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Debbie Topolski offers some inspiring 
suggestions of sources of inspiration…

Tales from the Front
Darcy Day Zoells discovers it often helps to 
step away from the pressure to publish…

From the Editor
This winter issue is full of gems, beginning with Deborah Topolski’s Greeting. 
Debbie describes in delicious detail how she was inspired by an exhibition of the 
work of the fashion designer Elsa Schiaparelli: “Schiaparelli’s signature color is one 
of my favorites—a bold and shocking hot pink that graced her perfume bottles and 
magazine ads. I’d forgotten about it and the other bolder colors that I used to 
use in my illustrations… >
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Don’t Miss
Spring Thaw: Pitch Perfect 2…

News Roundup
Diane Telgen’s lists events, 
award-winning books and 
grants…

Book Look
Julie Stroebel Barichello reviews 
Un Lun Dun by China Miéville

Writer’s Bookshelf
Diane Telgen reviews Children’s 
Writer’s Notebook by Wes Magee

Perspectives
Eric Arnall recounts a DIY 
writing retreat…

Illustrator in the 
Spotlight
Pav Kovacic relates his 
beginnings and his journey…

The Inside Story
Carol Coven Grannick 
distinguishes between resilience 
and “thick skin”…”

Writing Tips
Michelle Falkoff tells us about 
her journey to becoming a YA 
writer…

Illustrator Tips
Josh Schneider’s illustrations tell 
their own story…

A Fly on the Wall
Caitlin Lore and Barb Ostapnia 
contrast experiences at PWID: 
Opening Doors…

Classes
Visit illinois.scbwi.org/area-
classes-retreats-and-workshops/.
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This winter issue is full of gems, beginning with Deborah 
Topolski’s Greeting. Debbie describes in delicious detail how 
she was inspired by an exhibition of the work of the fashion 
designer Elsa Schiaparelli: “Schiaparelli’s signature color 
is one of my favorites—a bold and shocking hot pink that 
graced her perfume bottles and magazine ads. I’d forgotten 
about it and the other bolder colors that I used to use in my 
illustrations.” Debbie then offers some inspiring suggestions  
of sources of inspiration.

In his Op Ed, Eric Arnall recounts, in words and pictures,  
how he did what many of us have dreamed of doing—organize 
a DIY writing retreat: “On the banks of the Naches River, 
among towering pines and Douglas firs, the cottage had no 
cable. There was no internet or cell phone reception. I was 
told it had electricity and a landline that worked sporadically, 
but the phone was to be used for emergencies only. It was the 
perfect place to get some serious work done. To ensure my 
tendencies to wander wouldn’t interfere with my writing,  
I decided I wouldn’t rent a car. The owner agreed to take me 
to the cabin. Could I survive? Of course. It wasn’t like I was 
going entirely off the grid. I made a reservation and bought 
my airline ticket.”

Then two Flies on the Wall relate two contrasting experiences 
at Prairie Writer’s and Illustrator’s Day 2017. Caitlin Lore 
was confirmed in her vocation as a fiction writer: “I’ve got 
ideas to pen, a novel to revise, and new doors waiting for me. 
I’ve never been more excited to open them and step over the 
threshold.” Barb Ostapina realized that she needed to move 
in a different direction: “Go back to my roots as a technical 
writer and focus on nonfiction for the time being.

Next Diane Telgen reviews Un Lun Dun by China Miéville. 
Diane really is a writer’s reader, and in this review she tells 
us exactly what we as writers can learn from this book that 
uses wordplay such as “unbrellas” and “smogglers” to build an 
alternative London: “Any writers of speculative fiction hoping 
to create a richer and more meaningful literary experience 
for young readers should similarly look for ways to make their 
world-building techniques reflect the themes of their novels.”

In Writer’s Bookshelf, Julie Stroebel Barichello reviews 
Children’s Writer’s Notebook, by Wes Magee. “The name 
‘notebook’ may be a slight misnomer,” she tells us. 
“’Workbook’ is more accurate, because at its core, this text  
is an exercise in skill-building.”

Michelle Falkoff’s Writing Tip is more personal than usual. 
In the course of exploring the question of audience, Michelle 
tells us about her to journey to becoming a YA writer: “When 

I went to graduate school to study writing, I imagined that I 
would be writing for adults…And yet: at least half the stories 
I submitted for workshop involved teenagers.”

Our Illustrator in the Spotlight, Pav Kovacic, relates among 
other things his beginnings and his journey as an illustrator: 
“I hate to admit it, but children’s books weren’t really on my 
radar as a kid. One of the most exciting things to me about 
children’s books today is that I see a lot more overlap between 
pop culture and children’s books than ever before. Growing 
up, I wanted to either draw for Marvel Comics or work on 
special effects for George Lucas.” Speaking of “unbrellas,” 
don’t miss his illustration of an “umbrella umbrella.”

Josh Schneider’s Illustrator Tip gives examples from his own 
work of how illustrations can add to the appeal of a book 
by telling their own story, a story that may even conflict 
with the story told by the words: “even if one knows that a 
picture book is the result of a writer telling a story in words 
and an illustrator telling a story in pictures, the statement 
that ‘a picture book is written by a writer and illustrated by 
an illustrator’ is still misleading if one assumes that the writer 
and the illustrator are telling the same story.”

In her Tale from the Front, Darcy Day Zoells tells us of her 
discovery that, as Carol Coven Grannick has often noted in 
her columns here in the Prairie Wind, it often helps to step 
away from the pressure to publish for a while. Read about the 
subsequent, very eventful SCBWI Midyear Conference in 
New York where Darcy met Arthur Levine and attracted the 
notice of two publishers.

And speaking of Carol, don’t miss her column “In Praise of 
Resilience,” where she distinguishes between resilience and 
“thick skin”: “I am not myself without feeling things deeply. 
And while I want my ‘resilient skin’ to allow me to bounce 
back with optimism and positivity, I don’t want to be immune 
to the pain of rejection, disappointment, and more.”

Finally, be sure to check the News Roundup, compiled by 
Diane Telgen. Some of the information there is very hard  
to find elsewhere.

A big thank you as always to Tara, Sara, and Cedric for their 
help. This is Tara’s last issue. She’s leaving Illinois. It’s been 
fun, Tara, good luck!

Susan Tarcov, Editor

Tara Haelle, Managing Editor

Sara Shacter, Editorial Advisor

Cedric Gliane, Webmaster

From the Editor

http://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
http://illinois.scbwi.org/diversity-initiatives/
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Greeting
Open the Door to Inspiration

Butt-in-chair is great. Yet sometimes 
it is an absolute necessity to open the 
door and get the heck out of my studio. 

When I’m working too close to a 
project, I just need to leave it for a 
while. My plan is always to seek out 
other artists working in different 
mediums—film, fashion, a film about 
fashion, architecture—these are my 
go-to’s. Think about it—I bet you have 
some of your own. It so totally feels like 
playing hooky—an act of rebellion—
to leave the studio and seek out 
inspiration mid-deadline. But it usually 
turns out be just the thing I need to do 
to inform my own creative process and 
keep me excited about and engaged in 
the work.

Over the holidays, I was staying 
with family in St. Petersburg, the 
home of The Dalí Museum. Here I 
found In Daring Fashion, a look at the 
collaborations of fashion designer Elsa 
Schiaparelli (skap-ar-EL-i, known as 

Schiap) and the Surrealist painter 
Salvador Dalí. Friends and pioneers 
in their own mediums, the two shared 
the same creative circles, patrons, and 
ethos of their time between world wars. 
At the end of the exhibit, the recent 
designs of the newly resurrected Maison 
Schiaparelli showcased the designer’s 
recurring theme of keyholes. Once I saw 
Schiap’s famous quote,

Open the door! 
Open the door! 
Open the door! 
—Elsa Schiaparelli

 I knew I had come to the right place to 
open the door to inspiration.

Mash-ups
One might not think that two artists 
like Dalí and Schiaparelli, working in 
different mediums, would know one 
another, let alone work on projects 
together. Unlikely collaborators, 
disparate ideas, and contrasting 
materials don’t seem to go together— 
at first blush. 

Pairing the familiar with the unusual 
might just be the fun mash-up your 
work needs. Love novels and have a 
passion for poetry? Maybe try a novel 
in verse. Like watercolor and pastel 
like me? Try working with your pastels 
and then setting them with water. 
Experimenting with typical tools, 
formats, and genres but combining 
them in new and unfamiliar ways may 
just be the creative boost your work 
needs. 

Perhaps make a list of the forms, 
media, or styles you like to work in as a 
jumping-off point? Often, I feel that I’m 
getting into a groove with my media, 

only to find that that groove has worn 
itself into a rut. When the opportunity 
to show my portfolio in an upcoming 
showcase felt daunting, I expressed my 
dissatisfaction with it to my critique 
group. I’ve been feeling that I should 
mine my writing for images to build 
my portfolio. What once seemed like a 
great idea was fast becoming more of a 
dull chore than creative play. 

One of my critique group partners 
suggested that I list the things I love 
to draw the most—period costumes, 
dogs, interiors, cars—and mash them 
up to create a portfolio that is pure 
fun to work on. This idea is so freeing. 
It may not work—it might be totally 
frivolous—but somehow, I think that 

the exercise will help me to tap into 
something I’ve forgotten: the joy of 
drawing. Working on what I love to 
illustrate, I hope to free my mind to 

In Daring Fashion at the Dalí Museum,  
St. Petersburg, FL, through January 14, 2018. Consommé de volailles aux perles, Maison 

Schiaparelli, Spring/Summer 2016. The bodice 
mashes up porcelain pieces with gold thread. 
Notice the keyhole in the padlock at center.

http://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
http://illinois.scbwi.org/diversity-initiatives/
http://thedali.org
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delve deeper into a more natural style 
and effortless palette.

Perhaps like Schiap you’re looking for a 
collaborator? Check out our SCBWI-IL 
Critique Groups. Starved for new ideas? 
How about dropping in at diversity, 
writing, and illustrating Networks 
region-wide? These are free programs 
that focus on craft or critique and 
introduce various aspects of our industry 
and professionals. They’re also a great 
way to get to know other creators and 
find out what mash-ups open doors for 
them.

A Study in Schiaparelli Pink
When the BBC’s Sherlock debuted on 
American television, I was smitten 
with the mash-up of classic stories 
and characters with modern times and 
technology. The first episode, A Study in 
Pink, was a retelling of Conan Doyle’s 
classic A Study in Scarlet. Great writing, 
consummate actors, and modern art 
direction with a nod to Victorian tropes 
combined to make this old story into a 
modern classic.

Is there a project that is languishing in 
a long-forgotten file? Perhaps pull it out 

and give it a new treatment. A change 
of setting and point of view might 
just alter the tone of your manuscript. 
Putting a spin on the things that are 
working—and discarding what is not—
might be enough to revitalize your 
initial idea into completion.

Schiaparelli’s signature color is one of 
my favorites—a bold and shocking hot 
pink that graced her perfume bottles 
and magazine ads. I’d forgotten about 
it and the other bolder colors that I 
used to use in my illustrations; I began 
to favor more muted tones that are on 
trend.

But is that where one needs to be as 
an artist—working to trend? We’re 
supposed to be the trendsetters, those 
willing to take risks for our writing and 
illustration, to be true to the words and 
colors that best tell the story, to work 
boldly—and with ease—on the stories 
only we are meant to tell. Sometimes 
it’s easy to forget the things we love the 
most, to leave them by the wayside, 
as we attempt to mold our stories into 
what we think industry professionals 
want to see. But only by tapping into 
what delights us the most within our 

work—clever wordplay, unique palettes, 
an authentic point of view—can we 
be true to our creative selves. So go 
bold—or at least boldly—into your next 
project, knowing that it is a study of 
your true self in words and pictures.

