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In This Issue
by Shirin Shamsi

In Voices of Change, Donna Beasley explains how her 
own journey as a writer took her on a different route—
to what she calls the “self-publishing revolution.” The 
urgent need for diverse books led her to create her own 
publishing company. Kazoom Kids Books launched in 
2016. “We are raising citizens of the world,” Donna states, 
as she makes a huge contribution with her books. And 
Jenny Wagh, in Shop Around the Corner, takes us on 
a visit to her bookstore of choice, Town House Books, 
in historic downtown St Charles. It’s a “magical place to 
get lost in,” says Jenny, who chats with bookseller Sarah 
Marchescki.

In Illustrator’s Tips Eric Bell urges us to “just keep 
going.” He advises that maintaining a “well-functioning 
workflow,” although challenging, is key to productivity 
and improvement. This issue, Karla Arenas Valenti takes 
on our Writer’s Tips column, providing tips on how 
to create authentic settings. “Structure is an essential 
framework that supports your unique story,” Karla says. 
In Writer’s Bookshelf, Sarah Tobias discusses the book 
What It Is by Lynda Barry, highlighting some of Barry’s 
exercises and tips that focus on the importance of play 
and artistic freedom.

Finally, Sallie Wolf shares some of the Mentor Texts that 
have inspired her creativity. For her picture books she 
cites some wonderful classics. And, for her current work, 
she’s referring to the biographical novels of Jacqueline 
Woodson, Eugene Yeltsin, Nikki Grimes, and Thanhha 
Lai for their use of memory. 

Recently we had an in-person gathering of several SCBWI-
IL volunteers, which gave me the privilege of meeting 
some of the contributors to this issue—and thank you 
once again to everyone who contributed! Thanks also to 
our wonderful team, Pamela Dell, Brooke O’Neill, and 
Sheila McMahon for bringing the Prairie Wind together 
so beautifully. I truly feel this is a work of JOY!

A new year always inspires a feeling of hope and possibility. 
As I envision my goals for the year, I feel a sense of gratitude 
for all the wins of last year—one of course being the privilege 
of collaborating on the Prairie Wind! 

I’m thrilled to be bringing you our Winter 2023 issue with a 
cover by Kevin Van Norman that seems to invite us in from 
the cold. His art is a perfect entry into this issue, which is jam-
packed with inspirational stories to pull us out of the winter 
doldrums. Reading through these pages warms my spirit, and 
I feel so honored to be part of our SCBWI-IL community.

In greeting us, Deborah Topolski reflects upon her eight years 
as regional-advisor. She salutes eight colleagues who have 
been such great support and inspiration to us all in serving 
SCBWI-IL over the years.

As Illustrator in the Spotlight, Kevin Van Norman’s cover 
illustration gives us, as noted, a window into a cozy winter 
world. And in his column he invites us to witness his creative 
process, and his thoughts about being an artist are sure to 
inspire any reader, artist or not.

Lisa Katzenberger shares her creative journey in Tales from 
the Front. She details how a family trip to a swamp in New 
Orleans inspired her debut chapter-book series, and how, 
after many rounds of rewrites, revisions, some pivots, and 
the support of a tenacious agent, her book finally made it 
to publication. A great story of perseverance. And this time 
in Creative Sparks, Songjju Ma Daemicke offers an excerpt 
from her poignant and powerful middle grade novel, The 
Peacock Dance. Also, just in time for her picture book’s release 
on March 1st, author-illustrator Laura Smetana delights with 
some of her joyful illustrations from My Love for You Is Like 
a Garden.

Our three main features highlight how unique each of our 
creative ventures are. In All I Really Need to Know I Learned 
from Watching Television: My Insights as a TV Addict 
and MG Author, Natalie Rompella writes, with wisdom and 
humor, about how her favorite shows have helped her creative 
process. Ellie Koliopoulos’ feature, Trusting the Journey: 
Through the Query Trenches with Chronic Illness, describes 
how her struggles with rheumatoid arthritis strengthened her 
perseverance and resolve. Ellie says, “Rejection is redirection,” 
and that “setbacks…ultimately lead to self-discovery.” 
Unplanned Journey, Carmela Martino’s feature, takes us along 
on all the twists and turns of her “long and circuitous” path 
in writing her young adult novel, Playing by Heart. Carmela’s 
experiences reinforce the wisdom of never giving up.

