
also began writing screenplays and teaching screenwriting at the same time. It meant bouncing between 
disciplines and their very different approaches to story. I wished there was a school like Hogwarts — a 
School of Storytelling (and Word Wizardry) — where all writers could speak and engage about STORY 
across disciplines and media. 
 
I began to discern patterns when working with longer, character-driven pieces. My fiction-writing peers 
wrote vivid description with original voices, placing us in settings we could see, touch, and smell. They 
immersed us in characters’ minds, hearts, histories, hopes — and made us feel. They developed complex 
relationships and coaxed out metaphors and symbols. They created good scenes and even movements. But 
when it came time to pull the story together into a cohesive whole, the inverted check mark plot outline 
and “conflict, crisis, resolution” weren’t enough, and writers had questions. Why does the story sag? 
Should I add more? How do I know what to revise? It was easy to get caught in a rewrite loop. Without a 
story plan, no amount of revising scenes made the longer narrative better. So while the characters were 
exquisite, well-developed, and we empathized with them, the journey’s destination or epiphany wasn’t 
always as clear. It was often a case of not seeing the forest for the trees.  
 
On the other hand, writing film and teaching emerging screenwriters revealed opposing patterns. Time 
and budget restraints require film to know where it’s going, so the study of screenwriting focuses on 
structure. Screenplays demand writing that equals one minute of screen time per page so that any reader 
can know a film’s length, and are often organized into three acts, requiring the writer to divide pages into 
screen time of specific sequences. Screenwriting strips out all but the most vital description, pares the 
dramatic action down to essential beats, and focuses on direct conflict and emotional resonance in scenes 
to move the story forward. Often Act III is the focus as the climax — it is, after all, where we’re going. So 
with all the attention to structure, the screenwriters I worked with created overall story plans with vivid 
conflict that carried scene to sequence to series of sequences. The characters’ journey seemed clear. But 
sometimes the journeys were too clear, even formulaic. And it was easy to force conflict as a substitute 
for dramatic action or have sentiment take the place of character growth — and writers had questions. I’ve 
followed all of the structure and story beats, so why haven’t my characters grown? Why isn’t my Act III 
climax believable?  Why doesn’t my character seem to earn her ending? It was seeing the forest as a 
whole, but sometimes in outline, not having enough trees to populate it or give it depth. Was it a forest at 
all?  
 
I think what writers are really asking in this character versus plot debate — familiar to all of us in critique 
groups — is really “how do I get my story unstuck and let it sing?” I explored many approaches to answer 
this question, but one theorist has resonated most with me — and proved to be most liberating for writers. 
Her name is Dara Marks, author of Inside Story: The Power of the Transformational Arc (Studio City, 
CA: Three Mountain Press, 2007), and for her, character is structure, character is story.  
 
Marks’s model is the natural world. And there is no stasis in nature, only growth or decay. Life itself is an 
invitation to change. She says the same about people. When we hold onto belief systems or survival 
mechanisms that have “outlived their usefulness,” we stop growing and fall into decay. Marks calls these 
survival mechanisms the character’s “fatal flaw.” We don’t want to admit, as characters, that we have 
these flaws, but that is the journey of a character-driven story: will we face ourselves and choose to grow 
or will we consciously choose to embrace decay? Underneath our fatal flaw is a true self wanting to 
emerge, like an infant kept too long in a mother’s womb. Underneath it all, we want to grow. We want to 



change.  
 
Marks looks at stories as a reflection of real life, an ongoing spiral of peaks and valleys like a wave. Take 
one section of a wave from low point, up to a crest, then back down, and it’s a complete circle. A 
movement. A set of experiences in our lives that is a collective choice between growth or decay. Marks 
uses this wave as the structure for character arc in story.  
 
Let’s go through this journey together — as characters. In Act I, an event happens that destabilizes our 
world, that invites us to go on a journey (plot), and that asks us to look within and face our fatal flaw 
(character). In Finding Nemo, Marlin’s flaw is that he overprotects and controls Nemo (out of fear) so 
much that he pushes his son away. At the Act I Turning Point, we choose to go on the journey (plot), but 
are not sure if we want to (character) — just as Marlin reluctantly chases after Nemo into the open sea.   
 