Picking Locks
Getting to the heart of a story 
sometimes has us feeling like mental cat 
burglars, picking the locks of our minds. 
One keyhole opens a door that leads 
to another and another, until your plot 
finally breathes like a beach house open 
to an ocean breeze.

Sometimes it’s also a good idea to pick 
someone else’s brain to unlock the 
potential of your storytelling. I like to 
seek out mentor texts and make them 
my primary reads when working on a 
specific project. For instance, I like to 
write and illustrate inanimate objects, 
so a series like Toys Go Out by Emily 
Jenkins and Paul O. Zelinsky (2006, 
Yearling) or Wishtree by Katherine 
Applegate (2017, Feiwel & Friends) 

might help me to understand how 
another artist has done it well. You 
might take it one step further and try 
and discover the creator’s mind-set 
while working on a specific book. I can 
put “Katherine Applegate,” “Wishtree,” 
and “podcast” into a search engine to 
find a podcast on the same subject—
one of many podcasts from The Writing 
Barn in Austin, TX. Members can enjoy 

Schiaparelli quote, mirrored quote room, In Daring Fashion exhibit, The Dalí Museum, 2017.

Winged Padlock brooch, Maison Schiaparelli, 
Spring/Summer 2016.

http://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
http://illinois.scbwi.org/diversity-initiatives/
https://illinois.scbwi.org/critique-groups-2/
https://illinois.scbwi.org/critique-groups-2/
http://www.thewritingbarn.com/podcasts
http://www.thewritingbarn.com/podcasts
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SCBWI Podcasts—now in their second 
season—to virtually pick the brains of 
our industry’s leading professionals and 
cutting-edge creators. 

I recently began listening to All the 
Wonders with host and library media 
specialist Matthew Winner. Check out 
these pithy insights into current books. 
Winner and his team have taken on 
the important work of documenting 
creative journeys and the artists who 
make them. 

SCBWI Webinars also offer access to 
industry professionals from the cozy-
slippered confines of your own studio. 
Even if you are locked in your studio or 
snowbound this winter, you can escape 
to new ideas! Podcasts and webinars are 
a low-cost way to be inspired by other 
artists without leaving your home or 
office.

Opposites Attract
You know I love me a hat—especially 
in winter. The down-is-up approach 
of Schiaparelli’s Shoe Hat is a great 
example that opposites attract. Black 
and white, day and night—contrasts 
are a great stepping-off point to open 

the door to inspiration. I learned this 
in Laura Montenegro’s Big Table 
Studio, one of many area classes, 
retreats and workshops that provide 
opportunities for in-person inspiration 
and collaboration with fellow teachers 
and children’s book creators this winter. 
These investments pay dividends when 
seeking inspiration.

Locking In the Details
What to do with all the inspiration 
you’ve found? Share it! Blog about it, 
post it on social media, give credit to 
collaborators and mentor texts, and 
most of all—apply it to your current 
work-in-progress. The best way to lock 
in inspiration is by working it into the 
finer details of your work. 

By opening the door to inspiration, we 
are reminded of the ease of the familiar 
and the power of the unique—to look 
to another’s process to inform our own, 
to collaborate with unlikely partners, 
and to mine our own workspaces and 
materials for making old ideas new. 

Opening the door to inspiration 
encourages us to step out of our comfort 
zone and rise to new levels  

of creativity. In doing so, we ultimately 
open ourselves up to finding the key to 
craft that is uniquely our own so that 
returning to butt-in-chair is more like 
playing hooky!

Deborah Topolski dedicates this article 
to SCBWI-Illinois’ Sara Shacter, 
celebrating her 9th year as Assistant 
Regional Advisor. Sara was inspired by a 
Chicago Tribune columnist to help end the 
cycle of violence in Chicago. Collaborating 
with fellow member Cedric Gliane, Sara 
created HelpHealChicago.org, a resource 
that allows visitors to seek out opportunities 
to volunteer on site or at home or to donate 
to Chicago nonprofits already working to 
better our community. Learn how Sara put 
her inspiration into action in this WBEZ 
broadcast.

Soupe extra-lucide Maison Schiaparelli, Spring/Summer 2016. Notice the padlock keyhole detail 
within the larger pattern right.

Shoe Hat, Elsa Schiaparelli, Winter 1937–38.

http://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
http://illinois.scbwi.org/diversity-initiatives/
https://www.scbwi.org/online-resources/podcasts/
http://www.allthewonders.com/podcasts/
http://www.allthewonders.com/podcasts/
https://nevada.scbwi.org/webinars/
https://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
https://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
http://HelpHealChicago.org
https://www.wbez.org/shows/morning-shift/help-heal-chicago-organizes-ways-for-you-to-make-a-difference/a409601b-8b01-4643-bf62-2869edb1fae5
https://www.wbez.org/shows/morning-shift/help-heal-chicago-organizes-ways-for-you-to-make-a-difference/a409601b-8b01-4643-bf62-2869edb1fae5
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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).
• January 15 – Samira Ahmed, author  

of Love, Hats and Other Filters, 7:00 p.m.  
at AB Naperville.

• January 16 – Sasha Alsberg & Lindsay 
Cummings, authors of Zenith, 7:00 p.m.  
at AB La Grange.

• January 23 – Eliot Schrefer, author of 
The Lost Rainforest: Mez’s Magic, 7:00 p.m. 
at AB Downers Grove.

• January 24 – Chloe Lukasiak, author of 
Girl on Pointe, 6:00 p.m. photo line only at 
AB Downers Grove.

• January 25 – Neal Shusterman, author 
of Thunderhead, 7:00 p.m. at AB Downers 
Grove.

• January 30 – Sherri Duskey Rinker, 
author of Tiny and the Big Dig, 7:00 p.m.  
at AB La Grange.

• February 1 – Peter Reynolds, author 
of The Word Collector, 7:00 p.m. at AB 
Naperville.

• February 1 – AC Gaughen, author 
of Reign the Earth, 7:00 p.m. at AB La 
Grange.

• February 2 – Marieke Nijkamp, author 
of Before I Let Go, 7:00 p.m. at AB 
Naperville.

• February 3 – Melissa Albert, author 
of The Hazel Wood, 2:00 p.m. at AB 
Naperville.

• February 5 – Judd Winick, author of 
HILO 4: Walking the Monsters, 7:00 p.m.  
at AB Naperville.

• February 6 – Gloria Chao, author of 
American Panda, moderated by author 
Christa Desir, 7:00 p.m. at AB Naperville.

• February 7 – Kenneth & Sarah Jane 
Wright, authors of Lola Dutch, 6:00 p.m.  
at AB La Grange.

• February 8 – Courtney Sheinmel, 
author of The Kindness Club Designed by 
Lucy, 7:00 p.m. at AB Downers Grove.

• February 12 – Sammi Sauer, author of 
Wordy Birdy, 7:00 p.m. at AB Naperville.

• February 19 – Ronald Smith, author of 
Black Panther: The Young Prince, 7:00 p.m. 
at AB Naperville.

• March 2 – Ashley Poston, author of 
Heart of Iron, 7:00 p.m. at AB Naperville.

• March 5 – Ava Dellaira, author of In 
Search of Us, 7:00 p.m. at AB Naperville.

• March 6 – Young at Heart Book Group 
discussion of You’ll Miss Me When I’m 
Gone by Rachel Lynn Solomon at 6:30 
p.m. at AB Downers Grove.

• March 6 – Brittany Cavallaro, author 
of The Case for Jamie, 7:00 p.m. at AB 
Naperville.

• March 8 – Tomi Adeyemi, author of 
Children of Blood and Bone, 7:00 p.m. at 
AB Naperville.

• March 11 – Elizabeth Acevedo, author 
of The Post X, 2:00 p.m. at AB Naperville.

• March 12 – Candace Fleming & Eric 
Rohmann, authors of The Amazing 
Collection of Joey Cornell and Strongheart, 
7:00 p.m. at AB Naperville.

• March 13 – Joelle Charbonneau, author 
of Time Bomb, 7:00 p.m. at AB Downers 
Grove.

• April 12 – Aaron Blabey, author of The 
Bad Guys: Mission to America, 7:00 p.m. at 
AB Naperville.

• April 22 – Aaron Reynolds, author of 
Dude!, 1:00 p.m. at AB Naperville.

ANDERSON’S BOOKSHOP 15th 
ANNUAL CHILDREN’S LITERARY 
BREAKFAST
What: Illinois authors and illustrators, full 
breakfast, door prizes, giveaways, book sales 
and more! CPDU credits

When: Saturday, February 24, 2018, 8 a.m. 
to noon

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. 

THE BOOK CELLAR 4th ANNUAL 
YOUNG ADULT BOOK FESTIVAL
What: Young adult author panels  
and book signings

When: Saturday, April 14, 2018

Where: Chicago, exact location TBD

Details: Authors and panel details pending

More information: Check The Book 
Cellar website, http://www.bookcellarinc.
com, or call (773) 293-2665 for details 

AWARDS

NATIONAL BOOK AWARDS
The 2017 winner of the National Book 
Foundation’s National Book Award for 
Young People’s Literature is:

• Robin Benway, Far from the Tree 
(HarperTeen / HarperCollins Publishers)

The finalists are:

• Elana K. Arnold, What Girls Are Made 
Of (Carolrhoda Lab / Lerner Publishing 
Group)

• Erika L. Sánchez, I Am Not Your Perfect 
Mexican Daughter (Alfred A. Knopf Books 

News Roundup Winter 2018
Compiled by Diane Telgen

http://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
http://illinois.scbwi.org/diversity-initiatives/
http://www.andersonsbookshop.com/events.php
http://www.andersonsbookshop.com/events.php
http://www.andersonsbookshop.com
http://www.andersonsbookshop.com
http://www.bookcellarinc.com
http://www.bookcellarinc.com
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for Young Readers / Penguin Random 
House)

• Rita Williams-Garcia, Clayton 
Byrd Goes Underground (Amistad / 
HarperCollins Publishers)

• Ibi Zoboi, American Street (Balzer + Bray 
/ HarperCollins Publishers)

YALSA (YOUNG ADULT LIBRARY 
SERVICES ASSOCIATION) 2017 
TOP TEN BEST FICTION FOR 
YOUNG ADULTS
• Julie Berry, The Passion of Dolssa 

(Viking Books for Young Readers) 

• Traci Chee, The Reader (G.P. Putnam’s 
Sons Books for Young Readers)

• Frances Hardinge, The Lie Tree  
(Harry N. Abrams)

• Mindy McGinnis, The Female of the 
Species (Katherine Tegen Books)

• Meg Medina, Burn Baby Burn 
(Candlewick)

• Jason Reynolds, Ghost (Atheneum/
Caitlyn Dlouhy Books)

• Ruta Sepetys, Salt to the Sea (Philomel 
Books)

• Neal Shusterman, Scythe (Simon & 
Schuster Books for Young Readers)

• Nicola Yoon, The Sun Is Also a Star 
(Delacorte Press) 

• Jeff Zentner, The Serpent King (Crown 
Books for Young Readers) 

2018 SCBWI  
MEMBER GRANTS

Need financial help to complete your 
current project? Look no further. 

Note: Applicants may apply to only 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, Multicultural Fiction or 
Nonfiction

• Applications must be submitted 
electronically March 1–31, 2018.

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 prepublished 
illustrator

• Applications accepted March 1–31, 2018

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 March 1–31, 2018

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, 2019 (for books 
published in 2016–18)

KATHERINE PATERSON 
PRIZE FOR YOUNG ADULT & 
CHILDREN’S WRITING
An annual prize for Young Adult and 
Children’s Literature. Three category 

winners receive $100 each and publication. 
The categories are Young Adult (YA), 
Middle Grade (MG), and Picture Book or 
Writing for Young Children. One overall 
first place winner receives $1,000 and 
publication.

