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We	  begin	  with	  a	  sad	  goodbye	  to	  a	  longtime	  columnist,	  Carol	  Coven	  Grannick.	  I’m	  sure	  I’m	  not	  
the	  only	  one	  who	  took	  a	  very	  personal	  interest	  in	  Carol’s	  very	  personal	  column,	  especially	  
when	  she	  announced	  in	  spring	  2012	  her	  decision	  to	  give	  up	  hope	  of	  publication.	  Carol	  
flourished	  as	  a	  result	  of	  her	  decision,	  even	  changing	  the	  name	  of	  her	  column	  from	  “The	  
Irrepressible	  Writer”	  to	  “The	  Flourishing	  Writer.”	  We	  hope	  she’ll	  continue	  to	  flourish	  and	  
inspire	  others.	  
	  
In	  her	  Greeting,	  co-‐regional	  advisor	  Deborah	  Topolski	  has	  some	  advice	  for	  the	  new	  year:	  join	  
a	  critique	  group,	  take	  a	  class,	  go	  to	  an	  event	  and	  meet	  fellow	  writers,	  in	  other	  words,	  “Have	  
faith	  in	  yourself.	  This	  faith	  will	  be	  apparent	  in	  your	  work	  and	  how	  it	  appeals	  to	  readers,	  
viewers,	  critiquers,	  and	  gatekeepers.”	  
	  
To	  that	  end,	  take	  a	  look	  at	  Dana	  Wilson	  Easley’s	  News	  Roundup,	  which	  lists	  all	  the	  events,	  
awards,	  grants,	  and	  conferences	  in	  our	  region.	  
	  
Deb	  Aronson’s	  Tale	  from	  the	  Front	  is	  a	  story	  about	  self-‐doubt:	  “Six	  years	  ago,	  as	  50	  was	  
inexorably	  approaching,	  I	  examined	  my	  life,	  as	  one	  does.	  If	  I	  wanted	  [to	  realize	  my	  dream	  of	  
being	  a	  writer],	  I’d	  better	  get	  a	  move	  on.	  I	  remember	  very	  clearly	  when	  I	  figured	  out	  what	  my	  
topic	  would	  be.	  I	  knew	  it	  had	  to	  be	  a	  story	  I	  believed	  in	  so	  much	  that	  even	  my	  self-‐doubts,	  
which	  were	  powerful,	  could	  not	  derail	  me.”	  
	  
Our	  Illustrator	  in	  the	  Spotlight	  is	  Tom	  Lichtenheld,	  illustrator	  of	  Goodnight,	  Goodnight,	  
Construction	  Site	  and	  I	  Wish	  You	  More.	  Wouldn’t	  you	  like	  to	  know	  which	  were	  his	  favorite	  
illustrators	  when	  he	  was	  little?	  And	  what	  his	  workspace	  looks	  like?	  And	  check	  out	  his	  
spectacular	  illustrations.	  
	  
Michelle	  Falkoff’s	  Writing	  Tip	  this	  time	  concerns	  dialogue.	  She	  has	  six	  pieces	  of	  advice,	  
including	  “Dialogue	  has	  to	  be	  doing	  more	  than	  one	  thing	  at	  a	  time,	  or	  else	  it’s	  not	  doing	  
enough”	  and	  “Dialogue	  needs	  to	  sound	  natural,	  but	  it	  shouldn’t	  just	  mimic	  reality.”	  As	  a	  
bonus,	  she	  offers	  a	  really	  unusual	  writing	  exercise.	  
	  
The	  Illustrator	  Tip	  comes	  for	  Kathryn	  Ault	  Noble,	  who	  tells	  you	  how,	  instead	  of	  simply	  
consuming	  your	  favorite	  books,	  movies,	  TV	  shows,	  even	  plays,	  you	  can	  study	  them	  with	  your	  
“designer	  eyes.”	  
	  
On	  the	  Writer’s	  Bookshelf	  is	  Getting	  Published	  in	  the	  21st	  Century,	  by	  Carly	  Watters,	  reviewed	  
by	  Lisa	  Katzenberger.	  This	  is	  an	  eBook	  with	  very	  up-‐to-‐date	  advice.	  The	  book	  includes	  advice	  
on	  the	  craft	  of	  writing,	  queries	  and	  submissions,	  agent	  and	  author	  relationships,	  and	  
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promotion:	  “Carly	  has	  a	  lot	  of	  knowledge	  to	  share	  and	  conveys	  it	  in	  a	  factual,	  easy-‐to-‐digest	  
format.”	  
	  
In	  Book	  Look,	  Diane	  Telgen	  is	  inspired	  by	  e.E.	  Charlton-‐Trujillo’s	  Fat	  Angie	  to	  offer	  four	  very	  
interesting	  observations	  on	  the	  advantages	  of	  the	  neglected	  third-‐person	  point	  of	  view,	  
including	  “Third	  person	  can	  better	  replicate	  the	  dissociative	  effects	  of	  trauma”	  and	  “Third	  
person	  can	  show	  how	  bad	  a	  character	  has	  it	  without	  sounding	  self-‐pitying.”	  
	  
Carol	  Coven	  Grannick’s	  parting	  Flourishing	  Writer	  column	  summarizes	  what	  she	  believes	  is	  
the	  most	  significant	  tool	  for	  creative	  people	  struggling	  with	  negative	  self-‐talk:	  “Optimistic	  
language,	  which	  comes	  naturally	  to	  a	  lucky	  few	  but	  can	  be	  learned	  by	  the	  rest	  of	  us.”	  
	  
Our	  Fly	  on	  the	  Wall	  is	  Joyce	  Burns	  Zeiss,	  who	  attended	  the	  Eleventh	  Annual	  Prairie	  Writer’s	  
and	  Illustrator’s	  Day:	  Seize	  Your	  Muse.	  I	  was	  there	  too	  and	  can	  testify	  that	  Joyce	  has	  left	  
nothing	  out.	  
	  
Finally	  we	  have	  Sheila	  Kelly	  Welch’s	  “Personal	  Reflections	  on	  Racial	  Diversity	  in	  Children’s	  
Literature.”	  Sheila’s	  personal	  journey	  includes	  growing	  up	  white	  in	  a	  rural	  all-‐white	  area,	  
teaching	  in	  an	  inner-‐city	  school	  in	  Philadelphia,	  and	  adopting	  and	  raising	  six	  nonwhite	  
children	  in	  a	  rural	  all-‐white	  area:	  “At	  the	  airport	  in	  Minneapolis,	  our	  toddler	  son,	  Steven,	  was	  
walking	  with	  my	  husband	  and	  me.	  Abruptly	  he	  stopped	  and	  pointed	  toward	  another	  little	  
boy.	  ‘Steven?’	  he	  asked.	  The	  other	  child	  had	  dark	  skin	  and	  black	  curly	  hair	  like	  our	  son’s.	  This	  
encounter	  made	  us	  realize	  how	  conscious	  even	  very	  young	  children	  can	  be	  of	  various	  races.”	  
	  
Thank	  you	  to	  all	  our	  contributors.	  I	  think	  you’ll	  agree	  it’s	  an	  outstanding	  issue.	  
	  
Susan	  Tarcov,	  Editor	  	  
Dana	  Wilson	  Easley,	  Managing	  Editor	  	  
Sara	  Shacter,	  Editorial	  Advisor	  
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Winter	  2016	  •	  Greeting	  from	  Deborah	  Topolski	  

	  

 
Enthuse Your Muse, Part 2: Look to Sister Sledge—Not the Brothers Grimm  
  
“It is faith in something and enthusiasm for something that makes life worth living.”—
Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. 
 
Truth be told, this time of year always makes me a bit nervous. 
 
Why? A new year has begun. 
 
What has happened in the past year—positive or negative—is in the past and, frankly, we lived to 
tell the tale! Hopefully yours is a tale you can wittily tell at parties for the next nine months. Or 
even better—write down and sell. But the question remains… 
 
What will happen next? Sometimes it’s hard to be enthusiastic about the unknown. 
 
I like to joke that my crystal ball is in the shop. Some days, a crystal ball would be a handy thing 
to have to quell the trepidation over what the New Year has in store for us. Will we get that new 
commission, agent, or accolade? I guess that’s where the faith comes in—and the enthusiasm to 
stick with our work too. Believing in our work as creators and being excited about it is something 
we can carry with us like a talisman into the New Year. 
 
“Here's what we call our golden rule. Have faith in you and the things you do. You won't go 
wrong.”—We Are Family, by Sister Sledge 
 
Okay, so I was a kid in the ’70s. If you were a kid in the ’40s or ’50s or ’60s, you have your own 
musical points of reference within the beginnings of rock ’n roll or psychedelic rock or folk music 
traditions. Me? I’ve got disco, baby, and if you’re looking for a mantra, I say look no further than 
Sister Sledge. 
 
Believing in our work begins with confidence in ourselves. I like to think of my work as a 
culmination of all the time and effort that I’ve put into it. Some jobs and projects turned out really 
great. Others—well—not so much. Some decisions I’ve made were awesome. Others required 
some revision. Sometimes we think of past jobs, roles, or projects as insignificant or perhaps not 
leading us toward our ultimate goal of writing and illustrating our best for young audiences. In 
truth, all those experiences—both good and bad—add up. Nothing is wasted. Each new 
experience has contributed to the wealth of information you have to put to work for you. It is who 
you are and what makes you unique as a creative contributor. 
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So have faith in yourself. This faith will be apparent in your work and how it appeals to readers, 
viewers, critiquers, and gatekeepers. Having faith in your work means putting it out there too. 
Once it’s out there—what will come back? Think about it: it may be totally unexpected—even 
great. What do you have to lose? 
 
A great way to test the waters is with your critique group. Don’t have one? Create one. 
illinois.scbwi.org/critique-groups-2/ . There are also many opportunities for feedback at Illinois 
Networks illinois.scbwi.org/illinois-networks/ and upcoming events. Take the ultimate leap of 
faith and submit your work to an industry professional you’ve been researching or further your 
work by applying for a SCBWI grant www.scbwi.org/awards/ . 
 
Have faith that no matter what the New Year brings, not only can you handle it, but you have a 
wealth of information and help on hand within your SCBWI-IL family. From critique group 
partners to Network Representatives to all of the terrific online resources at www.scbwi.org , 
you’ve got everything you need to make this year great. 
 
“Carpe librum—Seize your muse!” 
 
In her last note to PW readers, Alice McGinty suggested play to enthuse your muse. At Prairie 
Writer’s and Illustrator’s Day 2015, art director Chad Beckerman (Abrams) reinforced the idea of 
play while working in your journal or sketchbook. He suggested that we, as creators, should do 
what gives us the most joy. Makes sense, right? Pure joy would totally be apparent in our work. 
Obviously, though, we all have to do things we dislike or downright abhor. We resist doing them. 
Why do we resist? It may help to ask why we don’t like to do something. Sometimes it boils 
down to fear. What are we afraid of? 
 
“My name is Debbie T.: I am afraid to make mistakes.” 
  
This is hard for me to admit, so there, I’ve done it. Kinda takes all the joy out of my work if I’m 
always afraid to make mistakes, doesn’t it? So here’s to making mistakes this year—no, to 
embracing them—and whatever we can learn from them. Here’s to admitting we’re wrong and 
the best thing of all—do-overs. 
 
“‘Enthusiasm’ is from the Greek en theos, meaning god-inspired, having a god in you, or 
being in the presence of a god.”—Christopher Vogler 
 
The ancient Greeks had it going on, right? Need a little inspiration? There’s nothing better than to 
learn something new—about yourself—and take a class. There are lots of offerings at 
www.illinois.scbwi.org . Sketch, draw, and play. Get to a network or event and meet your 
colleagues. Ask yourself: What if I didn’t worry about what the year has in store? What if I had 
confidence in myself? What if I wasn’t afraid to make mistakes? What if I played and found joy 
in my daily routine? Would it be manifest in my creative work? Would others feel—and even 
feed off—this positive energy? What if this year I had faith in my work and enthusiasm for it? 
 
In 2016 that will make life worth living! 
 
Deborah Topolski 
Co-regional Advisor 
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This article is dedicated to Sallie Wolf, friend, critique group partner, Co-Network 
Representative for the Oak Park/Near West Suburban Network and all-around great gal who is 
now the winner of the 2015 Jane Yolen Mid-List Author Grant. Sallie, thanks for having faith, for 
asking What if? and for the years of enthusiasm!  
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Winter	  2016	  •	  Illustrator	  in	  the	  Spotlight	  
	  

Career/Technique	  Questions	  

	  

Tom	  Lichtenheld	  

	  
Are	  you	  an	  illustrator	  or	  an	  author/illustrator?	  
75	  percent	  illustrator,	  25	  percent	  author/illustrator.	  Even	  when	  I	  illustrate	  a	  manuscript	  
written	  by	  someone	  else,	  I	  almost	  always	  ask	  for	  some	  level	  of	  collaboration	  on	  the	  text	  
because	  the	  process	  of	  sketching	  out	  a	  book	  often	  leads	  to	  insights	  that	  affect	  the	  text.	  In	  
some	  cases,	  I	  collaborate	  with	  the	  author	  so	  much	  that	  it’s	  hard	  to	  tell	  where	  the	  writing	  
stops	  and	  the	  art	  begins.	  This	  is	  how	  Amy	  Krouse	  Rosenthal	  and	  I	  work	  together	  and	  it’s	  an	  
especially	  satisfying	  experience.	  	  
	  