Director Shirin Shamsi: who joyfully plans and  
acquires content for each issue

Editor Pamela Dell: who expertly tweaks and  
polishes all of our content

Designer Brooke O’Neill who creatively  
designs and lays out every page

Advisor Jenny Wagh who remains our faithful  
and supportive Regional Advisor

Proofread by the skillful Sheila Path-McMahon.

https://shirinshamsi.com/
https://www.brookeoneilldesign.com/
https://jenniferwagh.com/
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Greetings!
ODE TO EIGHT by Deborah Topolski

Reflecting upon my last eight years as co-regional advisor, 
I am grateful to salute the eight colleagues with whom I’ve 
had the priviledge to serve on the Illinois regional team. To 
all of them I say: It’s been extraordinary sharing this moment 
in time with you. Our region sees your positive influence in 
every new opportunity generated. Read on and tell me I’m 
not the luckiest.

8. SARA SHACTER
Our Regional Fairy Godmother 
and Co-Regional Advisor 
Emerita Esther Hershenhorn 
calls Sara “The smartest person 
in the room,” and having served 
with Sara, I agree. Yet she wasn’t 
only the smartest but also the 
most fun, thoughtful, and 
courageous steward of our kidlit 
community. Sara was always the 
devil’s advocate; she offered 

a fresh take on how to approach 
challenges and resolve conflicts. She 
taught me the power of “we.” 

If ever I was overwhelmed about the burdens of our 
responsibility, Sara reminded me of its blessings. She was the 
first person I called from the hospital waiting room when I 
found out that my husband needed open heart surgery the day 
before Prairie Writers’ and Illustrators’ Day 2019. I asked her 
to be my point of contact for communication with the PWID 
committee and to step in for me if the worst happened. Of 
course, she agreed. 

Sara continues 
changing the world 
for the better, having 
created Help Heal 
Chicago, a search-
friendly database of 
organizations working 
to break the cycle of 
violence in Chicago 
neighborhoods. She 
continues with her 
kidlit journey, having 

published Just So Willow (Union Square Kids, 2019) 
and currently querying her latest novel. Plus, she’s getting 
great material while working as a kindergarten teaching 
assistant at St. Ben’s in Chicago.

7. ALICE MCGINTY
Alice is the most prolific and published of my colleagues, 
having created 50 books while serving our region. Alice 
shares the secrets of her success in dozens of workshops 
and breakouts with her kidlit community and encourages 
by example. 

Alice has also been a longtime champion of our Illinois 
networks. Because of her, I came to understand that 
the networks’ strength lay in the autonomy of their 
representatives and the diversity of their programming. 
Alice’s wholehearted trust in Illinois volunteers’ care, 
commitment, and ingenuity has created the volunteer 
culture our Illinois members continue to enjoy today. 

I was so intimidated coming into an established regional 
team in 2014, yet Alice and Sara made me feel welcome 
and supported in all the new ideas I was keen to try. Still 
an active volunteer, Alice serves as co-regional advisor 
emerita alongside Esther Hershenhorn and together 
they support and strengthen the current regional team. 
This spring you’ll find Alice at IRC promoting PALs in 
the conference booth and in a program co-hosted by 
PAL Coordinator Reese Eschmann and veteran PAL 
Coordinator Sarah Aronson.

Sara Shacter, longtime network 
representative, PWID chairperson,  
and assistant regional advisor.