• Submit by email or postal service an 
original, unpublished piece under 10,000 
words. Your entry may be a short story 
or a novel excerpt, but if it is a novel 
excerpt, it should stand alone. $20.00 
entry fee. Further instructions can be 
found at: http://hungermtn.org/contests/
katherine-paterson-prize/

• Deadline: March 1, 2018.

CONFERENCES

SCBWI 2018 WINTER 
CONFERENCE
When: Feb. 2-4, 2018 

Where: Grand Hyatt New York, 109 East 
42nd St.

Cost: $475 – SCBWI Members, $575 – 
Nonmembers 

For more information: visit https://www.
scbwi.org

Note: Registration was full as of 12/15/17, 
but you can follow the conference on 
the official blog: http://scbwiconference.
blogspot.com/ 

NIU ANNUAL CHILDREN’S 
LITERATURE CONFERENCE
None announced yet for 2018, but 
visit http://www.cedu.niu.edu/oep/
conferences/childrenslit/index.shtml  
for more information.

Diane Telgen is a Chicago-based freelance 
writer and author of reference books. She 
graduated in January 2017 with an MFA 
in Writing for Children and Young Adults 
from Vermont College of Fine Arts.

http://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
http://illinois.scbwi.org/diversity-initiatives/
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http://hungermtn.org/contests/katherine-paterson-prize/
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https://www.scbwi.org
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“All the privilege I claim…(it is not a 
very enviable one: you need not covet 
it), is that of loving longest, when 
existence or when hope is gone!” 
—Jane Austen, Persuasion

My love affair with creating children’s 
books has been unrequited until 
recently, but though I’ve had 
many moments of doubt, I’ve kept 
working at it and hoping. I can’t 
say that I have a happy ending, 
because my small toehold in the 
world of children’s books feels 
more like a happy beginning. 

The question I most dreaded used 
to be, “What are you? A writer 
or an illustrator?” I am a writer 
and an illustrator. As a writer, I’ve 
spent more time on YA novels 
than on picture books. As an 
illustrator, I start with the images 
and the words come later. Different 
process. Different audiences. 
Different publishers. It was difficult 
to know how to promote both sides 
of my creativity.

Furthermore, I was getting some interest 
in both my novels and my illustration 
(but not necessarily my dummies), 
and I legitimately enjoyed both. I was 
confused, and I think that confusion 
was evident. 

I needed a sign.

The universe did not comply.

Staying Engaged
In the meantime, I muddled along, as 
most of us do. I joined SCBWI in 1997, 
so I’ve done my fair share of muddling. 

How does one keep going for twenty 
years without success (success here 
meaning publication)? Like many of us, 
I’ve had to ask myself, “Should I quit 
trying?” Sometimes, the answer was 
‘yes.’ However, when family obligations 
or my paying job started to overwhelm 
me and I would step away from my 

projects, it was never for very long. 
Usually, in a few weeks, after I had 
caught my breath and reorganized, I 
would start getting ideas or thinking 
about revisions, and those thoughts 
would nag me until I did something 
about them.

In truth (and you’ve probably heard 
it before), what I really needed in 
those times was to step away from the 
pressure to publish. I think that once 
I understood this, it became easier to 
separate the two impulses. Creativity 
always spiked when I gave myself a pass 
from publishing. 

SCBWI is another important reason 
that I never gave up. I started 
volunteering from the beginning, 
first because I was asked to help out 
a network rep in my area. When she 
stepped down, I continued because they 
needed someone, and I recognized that 
this was my community. So even during 

those times when I needed to step 
away, SCBWI kept me engaged in 
the children’s book world. 

It hasn’t all been muddling, either. 
Registering for my first conference, 
I passed up the chance to send 
in a manuscript for professional 
feedback. When I attended the 
conference I realized what a 
mistake that was. Ever since, I 
have taken every opportunity to 
get feedback on both manuscripts 
and my portfolio. And I listen to it. 

Making a Choice
All the muddling, and SCBWI, 
and my writer’s group kept me 
going until 2016. Wild Wild 

Midwest was coming to Naperville. I 
was excited, but my split personality 
was getting the best of me. I decided 
that I would attend the conference as 
an illustrator. What I meant was that 
I would go to illustrator breakouts, 
participate in illustrator extras, and I 
would not talk about my novel at all.  
To anyone. I needed the clarity.

I had only one problem with this 
plan: I didn’t think my picture book 
manuscripts made sense without the 
images. So for a critique, I sent in part 
of the current novel I was working on. 

The conference was amazing. My 
artwork was receiving attention and  

Tales from the Front
Split Personality
By Darcy Day Zoells

http://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
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I felt like this was where I belonged.  
I was an illustrator. Finally, a sign.  
Sort of. 

The critique on my novel was done by 
Rachel Orr, an agent at the Prospect 
Agency. Over the years, I’d adopted 
another personal rule. I didn’t allow 
myself to read my critique until the 
conference was over. There is never 
any time at a conference to absorb 
the critique properly. This time in 
particular, I was waiting because I was 
not attending as a novelist.

Prospect Agency also represents a lot 
of illustrators, so I went to see Rachel’s 
breakout in which she talked about all 
they do to promote their artists. I left 
with that excited feeling of “if only…” 
I even got up the courage to approach 
her, something I am normally too  
shy to do. 

I should have read the critique first.  
She liked the novel. From all her notes, 
I knew she had spent a lot of time with 
it. She wanted to see more.

The universe was not sending me  
a sign. It was just messing with me.

Her editorial comments were great. 
I ripped apart the first three chapters 
of the novel. It took a few exchanges 
but eventually I sent her the revised 

chapters, some dummies, and 
a link to my portfolio. I was 
hopeful, but then she stopped 
responding.

Momentum
I’d blown it again. I was 
confused and maybe I’d 
confused her, too. I went 
back to work, but I decided 
that now was the moment to 
go to the SCBWI Midyear 
Conference in New York. 
It was an investment, but 
I’d been getting “good” 
rejections and requests for 
more work and I was feeling 
positive about my portfolio. 
I registered in October, and I 

planned to go, again, as an illustrator.

Then came Prairie Writer’s and 
Illustrator’s Day and a devastating 
portfolio review. When I 
think back, I wonder if it was 
the actual feedback or just 
that I was feeling insecure 
when I heard it. I didn’t know 
how to turn what the person 
had said into something 
constructive. 

I was so frustrated that it 
might have been the end, 
but I was registered for the 
SCBWI Midyear Conference 
in New York, and it was too 
late to cancel. 

Once again I dismantled my 
portfolio. I dove back into 
pictures that I felt were worth 
saving and reworked them, 
all the while trying to make sense of 
the last art director’s words. The last 
suggestion was the one that I kept 
coming back to, “Let your freak flag fly.” 

What did that mean? Was there good 
freaky and bad freaky? I needed help. 
Eventually, I gave up on everything 
I thought I was supposed to do in a 
portfolio. I laid out all my pieces and 
chose my favorite images. I didn’t worry 
that there were no black and whites, or 
sketches, or character studies. 

I went to the conference without 
expectations, feeling a bit like it was my 
last hurrah.

Agony and Ecstasy
I had paid to be in the Midyear 
Conference portfolio showcase.  
SCBWI throws a big party for all the art 
directors and editors and the portfolios 
are on display. Attendees are not 
invited but must pick up their portfolios 
by a certain time. When I went to pick 
mine up, people from the party were 
still socializing. I saw the art director 
who had taken me to task in the fall 
and felt my confidence plummet. Then 
I found my portfolio in a corner of a 
table with another portfolio on top of it. 

It was the end of the party, so perhaps 
this was just a result of the cleanup, but 
to me, it was disheartening. 

http://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
http://illinois.scbwi.org/diversity-initiatives/
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I was so done! This was the sign I’d 
been waiting for and it was a bad one. 
Just stop already. Get through the next two 
days and go home. I admit I was being a 
little dramatic, but I’d been at this for 
twenty years. I couldn’t even visualize 
what success looked like anymore. I 
mean it wasn’t like Arthur Levine was 
going to walk up and ask for a jpg of my 
work! 

Or was he? Yeah, the next day was 
better. A lot better.

It began when I left my hotel 
room the next morning. I met a 
woman at the elevators, and when 
I asked her the dreaded question, 
“What are you, an author or an 
illustrator?” she said, “I’m an art 
director.” I promptly offered my 
postcard.

Soon, I realized that people 
had seen my portfolio the night 
before, and remembered it with 
enthusiasm. I heard amazing 
speakers and passed out tons of 
postcards. And then came the free 
portfolio display in the evening. 
The room was packed. The tables 
were crowded, but I hovered close 
to mine. There was interest. Then I saw 
someone taking an iPhone picture of 
one of my pieces. This seemed weird to 
me since there was a stack of postcards. 
So I got closer and politely offered him 
a postcard.

“Oh, I’m not an attendee, I’m a 
publisher. Could you send me a jpg  
of this?” 

You bet I can, Mr. Levine. I don’t think 
I could function the rest of the night. 
The real sign that the universe was 
finally telling me something was that 
my daughter was there, as a witness. 

But then the conference was over. I 
came back to Illinois and life went on. 
I did send my jpg to Arthur Levine. 

He replied. It was all very nice, but he 
didn’t offer me a job. Do I dare send him 
another image? I dared. When would he 
ask me to stop bothering him? I wondered. 

Feet on the Ground
I felt a little desperate. Had the moment 
passed? It felt like nothing had changed. 
No one would contact me after the 
conference. It had never happened to 
me before, so why would this time be 
any different?

But it was. This time, I had let my freak 
flag fly.

Not one but two publishers contacted 
me after New York.

One of them was the woman at the 
elevators that very first morning. She 
was offering me an illustration job. The 
other was an amazing editor I’d heard in 
a breakout and on whom I still have an 
“editor crush.”

The universe was definitely talking 
to me now. Before accepting the 
illustration job, I applied to two agents 
I’d met over the years. And then I 
wrote to Rachel Orr. Her silence was 
an implied ‘no’ but I had the idea that 

we would work well together—if she 
gave me a chance. All three agents 
responded. However, Rachel and I 
started our conversation from where we 
left off and it progressed much faster. In 
March, she agreed to take me on as a 
client.

In April, I signed the contract to 
illustrate a book with Westminster 
John Knox Press. I was nervous about 
accepting the job. I worried that I was 
not the right person. I also worried that 

I wouldn’t be able to do it. I was 
untested—even to myself. But if 
ever there was a moment not to 
chicken out, this was it.

It has been a challenge of the very 
best kind. I’m not done yet, but so 
far, I’ve met my deadlines and the 
press seems happy with my work 
and the way I’ve visualized the 
book. And I’ve discovered that I 
love, not only illustrating someone 
else’s words, but the collaboration 
with the art director. One of the 
best things about the process is 
taking her feedback and fashioning 
an answer that satisfies us both. 
The book is scheduled to be 
published in autumn 2018.

I know that this is one book in an 
ocean of titles that will come out in 
2018. I don’t have illusions about how 
hard it is to promote a new book. It’s a 
first step, a chance, a happy beginning.

If this work is important to you, 
keep at it. Let your freak flag fly. The 
unthinkable sometimes happens.

Darcy Day Zoells grew up in the Chicago 
area and studied studio art and art history 
at Northwestern University. In addition to 
writing and illustrating, she is an advocate 
for visual literacy and leads art discussions 
at the elementary school level. 

http://illinois.scbwi.org/area-classes-retreats-and-workshops/
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When I went to graduate school to 
study writing, I imagined that I would 
be writing for adults. I’d always loved 
reading what I called “kid books”; I 
knew someday I might want to write 
them as well, but my graduate program 
took itself very seriously, and kid books 
didn’t fall under the category of Literary 
Fiction (you could hear the capital 
letters when people said the phrase out 
loud). 