What	  is	  your	  preferred	  medium	  to	  work	  in?	  
I’m	  most	  comfortable	  with	  colored	  pencils,	  but	  I	  choose	  the	  medium	  for	  each	  book	  based	  on	  
the	  tone	  of	  the	  book.	  For	  instance,	  I	  Wish	  You	  More	  is	  done	  in	  watercolor,	  pastel,	  and	  colored	  
pencil	  because	  those	  softer	  mediums	  match	  the	  tone	  of	  the	  book.	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  
Goodnight,	  Goodnight,	  Construction	  Site	  is	  done	  in	  crayon	  on	  coarsely	  textured	  paper	  because	  
the	  subject	  of	  that	  book	  is	  more	  gritty.	  I’ve	  done	  a	  couple	  of	  books	  using	  digital	  color,	  but	  
while	  the	  process	  is	  faster	  and	  more	  controllable,	  I’ve	  found	  it’s	  not	  as	  satisfying	  as	  working	  
in	  conventional	  media.	  There	  are	  few	  things	  more	  exciting	  for	  an	  artist	  than	  laying	  down	  a	  
brushful	  of	  watercolor	  onto	  a	  piece	  of	  paper,	  because	  you	  don’t	  really	  know	  what’s	  going	  to	  
happen—it	  could	  look	  great,	  or	  it	  could	  look	  like	  awful—and	  not	  knowing	  is	  part	  of	  the	  fun.	  
My	  theory	  is	  that	  it’s	  all	  about	  brain	  chemistry.	  Engaging	  in	  “safe”	  risks	  (carnival	  rides,	  
bungee	  jumping,	  scary	  movies)	  causes	  a	  rush	  of	  dopamine	  to	  our	  brains,	  which	  feels	  great.	  
An	  artist	  painting	  with	  a	  real	  brush	  is	  taking	  a	  risk	  with	  each	  stroke,	  and	  that’s	  exciting.	  On	  
the	  other	  hand,	  an	  artist	  painting	  with	  a	  digital	  pen	  is	  taking	  minimal	  risk	  because	  the	  
properties	  of	  the	  brush	  stroke	  are	  predetermined,	  and	  even	  if	  it	  looks	  bad,	  it	  can	  be	  
immediately	  erased	  and	  redone.	  	  
	  
Tell	  us	  a	  little	  of	  your	  beginnings	  and	  journey	  as	  an	  illustrator.	  
I	  always	  loved	  to	  draw	  and	  was	  an	  art	  major	  in	  college,	  but	  I	  didn’t	  learn	  much	  technique	  in	  
college	  so	  I’m	  mostly	  self-‐taught	  when	  it	  comes	  to	  the	  nuts	  and	  bolts	  of	  the	  job.	  Most	  of	  my	  
career	  was	  spent	  in	  advertising,	  working	  as	  an	  art	  director	  for	  agencies	  in	  Minneapolis	  and	  
Chicago.	  My	  first	  book,	  Everything	  I	  Know	  About	  Pirates,	  was	  originally	  done	  as	  a	  one-‐of-‐a-‐
kind	  book	  for	  my	  eight-‐year-‐old	  nephew	  who	  loved	  pirates.	  I	  made	  the	  book	  just	  for	  him,	  
then	  sent	  it	  to	  publishers	  for	  three	  years	  before	  it	  was	  picked	  up	  by	  Simon	  and	  Schuster.	  The	  
book	  was	  successful,	  so	  I	  did	  more,	  but	  I	  didn’t	  quit	  my	  day	  job	  until	  I’d	  done	  about	  eight	  
books.	  	  
	  
Do	  you	  have	  favorite	  themes	  or	  characters	  you	  return	  to	  in	  your	  art?	  
Humor	  first,	  then	  meaning.	  And	  dogs—I	  like	  drawing	  dogs.	  
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What	  does	  your	  workspace	  look	  like?	  
It’s	  a	  room	  built	  over	  our	  garage,	  expressly	  for	  this	  purpose,	  so	  it’s	  perfect.	  I	  have	  everything	  
I	  need,	  plus	  a	  view	  of	  my	  wife’s	  lovely	  gardens.	  
	  
Please	  share	  an	  illustration	  and	  give	  us	  a	  brief	  “step-‐by-‐step”	  of	  your	  process.	  
From	  Goodnight,	  Goodnight,	  Construction	  Site:	  
1. Character	  sketches.	  These	  are	  done	  just	  to	  work	  out	  the	  character,	  in	  this	  case	  
personification	  of	  construction	  vehicles.	  I	  used	  some	  concepts	  from	  the	  book	  for	  inspiration	  
and	  added	  some	  humorous	  twists.	  
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2. Page	  sketches.	  I	  explore	  many	  variations	  for	  each	  page/spread.	  I	  do	  them	  small	  and	  
quick.	  The	  small	  scale	  keeps	  me	  from	  getting	  too	  fussy	  with	  design.	  	  
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3. Then	  I	  work	  out	  the	  type,	  details,	  and	  lighting.	  This	  is	  done	  in	  pencil,	  with	  some	  large	  
areas	  and	  lighting	  done	  in	  Photoshop.	  
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4. Tight	  sketch.	  In	  pencil,	  at	  about	  75	  percent	  size.	  	  
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5. Line	  art,	  in	  pencil.	  This	  is	  still	  at	  75	  percent	  because	  I	  like	  the	  enhanced	  texture	  that	  
happens	  when	  it’s	  scanned	  at	  a	  larger	  size.	  I	  scan	  the	  pencil	  line	  work,	  enlarge	  it,	  and	  turn	  it	  
into	  hi-‐res	  bitmap	  art.	  All	  the	  shading	  goes	  away	  at	  this	  point—it	  comes	  back	  with	  the	  
coloring	  process.	  
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6. Print	  on	  colored	  paper.	  I	  choose	  a	  paper	  that	  will	  serve	  as	  the	  color	  field,	  then	  print	  
with	  an	  inkjet	  printer	  that	  uses	  waterproof	  ink	  (in	  case	  I	  use	  watercolor)	  and	  handles	  thick	  
paper.	  This	  paper	  is	  Mi-‐Tientes.	  I’m	  basically	  making	  myself	  a	  coloring	  book.	  (Note:	  the	  type	  is	  
added	  here	  just	  for	  layout	  purposes.)	  
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7. After	  doing	  a	  few	  lighting	  studies,	  I	  begin	  the	  color.	  For	  this	  book,	  I	  used	  Neocolor	  oil	  
pastels,	  which	  have	  more	  pigment	  than	  conventional	  crayons.	  Building	  up	  layers,	  it’s	  
eventually	  like	  working	  with	  translucent	  oil	  paint.	  The	  textured	  paper	  gives	  a	  consistent,	  
grainy	  look	  to	  everything	  and	  allows	  the	  paper	  color	  to	  always	  be	  visible.	  This	  is	  probably	  six	  
days	  of	  coloring.	  I	  know	  it	  could	  be	  done	  faster	  in	  Photoshop,	  but	  I	  find	  the	  conventional	  
process	  to	  be	  more	  magical.	  
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The	  Person	  Behind	  the	  Pencil	  Questions	  
	  
What	  three	  words	  best	  sum	  you	  up?	  
Tenacious.	  Curious.	  Late.	  
	  
Which	  illustrators	  were	  your	  favorites	  when	  you	  were	  little?	  	  
Anyone	  who	  drew	  for	  MAD	  magazine,	  William	  Steig.	  
	  
Which	  illustrators	  are	  your	  favorites	  now?	  
Peter	  DeSeve,	  Oliver	  Jeffers,	  Jon	  Klassen,	  Delphine	  Durand,	  Marla	  Frazee,	  Lizi	  Boyd,	  Christian	  
Robinson,	  Patrick	  McDonnell,	  to	  name	  but	  a	  few.	  
	  
Do	  you	  ever	  tuck	  little	  personal	  homages	  or	  details	  in	  your	  illustrations?	  Please	  give	  us	  a	  peek	  at	  
one	  of	  your	  favorites.	  	  
Many	  times	  when	  I	  draw	  a	  city	  skyline,	  it’s	  Minneapolis,	  where	  I	  used	  to	  live.	  
My	  teddy	  bear,	  Louis,	  is	  in	  What	  Are	  You	  So	  Grumpy	  About?	  
	  
What’s	  one	  thing	  that	  may	  surprise	  people	  about	  you?	  
I	  don’t	  have	  children.	  
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What	  inspires	  you	  creatively,	  spiritually,	  or	  emotionally?	  
Creatively:	  Children,	  nature,	  creative	  people	  doing	  things	  I’m	  incapable	  of.	  
Spiritually:	  People	  overcoming	  adversity	  through	  community.	  
Emotionally:	  Love,	  of	  course.	  
	  
What	  gets	  in	  the	  way	  of	  your	  creativity?	  
Paperwork.	  Technology	  problems.	  
	  
And,	  of	  course,	  please	  tell	  us:	  
Where	  can	  we	  find	  you?	  
tomlichtenheld.com	  
	  
Tom	  Lichtenheld	  is	  a	  children’s	  book	  author	  and	  illustrator.	  His	  books	  are	  noted	  for	  their	  humor,	  
expressive	  characters,	  and	  rich—sometimes	  hidden—detail.	  He’s	  known	  for	  creating	  books	  that	  
appeal	  to	  children	  and	  adults	  alike,	  and	  his	  wide	  portfolio	  of	  books	  offers	  something	  for	  every	  
age.	  For	  more	  information	  visit	  tomlichtenheld.com.	  
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	  Winter	  2016	  •	  Tales	  from	  the	  Front	  

	  

A	  Story	  about	  Battling	  Self-‐Doubt,	  Leaning	  on	  Friends	  (thank	  you	  SCBWI!),	  
Persevering	  …	  and	  Jogging	  

	  

By	  Deb	  Aronson	  

	  
I	  do	  not	  remember	  dreaming	  of	  being	  a	  writer.	  I	  lived	  for	  reading	  …	  and	  sports.	  But	  writers	  
were	  demigods;	  who	  had	  the	  nerve	  to	  tread	  there?	  As	  luck	  would	  have	  it,	  however,	  I	  
stumbled	  into	  a	  writing	  career.	  For	  the	  last	  25	  years	  I’ve	  freelanced	  for	  various	  nonprofit	  
organizations,	  including	  universities.	  That	  adds	  up	  to	  lots	  of	  profiles,	  science	  stories,	  and	  
speeches.	  It’s	  a	  great	  career,	  and	  I	  love	  it.	  
	  
But	  then	  I	  followed	  my	  envy.	  For	  several	  years,	  before	  our	  joints	  and	  ligaments	  gave	  out,	  I	  
jogged	  regularly	  with	  Alice	  McGinty	  (our	  current	  co-‐regional	  advisor)	  and	  Sara	  Latta	  (who	  
was	  a	  network	  rep	  and	  is	  now	  in	  NYC).	  I	  felt	  so	  envious	  hearing	  about	  their	  writing	  projects	  
that	  a	  lightbulb	  went	  off	  …	  in	  my	  heart.	  How	  glorious	  it	  would	  be	  to	  tell	  stories	  that	  had	  the	  
power	  to	  demystify	  the	  world	  for	  a	  preteen	  reader.	  I	  am	  still,	  at	  my	  core,	  that	  preteen,	  
hoping	  to	  have	  the	  world	  explained	  to	  me.	  “Ah	  ha!”	  I	  remember	  thinking,	  “that	  is	  the	  life	  for	  
me.”	  	  
	  
Six	  years	  ago,	  as	  50	  was	  inexorably	  approaching,	  I	  examined	  my	  life,	  as	  one	  does.	  If	  I	  wanted	  
what	  Alice	  and	  Sara	  had,	  I	  thought,	  I’d	  better	  get	  a	  move	  on.	  I	  remember	  very	  clearly	  when	  I	  
figured	  out	  what	  my	  topic	  would	  be.	  I	  knew	  it	  had	  to	  be	  a	  story	  I	  believed	  in	  so	  much	  that	  
even	  my	  self-‐doubts,	  which	  were	  powerful,	  could	  not	  derail	  me.	  I	  had	  undertaken	  several	  
writing	  projects	  over	  the	  years	  that	  had	  fizzled.	  I	  had	  no	  faith	  in	  my	  own	  ability.	  Demigods,	  
remember?	  	  
	  
Still,	  I	  had	  collected	  ideas	  off	  and	  on	  through	  the	  years,	  and	  my	  file	  of	  interesting	  people	  
doing	  unusual	  things	  was	  pretty	  thick.	  There	  the	  story	  would	  have	  ended,	  except	  for	  a	  
weekend	  bike	  trip	  I	  took	  with	  two	  girlfriends	  in	  southern	  Illinois.	  I	  remember	  sitting	  on	  a	  
bridge	  in	  the	  sun	  (see	  that?	  that’s	  setting,	  right?)	  and	  talking	  to	  them	  about	  some	  of	  the	  
more	  promising	  possibilities.	  One	  of	  them	  said,	  “Well,	  which	  one	  do	  you	  really	  want	  to	  write	  
about?”	  	  
	  
Not	  a	  deep	  or	  particularly	  surprising	  question,	  but	  somehow,	  there	  on	  that	  bridge,	  it	  focused	  
my	  mind;	  I	  would	  write	  about	  Rachel	  Alexandra,	  a	  three-‐year-‐old	  filly	  that	  had	  taken	  the	  
racing	  world	  by	  storm	  in	  2009.	  She	  was	  beautiful	  and	  strong	  and	  athletic	  and	  had	  a	  very	  
distinctive	  blaze,	  like	  an	  upside-‐down	  exclamation	  point	  with	  a	  bite	  taken	  out	  of	  it.	  	  
	  
I	  am	  not	  a	  “horse	  person”	  and	  I	  knew	  nothing	  about	  horseracing.	  But	  I	  loved	  the	  story	  of	  this	  
incredibly	  athletic,	  albeit	  four-‐legged,	  female	  barreling	  past	  the	  fillies	  her	  age,	  then	  the	  colts	  
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her	  age,	  and	  then	  finally	  males	  twice	  her	  age.	  She	  ruled	  the	  racetrack	  and	  was	  featured	  in	  
Vogue	  magazine.	  As	  a	  sailor,	  swimmer,	  and	  former	  field	  hockey	  and	  softball	  player,	  I	  say,	  let’s	  
celebrate	  athletic	  females!	  
	  
But	  this	  project	  wasn’t	  like	  my	  day	  job,	  where	  I	  was	  given	  an	  assignment	  and	  my	  subjects	  
were	  thrilled	  to	  speak	  with	  me.	  I	  went	  online,	  of	  course,	  and	  did	  basic	  research,	  but	  there	  just	  
seemed	  to	  be	  no	  clear	  way	  to	  contact	  these	  scions	  of	  the	  horseracing	  world.	  That	  was	  
because	  Rachel	  Alexandra’s	  current	  owners	  are	  the	  billionaire	  founders	  of	  Jackson-‐Kendall	  
winery	  and	  were	  pretty	  well	  shielded	  from	  the	  likes	  of	  me.	  I	  was	  ready	  to	  give	  up,	  again,	  
(fizzle	  …	  fizzle),	  when	  a	  friend	  recommended	  I	  contact	  the	  Lexington,	  KY,	  visitors’	  bureau.	  
That	  shook	  some	  things	  loose.	  	  
	  