In the first half of Act II, we resist saying “You’re wrong!” to ourselves — just as Marlin can’t see that 
Nemo needs to learn to navigate the ocean and life, not stay at home forever. But brief glimpses of our 
true selves emerge and we want to be free from our fatal flaw. Events of increasing intensity (plot) stretch 
us tight like a rubber band — pushing us up the side of the wave. And just when we are exhausted at the 
top of the wave’s crest, we have a breakthrough of honest reflection (character).  
 
This is the Midpoint, where, in a Moment of Enlightenment, we glimpse how our fatal flaw is hampering 
rather than helping us. We finally tell ourselves, “You’re wrong!” Marlin chooses to rescue Dory (who’s 
been stung by jellyfish and unconscious because he led her there) rather than continue his quest, even 
though he, too, falls unconscious. He gets outside of his need to control and understands Dory’s worth 
and feelings. He was wrong — and grows from it. 
 
And with that knowledge of our flaw comes a Moment of Grace to usher us into the second half of Act II, 
just as there is when we have climbed to a summit and look out over a breathtaking view. Our climb is 
not finished, because we still have to go back down the mountain before dark, but the view, the clarity, 
the peace is everything. We see better where we have to go — just as Marlin does when he meets Crush 
and the other turtles, then joyfully “lets go” to ride the current. It’s the emotional break the character and 
the audience need to complete the rest of the journey. 
 
With our new, experiential knowledge that it really isn’t better to live a lie, we resolve (character) to 
accomplish our journey (plot). But the more we are sincere in facing our flaw (character), the more 
opposition comes from without (plot) --- pushing us down the wave’s side. More and more people, 
events, circumstances combine against us, sending us into a downward fall toward potential failure. Over 
and over our resolve to not live in our fatal flaw is tested. Sometimes we slip back into our flaw (real 
change often doesn’t happen with a single choice), but we fight to be free of it with increasing 
determination. Opposition demands a strengthened resolve — and we rise to the occasion. It is through 
this process of consecutive choices that real change and growth occur. 
 
Opposition increases until our lowest point, what Marks defines as the “Death Experience,” the defining 
moment in which we choose, once and for all, to strip ourselves of our fatal flaw. When Marlin and Dory 
are in the whale’s mouth, fighting not to be swallowed, Dory says she “speaks whale” and tells Marlin to 
trust her. Marlin has a choice to be in control or to “let go” and trust that he will be taken care of, despite 
the risks. After a moment when he talks to Dory mistakenly as Nemo, he lets go, gets swallowed, then 
shoots up out of the whale’s blowhole into new life.  
 
At the Act II turning point, because we have let go of our fatal flaw (character), we have increased energy 
to accomplish our journey (plot) --- and the wave swings upward. In rescuing Nemo, Marlin rescues 
himself. He understands that Nemo needs to be free. There’s still the physical rescue of Nemo to 



accomplish, but the father/son relationship is changed forever. It’s the death experience at the end of Act 
II (character) that makes him — and all of us — able to accomplish the journey’s climax (plot) in Act III. 
It’s how we earn our character arc.  
 
When working with writers and in my own work, I’ve found that when stories get stuck, it’s because 
character and plot diverge, usually at these key scenes Marks identifies — the journey’s opening choice, 
the midpoint, and the death experience. The depth of the character’s inner engagement — the wrestle with 
the fatal flaw — in these scenes usually determines the depth of the story. After all, the story’s theme isn’t 
the pressure cooker of oppositional events but rather the character’s journey — what she learns, how she 
grows, why she changes.  
 
Dara Marks might say Harry’s “You’re wrong!” interjection is one such moment where character arc and 
plot are harmonious. Harry’s words reverberate through that scene and through all of the novels as one of 
his primary questions — who is good and who is evil, including himself. Draco’s character arc reveals 
how he comes to learn how he is wrong — and ultimately turns his back on Voldemort. And Harry’s own 
arc shows how he, too, is wrong — and becomes discerning enough to save Draco’s life and offer up his 
own so that Voldemort within him might die.  
 
“You’re wrong!” — the key to most character arcs.  
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