And yet: at least half the stories I 
submitted for workshop involved 
teenagers, whether as point of view 
characters or characters with significant 
influence on my narrators. My first 
novel was about a recent college 
graduate; my second was about a group 
of high school students with an adult 
narrator thrown in the mix. When 
people asked me who I wrote for, I 
always said I wrote books I would want 
to read if I hadn’t written them, but 
what did that mean? After failing to 
get an agent for the first two books and 
sticking them in the drawer indefinitely, 
I had to ask myself that question in 
earnest and to decide what that meant 
for what I was writing.

I got out my reading lists. I’ve been 
keeping track of everything I read for 
the past fifteen years or so; it’s a really 
helpful exercise even just in remember 
what I’ve read, since I tend to read 
quickly but retain little. I have separate 
categories for adult books and what I 
call “kid books,” which includes mostly 
middle grade and young adult fiction. 
The problem quickly became clear: 
over the years, the ratio between my 
adult books and my kid books had 
steadily begun to shrink. As the young 
adult category in particular blew up, 

my reading in that category increased, 
and even the adult books I read often 
involved teenaged narrators. Clearly 
if I was going to be true to my own 
statement of writing books I’d want to 
read, I needed to be honest about what 
I really wanted to read.

Switching to young adult fiction felt 
very natural to me, but not many 
people I knew shared that feeling. The 
problem was that few of them seemed 
to know what young adult fiction was. 
I decided it was worth trying to answer 
that question in earnest, so I did some 
research that has since become part of 
my teaching, and it affected my own 
sense of audience.

First and foremost, YA is a category, 
not a genre. This is an important 
distinction—YA can be just about 
any genre, from literary to science 
fiction to fantasy to mystery. The 
boundaries are more fluid than in the 
adult fiction category, which has clear 
genre boundaries; you can see this 
through how bookstores make shelving 
decisions. As of right now, there aren’t 
always clear distinctions in the YA 
section like there are in the adult 
section, and I’m keeping my fingers 
crossed that this remains true, because 

that fluidity is one of the things I love 
most about being a YA writer.

Second, pretty much no one agrees 
on the definition of what YA is. Some 
librarians define it in the broadest 
possible way, as literature written for 
readers aged 12–18. But now that 
middle grade has become such a robust 
category, it’s not clear that’s still true. 
Another broad definition from a literary 
agent describes it as books written for 
and about teenagers, to bridge the gap 
between children’s and adult books. 

The narrower definitions are a little 
more fun, though. Writer Patrick 
Ness describes young adult fiction 
as involving “finding boundaries 
and crossing them and figuring out 
where you end, who you are and what 
shape you are.” Bookseller Kenny 
Brechner created a contest to come up 
with a definition, which yielded this 
composite: 

If youth was measured by a clock, 
and the end were to occur when 
both hands struck twelve, then 
YA stories are those that take 
place between 11:59 and a couple 
seconds after midnight. They end 
when the protagonist has a foot 
– or maybe just a toe – planted 
on both sides of the innocence/
experience fence. First or third 
person, present or past tense can 
all be YA. What is important is 
the immediacy of the story and the 
point of view of the teen. YA lit 
speaks to the teenager, current or 
past, in its readers, regardless of the 
protagonist’s age.

With this much range, the real question 

Writing Tips
Thinking About Audience
By Michelle Falkoff
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becomes personal: how do we define 
our audience? Who are we writing for? 
Following are a few steps we can take to 
figure it out.

1. For those of you who, like me, 
have had lots of people ask you the 
question of who you’re writing for, 
it does help to have an articulable 
answer, the same way it helps to 
have a one-sentence description 
of a book project you’re working 
on. The answer doesn’t have to be 
comprehensive; it’s more a matter 
of being able to imagine an ideal 
reader and then describe that 
person to someone else. The mere 
exercise is often enough to clarify 
the question for the writer, and 
it has the added benefit of giving 
you something to say when people 
ask. Because they will ask, just like 
they’ll ask what your book’s about, 
and it’s so much easier if you can 
find a way to just tell them.

2. As you can see from my narrative 
above, though, being able to answer 
the question isn’t enough for all of 
us, at least not if the answer isn’t 
as specific as it could be. When I 
said I was writing books I’d want 
to read if I hadn’t written them, 
was I talked about me now, or the 
me back in high school? Did I 
really want to limit myself to just 
books I personally would like, or 
was it worth thinking about people 
other than myself? It’s probably 
not shocking that I’ve changed my 
sense of audience over time; my 
forthcoming book isn’t necessarily 
one I wrote for me, or someone 
like me, even if it is one I hope I’d 
want to read. Interrogating our first 
instincts as writers is important, and 
it can broaden our sense of who we 
might want to reach through our 
fiction.

3. Of course, I know people who’d 
answer the question of who they 
write for by saying “Everyone!” 
In that case, narrowing the focus 
might be helpful. It can often be 
useful to imagine an ideal reader 
and speak to that person during the 
writing process. Some people have a 
friend in mind, or a family member; 
teachers might envision a particular 
student they’re trying to read. 
It’s the rare book that’s truly for 
everyone, especially when we write 
for young adults; not all teenagers 
can handle the same content, 
which is one of the many reasons 
there’s such a range.

For me, the most important thing to 
remember is that I view the world of 
fiction as a conversation, one that I 
seek to enter through my novels. This 
means my initial sense of audience was 
too narrow, since it meant I’d really 
only be talking to myself. I now might 
describe my audience as including 
teenagers and adults who share my 
obsession with the secrets people keep 
from one another. That definition gives 
me more room to reach out to different 
people, while incorporating some of the 
obsessions that drive me to write in the 
first place. I hope toying with some of 
these definitions and questions might be 
helpful in defining your own audience, 
and I’d love to hear what people come 
up with!

Michelle Falkoff is the author of the 
young adult novels Playlist for the 
Dead (2015), Pushing Perfect (2016), 
and Questions I Want to Ask You 
(forthcoming 2018). She lives in Chicago.
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A statement can be both true and 
deeply misleading. For example:

I could not possibly love white 
chocolate any more than  
I already do.

This is the absolute truth, but gives 
precisely the wrong impression if 
one assumes the wrong underlying 
propositions. (In this case, the correct 
propositions were:

1. White chocolate is disgusting.

2. I cannot love disgusting things.

The statement could have been more 
clearly written: “Nothing could make 
me like white chocolate.”)

Here is another statement that is both 
true, but misleading if one assumes the 
wrong underlying propositions:

A picture book is written by 
a writer and illustrated by an 
illustrator.

This is true, inasmuch as, by definition, 
writers write, illustrators illustrate, and 
a picture book involves both, but it is 
misleading if one mistakenly assumes 
these underlying propositions:

1. Writing is telling a story.

2. Illustrating is drawing pictures.

In that case, the statement “a 
picture book is written by a writer 
and illustrated by an illustrator” is 
misleading because it suggests that 
in a picture book only the writer is 
telling a story. For although writers use 
words and illustrators use pictures, they 
are both engaged in fundamentally 

the same endeavor: telling stories. A 
picture book is the result of those two 
storytelling processes

Now, savvy Prairie Wind readers 
doubtless were not misled by this 
mistaken assumption — the idea of 
illustrators as “visual storytellers” 
is old hat to them — but they may 
well have made a different, subtler 
mistake. Because even if one knows 
that a picture book is the result of a 
writer telling a story in words and an 
illustrator telling a story in pictures, 
the statement that “a picture book is 
written by a writer and illustrated by 
an illustrator” is still misleading if one 
assumes that the writer and illustrator 
are telling the same story. 

And that, Prairie Wind readers, is 
the long-winded runup to this issue’s 
Illustrator Tip: the story you tell in your 
illustrations does not have to be exactly 
the story told in the manuscript. Rather 
than using your pictures to show what 
happens in the manuscript — or rather 
than using them to only do that — 
you can use them to tell another story 
that runs parallel to the events of the 
manuscript, sometimes heightening  
it and sometimes existing in tension 
with it. 

Because I am not particularly well-
read, I’ll use one of my own books as 
an example. Princess Sparkle-Heart Gets 
a Makeover tells two stories. The first 
story is the story in the manuscript, 
which we’ll call “the doll story.” If 
you read the manuscript for Princess 
Sparkle-Heart Gets a Makeover, you 
will read a story about a girl whose 
beloved Princess Sparkle-Heart, a doll 

with whom she does everything, has 
an unidentified accident. The girl is 
very upset, but is assured by her mother 
that Princess Sparkle-Heart can be 
repaired. The girl presides over those 
repairs — directing her mother to 
give Princess Sparkle-Heart additional 
stuffing, red hair, new button eyes, etc. 
— and concludes that the doll is not 
only as good as new, but better. This is 
a very, very boring story in which pretty 
much nothing happens. If you were an 
editorial assistant tasked with writing 
polite rejection letters for stories in 
which pretty much nothing happens, 
you might describe it as “slight.”

But I didn’t submit the manuscript 
alone. I submitted it with an illustrated 
dummy. And the story I told in the 
manuscript is not the story I told in 
the illustrations. In my illustrations, 

Illustrator Tips
Tell, Don’t Show, or: Illustration as Parallel Narrative, or: How to Write Extremely 
Boring Manuscripts on Purpose
By Josh Schneider

The half title page, where the dog story begins, 
establishing the relationship between  

the girl and the dog.
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I told what we’ll call “the dog story,” 
in which a dog becomes jealous of the 
girl’s preoccupation with her new doll 
and seizes an opportunity to destroy 
it. After the doll is repaired, the dog 
learns it cannot just attack things that 
upset it, the girl learns to stop ignoring 
the dog, and they all live together in 
relative peace and harmony. The dog 
story is not slight; it offers conflict, as 
characters deal with the strong, often 
destructive emotions that all children 
experience at one time or another. 
The dog story is also almost entirely 
independent of the doll story. The 
manuscript contains no reference to 
a dog at all, much less a dog having 
any particular feelings toward the doll. 
Indeed, the dog story begins on the half 
title page and is well under way before 
the first word of the doll story appears. 

When these two stories are put 
alongside one another, they create an 
added layer of interest, as the reader 
resolves the tensions between the two. 
For example, the moment in the dog 
story where the dog, overcome with 
its volcanic fury, savages the doll is 
juxtaposed with the doll story’s mild 
statement that “one day Princess 
Sparkle-Heart had an accident.” 
Depending on how easily amused one 
is, this tension between the words and 
image creates both surprise and comic 
understatement.

There’s actually a third story, too, 
which we’ll call “the penguin story.” 
The stuffed penguin in the above 
scene of carnage appears throughout 
the book. It attends a tea party that 
the girl stages with Princess Sparkle-

When presented with the violent image, the mild text becomes comic understatement. Or “comic” understatement. Anyway, I thought it was funny.

The dedication page, establishing the dog’s 
relationship with the new doll. The doll story 

(which is still a page turn away from starting) 
makes no reference to the doll being new.
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Heart and her other toys, marries the 
doll in an elaborate royal wedding 
that the girl throws (hence the paper 
crown), is traumatized by its new bride’s 
destruction, and at the end is uncertain 
of the future of its marriage following 
the doll’s dramatic transformation 
following the repairs. Like the dog story, 
the penguin is completely absent from 
the manuscript, which contains no 
mention of a stuffed penguin or that 
penguin’s emotional rollercoaster. But 
unlike the dog story, the penguin story 
is not central to the book. It provides 
a little extra interest in the margins, 
like the little scenes tucked away in the 
letters of an illuminated manuscript. 

So when illustrating a manuscript, 
give some thought to the spaces that 

the manuscript leaves blank. There 
is room in those spaces to tell other 
stories with your pictures. And if you 
write a manuscript that you hope to 
illustrate yourself, consider as you go 
about making your dummy how your 
illustrations might tell additional 
stories. As these new stories in your 
pictures grow, you may find yourself 
paring down the manuscript to create 
more space for them, until you end up 
with a terrible manuscript but a better 
book. 