Thanks	  to	  the	  visitors’	  bureau,	  I	  met	  a	  horsewoman	  with	  deep	  ties	  to	  the	  community.	  I	  went	  
to	  Lexington,	  she	  shared	  her	  box	  with	  me,	  and	  we	  watched	  the	  races.	  I	  thought	  Rachel	  
Alexandra’s	  jockey,	  Calvin	  Borel,	  would	  be	  there	  and	  that	  I’d	  be	  able	  to	  walk	  up,	  introduce	  
myself,	  and	  interview	  him.	  Likewise,	  the	  various	  trainers	  I	  was	  hoping	  to	  talk	  to.	  Har	  Har	  Har,	  
as	  they	  say	  in	  the	  funny	  papers.	  First	  of	  all,	  Calvin	  was	  riding	  elsewhere	  (duh!).	  Meanwhile,	  
my	  host	  very	  gently	  explained	  that	  there	  was	  no	  way	  in	  hell	  that	  Rachel’s	  famous,	  very	  busy	  
trainer	  would	  talk	  to	  me,	  a	  nobody	  who	  wasn’t	  part	  of	  the	  horseracing	  world.	  As	  I	  talked	  
more	  about	  my	  vision,	  she	  said	  to	  me,	  “You	  know	  who	  you	  need	  to	  meet?	  Hal	  Wiggins.”	  	  
	  
Wiggins	  was	  Rachel	  Alexandra’s	  first	  trainer	  and	  is	  the	  most	  humble,	  generous,	  and	  kind	  man	  
you	  would	  ever	  meet.	  Long	  story	  short,	  I	  wrote	  Hal	  a	  letter,	  he	  replied	  immediately,	  and	  I	  
flew	  to	  Houston	  to	  interview	  him	  and	  his	  wife,	  Renee,	  for	  two	  days.	  Simply	  put,	  “Rachel	  
Alexandra	  Ruler	  of	  the	  Racetrack”	  would	  have	  been	  stillborn	  if	  not	  for	  Hal	  and	  Renee.	  	  
	  
By	  now	  I	  was	  52.	  I	  was	  determined	  to	  learn	  how	  to	  tell	  a	  story,	  and	  for	  several	  years	  I	  worked	  
on	  my	  craft.	  The	  fact	  is,	  in	  my	  work	  for	  hire,	  the	  goal	  is	  absolutely	  to	  TELL.	  I	  do	  not	  have	  the	  
luxury	  of	  showing.	  It	  has	  been	  very	  hard	  to	  change	  gears,	  to	  infuse	  my	  story	  with	  a	  sense	  of	  
setting	  and	  plot.	  One	  thing	  I	  did	  that	  helped	  was	  to	  join	  a	  critique	  group	  (I’m	  talking	  to	  you,	  
Six	  Pens!).	  There	  I	  got	  some	  pats	  on	  the	  back,	  reminders	  to	  “show,	  don’t	  tell,”	  and	  a	  group	  of	  
people	  to	  learn	  with.	  Priceless,	  right?	  I	  also	  went,	  not	  only	  to	  Prairie	  Writers	  and	  Illustrators	  
Day,	  but	  to	  several	  other	  SCBWI	  conferences.	  
	  
	  During	  this	  time,	  a	  few	  editors	  and	  published	  writers	  (including	  Steve	  Sheinkin,	  author	  of	  
Bomb)	  also	  looked	  at	  my	  first	  pages,	  and	  I	  faithfully	  studied	  the	  comments	  and	  critiques	  from	  
them	  and	  my	  fellow	  writers.	  I	  thought	  I	  could	  see	  my	  manuscript	  improving,	  which	  was	  
exciting.	  	  
	  
Still,	  the	  idea	  of	  submitting	  to	  a	  publisher	  was	  so	  terrifying	  I	  broke	  out	  in	  (metaphorical)	  hives	  
at	  the	  thought.	  BUT!	  plot	  twist:	  So	  many	  people	  in	  the	  horseracing	  world	  (thanks	  to	  Hal’s	  
introductions)	  had	  generously	  given	  me	  their	  time	  that	  I	  felt	  that	  I	  couldn’t	  give	  up.	  That	  
sense	  of	  accountability	  I	  felt	  toward	  that	  community	  turned	  out	  to	  be	  critical.	  I	  pushed	  
ahead.	  I	  knew	  the	  next	  step	  was	  to	  submit	  the	  darn	  thing.	  
	  
This	  is	  another	  place	  where	  I	  knew	  my	  self-‐doubt	  could	  really	  sabotage	  me.	  Who	  hasn’t	  heard	  
about	  the	  person	  who	  got	  100	  rejections	  before	  their	  project	  found	  a	  home?	  100?!	  I	  could	  
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imagine	  giving	  up	  after	  three!	  But	  I	  was	  determined;	  I	  finally	  had	  enough	  faith	  in	  my	  vision	  
that	  I	  would	  NOT	  let	  rejection	  get	  in	  the	  way	  of	  publishing	  my	  story.	  	  
	  
So	  first	  I	  made	  a	  long	  list	  (with	  the	  aid	  of	  SCBWI’s	  The	  Book)	  of	  potential	  publishers.	  Next	  I	  
made	  an	  Excel	  spreadsheet.	  There	  I	  entered	  each	  publisher	  to	  whom	  I	  submitted,	  the	  date	  I	  
submitted,	  whether	  or	  not	  I	  got	  a	  response,	  and	  if	  they	  sent	  any	  comments	  I	  included	  them	  
too.	  	  
	  
That	  way,	  when	  I	  felt	  really	  discouraged,	  I	  would	  count	  the	  number	  of	  submissions	  on	  my	  
spreadsheet	  and	  realize	  it	  was	  only	  in	  the	  single	  digits.	  “Quit	  yer	  griping,”	  I	  could	  say	  to	  
myself.	  Secondly,	  I	  could	  easily	  check	  the	  date	  I	  had	  sent	  the	  last	  submission.	  The	  prepared	  
list	  meant	  I	  didn’t	  have	  to	  go	  research	  the	  next	  publisher	  each	  time	  I	  gave	  up	  on	  the	  previous	  
one.	  That	  made	  it	  pretty	  easy,	  psychologically	  at	  least,	  to	  resubmit.	  I	  did,	  however,	  make	  
extra	  sure	  to	  rigorously	  follow	  the	  guidelines	  of	  the	  particular	  publisher,	  which	  are	  all	  a	  little	  
different.	  
	  
I	  collected	  potential	  publishers	  anywhere	  I	  could.	  I	  trolled	  the	  back	  of	  the	  SCBWI	  magazine	  
looking	  for	  nonfiction	  books	  about	  strong	  women	  or	  athletes	  and	  added	  that	  publisher	  to	  my	  
list.	  I	  also	  talked	  to	  friends.	  For	  example,	  Sara	  Latta	  had	  published	  a	  nonfiction	  book	  with	  
Candlewick,	  and	  she	  let	  me	  use	  her	  name	  when	  I	  contacted	  that	  editor.	  I	  thought	  it	  might	  
help	  differentiate	  me	  within	  the	  slush	  pile.	  That	  turned	  out	  to	  be	  a	  huge	  shot	  in	  the	  arm	  
because	  I	  got	  the	  greatest	  rejection	  ever	  from	  that	  editor,	  Alyssa	  Pusey.	  She	  sent	  me	  a	  letter	  
that	  read,	  in	  part,	  “it’s	  a	  thrilling,	  well-‐written	  tale—just	  the	  kind	  of	  interesting,	  unexpected	  
nonfiction	  I	  like	  best.”	  See	  what	  I	  mean?	  Isn’t	  that	  the	  greatest?	  
	  
In	  the	  end,	  over	  18	  months	  I	  submitted	  the	  manuscript	  to	  a	  total	  of	  13	  publishers	  (and	  a	  
couple	  of	  agents).	  Just	  like	  Rachel	  Alexandra,	  13	  is	  my	  lucky	  number!	  (Read	  the	  book	  to	  find	  
out	  what	  I	  am	  referring	  to.)	  	  
	  
Even	  though	  I	  am	  still	  swamped	  with	  self-‐doubt	  many	  days,	  I	  do	  think	  that	  studying	  the	  craft,	  
getting	  critiques,	  and	  trying	  like	  heck	  to	  apply	  what	  I	  learned	  made	  it	  possible	  for	  me	  to	  feel	  
confident	  about	  sending	  my	  story	  out	  into	  the	  world.	  
	  
Rachel	  Alexandra	  will	  be	  published	  in	  the	  fall	  of	  2016.	  I’m	  already	  planning	  a	  book	  signing	  
Derby	  weekend	  at	  the	  Churchill	  Downs	  gift	  shop.	  Hey!	  A	  girl	  can	  dream,	  can’t	  she?!	  
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Deb	  Aronson	  has	  been	  a	  freelance,	  nonfiction	  writer	  since	  1997.	  When	  she’s	  not	  
gardening,	  sailing	  or	  designing	  her	  dream	  Derby	  hat	  (hint,	  it	  will	  include	  snack	  food),	  

	  
Deb	  also	  enjoys	  writing	  (for	  grownups)	  about	  interesting	  people	  doing	  unusual	  things.	  
That	  list	  includes,	  so	  far,	  an	  astronaut,	  archaeologist,	  male	  midwife,	  Pulitzer	  Prize-‐
winning	  journalist,	  a	  rowing	  team,	  several	  novelists,	  including	  Judy	  Blume	  …	  (eventually	  
she’ll	  manage	  to	  mention	  that	  without	  pausing	  for	  dramatic	  effect!),	  a	  photographer,	  
an	  architect	  and	  a	  woman	  who	  founded	  a	  summer	  camp	  for	  foster	  siblings.	  Her	  personal	  
essays	  have	  appeared	  in	  Mary	  Englebreit	  Home	  Companion,	  Indy's	  Child	  and	  WILL	  
radio.	  Her	  feature	  stories	  have	  run	  in	  Mother	  Jones,	  Illinois	  Times,	  Sailing	  World,	  
and	  Muse	  magazines.	  
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Winter	  2016	  •	  News	  Roundup	  

	  

Compiled	  by	  Dana	  Wilson	  Easley	  

 
***EVENTS*** 

 
ANDERSON’S BOOKSHOP 
Information is subject to change; some events require tickets. For more 
information on these and other upcoming events, visit the website at 
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), 630-963-2665 for AB Downers Grove 
(5112 Main St., Downers Grove), or 708-582-6353 for AB La Grange (26 S. 
LaGrange Rd., LaGrange). 

• Jan. 25- Nick Bruel, author of Bad Kitty Goes to the Vet, 7:00 p.m. 
at AB Naperville. 
• Jan. 26 – Emma J. Virjan, author of What This Story Needs is a Hush 
and a Shush, 6:00 p.m. at AB LaGrange. 
• Jan. 27 – James Riley, author of Story Thieves 2: The Stolen 
Chapters, 7:00 p.m. at AB LaGrange. 
• Feb. 2 – Aimee Carter, author of Simon Thorn and the Wolf’s 
Den, 7:00 p.m. at AB Naperville. 
• Feb. 10 – Gordon Korman, author of Masterminds, 7:00 p.m. at AB 
LaGrange.  
• Feb. 10 – Victoria Aveyard & Sophie Jordan, authors of Glass of 
Sword (Aveyard) and Reign of Shadows (Jordan), 7:00 p.m. at AB 
Naperville.  
• Feb. 18 – Sara Pennypacker, author of Pax, 7:00 p.m. at AB 
Naperville. 
• Feb. 21- Anderson’s Not for Kids Only Book Group discussion of 
Ali Benjamin’s The Thing About Jellyfish, 2:00 p.m. at ATDE. 
• Feb. 24 – Lincoln Peirce, author of Big Nate Blasts Off, 7:00 p.m. at 
AB Naperville. 
• Mar. 5- Linda Sue Park, author of Wing and Claw: Forest of 
Wonders, 2:00 p.m. at AB Naperville. 
• Mar. 9- David Lubar, author of Character Driven, 7:00 p.m. at AB 
Naperville. 
• Mar. 10- Mo O’Hara, author of My Big Fat Zombie Goldfish, 7:00 
p.m. at AB Naperville. 
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• May 6 – Fierce Reads tour including authors Marie Rutkoski (The 
Winner’s Kiss), Cecelia Ahern (Flawed), and Harriet Reuter Hapgood (The 
Square Root of Summer), 7:00 p.m. at AB Naperville. 

 
ANDERSON’S BOOKSHOP 14th ANNUAL CHILDREN’S LITERARY BREAKFAST   
What: Illinois authors and illustrators, full breakfast, door prizes, giveaways, 
book sales and more! CPDU credits   
When: Saturday, February 20, 2016 
Where: Signature Room, 6440 Double Eagle Drive, Woodridge 
Details: Advance registration and fee required  , authors and ticket details 
pending 
More information: Contact Anderson’s Bookfair Company at 
http://www.andersonsbookshop.com or call (630) 820-0044 for details. 

 
***AWARDS*** 

 
NATIONAL BOOK AWARDS 
The 2015 winner of the National Book Foundation’s National Book Award for 
Young People’s Literature is: 

• Neal Shusterman, Challenger Deep (HarperCollins Children's 
Books)  

The finalists are: 
• Ali Benjamin, The Thing About Jellyfish (Little, Brown Books for 
Young Readers) 
• Laura Ruby, Bone Gap (Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins Children's 
Books) 
• Steve Sheinkin, Most Dangerous: Daniel Ellsberg and the Secret 
History of the Vietnam War (Roaring Brook Press/Macmillan Children's 
Publishing Group) 
• Noelle Stevenson, Nimona (HarperTeen/HarperCollins Children's 
Books)  

 
YALSA (YOUNG ADULT LIBRARY SERVICES ASSOCIATION) 2015 TOP TEN 
BEST FICTION FOR YOUNG ADULTS 

• The Carnival at Bray by Jessie Ann Foley (Elephant Rock) 
• The Crossover by Kwame Alexander (Houghton) 
• The Gospel of Winter by Brendan Kiely (Simon & 
Schuster/Margaret K. McElderry) 
• I’ll Give You the Sun by Jandy Nelson (Dial) 
• Jackaby by William Ritter (Algonquin) 
• Noggin by John Corey Whaley (Atheneum) 
• The Story of Owen: Dragon Slayer of Trondheim by E. K. 
Johnston (Carolrhoda/Lab) 
• Vango by Timothee de Fombelle (Candlewick) 
• We Were Liars by E. Lockhart (Delacorte) 
• The Young Elites by Marie Lu (Putnam) 

 
***2016 SCBWI MEMBER GRANTS*** 
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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 in each of the following categories will be chosen: 
Picture Book Text, Chapter Books/Early Readers, Middle Grade, Young 
Adult Fiction, Nonfiction, Multi-Cultural Fiction or Nonfiction 
• Applications must be submitted electronically beginning March 1, 
2016. 
 