Mahalo (or thank you, in Hawaiian),   
Sara and Esther Hershenhorn (left),  

co-regional advisor emerita

Alice McGinty (left), co-regional advisor and 
regional advisor emerita, with Sara and me

http://helphealchicago.org/
http://helphealchicago.org/
https://www.google.com/search?q=alice+mcginty+books&rlz=1C1OKWM_enUS784US784&oq=alice+mcginty+books&aqs=chrome.0.69i59j69i60l2.6152j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
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Greetings! 
6. TERRI MURPHY
Because she’s so fiercely creative and game for anything, 
you always know where you stand with Terri Murphy. She 
challenged me to prove that I was up to the task of leadership 
as the first co-RA who both wrote and illustrated. Yet it was 
clear through her continued support that she always hoped 
I’d succeed. We ended our time working together by rooming 
together at SCBWI’s annual summer conference, sharing 
personal anecdotes and accepting dares. I won her dare to eat 
a hard-boiled egg in a breakout! 

Along with Janet 
McDonnell, Terri 
defined the role of co-
illustrator coordinator, 
creating monthly 
network programming 
to open doors for 
those of us who 
identify as illustrators. 
Their stand-alone 
illustrator programs 
were filled to capacity 
too. Together, Terri 
and Janet developed 

regional illustrator opportunities that added the “I” to Prairie 
Writers’ and Illustrators’ Day. Terri also helped establish the 
SCBWI-IL Illustrators’ Mentorship with Cedric Gliane and 
served as a storied mentor to our illustrator community. See 
Terri’s books.

5. JANET MCDONNELL
After a 2018 event, Janet McDonnell told me never to 
include her in any kind of “Ocean’s 11-type caper” ever again. 
This is what happened: I asked her to conceal the true winner 
of our 2018 illus-trator contest at PWID because that winner 
was Darcy Zoells, a member of our committee. Committee 
members need to know the winners ahead of time to create 

certificates and confer 
awards. Janet was so 
wracked with guilt that she 
told Darcy even though I 
really wanted Darcy to be 
surprised! 

Forthright to the core, Janet is affable, fun-loving, and 
caring. As co-illustrator coordinator, Janet created an 
initiative for illustrators to support rebuilding Haiti after 
the devastating Hurricane Matthew in 2016. Working 
with another nonprofit, she arranged an opening and 
art auction of Illinois illustrators’ donated works at a 
gallery in the Oak Park Arts District. Janet’s interests 
were far-reaching, but her care always returned to our 
community. I’ll never forget her eulogy for fellow 
network representative and friend Mike Bricis at PWID 
2018, after he passed by suicide. Her loving words healed 
those of us who called him a friend. At once, those words 
underscored both Mike’s creativity and his strength in 
sharing his challenges. Janet’s volunteerism was personal 
as well as professional. See Janet’s books.

4. CEDRIC GLIANE
As both of us are illustrators who graduated from the 
University of Illinois School of Architecture, I recognized 
Cedric as a friend, kindred spirit, and collaborator as 
soon as we met. I bothered him to get a coffee often and 
regularly! 

Cedric came to volunteer for Illinois as a founding 
member of our original Equity & Inclusion team and, as 
its first designer, brought this Prairie Wind online bulletin 
to the next level. He served as co-illustrator coordinator 
and soon transitioned into the role in his own right as 
the group’s sole coordinator. His leadership strides in 
creating amazing event and promotional websites and 
regional image design modernized how we served our 
members. His personal navigation system, created for 
every attendee of the SCBWI-Illinois Interactive 2020 
conference, is the stuff of legend. Cedric made it easy for 
our team to learn how to connect and collect data to serve 

LA conference dancing queens Terri Murphy (left) 
and Alice

Janet McDonnell, right, and 
me at the costume party at the 
SCBWI summer conference 
2016

Cedric Gliane (right) at Marvelous Midwest, 2019.

https://illinois.scbwi.org/scbwi-il-mentorships/scbwi-il-illustrator-mentorship/
https://www.terrimurphyart.com/books
https://www.terrimurphyart.com/books
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our members. Working closely with Terri Murphy, he oversaw 
the launch of the SCBW-Illinois Illustrator Mentorship and 
its development in its initial years. His camaraderie, good 
humor, and tech work-arounds created ease in our work and 
got us through the worst of the pandemic with a smile! See 
Cedric’s work.