Josh Schneider is the Theodore Seuss 
Geisel Award-winning author and 
illustrator of Tales for Very Picky 
Eaters, The Meanest Birthday Girl, 
Everybody Sleeps (But Not Fred), and 

Kid Amazing vs. the Blob. He lives in 
Chicago, Illinois. The images in this article 
are taken from his picture book Princess 
Sparkle-Heart Gets a Makeover, 
published by Clarion Books, an imprint  
of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt

The doll, dog, and penguin stories converge, as the manuscript proceeds through its list of the many activities the girl and doll do together,  
the dog experiences growing feelings of anger, and the penguin is living the dream.
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There’s something irresistible about 
notebooks.

You know the feeling. An 
interesting cover catches your 
eye. You pluck it from the 
store shelf, fanning through 
the pages to skim them even 
though you know they’re 
empty. The siren call of the 
blank page and its promise of 
building new lives and worlds 
inspires you to bring yet 
another notebook home.

Blank pages can carry a curse, 
though. Finding the right 
words to fill each line can 
be difficult. At times, some 
guidance would be nice.

That’s where Wes Magee  
can help.

I encountered Magee’s 
Children’s Writer’s Notebook 
(Metro Books, 2016) during 
a stroll through Barnes & 
Noble in Bloomington. 
The cover itself is a simple 
affair: blocks of blue and white with 
a plain sans serif title. I might have 
passed it by (I confess: I judge books by 
their covers), but the bold black words 
“Children’s Writer’s” snagged my eye.

A quick flip through the pages 
confirmed one thing: I needed to adopt 
this book.

Magee—an accomplished children’s 
author of more than 90 titles that run 
the gamut of picture books, poetry, 
fiction, plays, and anthologies—
provides a compilation of author 

profiles and writing exercises in the 
190-page hardcover notebook. The 
book is divided into 20 segments that 

highlight 20 classic children’s authors. 
Each segment is divided into two parts: 
first, a two-page overview of the author 
and what makes his/her work strong or 
influential; next, three to four writing 
exercises inspired by the featured 
writer’s work.

For example, Artemis Fowl author 
Eoin Colfer is among the profiled 
authors. After his two-page profile—
which focuses heavily upon his work 
redefining the fairy tale and his well-
defined characters—multiple lined 
notebook pages offer instructions for 

writing character scenes. One prompt 
gives a short list of parameters for 
writing a battle scene between a zombie 

and a zombie hunter, with 
particular focus on physical 
description: their weaponry, 
their bodies, their wounds. 
A second prompt focuses 
on seeing a scene through 
different characters’ eyes, first 
from one character’s first-
person viewpoint and then 
from the other character’s 
first-person point of view. 
The exercises are intertwined 
with the strengths of the 
showcased writers. 

This book isn’t a glorified 
list of writing prompts, 
though. In fact, the name 
“notebook” may be a slight 
misnomer. “Workbook” is 
more accurate, because at its 
core, this text is an exercise 
in skill-building.

A sampling of writing 
exercises listed in the table  
of contents includes:

• Experimenting with running-on 
rhyme

• Creatures and their actions

• Kooky characters

• Inventing characters from your 
childhood

• Naming characters

• Opening lines

• A build-up description

That list of seven exercises out of 
the seventy in the Children’s Writer’s 
Notebook hints at the skill-building 
activities inside. Magee leads practicing 

Writer’s Bookshelf
Children’s Writer’s Notebook, by Wes Magee
Reviewed by Julie Stroebel Barichello
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writers through various elements 
of storytelling, including character 
development, dialogue, establishing 
setting, and where to start a story, 
among a dozen others. He also pushes 
writers out of their comfortable niches. 
I’m no Shel Silverstein and never 
aspired to be, but dabbling in rhyme 
and verse flexes a new set of literary 
muscles. 

Not all of the exercises involve penning 
sentences or verses. Several push writers 
toward methods of brainstorming, 
such as an exercise in the segment 
about Astrid Lindgren, author of Pippi 
Longstocking. Three of the four exercises 
inspired by Lindgren have the familiar 
notebook-lined pages and instructions 
for writing scenes. But one shows 
circles with lines fanning out, like a 
child’s drawing of the sun. These are 
“idea circles,” which are used to help 
characters solve problems.

“Think of ways (simple or ingenious) 
by which a girl could outwit and get 
rid of thieves who have entered her 
house. Write your ideas around the 
circle,” say the instructions for the first 
of three idea circles. Inside the circle 
is written “Outwitting thieves.” Eight 
lines protrude from the circle—it’s 
the writer’s job to jot solutions to the 
character’s dilemma at the end of each 
line.

Of the four exercises linked to J. K. 
Rowling’s Harry Potter series, one 
assigns writers to fill out an assignment 
book for a Hogwarts School of 
Witchcraft and Wizardry student. 
What sort of classes would a student 
take at a magical school? What sort 
of assignments might they receive for 
homework? Those are the types of 
questions Magee prompts writers to 
examine. 

Tasks such as the two mentioned 
previously encourage writers to step 

back from writing the story itself to 
examine options. Magee reinforces a 
reminder I often need as a writer: It’s 
OK to spend time putting words on 
paper that are about your story, not 
the story itself. Valuable notebook 
pages and writing time can be used for 
brainstorming or side-writing related 
to a work-in-progress to help us work 
toward a solution in the main text.

Let’s not overlook the value of the 
author profiles. Not only do we get a 
reference list of experts who exemplify 
the skills we’re trying to build, but 
we get a multi-genre sampling of 
classic children’s literature. Even 
though writing can be a solitary task, 
the children’s literature market is a 
community, and it’s a community 
with backstory. Learning about the 
trendsetters, groundbreakers, and 
influencers in our community offers a 
greater sense of the market and our own 
role in it.

As essayist and author James Baldwin 
said, “Know from whence you came. If 
you know whence you came, there are 
absolutely no limitations to where you 
can go.”

Plus, who doesn’t like to boost 
their mental log of trivia tidbits? 
Before adopting Children’s Writers’ 
Notebook, I wouldn’t have been able 
to tell you legendary Goodnight Moon 
author Margaret Wise Brown wrote 
under pseudonyms such as Golden 
MacDonald, Kainbuck Brown, and 
Juniper Sage, or that C. S. Lewis and 
John F. Kennedy died hours apart on 
November 22, 1963.

Unlike books on craft, the Children’s 
Writer’s Notebook isn’t going to offer 
much in the way of advice or how-
to. However, it offers plenty in terms 
of practice. The point of this book is 
putting ink down on paper and getting 
into the mindset to implement varied 

skills in your own work. Once you finish 
a session with Magee’s notebook, you’ll 
be ready to grab your favorite standard 
notebook off your shelf and put your 
practice to good use.

Julie Stroebel Barichello is a newspaper 
designer and middle grade author who 
lives in Streator. She and her husband, 
Derek, are humble servants to a cat named 
Webster Oxford Roget Derek Stroebel 
(yes, his initials spell words). 
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The challenge for any author writing 
fantasy or science fiction is to create 
an extraordinary yet believable setting 
that engages the reader. While there are 
many strategies for building new worlds, 
in his middle-grade portal fantasy 
Un Lun Dun China Miéville makes 
prolific use of wordplay to create his 
alternate version of London. Through 
puns, creative spelling, portmanteaus, 
and words that misbehave, the author 
creates a vivid setting filled with unique 
creatures and imaginative situations. 
Using wordplay to build a fantasy 
world not only pays tribute to one of 
the earliest and most popular portal 
fantasies—Lewis Carroll’s Through the 
Looking Glass—it also holds natural 
appeal for young readers. As language 
researcher Linda Geller suggests, “What 
intrigues eight- to eleven-year-olds is 
how many ways sound and sense can 
be manipulated to form unexpected 
results.” In their own wordplay, Geller 
explains, “youngsters are beginning 
to come to grips with a fundamental 
principle of word symbols—that they 
are arbitrary. While they can stand 
for things, they are not the things 
themselves. Hence they can be used 
to investigate and suggest ideas and 
actions beyond a straightforward 
representation of reality.” 

Un Lun Dun opens with a 
straightforward realistic setting: an 
ordinary school in London, England, 
attended by two best friends, Zanna and 
Deeba. Extraordinary things soon begin 
intruding into their reality, however, 
and they follow one such intrusion to 
UnLondon. This underground version 
of London is built from the above-
ground city’s discards and populated by 
humans, ghosts, and many very unusual 

creatures. There they learn Zanna is 
considered the Schwazzy, the person 
prophesied to rescue the city from 
an evil, sentient Smog that wants to 
smother everyone in it. Events do not 
go according to prophecy, however, as 
Zanna is injured and Deeba decides she 
must be the one to rescue the world and 
people she has come to love. That she 
does so by going “off-book” and creating 
her own meaning reflects the important 
role that words play in building the 
world of the novel.

Words help create a sense of “beyond” 
from the very beginning of Un Lun 
Dun, as strange words accompany the 
strange creatures and events which 
invade the real world. Besides being the 
focus of unnatural stares by various wild 
animals, Zanna is interrupted while out 
with friends by a strange woman who 
calls her the Schwazzy. This initially 
sounds to the girls like a “nonsense 
word,” but in French class they realize 
it has meaning: “Choisi. Schwazzy. 
Chosen.” After being beguiled by a 
moving umbrella, Zanna is drawn to the 
mechanism which leads her and Deeba 
into UnLondon, “somewhere very else.”

The girls find their initial encounter 
with UnLondon disorienting; 
while their cell phones seem 
to be functioning, they display 
unintelligible symbols and their 
contact lists “contained random 
words in alphabetical order.” They are 
overwhelmed by people with brightly-
colored skin or misshapen faces or too 
many limbs, and accept the help of a 
pin-headed tailor named Obaday Fing. 
He tries to reassure them, but speaks 
in “a stream of odd phrases and non 
sequiturs so incomprehensible that [the 

girls] quickly stopped hearing it, except 
as a sort of amiable buzzing.” Familiar 
words have also stopped making sense 
in UnLondon: while speaking of the 
hazards they will face in traveling to 
the city’s wise Propheseers, Obaday 
warns, “lord help us, if we ran into the 
giraffes....” When a bus arrives to start 
their journey, the girls are startled to 
find it is balloon-powered and has a 
helmswoman and protector as well  
as conductor.

As Deeba and Zanna travel through 
UnLondon, invented compounds, 
acronyms, and portmanteau words 
help flesh out the setting. While on 
the “bus” that is really an airship, 
Deeba and Zanna’s party is attacked 
by aerial pirates—“skymuggers” riding 
“airsquid” and even a giant attack fly 
known as a “grossbottle.” The girls are 
assisted by “rooftoppers,” people who 
live above the ground and have names 
like Badladder, Roadshun, Stayhigh, 
Ridgetrotter, and Chimneyvault. 
After the girls meet the Propheseers, 
they learn that much of UnLondon 
is populated by moil—an acronym 
for “Mildly Obsolete In London.” 
Whenever an object is broken and 
discarded, it “seeps through to here. 
It becomes something else.” The evil 
sentient Smog, for instance, developed 
from air pollution banished from 
London. It has various hench-creatures 
that assist it and whose smoggy, sinister 
nature is revealed through compound 
or portmanteau names, including 
stink-junkies, smombies, smoglodytes, and 
smogglers. These invented terms use 
wordplay to suggest new meanings.