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 accepted beginning March 2016.  

 
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, 2016. 
 

LEE BENNETT HOPKINS POETRY AWARD 

• Recognizes and encourages the publication of an excellent book of 
poetry or anthology for children and/or young adults. This award is given 
every three years. 
• Award of $1000. 
• Deadline March 1, 2016 (for books published in 2013-2015).  

 

***CONFERENCES*** 
 

SCBWI 2016 WINTER CONFERENCE   
When: Feb. 12-14, 2016  
Where: Grant Hyatt in New York City   
Cost: $460 – SCBWI Members, $560 – Nonmembers  
For more information: visit https://www.scbwi.org/event-17th-annual-scbwi-
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winter-conference-in-new-york-ny16/information/ 
 
NIU 36th ANNUAL CHILDREN’S LITERATURE CONFERENCE   
What: “Finding Yourself in a Book” 
When: March 18, 2016, 7:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m.   
Where: Holmes Student Center, Northern Illinois University, DeKalb   
Cost: $135 (early bird registration no later than Feb. 14) or $155 (after Feb. 14). 
NIU Alumni rate is $125 early bird, or $145 after Feb. 14. Includes handouts & 
flash drives, breakfast, lunch, and all sessions.   
Details: Speakers include Merrie Haskell, Jeanne R. Kraus, Emily Jiang, Doreen 
Rappaport, and Marc Tyler Nobelman. 
For more information: visit 
http://www.cedu.niu.edu/oep/conferences/childrenslit/index.shtml 
 
Dana Wilson Easley writes MG and YA novels. She is Managing Editor of the 
Prairie Wind and a former IL network representative. 	  
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	  Winter	  2016	  •	  Don’t	  Miss 

 

Wild,	  Wild	  Midwest	  is	  coming	  to	  Naperville!	  

	  
A	  three-‐day	  conference	  is	  about	  to	  spring	  up	  in	  your	  backyard.	  For	  the	  second	  time,	  several	  
SCBWI	  chapters	  have	  banded	  together	  and	  will	  bring	  you	  Wild,	  Wild	  Midwest	  from	  April	  29	  to	  
May	  1.	  
	  
Located	  at	  the	  Marriott	  Naperville	  (1801	  Naper	  Blvd.),	  a	  smorgasbord	  of	  events	  and	  
opportunities	  await.	  Want	  to	  meet	  editors,	  agents,	  authors,	  and	  illustrators?	  Want	  to	  get	  
feedback	  on	  your	  work?	  Want	  an	  in-‐depth	  workshop	  on	  craft	  or	  marketing?	  Want	  to	  work	  on	  
scene	  building,	  managing	  your	  online	  reputation,	  crafting	  a	  biography,	  conceptualizing	  a	  
series,	  branding	  yourself	  as	  an	  illustrator,	  and	  much	  more?	  Then	  look	  for	  registration	  to	  be	  
announced	  after	  the	  New	  Year.	  An	  eblast	  will	  be	  sent	  to	  all	  Illinois	  members	  when	  the	  time	  
arrives.	  
	  
Polish	  up	  your	  cowboy	  boots	  and	  get	  ready	  to	  gallop	  to	  Naperville	  for	  an	  inspiring	  weekend!	  	  
	  
Questions?	  Feel	  free	  to	  contact	  Sara	  Shacter	  at	  sfshacter@gmail.com.	  
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	  Winter	  2014	  •	  Writing	  Tips	  

 

Doing	  More	  Work	  with	  Dialogue	  

 

By	  Michelle	  Falkoff	  

 
I’ve noticed over the past few years that my creative writing students have a tendency to use 
dialogue solely to tell us what their characters are saying. They include long conversations 
between two or three people, with few dialogue tags and no other descriptive information, and the 
conversations are almost like transcriptions of real people talking, complete with all the kinds of 
tics that people use, such as “um” and “like.” There’s often lots of white space, which ends up 
serving as a kind of visual manifestation of the absence of the type of information I described 
above. And then, of course, there’s the punctuation. Don’t even get me started on the punctuation. 
 
To better teach my students, I’ve come up with a list of some pointers and some exercises for 
them to think about when reworking their dialogue. I’ve listed several of them below. 
 

1. Dialogue has to be doing more than one thing at a time, or else it’s not doing 
enough. Yes, it can get across information, but if it’s functioning solely for that purpose, 
it’s really just exposition, which isn’t really the primary role of dialogue. We used to call 
this “As you know, Bob,” dialogue: “As you know, Bob, you and I have been married for 
twenty-five years.” The characters already know that, and they wouldn’t say that to one 
another; writers are better served finding another way to get that information across. 
 
2. Using the dialogue tag “said,” along with a reference to who’s speaking, is 
the most effective way to tell readers who’s talking. It sounds basic, but some writers 
bristle against the repetition and try either to skip the tags altogether or to get creative. 
Skipping tags too often can lead to confusion about who’s talking; reading dialogue out 
loud can help writers determine when a tag might be helpful. And dialogue that’s filled 
with “exclaimed” and “shouted” and “whined” and “flirted” reads as directive: the writer 
is telling the reader how to interpret what the character is saying, and that usually means 
something’s missing, whether it’s content or physical detail. We should be able to hear 
that a character is shouting or flirting or crying through words and action, not authorial 
direction. 
 
3. The same thing goes for adverbs. To readers, they sound like instructions about 
how to feel, and that can come across as condescending. “‘I’ve never been so happy in 
my life!’ he said cheerfully” is redundant; we have both the words themselves and the 
punctuation to tell us that this is someone who’s pretty excited about whatever’s going on 
right now.  
 
4. Dialogue needs to sound natural, but it shouldn’t just mimic reality. Let’s 
face it: we don’t always speak as articulately as we’d like. That’s probably why at least 
some of us are writers—we like to have the time to think about our words and make them 
do the job we want them to do. It’s hard to find the line between natural-sounding 
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dialogue and transcription, but we should try, since our verbal tics are distractions for our 
readers. Sometimes they can help give a sense of voice, when used sparingly, but if we 
used the word “like” in dialogue as often as people do in real life, our dialogue wouldn’t 
be all that fun to read. Instead, we should think about what makes particular people’s 
speech distinctive, whether it’s through unique words or phrases they use or their 
tendency to speak in really short or long sentences, just to give a couple of examples.  
 
The same thing goes for accents and dialect. It’s usually best to try and get them across 
through speech patterns and phrasing, rather than changes in spelling and punctuation. 
Some books serve as counterexamples of this advice, of course—Zora Neale Hurston’s 
Their Eyes Were Watching God and Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting are two favorites of 
mine that completely flout this—but making this kind of thing work is incredibly 
difficult. Unless you do it well, you run the risk of making people pretty angry, and often 
with good reason. 
 
5. Remember that characters who are talking are also physical people in the 
world. They might be in a room together, in which case it’s helpful to know what that 
room looks like, where they are in it, where they are in relation to one another, whether 
they’re touching or avoiding one another’s eyes or eating lunch or avoiding a third 
person. There are just so many options to complicate their conversation by giving us 
more; it’s a missed opportunity to have the physical world disappear during the 
conversation. 
 
6. Characters react to one another, and they don’t always tell the truth. One of 
the greatest things about dialogue is that it tells us so much about not just the characters 
themselves but their relationship to one another. And depending on what voice we’re in, 
we can have access to some of their thoughts as well, which deepens our understanding 
of those relationships. The difference between what characters say and what they feel is 
often tremendous, and there are so many opportunities to add depth and complexity 
through dialogue by acknowledging the characters’ inner, emotional lives as well as their 
exterior, physical ones. 

 
These are just some of the things I try to discuss with my students, but sometimes it’s easier to 
get this information across through an exercise. For example, I really like having students write a 
short scene between two characters using only dialogue, and then having them revise the same 
scene to get the same information across with no dialogue at all. The work students have to do to 
make the scenes align with one another is really helpful in showing them their options for the 
final product, in which they rewrite the scene holistically, using dialogue where they feel it’s 
most effective and other forms of description when it isn’t. 
 
“Um, I hope at least some of this is, like, helpful for you, you know?” I screamed enthusiastically, 
jumping up and down in my chair. 
 
Michelle Falkoff is the author of Playlist for the Dead. She lives in Chicago. 
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	  Winter	  2016	  •	  Illustrator	  Tips	  

	  

Digging	  for	  Design	  Bones	  

	  

By	  Kathryn	  Ault	  Noble	  

	  
What	  a	  daunting	  task!	  After	  being	  invited	  to	  write	  this	  article	  I	  found	  myself	  
questioning	  whether	  I	  could	  possibly	  come	  up	  with	  information	  the	  accomplished	  
illustrators	  of	  SCBWI	  Illinois	  would	  not	  already	  know	  quite	  well.	  I	  finally	  decided	  to	  
describe	  some	  of	  my	  personal	  practices,	  not	  unique	  by	  any	  means,	  but	  hopefully	  a	  
few	  bits	  of	  my	  picked	  brain	  will	  at	  the	  least	  inspire	  if	  not	  educate.	  
	  
The	  Practice	  of	  Thumbnailing	  Published	  Books	  
	  
To	  start	  I	  will	  review	  my	  practice	  of	  thumbnailing	  published	  picture	  books	  which	  I	  
shared	  in	  my	  interview	  with	  Sylvia	  Lui	  of	  kidlit411	  a	  couple	  of	  years	  ago:	  
	  

What	  I	  find	  most	  interesting	  is	  while	  I	  taught	  the	  basic	  three-‐part	  
story	  template	  in	  my	  Introduction	  to	  Animation	  classes,	  I’ve	  seen	  
children’s	  books	  illustrators	  use	  particular	  devices	  to	  lay	  out	  the	  story	  
that	  are	  unique.	  For	  instance,	  the	  use	  of	  page	  bleeds	  which	  does	  not	  
come	  into	  play	  with	  an	  animation.	  Some	  illustrators	  use	  bleeds	  only	  
on	  pages	  which	  need	  extra	  emphasis,	  such	  as	  a	  peak	  in	  the	  story.	  	  
	  
Author/Illustrator	  Uri	  Shulevitz	  used	  particularly	  interesting	  page	  
graphics	  to	  enhance	  the	  visual	  pacing	  in	  his	  books	  One	  Monday	  
Morning	  and	  The	  Treasure.	  I	  would	  love	  to	  think	  I	  could	  simply	  read	  
through	  a	  book	  and	  pick	  up	  on	  the	  graphic	  devices	  he	  used,	  but	  I	  find	  
actually	  sketching	  out	  the	  book	  quickens	  my	  eye	  to	  what	  should	  be	  
obvious	  page	  gestalt.”	  

	  
The	  word	  "thumbnail"	  is	  a	  reference	  to	  the	  human	  thumbnail	  and	  indicates	  a	  very	  
small	  drawing,	  often	  used	  in	  the	  exploration	  of	  a	  design	  idea.	  According	  to	  The	  
American	  Heritage	  Dictionary	  of	  Idioms,	  the	  expression	  first	  appears	  in	  the	  mid-‐19th	  
century	  to	  refer	  to	  “a	  drawing	  the	  size	  of	  the	  thumbnail.”	  Graphic	  designers,	  as	  well	  
as	  other	  kinds	  of	  visual	  artists,	  use	  the	  term	  "thumbnail	  sketch"	  to	  describe	  a	  very	  
small	  drawing	  on	  paper	  used	  primarily	  to	  explore	  multiple	  compositions	  quickly.	  
Thumbnailing	  speeds	  up	  the	  design	  process	  and	  saves	  expensive	  art	  supplies	  for	  the	  
final	  piece.	  Because	  of	  the	  limited	  size,	  designers	  can	  explore	  hundreds,	  if	  not	  
thousands,	  of	  potential	  compositions	  or	  character	  explorations.	  	  
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Having	  assigned	  thumbnailing	  and	  other	  “design	  process”	  techniques	  to	  classes	  over	  
the	  years	  and	  watching	  the	  students	  improve	  exponentially,	  I	  know	  well	  the	  impact	  
these	  tiny	  sketches	  can	  have	  on	  the	  final	  product.	  Combined	  with	  another	  academic	  
standard	  of	  producing	  “copywork”	  or	  “mastercopies”	  where	  students	  strive	  to	  
reproduce	  an	  existing	  master	  work,	  the	  recipe	  for	  success	  is	  complete.	  Through	  
these	  practices	  students	  will	  enhance	  hand/eye	  coordination,	  discover	  design	  
structure,	  and	  develop	  muscle	  memory	  of	  the	  particular	  strokes	  the	  master	  artist	  
used.	  	  
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Once	  after	  a	  webinar	  I	  asked	  Jane	  Yolen	  what	  writing	  tips	  she	  had	  as	  I	  began	  my	  
quest	  toward	  author/illustrator.	  She	  said	  to	  pick	  up	  a	  favorite	  picture	  book	  and	  type	  
the	  story	  out,	  explaining	  that	  my	  fingers	  would	  teach	  my	  brain	  the	  rhythms.	  This	  
made	  perfect	  sense	  as	  it	  was	  very	  similar	  to	  discovering	  visual	  rhythms.	  I	  am	  as	  
prone	  as	  the	  next	  person	  to	  getting	  lost	  in	  the	  story,	  forgetting	  to	  take	  note	  of	  the	  
“bones,”	  the	  structure	  of	  design	  and	  composition	  devices	  at	  work.	  Knowing	  that	  
about	  myself	  was	  the	  catalyst	  for	  using	  thumbnailing	  to	  study	  pacing	  in	  existing	  
books	  over	  the	  years.	  
	  
Designer	  Eyes	  versus	  Consumer	  Eyes	  
	  
Building	  on	  those	  thoughts,	  I	  would	  like	  to	  describe	  another	  form	  of	  “practice”	  I	  use	  
with	  movies	  and	  animations:	  making	  “screen	  shots”	  of	  the	  main	  storytelling	  frames	  
and	  analyzing	  the	  compositions.	  Recently	  I	  went	  through	  an	  episode	  of	  Dr.	  Who	  in	  
which	  the	  characters	  have	  been	  shrunk	  to	  fit	  inside	  the	  antagonist’s	  robotic	  
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framework.	  Because	  of	  the	  specific	  and	  limited	  environment,	  the	  use	  of	  color	  and	  
composition	  to	  enhance	  storytelling	  was	  clearly	  evident.	  For	  instance	  a	  character	  
wears	  a	  red-‐orange	  shirt	  in	  an	  overall	  muted	  blue-‐green	  mechanical	  environment,	  a	  
basic	  complementary	  color	  scheme.	  
	  