3. JENNIFER WAGH
Jen Wagh is a regional advisor’s 
regional advisor. It’s hard to wrap up 
in text all that this dynamic, spirited, 
and loyal steward means to our 
region and to me, both personally 
and professionally. Jen’s a cheerleader 
and a persistant optimist, with an 
energy that permeates to the depth 
of her character. She’s strong, selfless, 
and smart and has developed some 
of the best programming concepts 
Illinois has to offer. In creating the 
critique model for “Spring Thaw”, Jen 
established a way for event attendees 
to make a real connection with—and 
get one-on-one feedback from—some 

of the best in the business. Jen used the same model to drive 
the interactive basis of SCBWI-lllinois Interactive 2020, 
leading to programs like our “Boutique Critique.” 

Jen has set a very high bar as shepherd 
of the PWID committee, securing 
as a speaker retired NASA astronaut 
John Herrington, a kidlit writer and 
the first enrolled member of a Native 
American tribe to travel in space. 
John provided our opening keynote 
at Illinois Interactive. This cemented 
the online event’s space theme, 
inspiring all of Jenny’s teammates and 
at-home attendees in this reimagined 
fall conference. Jenny’s leadership 
illuminated our creativity during the 
worst phase of Covid lockdown. 

Jen has worked for many years as a network representative, 
still heading the Dundee Area Network, despite my many 
requests for her to move on so as not to spread herself too 
thin! Yet Jen fiercely defends this connection to her creative 
roots as a way to serve both members and her own stories. 
Plus, she’s the best of leaders. In her last five years, first as 

Greetings! 
assistant regional advisor and now as my co-RA, she’s 
made an indelible mark on our careers and lives. Suffice 
to say, we make a great team. Happily, we can’t take a bad 
photo together either, so I’ve included two here! See Jen’s 
books.

2. DEB ARONSON
From the moment I met Deb Aronson I was struck by her 
unrelentingly positive energy, which seemed to envelop 
me in a giant hug. We didn’t know that when Deb joined 
us, we would need that kind of spirit to sustain the 
regional team under the most difficult conditions and 
shepherd a kidlit community during the worst of times 
for it and our global family. 

Through waves of challenges, Deb’s unflagging enthusiasm 
for network programming, her loyalty to Illinois 
volunteers, and her care for her fellow team members were 
palpable. Under Deb’s guidance, network representatives 
grew programming into a pillar of financial support 
throughout our region. Yet, because of the pandemic, Deb 
did not benefit from many of the position’s perks, like in-
person international conference discounts. Regardless, 
she took it all in her stride, serving for a year longer than 
her commitment, with grace, ease, and dedication. Find 
her kidlit reviews for the News-Gazette. See Deb’s Books.

1. NASHANTÁ FLETCHER
Jen originally met with NaShantá to talk about her 
potentially heading up our Chicago-Area Illustrator 
Network. Yet it was instantly clear that NaShantá was 
game for a larger role and responsibility, serving the 
interests of all Illinois illustrators as our regional team’s 
illustrator coordinator. With a background in news media, 
Nash brings a new and unique skillset to the regional 
team. She’s already jumped in to save the day, using 
those skills to promote fellow PAL members with the re-

2020 SCBWI winter  
conference, NYC

Back on the field at  
Spring Thaw 2022

Deb Aronson (left), Jenny , and me during the 
international regional team meeting, NYC,  

October 2022

https://gliane.com/
https://gliane.com/
https://jenniferwagh.com/
https://jenniferwagh.com/
https://www.news-gazette.com/arts-entertainment/books/deb-aronson-unlawful-orders-shows-how-one-familys-long-arc-bends-toward-justice/article_2ebd961e-5315-5682-8bbe-c9d92d93e65b.html
https://www.chicagoreviewpress.com/aronson--deb-contributor-344374.php
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Greetings! 