Other creatures and events are 
illuminated by the use of puns and 

Book Look
World-Building via Word-Building: China Miéville’s Un Lun Dun
By Diane Telgen
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creative misspellings (a la “Schwazzy”). 
The bus conductor demonstrates both 
senses of the word by using electricity 
to repel unwanted passengers, while 
the Propheseers are protected by 
“binjas,” secret warriors who are 
camouflaged as rubbish bins. The 
master of the “unbrellas,” animated 
creatures made from faulty London 
umbrellas, is named Brokenbroll, a 
play on the British nickname for the 
object, “brolly.” Creative misspellings 
also generate mystery and build 
links with the real world for Deeba 
to discover. The “Klinneract” is first 
mentioned by the Propheseers as a 
mysterious weapon against the Smog, 
wielded by weatherwitches in London 
known as armets: “It’s an old word for 
helmet, and they were like London’s 
armor, you see?” Only after returning 
to London does Deeba discover the 
real meanings of the words: “armets” 
is taken from the acronym for Royal 
Meteorological Society (RMetS), while 
the Klinneract—the “Clean Air Act”—
was the magic weapon that banished 
smog from the city. These orthographic 
variations make UnLondon feel both 
different yet slightly familiar.

As Deeba leaves the smog-stricken 
Zanna behind and returns to UnLondon 
to save the city, she is “particularly 
proud of [the] pun” she uses in a coded 
message to warn a British official of 
the problems belowground. While 
battling the Smog and its forces, she 
continues using words to create her 
own meaning and affect the world. She 
takes the snippets of words in a glove 
Obaday made for her from the page 
of an ancient book and uses them to 
discover a path back to UnLondon. 
She argues with the discredited Book 
of the Propheseers that it should help 
her stop the smog by reinterpreting its 
text: “The destiny didn’t work with the 
Chosen One. So I’ll do it instead.”

Undertaking the seven tasks the 

Schwazzy was supposed to complete 
before defeating the Smog, Deeba 
travels through the Talklands district, 
where she encounters a character 
named Mr. Speaker who lives inside 
a “blabyrinth.”Each of his words 
transforms into an animated creature, 
an utterling, and he breaks his promise 
to let Deeba pass after she shares some 
interesting new slang with him, saying, 
“A PROMISE IS WORDS.... WORDS 
MEAN WHATEVER I WANT. 
WORDS DO WHAT I TELL THEM!” 
Deeba counters that “words don’t 
always mean what we want them to,” 
because communication is a two-way 
street and words can be misinterpreted. 
Her words encourage the utterlings to 
revolt, and she escapes Mr. Speaker and 
gains new allies at the same time. 

After her first task proves too time-
consuming, Deeba decides to redefine 
the meaning of the prophecy by 
skipping directly to the seventh and 
final task. She travels to Webminster 
Abbey (a huge tent-like edifice built 
of spider-silk) to capture a Black 
Window (a window with eight legs) and 
successfully retrieves the UnGun, the 
only thing the Smog is known to fear. 
She encounters another word-based 
antagonist: the Hex, a group of six 
spellcasters (another pun!) who work by 
each saying one word simultaneously. 
Her utterling allies show the Hex’s 
words how to rebel, and Deeba 
escapes them and confronts Smog and 
Brokenbroll. Trapped by Brokenbroll’s 
animated unbrellas, she again redefines 
their meaning to her advantage: by 
repairing the broken umbrella, it is no 
longer under Brokenbroll’s control but 
has become an independent “rebrella,” 
as she dubs it.

Deeba’s final triumph against the Smog 
results from her again finding the right 
interpretation of words. The Book 
thinks its prophecy should have said 
the Smog was afraid of “Nothing but 

the UnGun,” but Deeba realizes: “it is 
supposed to be ‘Nothing and the UnGun.’” 
She fires “nothing” from the empty 
UnGun, which responds by sucking up 
all the Smog and imprisoning it. Deeba 
chooses what meaning words have for 
her, just as she has chosen what her 
destiny will be. 

Thus Miéville not only uses wordplay 
as a technique to build his world, he 
extends it to become a crucial part of 
the story’s resolution. This builds on 
the young reader’s natural inclination 
to experiment with language; from 
using invented words to envision an 
imaginary world, they are next shown 
how to use words to discover truth and 
find free will. By echoing his world-
building technique in the novel’s 
theme, the author brings the concept 
full circle. Any writers of speculative 
fiction hoping to create a richer and 
more meaningful literary experience 
for young readers should similarly look 
for ways to make their world-building 
techniques reflect the themes of their 
novels. 

Miéville received the first of two Locus 
Awards for Best Young Adult Book 
in 2008 for Un Lun Dun, but is best-
known for his adult fiction, which 
has been awarded the British Fantasy 
Award, the Hugo Award, and the World 
Fantasy Award. 

Diane Telgen graduated from Vermont 
College of Fine Arts with an M.F.A. in 
writing for children and young adults, and 
contributed the story “Hellmuffin” to the 
2017 anthology 13 Candles. She serves 
SCBWI-Illinois as Listserv Coordinator 
and is a former editor and contributor for 
Something about the Author, a leading 
reference series on children’s book authors 
and illustrators.
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For as long as I can remember, I’ve 
wanted to be a writer. Though I’ve 
penned notes and stories for years, and 
even studied writing in school, it hasn’t 
been until this last year that I finally 
feel like I’ve opened the first door in my 
journey. Last March I clicked the submit 
button on my SCBWI membership 
for the very first time and that was a 
doorway into a world I’ve been waiting 
for my whole life.

As I’ve crossed the threshold into the 
world of SCBWI, I ventured into my 
first Prairie Writers and Illustrator’s Day 
last November. I knew right from the 
beginning when Deb Topolski started 
the day with an encouraging call to 
creativity, reminding us as writers and 
illustrators that “we hold the key to 
opening creativity” and inviting us to 
create with joy and passion that I had 
found the right door for my writing 
community. 

The morning keynote speaker, Joe 
Cepeda, was a new illustrator to me. He 
spoke of three doors we face as creators: 
style, voice, and grace. Too often as a 
writer, I feel I get wrapped up in the 
pieces of writing—the research, the 
perfect word choice, the word count—
but his session reminded me to step 
back and look at the door of grace in my 
writing.

Next up was a faculty panel offering 
multiple perspectives on publishing. As 
a newbie to writing conferences, I felt 
a little bit like a fangirl among all the 
published writers, editors, and marketers 
who attended, torn between writing 
down every little piece of advice for 
down the road and really just listening, 
letting everything sink in.

 When the breakout sessions started, 
I enjoyed the fact that we were able 
to choose ahead of time. Since I 
completed the first draft of my first ever 
novel last year, I knew I’d need ideas 
on the revision process. Editor Alex 
Arnold offered a great session called 
“Renovation to Decoration,” and 
even though I’m a tad bit scared of the 
revision process, she struck a cord with 
me, reminding us all that “revision IS 
writing.” 

She ended the session with a great 
exercise, inviting us to revamp a scene 
that wasn’t working in our manuscript by 
looking at it from a different perspective 
and per her advice, I broke through a 
scene I had been stuck on for quite some 
time. It was a moment that calmed my 
fears as I realized that revising, though 
a long process, is just a different way of 
writing. 

Hannah Ehrlich offered the afternoon 
keynote. As a marketer she shared 
advice “About Everyone, For Everyone” 
with her best advice being about social 
media: the bane of my existence as a 
full time teacher/aspiring novelist. I was 
encouraged to simply just find my voice 
on the platforms and stick to it instead  
of trying too hard.

 One of the afternoon sessions, “True 
Blue Voice in Novels” offered by Editor 
Caitlyn Dlouhy was an eye opening 
session for me. We had the chance to 
look at first drafts and then later drafts 
of a few of her clients, noticing how a 
change in voice makes all the difference 
to a story. As I strive to find mine, she 

told us that “voice is the magic and gift a 
writer has that can’t be edited” which is 
somewhat intimidating yet at the same 
time, encouraging. Even though my own 
voice feels a little bit off still, I recognize 
there’s magic inside me as a writer—a 
magic all my own—and that’s what 
makes my stories come alive. 

A Fly on the Wall
 Prairie Writer’s and Illustrator’s Day 2017: Opening Doors
By Caitlin Lore
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Finally, my favorite session of the day 
was “Crafting the Perfect Villain” by 
Editor Kelly Delaney. As someone 
who has been working on figuring out 
my own villain, it was a great session 
looking at the inner workings of the 
bad guy. She shared with us that in 
order to understand our protagonists, we 
have to understand the inner workings 
of the antagonists for they are what 
reveal empathy to our readers. Once 
again, I was able to breakthrough with a 
character as we ended the session with a 
practical exercise, writing from a villain’s 
point of view.

PWID 2017 opened a new world for me 
in the SCBWI community, connecting 
with me a local critique group, new 
friends, and encouraging me for this 
next year. I’ve got ideas to pen, a novel 
to revise, and new doors waiting for me. 
I’ve never been more excited to open 
them and step over the threshold. 

Caitlin Lore recently finished drafting her 
first middle grade novel and is undergoing 
the revision process, so she can step out into 
the wonderful world of querying this year. 
She lives in Lincoln, IL with her husband 

and two mini doxies, where she teaches high 
school English, reviews books on Instagram, 
and teaches yoga in her free time.

Breaking on Through at PWID 2017

By Barb Ostapina

With all the talk of Doors at Prairie 
Writer’s and Illustrator’s Day 2017, I 
kept expecting to hear Jim Morrison’s 
bossa nova drum beat encouraging me 
to “break on through to the other 
side, yeah!”

But it wasn’t raspy acid vocals 
that inspired a new perspective 
and rocked me into action 
on November 4, it was the 
experience-induced insights and 
hard-won wisdom shared by kidlit 
insiders with as much enthusiasm 
as any good ’60s rock band could 
muster – exactly what I’ve come 
to expect from every SCBWI 
event I attend.

The light broke through many 
doors that day – these are some 
rays that fell on me:

In his keynote address, published 
illustrator Joe Cepeda shared his 
perspectives on style, voice, and 

grace. He believes that reading is 
seeing, and writing is drawing, and 
we should strive to “make exquisite 
marks to paint the perfect sentence.”

BIG RAY: Listen to the story before 
you start talking.

Simon & Schuster/Atheneum editor 
Caitlyn Dlouhy made a strong 
case in her breakout session 
for the importance of voice in 
picture books.

BIG RAY: Without voice, your 
work only whispers.

I needed sunglasses for all 
the bright ideas about getting 
a picture book published 
that came out of the “Foot 
in the Door” panel of Knopf 
Books editor Kelly Delaney, 
illustrator Merial Cornell, and 
prolific author Suzanne Slade, 
like these:

•  Read picture books. (Okay… 
duh. But, are you?)

•  Don’t rush it; be willing to do 
the work and learn your craft.
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• If your story lacks originality, 
don’t submit it.

• It’s okay for an author to suggest 
an illustrator, but not to submit a 
manuscript with art work – “you 
can’t unsee the art.”

• Learn to love revision.

• If you are tempted to write what 
“they” want, but you’re not 
“into” the subject – don’t.

BIG RAY: Before submitting, ask 
yourself: Why would someone pay 
$16 for this book?

Lee & Low Books Marketing 
Director Hannah Erhlich explained 
in her keynote address that the real 
job in marketing a book is to connect 
the book with its readers. That 
reminded me of copywriter legend 
Gary Halbert’s similar counsel that 
the #1 advantage in direct marketing 
is a “starving crowd” – people hungry 
for what you’re selling. It’s tough 
to sell books to people who aren’t 
interested in them.

BIG RAY: Even when a book is deeply 
needed, it still takes a lot of work to 
find its audience.

Foundry Literary+Media agent 
Tanusri Prasanna clearly and 
thoroughly explained the role of 
an agent as an author’s advocate, 
said that a savvy agent oozes 
relentless optimism, and shared that, 
surprisingly, she finds most of her 
clients in her unsolicited query pile.

BIG RAY: A well-written query is 
crucial.

In her Queries workshop, Upstart 
Crow Literary agent Susan Hawk 
outlined some key elements of a 
successful query:

• Description of the book, of 
course, but with a limited focus

• Introduction to the main 
character (and maybe one other) 
– the conflict, the stakes, and 
the choice that must be made

• A query voice that matches  
the story voice

• A good comparable

BIG RAY: Don’t gush in your query – 
not about your years of effort and 
dedication, not about your gratitude 
for the agent just doing her job.