	  
	  
Obviously	  I	  don’t	  have	  time	  to	  do	  this	  often,	  but	  some	  Friday	  nights	  after	  watching	  a	  
movie	  or	  animation,	  I	  take	  a	  couple	  of	  hours	  afterward	  to	  identify	  how	  the	  directors	  
have	  used	  the	  Elements	  of	  Design	  and	  the	  Principles	  of	  Organization	  to	  advance	  
their	  storytelling.	  I	  tend	  to	  take	  screen	  shots	  of	  the	  first	  frames	  of	  a	  camera	  or	  scene	  
change	  as	  well	  as	  the	  last,	  what	  I	  call	  the	  digital	  “page	  turns”	  or	  the	  storyboarding	  
key	  frames.	  
	  
This	  technique	  is	  something	  I	  used	  in	  the	  animation	  classes	  in	  particular.	  As	  I	  told	  
the	  students,	  it	  takes	  an	  extra	  effort	  to	  go	  from	  seeing	  an	  animation	  with	  
entertainment	  eyes	  (what	  they	  entered	  the	  school	  with)	  to	  seeing	  it	  with	  the	  more	  
critical	  eye	  of	  a	  visual	  designer	  or	  director.	  Over	  time	  it	  becomes	  second	  nature,	  but	  
it	  requires	  a	  rather	  time-‐consuming	  effort	  upfront	  to	  train	  your	  brain	  to	  see	  it.	  In	  the	  
classroom	  I	  showed	  animations	  without	  sound	  (shutting	  off	  the	  storytelling)	  to	  
instill	  this	  practice	  in	  the	  students.	  As	  we	  went	  frame	  by	  frame	  through	  whole	  
sequences,	  we	  were	  able	  to	  name	  the	  camera	  moves	  and	  compositions	  in	  action.	  
	  
This	  process	  works	  well	  for	  any	  design	  product	  with	  sequential	  narrative	  imagery,	  
from	  opera	  and	  theater	  staging	  to	  animation	  and	  film,	  from	  comics	  and	  graphic	  
novels	  to	  children’s	  picture	  books.	  I	  taught	  the	  psychology	  of	  Page	  Gestalt,	  
Composition,	  and	  Color	  Theory	  in	  some	  form	  in	  all	  of	  my	  classes	  because	  I	  believe	  
they	  are	  more	  important	  than	  crafting,	  style,	  or	  even	  character	  development	  in	  good	  
visual	  storytelling.	  Although	  I	  taught	  over	  20	  subjects	  throughout	  the	  years	  from	  2D	  
Design,	  Computer	  Graphics,	  and	  Media	  Arts	  Typography	  in	  the	  Graphic	  Design	  
Program,	  to	  Digital	  Painting,	  Interior	  Spaces	  and	  Worlds,	  Concept	  Art,	  and	  Portfolio	  
for	  the	  Games	  Arts	  Program,	  I	  considered	  them	  all	  to	  be	  essentially	  design	  classes.	  
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The	  Visual	  Language	  
	  
It	  is	  not	  a	  bad	  idea	  to	  keep	  a	  list	  of	  the	  Design	  Elements	  and	  Principals	  available	  as	  
prompters,	  even	  for	  the	  most	  seasoned	  designers/illustrators.	  Off	  the	  top	  of	  my	  
head	  I	  would	  describe	  the	  Elements	  and	  Principles	  thus:	  
	  

The	  Elements	  of	  Design	  
• Point,	  Line,	  Plane/Shape,	  Color,	  Value,	  Texture,	  and	  Space	  

	  
The	  Principles	  of	  Organization	  
• Harmony,	  Variety,	  and	  Unity	  
• Repetition	  and	  Rhythm	  
1. Proportion	  and	  Scale	  
• Balance	  and	  Weight	  	  
• Symmetry	  and	  Asymmetry	  
• Movement	  
• Focal	  Point,	  Emphasis,	  and	  Dominance	  
• Contrast	  	  

 of	  Shape:	  Curvilinear	  versus	  Rectilinear	  
 of	  Size:	  Large	  versus	  Small	  
 of	  Value:	  Light	  versus	  Dark	  and	  the	  list	  goes	  on	  

	  
The	  importance	  of	  utilizing	  a	  variety	  of	  sources	  for	  understanding	  the	  roles	  of	  
composition	  and	  camera	  placement	  in	  sequential	  storytelling	  cannot	  be	  overstated.	  
Scott	  McCloud’s	  books,	  such	  as	  Making	  Comics	  and	  Understanding	  Comics	  
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scott_McCloud)	  were	  required	  textbooks	  in	  my	  
animation	  classes.	  And	  of	  course	  the	  indispensible	  Writing	  with	  Pictures	  by	  Uri	  
Shulevitz	  (http://www.fastcodesign.com/3044877/the-‐golden-‐ratio-‐designs-‐
biggest-‐myth)	  belongs	  on	  every	  kidlit	  illustrator’s	  reference	  shelf.	  It	  was	  the	  
wonderful	  pacing	  in	  one	  of	  Shulevitz’s	  picture	  books	  that	  caught	  my	  eye	  and	  enticed	  
me	  to	  thumbnail	  it	  out,	  even	  before	  I	  heard	  he	  had	  written	  a	  book	  on	  pacing.	  By	  
thumbnailing	  each	  page	  I	  could	  identify	  and	  “name”	  each	  graphic	  device	  he	  used	  to	  
speed	  up	  or	  slow	  down	  the	  forward	  motion	  or	  accentuate	  a	  climax.	  	  
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The	  Golden	  Ratio	  and	  the	  Rule	  of	  Thirds	  
	  
Let’s	  look	  at	  a	  couple	  of	  frames	  that	  hold	  to	  the	  basic	  design	  language	  starting	  with	  
dividing	  the	  view	  screen	  into	  thirds	  as	  well	  as	  the	  use	  of	  the	  Golden	  Ratio/Rectangle	  
and	  the	  Fibonacci	  Spiral.	  I	  usually	  drop	  both	  in	  layers	  over	  the	  screen	  shot	  I	  am	  
analyzing,	  and	  generally	  speaking	  the	  Rule	  of	  Thirds	  tends	  to	  be	  most	  used.	  Recently	  
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I	  made	  a	  pdf	  questioning	  how	  “golden”	  the	  golden	  ratio	  actually	  is,	  based	  on	  findings	  
of	  modern	  researchers.	  They	  have	  not	  been	  able	  to	  prove	  that	  test	  subjects	  respond	  
to	  the	  golden	  ratio	  more	  preferentially	  than	  to	  other	  composition	  devices	  
(http://www.underdown.org/writing-with-pictures.htm).	  
	  

	  
	  
Theatrical	  Directorial	  Theory	  
	  
Next	  let’s	  look	  at	  how	  these	  film	  characters	  move	  through	  the	  “page,”	  which	  
surprisingly	  is	  similar	  to	  the	  way	  the	  flow	  moves	  from	  left	  to	  right	  in	  picture	  books,	  
specifically	  in	  “action/adventure”	  types	  of	  storytelling.	  Of	  course	  this	  idea	  is	  specific	  
to	  Western	  readers	  who	  read	  from	  left	  to	  right,	  so	  moving	  to	  the	  right	  “feels	  like”	  
moving	  forward	  in	  the	  storyline	  or	  toward	  the	  end	  of	  the	  story.	  While	  it	  is	  perhaps	  
not	  a	  common	  thought	  in	  staging,	  I	  tend	  to	  think	  in	  terms	  of	  “exit	  stage	  left”	  (the	  
audience’s	  right)	  as	  being	  more	  congruent	  with	  the	  idea	  of	  continuance	  versus	  
termination,	  whereas	  “exit	  stage	  right”	  can	  signify	  that	  a	  character	  is	  heading	  the	  
wrong	  way	  in	  life,	  or	  terminating.	  My	  viewpoint	  has	  been	  formed	  by	  breaking	  down	  
the	  compositions	  of	  many	  theatrical	  movies,	  films	  of	  stage	  plays,	  or	  Shakespearean	  
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films	  over	  the	  years.	  I	  was	  not	  sure	  my	  interpretations	  were	  shared	  by	  anyone	  else,	  
so	  went	  digging	  around	  on	  the	  internet	  as	  I	  wrote	  this	  article.	  And	  while	  I	  could	  not	  
get	  my	  hands	  on	  the	  Didascalia	  of	  Citizen	  Kane,	  I	  did	  find	  the	  following	  quote	  about	  
Theatrical	  Directorial	  Theory	  which	  supports	  my	  own	  observations:	  
	  

Much	  of	  this	  sort	  of	  directorial	  theory	  is	  used	  in	  staging	  classical	  
theatre	  up	  through	  Shakespeare	  or	  so,	  and	  has	  sort	  of	  fallen	  off	  in	  
modern	  times.	  
 Typically,	  stage	  left	  is	  considered	  the	  open	  side	  of	  the	  stage,	  so,	  
for	  example,	  if	  you	  want	  to	  give	  the	  impression	  that	  someone	  is	  
exiting	  the	  stage	  and	  will	  keep	  going,	  like	  off	  into	  the	  distance,	  toward	  
open	  possibility,	  etc.,	  you’ll	  have	  them	  exit	  stage	  left.	  This	  probably	  
has	  something	  to	  do	  with	  Western	  left-‐to-‐right	  script.	  
 Typically	  center	  stage	  is	  where	  you	  would	  stage	  major	  
moments	  of	  choice	  for	  characters,	  or	  to	  symbolize	  moments	  of	  
strength,	  or	  possibility	  (of	  course	  there	  are	  practical	  reasons	  to	  stage	  
things	  center	  as	  well...).	  
 Moving	  down	  stage	  typically	  gives	  the	  impression	  of	  a	  
character	  moving	  forward	  in	  life,	  finding	  bravery,	  finding	  passion	  or	  
strength,	  things	  of	  that	  nature.	  They	  are	  moving	  toward	  the	  audience,	  
away	  from	  being	  backed	  into	  corners	  (quite	  literally).	  
Obviously,	  there	  are	  exceptions	  to	  all	  of	  this,	  and	  it’s	  an	  old-‐school	  
pedagogy	  that,	  while	  you’ll	  learn	  it	  in	  directing	  school,	  it’s	  become	  
more	  of	  something	  to	  sort	  of	  keep	  in	  mind	  than	  a	  philosophy	  of	  
staging.	  But	  yes,	  it	  certainly	  is	  part	  of	  theatrical	  directorial	  theory.”	  	  
—Posted	  by	  Lutoslawski	  at	  11:08	  a.m.	  on	  September	  9,	  2010	  
(http://ask.metafilter.com/164581/Exit-Stage-Left)	  
	  

So	  if	  I	  had	  attended	  directing	  school,	  I	  might	  have	  learned	  this	  philosophy,	  but	  hours	  
of	  observations	  have	  fortunately	  clued	  me	  in	  to	  this	  particular	  device.	  These	  ideas	  
can	  be	  applied	  to	  camera	  movement	  terms	  as	  well,	  such	  as	  “zooming”	  in	  on	  a	  
character’s	  face	  during	  a	  moment	  of	  strength	  or	  excitement	  to	  an	  “extreme	  close	  
up.”	  As	  to	  page	  composition,	  characters	  in	  the	  midst	  of	  their	  most	  powerful	  climatic	  
moments	  are	  positioned	  in	  the	  center,	  often	  as	  a	  closeup	  in	  what	  we	  would	  label	  the	  
moment	  of	  “standing	  up”	  if	  breaking	  the	  story	  into	  its	  basic	  arcs.	  	  
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For	  example,	  in	  the	  particular	  episode	  of	  Dr.	  Who	  I	  was	  working	  with,	  I	  observed	  
that	  soldiers	  who	  were	  leaders	  (and	  who	  presumably	  would	  survive)	  were	  often	  
placed	  with	  their	  backs	  to	  the	  left	  edge,	  facing	  the	  right	  during	  a	  battle,	  especially	  if	  
the	  opposing	  forces	  were	  more	  powerful.	  But	  they	  were	  placed	  in	  the	  center	  when	  
conquering	  the	  enemy.	  However,	  soldiers	  with	  their	  backs	  against	  the	  right	  edge	  
generally	  went	  the	  way	  of	  the	  dodo.	  	  
	  
Conclusion	  
	  
Certainly	  there	  are	  numerous	  exceptions	  to	  these	  “rules,”	  and	  while	  not	  all	  directors	  
use	  them,	  it	  is	  my	  belief	  that	  these	  design	  devices	  provide	  foundational	  knowledge	  
for	  illustrators.	  From	  comics	  and	  graphic	  novels,	  to	  opera	  and	  theater	  or	  animation	  
and	  movies,	  we	  are	  provided	  with	  many	  examples	  of	  using	  composition	  and	  camera	  
moves	  to	  help	  us	  create	  strong	  visual	  pacing	  in	  picture	  books.	  However,	  simply	  
viewing	  does	  not	  generally	  embed	  the	  knowledge	  as	  solidly	  as	  actually	  doing	  the	  
“copywork,”	  a	  time-‐honored	  practice	  in	  all	  art	  schools.	  Practice,	  practice,	  practice.	  So	  
don’t	  forget	  to	  take	  off	  those	  consumer	  glasses	  and	  study	  your	  favorite	  books	  with	  
your	  powerful	  designer	  eyes!	  
	  
Kathryn	  Ault	  Noble	  is	  currently	  the	  Co-‐Network	  Representative	  for	  the	  SCBWI	  Near	  
Normal	  Writers	  and	  Illustrators	  in	  Bloomington/Normal,	  IL,	  and	  Winner	  of	  the	  
Portfolio	  Mentorship	  Award	  at	  the	  SCBWI	  Summer	  Conference	  in	  LA,	  2014.	  	  



	  

	  

40	  

40	  

	  Winter	  2016	  •	  Writer’s	  Bookshelf	  

	  

Getting	  Published	  in	  the	  21st	  Century,	  by	  Carly	  Watters	  

	  

Reviewed	  by	  Lisa	  Katzenberger	  	  

	  
There	  are	  so	  many	  classic	  books	  on	  the	  craft	  of	  writing,	  many	  reviewed	  previously	  in	  this	  
newsletter.	  But	  publishing	  trends	  change	  faster	  than	  our	  list	  of	  presidential	  candidates,	  and	  
it's	  important	  to	  keep	  up	  with	  what	  is	  selling	  now.	  	  
	  