vamped #ReadLOCALIllinois poster. An Emmy-nominated 
visual storyteller, NaShantá brings an analytical nature to 
the group, facing each new challenge with enthusiasm and 
problem-solving creativity. Nash and Jen traveled to the in-
person international SCBWI winter conference in New York 
this February to advocate on behalf of Illinois members at the 
international regional team meeting. From my point of view, 
the answer is always YES to the new ideas Nash is keen to try! 
See NaShantá’s Books 

WILL YOU BE AMONG THE NEXT 
GENERATION OF REGIONAL TEAM 
MEMBERS? 
Apply for the role of assistant regional advisor today! Details 
and application form are here. Final selection is made by 
the SCBWI home office in Los Angeles. All members are 
encouraged to apply.

DEBORAH TOPOLSKI dedicates this article 
to her co-RA predecessor, Lisa Bierman, with 
abundant thanks for the generosity of her years 
of service and training, and without whom 
Debbie would have never gotten the chance to 
serve. And of course to GOAT (Greatest of all 
Time) Esther Hershenhorn, who set the high 
bar that we all aim for. Connect with Debbie at 
Illinois-ra2@scbwi.org.

NaShantá Fletcher (left) joins the regional team, fall 2022

https://illinois.scbwi.org/volunteer-opportunities/
https://illinois.scbwi.org/volunteer-opportunities/
mailto:Illinois-ra2%40scbwi.org?subject=
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Are you an illustrator or an author/illustrator?  
I’m an author/illustrator.

What is your preferred medium to work in?
I primarily create using old-school pen and ink combined 
digitally with Photoshop. I also dabble from time to time 
with watercolors.

Tell us a little bit about your beginnings and 
journey as an illustrator.  
I grew up in a home where creativity was daily on display. My 
grandfather told stories, my mom painted, my sister crafted, 
and my father made things out of wood that showed his 
whimsy and attention to detail. My parents also read plenty 
of picture books to my sister and me. When my dad read 
them, he would add “invisible characters” doing things that 
changed the story drastically (much to the delight of his small 
audience). I loved to draw. Like many future illustrators, I 
drew on anything I could find—napkins, typing paper, a first-
grade desk (sorry Mrs. Swearingen), and brainwave paper 
supplied by a kindly next-door neighbor who worked as a 
nurse.

My dad and I shared a love for the Peanuts comic strip. 
Charles M. Schulz’s deceptively simple drawing and writing 
style amazed me. Early on, I decided that when I grew up, I 
would be like him, drawing and creating stories that expressed 
both humor and heart. 

As I got older, my actual career went down a different path. 
For many years I worked in management. I enjoyed my work 
and my co-workers, but my desire to draw and write never left 
me. Occasionally, opportunities would come up to use those 
skills on the job would come up—but they were rare.

Outside of work, I was creating all sorts of things. I made 
birthday cards for family and friends. I told stories and drew 
“napkin art” with nieces, nephews and friends’ children. 
When opportunities came to serve children internationally, 
I found myself drawing with kids from Mexico, Greece, and 
the Dominican Republic. It was a great honor and a lot of fun 
too. I discovered that creating stories with humor and heart 
went a long way to bridge language and cultural barriers. 

Illustrator in theSpotlight

Over the last few years I’ve been pursuing a career as a 
children’s book author/illustrator. Lately, I’ve also been 
creating a YouTube channel for kids called “Art Expedition,” 
in which we explore the world of art. I’m fortunate to have 
the support of my wife, family, and friends as I work to 
improve my craft and move forward on this journey. 

I’m also grateful to have discovered SCBWI along the way. It 
has provided education and insight into this unique career, 
as well as an opportunity to meet many other generous and 
encouraging  “fellow travelers.”