One More Door
There was one more PWID door to 
break through, but that one I had to 
do on my own.

I’d been struggling with a picture 
book manuscript for about two years 
– my debut attempt at fiction. I took 
advantage of a paid PWID critique 
to see how the latest revision might 
fly. The feedback was professional, 
constructive, and…devastating. I’d 
rewritten, for the umpteenth time, 
my pride and joy into a mess. A 
massive, leaden door with dream-
gouging spikes was about to close on 
my dream.

Only temporarily deterred, I muscled 
my way through it, and when I made 
it to the other side, the light was a 
blinding flash of the obvious: Go 
back to my roots as a technical writer 
and focus on non-fiction for the time 
being. Bam! Door open.

I’m encouraged by one more Doors 
analogy – “Break Through to the 
Other Side” was the band’s first 
single release, and its debut met with 
paltry success compared to their later 
music. But it went on to become a 

concert staple and one of the band’s 
most popular signature songs.

So, look out Kidlit Nation, Barb’s 
breaking on through to the other 
side, yeah!

Barb Ostapina is a former special 
education teacher turned writer. While 
she has won awards for her freelance 
journalism and technical writing, picture 
book author is still an aspiration. How 
hard can it be, she wonders… Hard.
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Career/Technique Questions: 

Are you an illustrator or an author/
illustrator?
I am an author/illustrator (although  
not yet published)

What is your preferred medium to 
work in?
I work digitally in Photoshop on a 
Wacom Cintiq. I like the speed, the 
flexibility, and the freedom to make 
mistakes that can be easily fixed. Now, 
if I can just get CTRL+Z to work in real 
life…

Tell us a little of your beginnings 
and journey as an illustrator.
I was born in the early 70’s, so my tastes 
were shaped by comic books, Saturday 
morning cartoons, Sunday newspaper 
strips, and especially Star Wars. Those 
things blew my mind back then (or 
warped it depending on who you ask) 
and they still inspire me today. I hate 
to admit it, but children’s books weren’t 
really on my radar as a kid. One of 
the most exciting things to me about 
children’s books today is that I see a lot 
more overlap between pop culture and 
children’s books than ever before. 

Growing up, I wanted to either draw 
for Marvel Comics or work on special 
effects for George Lucas, so I was 
creating characters, drawing little 
stories, and even trying some stop 
motion animation. Once I got to a 
certain age though everyone around 
me tried to steer me towards more ‘real’ 
career options and I stopped making art.

I went to college thinking I would 
major in sports medicine, but after the 
chemistry classes kicked my butt I knew 

that wasn’t going to work out. Without 
having any real direction I ended up 
studying economics, even though I 
knew I didn’t want to pursue that as 
a career. With graduation looming, 
I thought back to what I wanted to 
do when I was younger and I started 
working on a comic art portfolio.

This was right at the beginning of the 
90’s comic book boom when publishers 
couldn’t print comics fast enough and 
needed anybody they could get to draw 
them, so I was able to get enough work 
to feel like I was on my way to a career 
in comics. Unfortunately, all booms 
eventually bust and just when I was 
starting to get steady work the comic 
book market crashed.

I taught myself the basics of computer 
graphics and was lucky to find a job at 
a small video game studio here in the 
Midwest. Twenty years and several job 

changes later I’m still working in  
video games.

I miss telling stories though, and had 
been looking for a new creative outlet 
when my wife and I had our first baby. 
Reading to her and to her sister, who 
came along two years later, was an eye 
opening experience for me. The books 
we read were so different from what I 
remembered as a kid and I could tell 
that the writers and illustrators had  
a lot of the same influences I did. 

I started reading more and more picture 
books, learning everything I could 
about the industry, and as a proof of 
concept to myself I wrote, illustrated, 
and self-published two books. By that 
point, I was hooked. Soon I had joined 
the SCBWI, attended my first Prairie 
Writers & Illustrators Day, and joined 
the Oak Park writers group and the 
Chicago area illustrators group where 

Illustrator in the Spotlight
Pav Kovacic

A shot of my Dad & I, and one of my oldest daughter & I – some things never change
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I’ve been getting great feedback and support in developing 
my stories and illustrations.

I finally feel like I’m ready to start submitting to agents and 
editors - we’ll see where things go from here.

Please share an illustration and give us a brief  
“step-by-step” of your process.

Since most of my work is kind of cartoony with ink outlines 
and simple rendering I wanted to have at least one piece that 
was more painterly in my portfolio. I have a list of prompts 
from the Illustration Friday website that I use occasionally 
and I decided to go with ‘pirates’ for this piece. I wanted to do 
something a little different so I came up with the idea of polar 
bear pirates. I’m a big fan of the golden age of illustration so I 
looked to N.C. Wyeth’s pirate paintings for inspiration:

I also gathered photo reference of polar bears since I’d never 
really drawn them before:
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I usually thumbnail on scrap paper with a ball point pen 
to keep things loose and simple, focusing on the overall 
composition. I ended up with this sketch:

I took a photo of it with my phone and brought it into 
Photoshop where I worked it into a tighter sketch:

After that, I created a gradient to act as a base for the 
background and started laying in the basic shapes and colors 
with as little rendering as possible, working from  
the background to the foreground:

Starting with the bears and working my way out, I rendered 
the final details and textures:
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I was mostly done at that point, but I wanted to add some post effects to adjust  
the lighting, tweak the color temperature, and add a bit of vignetting to help focus 
the eye:

And there they go – off in search of adventure!

The Person Behind the Pencil 
Questions:

Which illustrators were your 
favorites when you were little? 
Ralph McQuarrie (Star Wars),  
John Buscema (Marvel Comics),  
Mort Drucker (Mad Magazine), and  
Dik Browne (Hagar the Horrible)

Which illustrators are your 
favorites now?

Dan Santat, James Burks, Peter 
Brown, Adam Rex, and Vera Brosgol 
to name just a few.

What’s one thing that may surprise 
people about you?
People are usually surprised to find 
out that I used to compete in Scottish 
Highland Games competitions – where 
they have events like the hammer 
throw and the caber toss, all done while 
wearing a kilt. It was a lot of fun, but I 
think I’ve heard enough bagpipe music 
to last me a lifetime.

What gets in the way of your 
creativity?
Self-doubt. Like most creative people, 
I’ve always had that little voice in my 
head telling me that my work stinks. 
For me, the best way to deal with that 
is to remember that I do this because 
I love it – I love creating characters, 
I love telling stories, and I love doing 
the work. When I look back on each 
year, I’d much rather have a big pile of 
imperfect work than no work at all. 

And, of course, please tell us:

Where can we find you?
You can find me at www.pavkovacic.
com and on instagram @pavkovacic.

Thank you so much for this 
opportunity!

Please share an instance in which the seed of an idea or experience, 
(though small at the start), took root, and grew to become one of your 
books or illustrations.
This piece was inspired by a snippet of conversation I overheard between my 6 & 4 
year old daughters. They were talking about an ‘umbrella umbrella’ – I didn’t know 
what that was, so I decided to create my interpretation of it:
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I know the phrase we see so often in 
our profession – “You have to have 
a thick skin” may not be meant to 
convey virtual imperviousness to hurt, 
despair, sadness, disillusionment, and 
more. It may not truly mean that as 
rejections come in, we bat them off 
without feeling even a twinge of what’s 
perceived as a “negative” emotion. 

What I hear is don’t let it bother you. If 
you have a thick skin, the hard stuff won’t 
penetrate.

Well, I don’t have a thick skin.  
And I don’t want one. 

I want the hard stuff to penetrate – 
not with the negative self-judgment 
that results in prolonged low-energy, 
unproductive, uncreative periods of 
time, but with an intensity that is part 
of the tapestry of who I am, and always 
have been.

In my articles and posts about creating 
and maintaining emotional resilience 
over several decades, I’ve stressed 
the importance of letting go of the 
self-judgment that so often arrives 
simultaneously with feelings that are 
uncomfortable (often referred to as 
“negative” feelings). I’ve encouraged 
creating a neutral, almost observational, 
perspective of interest in the emotional 
responses, rather than an I hate feeling 
this way attitude, which tends to anchor 
the response in place and essentially 
guarantee that it will inhibit our 
productivity and depress our mood for  
a longer period of time.

And maybe it’s just true for me (I doubt 
it!), but I don’t see how you can have 
“thick skin” in only one area of life, 

but experience deep pleasure and joy in 
others. 

I’ve worked hard to create, and work 
hard in my practice of, emotional 
resilience – the ability to bounce back 
from difficult and painful experiences so 
that they don’t overwhelm my life and 
work. 

But I treasure my ability to feel 
intensely. And for me that must include 
joy and pain, deep anguish and deep 
pleasure. 

I found the validation I recently needed 
for my position in Dani Shapiro’s 
wonderful book, STILL WRITING 
(shout out to Esther Hershenhorn for 
recommending).

In almost every chapter, Shapiro gives 
advice in the context of her own 
experience, sharing vulnerabilities 
and struggles. Throughout the book, 

she seems to stand firmly against the 
cultural “nudge” to “let go” of painful 
history and painful present.

I saw myself in many places – perhaps 
you will, too:

• a tendency to “muffle” deeper 
feelings. She trusts her response 
to the language she uses, and the 
signals we can ignore or attend to 
that whisper, what am I avoiding? 
what am I skimming over instead  
of digging deeper?

• a skimming over the “middle”, 
where – if we let ourselves go 
deep – “we make some of our most 
stirring discoveries”.

• the (natural human) impulse to get 
away from discomfort, from feeling 
“lost”

I know the impulse to escape the 
intensity of emotional discomfort, and 
I’ve come to recognize the signs of that 

The Inside Story: Short Reports from the Inner Journey
In Praise of Resilience (Instead of “Thick Skin”)
By Carol Coven Grannick
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tendency in my writing. And yet it’s 
the intensity I long for, not only in my 
writing, but in my life.

I am not myself without feeling things 
deeply. And while I want my “resilient 
skin” to allow me to bounce back with 
optimism and positivity, I don’t want 
to be immune to the pain of rejection, 
disappointment, and more. 

I do not want thick skin that protects 
me from anguish, any more than I want 
to be protected from great joy. I do not 
believe we can have one without the 
other – at least I cannot. 

I recommend resilience and positivity. 
I recommend learning to have it if it 
doesn’t come naturally, and practicing 
it so that it changes your brain and feels 
natural.

It is one of the great achievements 
of my lifetime. It enables me to be a 
writer who persists in a tapestry of joy 
and pain, excitement and sadness, 
achievement and failure.

In nature, I’m drawn to the prairie. To 
prairie grass, in particular, bending with 
the wind without breaking, weathering 
the seasons of life with changing 
colors, carrying a history that speaks of 
harshness and flourishing, of time gone 
and time present.

I am comfortable with discomfort. The 
price is a life of intensity. And I’ll take 
that over thick skin anytime.

Carol Coven Grannick (http://
carolcovengrannick.com) writes poetry, 
picture books, and middle grade fiction, 
as well as creative nonfiction and articles 
for adults. In addition, Carol provides 
workshops on creating and maintaining 
emotional resilience. 
 
She welcomes feedback and questions at 
carolcovengrannick@gmail.com.

What
Spring Thaw: Pitch Perfect 2

Date
April 21, 2018

Where
Brewster Creek

6N921 IL Rte. 25,  
St Charles, IL 60174

Hours
8:30 to 4:30 (including check-in)

Member Cost
$75

Been writing and submitting for a while 
now? Have several manuscripts you feel 
are close to publication? Then join us 
for Spring Thaw: Pitch Perfect 2! Pitch 
your works-in-progress to an editor or 
agent. Attend an in-depth workshop 
on picture books or novels. Hear talks 
on the industry and the publication 
process. Optional written critiques by 
agents and editors offered. The 2018 
Many Voices Outstanding Manuscript 
Prize Winner will be announced 
(winner need not be present)!