Fortunately,	  literary	  agent	  Carly	  Watters	  has	  published	  an	  eBook	  full	  of	  advice	  for	  getting	  
published	  in	  the	  current	  marketplace—	  Getting	  Published	  in	  the	  21st	  Century.	  Watters,	  who	  
holds	  an	  M.A.	  in	  Publishing	  Studies,	  is	  a	  VP	  and	  Senior	  Agent	  with	  P.S.	  Literary	  Agency.	  She	  
has	  an	  active	  blog	  (http://carlywatters.com/blog/),	  where	  much	  of	  the	  book's	  material	  is	  
culled	  from,	  and	  an	  active	  twitter	  presence	  (@carlywatters).	  Her	  blog	  was	  named	  one	  of	  the	  
101	  Best	  Websites	  for	  Writers	  by	  Writer's	  Digest.	  	  
	  
Earlier	  this	  year,	  I	  took	  her	  online	  course	  "Selling	  Your	  Children's	  Book:	  How	  to	  Write	  and	  
Pitch	  Novels	  &	  Picture	  Books	  for	  Kids	  Boot	  Camp,"	  where	  I	  was	  introduced	  to	  her	  book.	  Carly	  
has	  a	  lot	  of	  knowledge	  to	  share	  and	  conveys	  it	  in	  a	  factual,	  easy-‐to-‐digest	  format.	  	  
	  
Watter's	  eBook	  contains	  four	  sections:	  The	  Craft	  of	  Writing,	  Queries	  and	  Submissions,	  Agent	  
and	  Author	  Relationships,	  Being	  a	  21st	  Century	  Author—Publication	  and	  Promotion.	  She	  
begins	  her	  introduction	  with	  a	  warm	  welcome,	  stating:	  "It’s	  as	  if	  we’re	  sitting	  down	  for	  
coffee	  and	  you’re	  picking	  my	  brain."	  
	  
The	  Craft	  of	  Writing	  
	  
In	  this	  section,	  Watters	  has	  a	  balance	  of	  advice	  on	  craft	  and	  no-‐nonsense	  words	  that	  aspiring	  
authors	  need	  to	  hear.	  She	  tells	  us	  why	  our	  book	  is	  not	  our	  baby	  and	  how	  to	  determine	  if	  we	  
are	  too	  close	  to	  our	  characters,	  and	  makes	  us	  ask	  ourselves	  if	  we	  are	  really	  wasting	  the	  time	  
we	  have	  available	  to	  write.	  
	  
She	  is	  direct,	  but	  her	  words	  get	  to	  the	  heart	  of	  the	  matter.	  Writing	  is	  a	  tough	  business,	  and	  
you've	  got	  to	  work	  at	  it	  just	  as	  hard	  as	  you	  do	  your	  day	  job.	  There	  are	  rules	  to	  follow,	  trends	  
and	  pitfalls	  to	  avoid,	  and	  gut	  checks	  to	  perform.	  
	  
For	  example,	  in	  "6	  Things	  That	  Are	  Wrong	  with	  Your	  Manuscript,"	  Watters	  quickly	  lists	  six	  
problems	  that	  she	  routinely	  sees	  in	  manuscripts.	  She	  notes,	  "For	  Children’s	  Fiction:	  Make	  
sure	  your	  target	  age	  group,	  your	  voice	  and	  style	  match	  what	  you’ve	  written."	  	  
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This	  is	  an	  important	  note	  that	  word	  choice,	  sentence	  structure,	  and	  dialogue	  must	  all	  be	  
consistent	  and	  age-‐appropriate	  for	  your	  readers.	  Young	  readers	  want	  to	  "read	  up,"	  and	  
experience	  a	  story	  with	  a	  protagonist	  a	  few	  years	  older	  than	  they	  are.	  But	  don't	  age	  your	  
character	  and	  vocabulary	  so	  much	  that	  your	  target	  reader	  can't	  relate.	  
	  
Queries	  and	  Submissions	  
	  
An	  ongoing	  theme	  Watters	  address	  in	  this	  section	  is	  time.	  Just	  as	  there's	  never	  enough	  time	  
for	  us	  writers	  to	  spend	  on	  our	  work,	  there's	  never	  enough	  time	  for	  an	  agent	  either.	  Watters	  
states	  that	  she	  gets	  more	  than	  800	  queries	  in	  a	  month,	  making	  it	  impossible	  to	  provide	  
feedback	  on	  each	  manuscript	  she	  sees.	  She	  encourages	  us	  not	  to	  fear	  the	  form	  rejection,	  but	  
to	  understand	  and	  accept	  that	  it	  is	  simply	  part	  of	  the	  business.	  
	  
This	  section	  also	  specifically	  touches	  on	  aspects	  of	  nonfiction	  submissions,	  with	  information	  
on	  why	  the	  nonfiction	  proposal	  is	  important	  and	  how	  to	  write	  one.	  
	  
She	  also	  provides	  basic	  information	  such	  as	  how	  to	  know	  if	  you	  are	  ready	  to	  query,	  how	  to	  
write	  a	  query	  letter,	  and	  how	  to	  compose	  a	  synopsis.	  The	  tough	  love	  flows	  freely	  in	  this	  
section	  as	  well,	  with	  reminders	  such	  as:	  "Just	  because	  we	  requested	  it,	  unfortunately,	  
doesn’t	  mean	  that	  we’re	  dropping	  everything	  to	  read	  it	  (or	  read	  it	  all)."	  
	  
And	  just	  when	  you've	  finished	  reading	  that	  article,	  and	  feel	  no	  agent	  will	  ever	  actually	  read	  
your	  work,	  Watters	  picks	  up	  your	  spirits	  with	  the	  article,	  "Yes,	  Agents	  Love	  Debuts!"	  In	  this	  
piece	  she	  confirms	  that	  debut	  writers	  make	  it	  time	  and	  again	  and	  that	  agents	  love	  finding	  a	  
fresh	  voice.	  However,	  she	  also	  encourages	  debut	  authors	  to	  seek	  out	  agents	  who	  are	  still	  
building	  their	  list,	  as	  they	  may	  be	  able	  to	  respond	  quicker	  and	  spend	  more	  time	  with	  your	  
manuscript.	  
	  
One	  of	  my	  favorite	  pieces	  in	  this	  section	  is	  "The	  Only	  Thing	  Holding	  Back	  Your	  Book	  Is	  Your	  
Pitch."	  This	  article	  explains	  that	  as	  amazing	  as	  your	  book	  may	  be,	  if	  you	  don't	  have	  a	  great	  
pitch,	  it	  will	  never	  make	  it	  onto	  the	  bookshelf.	  We	  have	  to	  put	  as	  much	  effort	  into	  our	  pitches	  
as	  we	  do	  our	  manuscripts.	  Our	  book's	  life	  (and	  our	  sanity)	  depend	  on	  it!	  
	  
This	  section	  also	  covers	  agent	  response	  times	  (4–8	  weeks	  is	  standard),	  rejection	  (she	  even	  
includes	  P.S.	  Literary	  Agency's	  form	  rejection	  letter,	  "Dear	  Author"	  and	  all),	  and	  resubmitting	  
a	  previously	  rejected	  manuscript	  (tip:	  it	  better	  be	  really	  good).	  
	  
Agent	  and	  Author	  Relationships	  
	  
Watters’s	  first	  article	  in	  this	  section	  is	  "What	  Does	  An	  Agent	  Do?"	  Spoiler	  alert:	  a	  lot	  more	  
than	  you	  likely	  think!	  Watters	  breaks	  down	  the	  nuts	  and	  bolts	  of	  an	  agent's	  job	  and	  a	  
"typical"	  day,	  yet	  she	  doesn't	  even	  mention	  reading	  queries.	  As	  an	  unagented	  writer	  myself,	  I	  
focus	  more	  on	  the	  "getting	  an	  agent"	  part	  of	  the	  process.	  But	  it	  has	  taken	  me	  years	  to	  fully	  
understand	  what	  agents	  do	  for	  their	  existing	  client	  base—and	  I	  still	  don't	  know	  the	  half	  of	  it!	  
That	  said,	  I	  learned	  the	  most	  in	  this	  section.	  
	  
One	  article	  that	  grabbed	  my	  attention	  was,	  "What	  Are	  Agents	  Looking	  for	  in	  a	  Writer?"	  
Watters	  lists	  the	  standards	  of	  professionalism,	  patience,	  and	  respect—but	  then	  calls	  for	  
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"Extreme	  Talent."	  She	  goes	  on	  to	  say:	  "The	  competition	  in	  publishing	  right	  now	  is	  fierce.	  
When	  we	  take	  new	  authors	  on	  we’re	  looking	  for	  a	  fresh	  voice,	  a	  major	  talent,	  and	  something	  
that	  takes	  our	  breath	  away."	  Your	  book	  can't	  just	  be	  good,	  it	  must	  be	  great—and	  she	  
encourages	  us	  to	  strive	  for	  that.	  
	  
Her	  last	  article	  in	  this	  section	  addresses	  a	  topic	  I	  just	  heard	  a	  colleague	  ask	  about	  at	  a	  writer's	  
workshop:	  "Agents	  Aren't	  Just	  Signing	  Your	  First	  Book."	  Watters	  states	  that	  agents	  want	  to	  
represent	  an	  author	  for	  life.	  It	  was	  that	  first	  book	  that	  got	  an	  agent's	  attention,	  but	  she	  really	  
wants	  a	  long-‐term	  partnership.	  
	  
Being	  a	  21st	  Century	  Author—Publication	  and	  Promotion	  
	  
If	  my	  kids	  knew	  anything	  about	  the	  publishing	  world	  (or	  were	  even	  old	  enough	  to	  
understand	  it),	  they	  would	  say	  it's	  "cray."	  Trends	  keep	  changing	  (do	  you	  hear	  me,	  500-‐word	  
picture	  book?),	  new	  methods	  of	  publishing	  keep	  evolving	  (hello,	  eBook!),	  and	  social	  media	  
continues	  to	  explode	  (someone	  feel	  free	  to	  explain	  Snapchat	  to	  me).	  
	  
In	  this	  section,	  Watters	  addresses	  the	  world	  of	  social	  media	  and	  breaks	  down	  the	  benefits	  of	  
blogs,	  websites,	  pinterest,	  twitter,	  and	  more!	  One	  article	  even	  creates	  a	  separate	  to-‐do	  list	  
for	  beginners	  in	  social	  media	  and	  those	  who	  are	  more	  advanced	  with	  the	  concept.	  She	  really	  
spells	  out	  the	  basics	  for	  writers	  who	  are	  just	  delving	  into	  social	  media	  for	  the	  first	  time.	  
	  
For	  the	  techy	  writers	  out	  there,	  a	  valuable	  article	  is	  "Apps	  and	  Software	  for	  Writers."	  Here	  
Watters	  has	  a	  list	  of	  nearly	  a	  dozen	  tools	  writers	  can	  take	  advantage	  of	  to	  make	  their	  work	  
more	  efficient.	  
	  
She	  also	  talks	  about	  your	  author	  brand	  (if	  you	  have	  even	  just	  a	  twitter	  profile,	  you	  have	  
already	  begun	  building	  your	  brand),	  how	  readers	  will	  find	  your	  book,	  and	  building	  online	  
communities.	  	  
	  
There	  is	  also	  an	  article	  on	  platform,	  where	  she	  discusses	  how	  you	  can	  use	  your	  social	  media	  
tools	  to	  engage	  and	  interact	  with	  your	  readers.	  I	  personally	  follow	  a	  lot	  of	  authors	  who	  never	  
talk	  about	  their	  books,	  but	  they	  are	  funny	  or	  smart	  or	  share	  knowledge.	  That	  is	  how	  they	  are	  
building	  their	  platform—and	  yep,	  when	  I	  see	  their	  book	  at	  the	  store,	  I'm	  sure	  to	  pick	  it	  up.	  
	  
Conclusion	  
	  
Watters	  concludes	  her	  book	  with	  a	  hopeful	  message	  in	  "With	  the	  Act	  of	  Writing	  You’re	  a	  
Writer."	  She	  warmly	  tells	  us:	  "I	  want	  to	  reassure	  everyone	  that	  with	  the	  act	  of	  writing,	  and	  
consciously	  sitting	  down	  to	  do	  it,	  you	  are	  a	  writer.	  It	  doesn’t	  matter	  if	  you	  haven’t	  been	  
published,	  or	  you	  still	  have	  a	  day	  job,	  you’re	  a	  writer."	  
	  
I	  found	  this	  eBook	  informative	  and	  easy	  to	  follow,	  although	  I	  did	  jump	  from	  article	  to	  article	  
and	  read	  what	  piqued	  my	  interest	  first.	  Watters	  doesn't	  beat	  around	  the	  bush,	  so	  you	  see	  the	  
truth	  of	  the	  publishing	  world,	  but	  also	  with	  gentle	  encouragement	  and	  reminders	  that	  you	  
must	  keep	  on	  keeping	  on.	  	  
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Aptly,	  her	  last	  article	  is	  titled	  "Rome	  Wasn't	  Built	  in	  a	  Day."	  And	  your	  book	  won't	  be	  built	  in	  a	  
day,	  a	  NaNo	  month,	  probably	  not	  even	  a	  year.	  But	  when	  it's	  ready,	  Getting	  Published	  in	  the	  
21st	  Century	  is	  a	  great	  resource	  to	  help	  you	  learn	  about	  the	  publishing	  process.	  
	  
Lisa	  Katzenberger	  is	  a	  picture	  book	  writer,	  a	  mom	  of	  twins,	  and	  an	  Editorial	  Assistant	  for	  
Literary	  Mama.	  She	  lives	  in	  Chicago	  and	  tweets	  as	  @FictionCity.	  
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	  Winter	  2016	  •	  Book	  Look	  

	  

Too	  Close	  to	  Be	  First:	  e.E.	  Charlton-‐Trujillo's	  Fat	  Angie	  

 

Reviewed	  by	  Diane	  Telgen	  

 
Conventional wisdom about the young-adult novel has 
changed a lot over the last forty years, as the genre has 
evolved from “problem novels” to a broad literary field 
with growing crossover potential. One piece of 
conventional wisdom has remained popular, however: that 
first-person narratives are the most natural fit for young-
adult fiction. A first-person narrator gives teens the 
immediacy and intimacy they crave, and allows the author 
to more easily infuse the story with a distinctive voice. And 
while the use of close first person did dominate early YA 
works—and is still featured in many popular works 
today—over the past twenty years YA narratives have 
become more complex, offering time shifts, multiple 
narrators, and changing perspectives. Modern teens are 
very comfortable managing several media streams at once, 
so using multiple first-person voices or a combination of 
first- and third-person perspectives can offer more 
challenge than a single chronological narrative.  
 