Our amazing faculty includes:

• Jacqueline Alcantara, Author-
Illustrator and Illinois PAL

• Crystal Chan, Author and Illinois 
PAL

• Annie Nybo, Editor, Albert 
Whitman & Co.

• Marcy Posner, Agent, Folio 
Literary Management

• Eric Rohmann, Author-Illustrator 
and Illinois PAL

• Alex Weiss, Associate Agent, 
Jennifer De Chiara Literary Agency

• Jonathan Westmark, Associate 
Editor, Albert Whitman & Co.

Special appearance by the 2018 Many 
Voices Outstanding Manuscript Prize 
Judge:

Linda Camacho, Agent, Gallt & Zacker 
Literary Agency

Visit https://illinois.scbwi.org/events/
scbwi-il-spring-thaw-pitch-perfect-2/ for 
more details starting January 19, 2018! 

Online Registration begins Saturday, 
February 17. 

Details subject to change.

Don’t Miss: Spring Thaw 
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Perspectives
DIY Writing Retreat
By Eric Arnall 

It wasn’t like I was going 
entirely off the grid.
Did you make it to PWID 2017? It 
was my first time and, simply said, 
it was fantastic. Joe Cepeda was the 
keynote speaker, and wow, what a great 
inspirational message! Many of us who 
were there salivated as we listened to 
him tell about his month-long fellowship 
in Minnesota. Oh the glory of being 
alone over an extended amount of 
time in some cool place just to create. 
Most of us have imagined getting away 
from it all, but if you’re like me, you’ve 
browsed writing retreats online never to 
find that elusive escape. The dates are 
wrong. It’s too close to home, or it’s too 
far away. It costs too much. You don’t 
have fifty pages ready to share…and the 
list of excuses goes on.

Have you ever thought about a Do It 
Yourself Writing Retreat? I hadn’t until 
this past summer. I was at a critical 
juncture in my writing journey. Even 
though I didn’t have a deadline, my 
agent was waiting. He’d made it clear 
on more than one occasion that 

craft was a hard 
master. He’d wait. 
Rather, it was my 
patience that was 
running low. I was 
overhauling the 
manuscript for 
the umpteenth 
time. Getting the 
bull by the horns 
and taming it just 
wasn’t happening. 
Every day, it 
would snort, 
kick the dirt up, 
and charge. For an hour or two after 
work, I’d sidestep its horns, twirl a lasso 
overhead, throw, and miss. I needed to 
get away long enough to bring down the 
beast.

On a whim, I decided to go on my own 
writing retreat. Several years ago, while 
surfing cabins online, I ran across a 
family that rented theirs occasionally. 
I searched my yahoo mail and found 
the 2011 email I had sent requesting 
information. I contacted the owner, and 
to my surprise, tucked away a stone’s 
throw from the Mt. Rainier National 
Park, their cottage was still available to 
rent.

On the banks of the Naches River, 
among towering pines and Douglas firs, 
the cottage had no cable. There was no 
internet or cell phone reception. I was 
told it had electricity and a landline 
that worked sporadically, but the phone 
was to be used for emergencies only. It 
was the perfect place to get some serious 
work done. To ensure my tendencies 
to wander wouldn’t interfere with my 
writing, I decided I wouldn’t rent a car. 
The owner agreed to take me to the 

cabin. Could I survive? Of course. It 
wasn’t like I was going entirely off the 
grid. I made a reservation and bought 
my airline ticket.

Was I really going away for ten whole 
days just to write? At that point, I was 
too excited to doubt my sanity and 
began planning.

Am I really doing this?
What exactly did I want to accomplish? 
I’d make a complete pass through the 
novel, a thorough revision. Could I 
do that in ten days? By myself? All 
alone? I began to have doubts. I needed 
someone with expertise in revising 
to come along with me. What could 
be better (or more expensive) than a 
retreat with a private writing coach?

Who would I bring? Surfing online, 
I ran across Fiction University and 
Janice Hardy’s article, “Fundamental 
Check: Do Your Scenes Have What 
They Need?” (http://blog.janicehardy.
com/2012/01/fundamental-check-
do-your-scenes-have.html). I knew 
right away she was the perfect travel 
companion I needed to keep me 
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focused. She would accompany me— 
if only in spirit.

I packed the article and wondered what 
else I should bring. There would be 
no TV, so a couple of books, of course. 
I’d need to relax my brain somehow. 
Coloring? I’d try it. I bought a set of 
seventy-two colored pencils and a 
coloring book for adults. A journal to 
document my progress. Bug spray. A 
flashlight. Hiking books. What about 
bears? Am I really doing this? 

Squished bread? No problem.
The excitement grew and the day 
finally came. On the flight to Seattle, 
I reviewed Hardy’s article and got 
pumped up to start revising as soon as 
I got there. In Seattle, I caught a much 
smaller plane to Yakima. I was really 
doing this. 

The owner had a family friend pick me 
up. This cool cat, a younger guy who’d 
done some jail time, sported a fedora 
and copstash standard moustache (yeah, 
it’s a thing). The older model car was 
dusty, inside and out, and filled with 
junk. As he rearranged some stuff in the 
backseat to make room for my luggage, 
the smell brought back a childhood 
memory of riding a neighbor’s station 
wagon to school. I grew up in rural 
Missouri and my neighbors raised dairy 
cows. None of their many vehicles 

could escape the 
hay and manure 
smell that was 
part of their 
everyday life.

After all was 
loaded, my 
chauffeur and 
I headed to 
the store for 
groceries—or so 
I thought. No, 
there was another 
errand more 

important. We had to run by his house 
to fill up his radiator with water. The 
cabin was like an hour away and he 
wanted to make sure his car could make 
the trip. 

Eventually, we made it to the grocery 
store. He waited while I shopped. 
Had I made a list? Oops. No big deal. 
I could figure it out. Even though I’m 
a bachelor who frequents restaurants 
practically every 
meal, I could 
figure this out. I 
loaded my basket 
with some of this 
and some of that. 
After making my 
way through the 
line, I pushed the 
cart to the parking 
lot and noticed 
the car was gone. 
My luggage! 
My camera! My 
computer! My 
novel! After 
panicking momentarily, I was relieved 
to see the car pull up. The driver 
explained he had to get gas. 

He wasn’t sure the groceries would 
fit in the truck, but he made it work. 
Squished bread? No problem. And, 
just like that, we were off. The day was 
sunshiny. Pine trees lined the highway. 

A cloudless blue sky hung overhead. 
During our chitchat, I found out he was 
a screenplay writer! A sign I was on the 
right path? Of course, it had to be!

A little over an hour later, I watched 
his car disappear through the pine trees 
and I was alone in the one-bedroom 
cabin, just me and the BULL. 

Kind of weird.
After I looked over my home-away-
from-home and got situated, I plugged 
my computer in, took a deep breath, 
and stared out the little window by the 
kitchen table. I sat not even ten feet 
from the wild Naches River, shallow 
and broad. The sun seemed to dance on 
the surface of the clear water. A deer 
on the opposite bank looked up from 
taking a drink and welcomed me to her 
world. I was really here! 

There was one problem I hadn’t 
anticipated. After a while, everything 
got really, really quiet. The rushing 

river and the bird noises drifted to 
the background and I thought, rather 
dismally, it’s going to be a long ten 
days. I shook it off, and on that first 
afternoon, I began revising in earnest. 

Using Hardy’s article, I made a chart 
and, beginning with Chapter One,  
I searched for the specific goal of the 
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scene, the stakes, conflict/tension, 
and primary emotion, along with the 
significance of the setting. Wow. Really? 
I couldn’t believe the parts of the story 
I had left in my head and failed to write 
on the page, and what about the parts 
that weren’t in my head (hence not on 
the page) that should have been there?? 
Rearrange. Delete. Add. Think again. 
Editing wasn’t that bad after all.

The next three days were kind of weird. 
Being alone—really alone—was hard 
to get used to, to say the least. But 
during those first days, I established a 
routine. Up with the sun. Breakfast. 
Write. Move writing positions from 
table, to chair, to couch, to picnic table. 
Lunch. Write some more. Then around 
3 o’clock (my best guess since there 
was no clock and my cell was off), I’d 
go on a hiking adventure, somewhere 
new each day. Along the river, into the 
woods, up a mountain. I even found a 
roadside stop about three miles away. It 
had a café, laundry, and grocery store. 
(Thankfully, because, yes, I did run out 
of a few things.) After dinner, I’d make 
my way to the river’s edge. Even though 
it was shallow, it was too swift and 
dangerous to swim, so near the bank I’d 
wade out a little ways and, sitting in a 
heavy-duty, rusty lawn chair with the 
icy water swirling around my bare feet, 
I’d watch the sun set and enjoy God’s 

handiwork: the mountains, the clouds, 
the geese, the deer, the thousands of 
colors of river rocks. Back inside, I 
ended every day with more writing.

On the fourth day, the solitude 
wasn’t so unsettling and I really made 
significant progress on the revision. I 
was even waking up in the morning 
with new ideas about what was working 

and what wasn’t. 
Immersion has 
its benefits. Even 
though I was 
getting a lot done, 
by Day Seven I 
was ready to leave. 
The adventure 
started to feel too 
long. I had to push 
the homesickness 
aside to keep 
writing.

One morning at 
sunrise, I decided 
to switch up the 

routine and take a hike to the top of 
Edgar Rock, part of an ancient volcano. 
It was no easy trek, but the walk up the 
sometimes harrowing path through the 
lush ponderosa woods was spectacular. 
Unusual rock formations, magnificent 
views, the meadows, and scampering 
chipmunks all made the hike the best 
during my stay.

Although I didn’t make it to the end 
of the manuscript, I did make it to Day 
Ten. Without my being conscious of it 
until later, something unexpected had 
happened during the trip. The whole 
getting-the-bull-by-the-horns feeling 
toward my manuscript? Well, it wasn’t 
like that anymore. Sometime during 
the stay, I quit overhauling and started 
writing. The beast had become a friend. 
Instead of resenting and fighting the 
revision process, I was actually enjoying 
it.

Although my attitude shift was epic, 
not everything about the trip was 
idyllic. There was the dripping scalding 
shower that wouldn’t shut off, the 
freeloading mouse that repeatedly left 
evidence of its existence on the kitchen 
counter, the lumpy bed…but would I do 
it again? I’m already planning my next 
writing retreat! A cabin, yes. But this 
time, on an island.

Bon voyage!
Whether you’re brainstorming a new 
novel, doing research, writing queries, 
revising, or working on a new set of 
illustrations, a DIY Writing Retreat can 
take you to the next level. Go alone. 
Go with others. Mix it up. Have some 
alone time. Some group time. Rustic 
or urban. The Ritz or an Airbnb. Local 
or foreign. Make it a day, a weekend, a 
week, or a month. The sky’s the limit.

Do your homework like you would for 
any vacation. Have some writing goals 
in mind. Be flexible. See what works, 
but most importantly, savor the time 
and WRITE!

When he’s not working on his middle grade 
detective novel series (think Easy Rawlings 
meets the Hardy Boys), Eric Arnall 
serves as a school librarian for the Chicago 
Public Schools. After conquering academic 
writing (all the way up to a Doctorate of 
Philosophy degree) and working as a US 
Army Chaplain, pastor, schoolteacher, and 
principal, the amateur photographer and 
tennis player realized his true passion is 
storytelling. Two months after his summer 
retreat, he submitted his manuscript to his 
agent. While waiting to hear back, he’s 
enjoying the revision process of his second 
novel and planning his next DIY Writing 
Retreat.
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