Where does that leave the close third-person point of view, where an unnamed narrator follows a 
single character throughout the story? Many people consider it old-fashioned, or best used in 
genre fiction, where it gives more authority to the world-building. You almost never see it today 
in contemporary young adult—and as a MFA student I’ve been reading LOTS of contemporary 
young-adult fiction. So when I began reading e.E. Charlton-Trujillo’s Fat Angie (Candlewick 
Press, 2013), that was the first thing I noticed. The story never strays from the perspective of the 
title character, and yet it is told by a third-person narrator who continually calls attention to this 
third-person distance, mainly by referring to the protagonist almost exclusively as “Fat Angie.” 
 
After finishing the book and considering it further, I found that the use of a third-person narrator 
made sense for this story. Angie endures bullying, a missing family member, and a suicide 
attempt—and that’s just her backstory. She struggles to find a place for herself despite classmates 
who insult her because of her weight, despite being the only one to believe her POW sister might 
still be alive, and despite a mother who insists she be “normal.” Every time Angie takes a step 
forward—falling for new girl KC Romance, trying out for the basketball team—she faces 
setbacks that remind her she is only “Fat Angie.” Her traumatic experiences could overwhelm the 
reader if related in the first person. Instead, the distance of third person offers several ways of 
making the story more accessible to the reader.  
  
Third person can show how bad a character has it without sounding self-pitying. 
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In Fat Angie, the distance created by third person allows for a thorough portrayal of Angie’s 
unhappy situation, when in first person it might sound self-pitying and unsympathetic. The 
narrator’s use of the name “Fat Angie” lets the reader know that the protagonist lives in a world 
that looks only at her weight; in first person, the reader might reject a character for accepting an 
insult for a name. The third-person narrator offers something admirable about Fat Angie in the 
opening of the story, when she fights back after her main bully and rival, Stacy Ann, slaps her in 
gym class. Fat Angie’s will to fight lasts only as long as the single punch that drops her, however, 
and we see the seriousness of her situation:  
 

Disappointed in her opponent’s lack of effort to fight back, Stacy Ann towered 
over Fat Angie. “You really are wacko, Fatso,” said Stacy Ann.  
 
Fat Angie would agree. People were obese for all sorts of reasons. She’d tell 
anyone that. If she trusted someone to share such thoughts. 

 
In these opening pages, we have a protagonist who agrees with a bully’s assessment that she is 
obese and “wacko,” who has no one in her life to whom she can talk about these feelings, and 
who is soundly defeated the first time she tries to stand up for herself. In first person, Angie’s 
story could give off a self-pitying, “woe-is-me” vibe, but the distance caused by a third-person 
narrative invites, rather than demands, that the reader feel pity and curiosity for a bullied girl who 
tries to fight back despite her issues. 
 
Third person can show characters undergoing severe trauma without overwhelming the 
reader. 
 
Fat Angie has a long history of severe emotional trauma. Angie’s older sister was captured while 
serving in Iraq, and everyone but Angie has given her up for dead. Her father left the family 
shortly after Angie’s sister left for basic training. Her mother barely has time for Angie and her 
adopted older brother Wang, who takes out his abandonment issues on Angie by bullying her 
himself. Not long after her sister was captured, Fat Angie had a public meltdown and ran out onto 
the court during a high-school basketball game with her wrists slit, further ostracizing herself 
among her peers. She is dealing with the aftermath of all this as the novel opens, but finds rays of 
hope in trying out for the basketball team on which her sister was a star, and in a growing 
friendship with new girl KC Romance, for whom she discovers she is “gay-girl gay.” Just as 
Angie shares her first kiss with KC, it all goes wrong when Wang sends a photograph of the two 
girls together to her mother. Her reaction is cruel, dragging the girl in front of a mirror and 
forcing her to look at the scars of her suicide attempt: 
 

Tears ran down the girl’s flushed face. Despite the weeks of training with 
[neighbor] Jake and the leafy green, she saw that she was still big enough to be 
ugly. Scarred enough to be crazy.... 
 
“You are sick,” her mother continued, squeezing Fat Angie’s fat roll. “And 
you’re fat.” 
 
Fat Angie sobbed in a big way. 
 
“At least your sister tried to do something with her life. She died doing 
something—” 
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“Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” Fat Angie cupped her hands over her ears. 
 
Her mother yanked her hands away. “You play crazy all you want in these four 
walls. You play your little game. But it stops when you go out that door. You 
hear me? I won’t have it anymore, Angie. I won’t.” 

 
Just as Fat Angie is entertaining the hope she might find happiness, her mother jerks her back to 
reality: she is fat, she is crazy, she is worthless. Angie’s emotional abuse by the one person who 
should support her is no less dramatic in third person, but more accessible to readers. 
 
Third person can better replicate the dissociative effects of trauma. 
 
Psychological research has shown that victims of trauma often report a sensation of leaving their 
bodies during a traumatic event, allowing them to feel distant from the pain and terror of the 
experience. A first-person narrator would have difficulty creating this distance; to observe the 
moment is to be in the moment. In third person, however, this dissociation is clear. For Fat Angie, 
it comes when she learns that her sister’s body has been found. It is too much to bear: “Her 
mother grabbed Angie’s shoulders and the sweaty teen twisted, screamed. Her grip on reality had 
wavered.” She runs to KC’s house for comfort, but finds the self-admitted “former” cutter in the 
midst of slicing her arms:  
 

“I don’t want you here, Fat Angie!” 
 
Angie shivered. The words Fat Angie had never, ever leaped from the sweet 
luscious lips of KC Romance. The grief-stricken Angie could not rationalize the 
behavior. No set of equations came to mind. She was not prepared for such 
cruelty. 

 
Unable to control her own body, the traumatized Angie runs to a party store and loads up on junk 
food: 
 

A wave of panic swam from her gut to her heart. Ripping at package after 
package, she stuffed one Little Debbie after another into her body. Tears 
streamed down her face. She sobbed, face full of Little Debbie’s sweet Swiss 
Rolls. 
 
Fat Angie beat her temples with her palms. Harder and harder. Threw her elbows 
into the concrete store wall. Then leaned forward and upchucked.... 
 
Her sister would never know of Fat Angie’s triumph of good over evil. She 
would never know about KC Romance. She would never know how utterly 
lonely Angie’s world was without her sister.  
 
These facts were unbearable. 

 
By compounding the emotional distance the protagonist is creating in reaction to trauma, the 
third-person point of view heightens the effect, adding to the realism. 
 
Third person can show emotional progress just as well as first person can. 
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Of course, a book in which the protagonist experiences severe trauma would not be bearable if it 
did not also contain hope for the character’s eventual healing. Fat Angie must reclaim her worth 
as an individual, and this process is reflected in the third-person narrator’s striking repetition of 
“Fat Angie” to describe the character throughout the book. After being criticized by her mother at 
her sister’s funeral, Fat Angie returns her basketball jersey to her coach, stops speaking to people, 
and spends all her spare time running. She uses the time to process the unbearable truth of her 
sister’s death, and eventually accepts companionship on her runs from her brother, her neighbor 
Jake, and her former basketball teammates. The final time the narrator refers to her as “Fat 
Angie” comes after this show of support: “Coach Laden lovingly leaned into Fat Angie and said, 
‘Never quit.’ She gave the not-so-plump Angie her sister’s basketball jersey. ‘Exceptional people 
just don’t.’” On the next page, Angie confronts her mother, and for the final ten pages, the 
narrator never uses the epithet “Fat.” Angie has reclaimed her personhood, her journey reflected 
in how the third-person narrator names her. 
 
Maybe you won’t ever work in such dark subject matter, but the way Charlton-Trujillo uses third-
person in this narrative does raise considerations about point of view, character building, and 
emotional distance that are useful for all writers. Besides being interesting for technical reasons, 
Fat Angie is also a fantastic read. Upon publication in 2013, it earned several critical plaudits, 
including starred reviews in Publishers Weekly and School Library Journal, and was awarded the 
2014 Stonewall Award from the American Library Association, given to books of exceptional 
merit that explore LGBT experiences. Read it and see just how much scope, in both subject and 
technique, the “young-adult” category offers us as writers. 
 
To find out more about e.E. Charlton-Trujillo, her unconventional book tour for Fat Angie 
(documented in her film At-Risk Summer), and her ongoing involvement in a movement to help 
at-risk youth through writing, check out the website http://nevercountedout.com/.  
 
Diane Telgen is a former editor of and longtime contributor to Something about the Author, a 
leading reference series on children’s book authors and illustrators. She is currently pursuing 
her M.F.A. in writing for children and young adults at Vermont College of Fine Arts, and serves 
SCBWI-Illinois as Listserv Coordinator. 
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The	  Most	  Important	  Tool	  	  
 

By	  Carol	  Coven	  Grannick	  
 
Language is powerful, whether we use words, visual language, or both. 
 
We take care to find the exact language for our story to create the impact we desire. We think, feel, study, 
experiment, re-vision, try again until we get the result we want. The result that creates the story we dream 
of. The result that changes the course of the story from pretty good to just right. 
 
But as creatives, if we struggle with negative self-talk and too-long periods of sadness, low energy, and low 
productivity and creativity, we need to give the same kind of attention to the language we use to explain 
life events—those difficult events in our creative lives, in particular. 
 
It’s not enough to try to “stop” gratuitous negative thinking (that is, negative thoughts that may actually be 
incorrect). It’s essential to have replacement language.  
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Two and a half decades ago I discovered the work of Dr. Martin Seligman, research psychologist at the 
University of Pennsylvania and founder of the Positive Psychology movement. Never a fan of self-help 
techniques that often seemed “fluffy” to me, I welcomed the research of the Positive Psychology movement 
and Neuroscience field that made abundant new brain research available to the public. 
 
Seligman believed, and believes still, that changing our “explanatory style”—how we think about the 
causes of the events in our lives—will, with practice, change the pathways of the brain. I embraced the 
information more than eagerly, learning, practicing, and eventually writing, consulting, using the cognitive 
techniques in my psychotherapy practice. 
 
My cautionary comments here, as they have been in virtually every article or workshop I’ve done, are the 
following: 
 
• Optimism, whether inborn or learned, does not mean an ability or desire to avoid any pain. Real 
and painful situations are part of the tapestry of being human. But explaining situations with optimistic 
language allows you to rebound toward energy, productivity, creativity, and action, while pessimistic 
language speeds you toward sadness and depression, anger, low energy, and decreased productivity and 
creativity. In certain crisis and even life-threatening situations, I’ve experienced optimism as the ability to 
imagine the worst and do everything I can to see if I can keep it from happening. 
• It’s not magic. Learn and practice. 
Pessimistic language tends to reflect permanence, pervasiveness, and personalization. For example, you 
receive a rejection. When your response is “I’m never going to get published—my work sucks” or some 
variation on that, you tend to feel that heaviness. You tend to lose energy, productivity, and—research 
indicates—your brain doesn’t work at capacity. 
 
Like Eeyore, but not as cute. 
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Optimistic language. which comes naturally to a lucky few but can be learned by the rest of us, tends to use 
words that describe events as transient, specific, and external to oneself. (“This rejection hurts—I’m sorry 
she’s not interested—but I’ll do some more research and send it out again—these things tend to be so 
subjective, and as long as my work is the best it can be, I’ll hope it will be a good match for someone.”) 
 
Working hard at heartfelt optimistic language—as hard as I work at my writing—changed my life in 
general, changed the way I worked as a therapist, and allowed my writing life to flourish. I changed my 
“explanatory” language and with hard work changed the story of my life. I became the writer I wanted to 
be, and it had nothing to do with getting book-published. 
 
If you’ve read my previous columns, or look for them in the Prairie Wind archives, you’ll understand how 
this happened, and why. The benefits have been immense.  
 
I have no question that heartfelt optimism, whether learned or inborn, is the underpinning of resilience—the 
ability to rebound from disappointment, learn from failure, assess one’s work and oneself with interest but 
not negative judgment, and move forward.  
 
If you struggle with spiraling down into negative self-talk, I hope you’ll take advantage of the many 
resources that exist for learning and practicing the tools of the Positive Psychology movement. 
 
https://www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu  
http://www.pursuit-of-happiness.org/history-of-happiness/martin-seligman-positive-psychology/  
http://www.positivepsychology.org/research/positive-psychology-research 
 
There are many serious tools, skills, and techniques available. Choose what works for you and commit to 
practicing it. If you fail, just start again.  
 
For me, being a lover and user of words, and having survived the damage that negative self-talk can do, 
learning to change my “explanatory style” has been the most helpful tool. 
 
Language can create and maintain an optimistic, heartfelt, positive framework.  
 
Optimism and positivity create resilience.  
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And resilience enables persistence, the most significant aspect of a writer’s character, and the most 
important tool in your creative toolbox.  
 
As you create your stories and art, create the story of your life that you dream of. 
 
I	  wish	  you	  a	  persistent,	  meaningful,	  and	  joyful	  journey!	  
	  
Carol	  Coven	  Grannick	  writes	  picture	  books,	  middle-‐grade	  fiction,	  poetry,	  and	  essays.	  Her	  middle	  
grade	  novel,	  REENI’S	  TURN,	  was	  awarded	  Finalist	  in	  the	  2014	  Katherine	  Paterson	  contest	  at	  
HUNGER	  MOUNTAIN.	  Links	  to	  a	  variety	  of	  articles	  on	  resilience	  are	  at	  Carol’s	  website	  
http://carolcovengrannick.com	  and	  in	  the	  archives	  of	  The	  Prairie	  Wind	  at	  the	  scbwi.org	  website.	  
She	  can	  be	  reached	  directly	  at	  carolgrannick@gmail.com	  for	  consultation	  or	  to	  customize	  group	  
workshops	  in	  which	  she	  teaches	  the	  skills	  necessary	  to	  create	  and	  maintain	  resilience.	  	  
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Winter	  2016	  •	  A	  Fly	  on	  the	  Wall	  

 

Eleventh	  Annual	  Prairie	  Writer’s	  and	  Illustrator’s	  Day:	  Seize	  Your	  Muse	  

 

By	  Joyce	  Burns	  Zeiss	  

 
At the opening remarks for the conference, Deborah Topolski, the new Regional Advisor, 
reminded us that we were there have to fun. To “seize our muse” we each penned a line or two of 
writing wisdom on a paper, and then simultaneously sailed our words in the air to share with 
another writer. And so began my second Prairie Writer’s and Illustrator’s Day. 
 
As writers of children’s books, we have all heard the question Andrew Karre, the keynote speaker 
from Dutton’s Children’s Books, described in his opening remarks. “Are you still writing that 
children’s book?” But he posed a second one. “Are you still writing that children’s book that will 
change them into depraved human beings?” His talk, entitled “What If You Don’t Think of the 
Children? Making Children’s Books without Audience Anxiety,” spoke to the concerns many of 
us have about our audience as we write. Andrew advised that children’s literature is considered 
either trivial or extremely powerful and suggested that childhood is very complicated and scary. 
Quoting Maurice Sendak, he said, “You can’t protect kids. They know everything.” Authors owe 
a respect to their audience that is not age dependent. Writing for children is serious business, and 
in order to do that successfully we must delve into our own childhood experiences to realize that 
childhood often hurts. To truly be able to write about children, we must also watch how they 
navigate this world. 
 
The faculty panel composed of Wendy McClure (Albert Whitman), Linda Epstein (Jennifer 
deChiara Literary Agency), Sonali Fry (little bee books), Chad Beckerman (Abrams), Andrew 
Karre (Dutton’s Children’s Books), and Stephanie Pitts (Schwartz and Wade Books) helped us 
get to know them by sharing childhood reading experiences that fostered their love of children’s 
literature, the title of a book they took a risk on publishing, and their “editing superpower.” Sonali 
Fry loved Little Women with its rich detail as much as I did. I Am the Cheese by Robert Cormier 
with its devastating ending expanded the rules for Andrew of what children’s books are allowed 
to do. And Chad admitted that as a reluctant reader he preferred comic books. 
 
“Life with Two Brains: An Editor Looks at the Revision Process” was the perfect breakout 
session for me as I am working on the sequel to my recently published young adult novel. Wendy 
McClure encouraged us to look at our work with our editor’s brain that breaks things down into 
parts as well as our writer’s brain which is in charge of the flow of ideas. Both skills, she assured 
us, will develop with practice. As you revise your novel, ask yourself what the best and worst 
things are that happen to your character. What has happened in your novel by the halfway mark? 
Make a timeline of all major events. Read your entire novel aloud, noticing the way chapters 
begin and end to avoid repetitions. Take an inventory of your character names. Are there too 
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many to keep track of? Could some be combined? Give your Beta readers a focused goal as they 
read. And lest we be too overwhelmed by the task of writing our novel, she reminded us of Anne 
Lamott’s advice, “Just do it bird by bird.” Some wonderful tips for the tough process of revision. 
 
The “Middle Grade and Young Adult 1st Pages” breakout session clarified the idea of what a first 
page should contain. Esther Hershenhorn read the pages aloud and Wendy McClure and Andrew 
Karre critiqued them. Two things a first page needs to do is grab the attention of the reader and 
gain his trust. Immediacy is key. Don’t interpret for the reader and don’t try to weave in a lot of 
background information. Cut the internal monologue and let the scene roll. We were reminded 
that writing a first page is as close as we would get to creating a picture book. Each word counts. 
And don’t give everything away on the first page. By the time my own first page came up on the 
screen, I could see the mistakes I had made and how I could improve it. Thanks to all the thick-
skinned writers who contributed their first pages to this session. 
 
I was particularly interested in what Andrew Karre would have to say in his breakout session 
“Writing Characters That Don’t Look Like You,” as my novel’s main character is a young 
Vietnamese girl. The topic generated a great deal of discussion with the audience. Should we or 
shouldn’t we? And if we do, Andrew advised us to write with humility, doing the best we can. It 
is essential to immerse yourself in the culture and the people. Be careful not to do stereotypes. 
And if you do make a mistake and offend, find out why you have offended. We often commit 
unintentional slights that subconsciously reflect the power of our dominance. Writing outside our 
culture is difficult, but it’s worth it. When we write about another culture, we reveal more about 
ourselves than we do the other, but having diverse characters in fiction is important because there 
are so many marginalized people in this world who have no representation.  
 
Illustrator Chad Beckerman’s keynote talk, “Finding Your Voice: Drawing and Writing Are 
Magic” encouraged both illustrators and writers to play with their art. For the illustrator the 
playground is the sketchbook, for the writer, the journal, Chad advised. This is where you find 
your voice and often some of your best pictures or writing. Don’t be afraid to let others see you 
trying, for failure is actually learning in disguise. Practical suggestions included carrying a 
sketchbook with you so that you can draw everywhere, making a list of 100 things you love to 
draw, and drawing objects that move with a pen. The illustrator’s goal is to draw the enjoyment, 
not just the object. This is what makes a great illustration. Before his talk was over, Chad had us 
all doodling. 
 
It is always exciting to hear who has won the manuscript contest and the illustration contest. This 
year the winner for the best manuscript was Ines Bellina for “Jessie Christa Superstar.” Runner up 
was Sarah Hoban for “A Note from the Teacher.” Matthew Bush won the illustrators’ contest. 
Congratulations to all. 
 
Esther Hershenhorn was the first mentor for the Laura Crawford Mentorship. Under Esther’s 
talented tutelage, Amy Alznauer published The Boy Who Dreamed of Infinity, her first book. 
Sarah Aronson will be next year’s Laura Crawford Mentor for a middle grade or young adult 
novel from an author who has not yet been published. Watch for an announcement from SCBWI 
about applying for this unique opportunity. 
 
A mix-and-mingle ended the conference with light refreshments and the opportunity to view all 
the submitted portfolios and to connect one-on-one with the conference faculty and many of the 
attendees. Though the day had been intense, I was invigorated by the presence of so many writers 
in one place as we all sought to hone our skills and seize our muse.  
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Special thanks to the wonderful women who made this conference possible: our regional 
advisors, Alice McGinty, Debbie Topolski, and Sara Shacter, and the hard-working committee: 
Lisa Bierman, Lori Degman, Janet McDonnell, Terri Murphy, Natalie Rompella, Suzanne Slade, 
Patty Toht, and Darcy Zoells. 
 
Joyce Burns Zeiss, a retired junior high teacher, based her young adult novel Out of the Dragon’s 
Mouth (Flux, 2015) on the experiences of a fellow teacher who fled South Vietnam in the hold of 
a fishing trawler. Zeiss’s experiences resettling a Cambodian refugee family in 1979 and her 
subsequent trips to refugee camps in Africa have fueled her interest in the plight of the refugee. 
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Personal	  Reflections	  on	  Racial	  Diversity	  in	  Children’s	  Literature	  

 

By	  Sheila	  Kelly	  Welch	  

 
"We need diverse books!" 
 
That’s the slogan for a movement dedicated to increasing the percentage of children’s 
books published by and about minorities. The term “diverse” has come to include a wide 
range of character attributes, but my main focus here is on racial diversity, particularly 
fiction with black characters. While the emphasis on diversity has sparked heated 
discussions on blogs, Twitter, and Facebook (the main concern is with white authors and 
illustrators whose books feature nonwhites), I’m not engaging in that debate. My 
intention here is to explain the part diverse books have played in my life. In addition, I’ll 
offer some suggestions for ways in which authors and illustrators of children’s literature 
can work toward the common goal of promoting and creating stories for all our children. 
 
Personal history 
 
I'm white. I grew up in a rural area of Pennsylvania, and my first introduction to nonwhite 
people was through two books my mother bought for my older siblings and me.  
 
In Jane Brown Gemmill’s JOAN WANTED A KITTY, the family's maid is not about to 
permit a feline creature in her domain. The pencil illustrations by Marguerite de Angeli 
introduce a strong, adult, black character, who eventually—on her own terms—accepts a 
stray cat into the household. Although I haven't seen this book in well over sixty years, I 
recall how it opened my heart to Joan's whole family, which seemed to me as a five-
year-old to include their maid. 
 
Back in 1946, when Marguerite de Angeli’s BRIGHT APRIL was published, the review in 
Kirkus praised her “warm and friendly” story about a black family. Of course, de Angeli 
had an agenda: teaching white kids to accept their darker neighbors. Judging by the 
reaction of an Amazon reviewer, and my own memories of this story, de Angeli 
succeeded. The reviewer says, “[BRIGHT APRIL] made me aware of racial issues and 
concerns and opened my eyes to a world other than what I had known before.” Years 
later, perhaps in part due to the books we’d read, that Amazon reviewer became a city 
planner and I became a teacher in an inner city school in Philadelphia.  
 
Standing in front of my class in the fall of 1967, I realized the books I’d been given to 
teach reading weren’t going to work. My students were ages 12 to 17 and all were 
considered “special” due to low test scores. The books featured characters the size of 
third graders whose concerns were in keeping with that age. While my students read at 
that level or below, they didn’t look or act like white third graders and had zero interest in 
those books. So I wrote a serialized story about black teenagers. Poor readers and 
reluctant readers all gobbled my story installments, and I had my first sense of a reading 
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audience and how important it was for these kids to see reflections of themselves on the 
printed pages. 
 
A few years later at the airport in Minneapolis, our toddler son, Steven, was walking with 
my husband and me. Abruptly he stopped and pointed toward another little boy. 
“Steven?” he asked. The other child had dark skin and black curly hair like our son’s. 
This encounter made us realize how conscious even very young children can be of 
various races. We lived in a rural area of Minnesota, and our neighbors were all white 
like my husband and myself. Steven is of mixed race, and his contact with others like 
himself had been through books. On our shelves at home, we had Ezra Jack Keats’s 
THE SNOWY DAY featuring Peter, who is black; Leo Lionni’s SWIMMY about a little 
black fish who saves the day; Garth Williams’s THE RABBITS’ WEDDING in which a 
black rabbit and a white rabbit get married; and ABBY by J. Caines and illustrated by 
Steven Kellogg with all dark-skinned characters. In addition, our numerous trips to the 
public library helped us locate more stories written and illustrated by Keats and two 
written by Janice May Udry, WHAT MARY JO SHARED and WHAT MARY JO 
WANTED. 
 

 
 
As our family grew (eventually to seven, six adopted), I kept an eye out for books that 
reflected the faces of all our children, whether they were black and arrived via the foster 
care system or white and born to us. Some of the authors and illustrators I recall from 
those years include Virginia Hamilton, Rosa Guy, Mildred Taylor, Walter Dean Myers, 
Leo and Diane Dillon, Donald Crews, John Steptoe, and Tom Feelings. They created 
wonderful books that appealed to our kids. My interest in diverse books hasn’t 
diminished as our children have left home and moved out into a wider world. We have 
grandchildren of every color and size who know Grammy will always ask, “What are you 
reading?” Meanwhile, I keep checking what’s being published.  
 
The cover issue 
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In 2007, I began to volunteer at the public library in a nearby city. Several times a month, 
my certified therapy dog and I have participated in a program called “Paws for Reading” 
that involves third graders reading aloud to dogs. During the first few years of this 
program, I noticed that minority students gravitated to the nonfiction books. I think they 
were attracted to those books because there were nonwhites depicted on many of the 
covers. A few years later, a new children’s librarian was hired, and now I see a lot of 
picture books and fiction displaying black characters on the outside as well as the inside. 
Illustrators such as Floyd Cooper, Jerry Pinkney, Chris Myers, E.B. Lewis, Christian 
Robinson, George Ford, James Ransome, and others are well represented. 
 
For too long, dust jackets and covers avoided portrayals of minorities. One of our own 
SCBWI IL members, Leone Castell Anderson, was shocked when her Golden Book, 
MOVING DAY, had a cover makeover. The original version (1984) showed both main 
characters, two little girls, one white, one black. The newer cover eliminated the black 
child. This was done many years ago, yet covers still suffer from “whitewashing.” For a 
closer look, go to this site: http://www.slj.com/2014/05/diversity/bank-street-school-
librarian-shares-her-year-long-lesson-in-diversity-in-childrens-books/  
 
Everyone matters 
 
During my many years visiting schools, the population in classrooms has changed. 
Especially in the smaller cities, children of various backgrounds are growing, learning, 
and reading in schools—together. More than ever, all children need to see that everyone 
matters, and all children should be found in the literature that’s created. I recommend a 
fascinating site called Raising Race Conscious Children 
(http://www.raceconscious.org/about-the-blog/ ) that invites guest posts about sharing 
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ways to help children acknowledge and respect differences in their classmates and 
friends. 
 
What to do 
 
So, how can each of us, as authors and illustrators, further the cause of racial diversity in 
children’s books—even if we are White? 
 
1) Encourage people who aren’t white, especially young people, to tell their own 
stories.  
2) Read and discuss books by and about diverse people. There are many sites, 
starting with http://weneeddiversebooks.org/  
3) Buy new diverse books! Be sure to purchase books by our own SCBWI-IL 
authors. After reading the books, we can give them to the children in our lives or donate 
them to schools and libraries. 
4) Buy backlist diverse books. Just because a book is between five and fifty years 
old doesn’t mean it’s gotten rotten or spoiled. THE SNOWY DAY or Steptoe’s 
MUFARO’S DAUGHTERS are as fresh as frost to today’s children. 
5) Include diversity in our own writing. This can be a difficult task for those who feel 
uncomfortable stepping across the color line. White authors can focus on historical 
fiction and do extensive research to get it right. Picture book authors who are white can 
be paired with minority illustrators.  
6) Include diverse characters in our illustrations. When I’ve illustrated my own 
stories for the Cricket Magazine Group, I’ve often featured black characters. I’ve 
illustrated several books depicting minorities when the text didn’t specify race. 
 

 
 
I’m not suggesting that we sprinkle our work with token diversity, because then it 
becomes contrived and unbelievable. The best of children’s literature touches something 
deep inside. We can identify with characters who live far off in time and space and ones 
who look nothing like us. When our oldest son was six years old, he drew a scene based 
on his favorite book, the original WINNIE-THE-POOH. I read these stories to him and his 
younger sister so often, they can quote lines now as middle-aged adults. As a six-year-
old, Steven was careful to include all the characters, even many of Rabbit’s friends and 
relations. I noticed that he’d made Christopher Robin’s face brown, just like his own. 
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While I was happy that he did this bit of “black-washing,” I’m glad that there were other 
books he knew and loved that didn’t need such an imaginative solution to reflect his 
handsome face. 
 
Yes, we need diverse books! If our country is to make strides toward compassion and 
harmony, reading diverse literature can help our children take their first steps in that 
direction.  
 
Sheila Kelly Welch writes and illustrates for children of all ages. Her short story about the 
1918 pandemic, published by Cricket, won the International Reading Association short 
story award. For more about Sheila: 
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/619300.Sheila_Kelly_Welch 
	  