Please share an illustration and give us a 
brief “step-by-step” of your process.
STEP 1: IDEAS

I sit at my drawing board thinking and doodling in the hunt 
for ideas. I use inexpensive copy paper and a pencil at this 
stage. There are times when ideas flow very easily. Then there 
are other times when they are harder to find than a unicorn 
riding a unicycle (hmmm . . . unicorn riding a unicycle?!!... 
where’s my pencil?)

OUT OF THE INK BOTTLE 
by Kevin Van Norman
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For my pen, I use an Esterbrook #048 Falcon Nib from a 
company that went out of business in the early 1970s. I’m 
currently using a bottle of Higgins ink I discovered in my 
grandparents’ basement that must be at least fifty years old 
as well.  (Some have said I was “born old.” I don’t know 
what they mean.)

STEP 4: COMPUTER

After letting the ink dry (very important) I erase all the 
pencil marks and scan the image into the computer. Then, 
using Photoshop I clean up the image of any stray marks 
and blemishes. Finally, I add tone, color, and textures. 

STEP 2: PENCILING

Once I have a few ideas that I like, I focus on one and 
begin drawing different pencil versions. I try things from 
different perspectives and angles. I look at references (in 
this case sheep) online. Sometimes I take photos myself. 
Once I have a composition I like, I sketch my final pencil 
drawing.

STEP 3: INKING

Once the pencil sketch is done, the next step is to ink over 
the pencil lines and get a nice black line. I don’t follow 
the pencil marks too closely. I want the inking lines to be 
fresh and have a life of their own. The process of working 
with permanent ink is unforgiving, yet (I can be a little 
art nerdy) there is nothing quite like creating a great line. 

Illustrator in the Spotlight
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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.
A couple of years ago the prompt for the SCBWI Draw This 
was ANCESTORS. It got me thinking about my family photo 
albums and how they changed through the decades. So I created 
a bear family album showing the passing of time. It was great fun 
to create—aging the characters and matching the styles to each 
era. I think there’s potential for a book there. Time will tell.

Illustrator in the Spotlight
Do you have favorite themes or characters 
you return to in your art? 
I want my art to be created with a kid’s set of eyes. As 
an adult I find myself focusing on the task at hand (It’s 
snowing. I’ve seen it snow a thousand times. Ugh! I 
need to get the shovel.) Yet, somewhere there is a kid 
who’s experiencing the magic of seeing snow for the first 
time. I try as much as possible in my work to remember 
and recapture some of the wonder and innocence of 
childhood.  

What does your workplace look like? 

My studio is a spare bedroom that has a 
window looking out on our townhome 
community. I have a drawing board that 
I’ve been using since college and two tables 
holding my Mac, Cintiq, and plenty of art 
supplies and often Buster, our cat.  Two 
bookshelves are filled with picture and 
reference books.

On top of one, I have a small collection 
of cherished mementos from friends and 
family.  My walls have original art and 
prints from some of my favorite creators.  
Also, I have a large bulletin board for 
storyboarding and filming YouTube green 
screen segments.



SPOTLIGHTS     11BACK TO 
CONTENTS PAGE

What is one thing that may surprise people 
about you? 
I once broke some ribs while attempting a Buster Keaton stunt 
in Hollywood.

What gets in the way of your creativity? 
Overthinking.

Where can we find you?
Website: www.kevinvannorman.net
Instagram: @kevin_van_norman
YouTube:  www.youtube.com/@artexpedition

KEVIN VAN NORMAN is a children’s book author/
illustrator based in the western suburbs of Chicago. He’s 
recently started an educational YouTube channel for kids 
called “Art Expedition.” He and his wife Gale, a first grade 
school teacher and reading specialist, love to go on “date 
nights” exploring local bookstores. They live with their loyal 
cat Buster, who “oversees” Kevin’s studio and occasionally 
knocks over bottles of ink.

Illustrator in the Spotlight
What three words best sum you up?
Anachronistic. Whimsical. Hopeful 

Which where your favorite illustrators 
when you where little?
Charles M. Schulz – My appreciation for his work grows 
over time. 

Norman Rockwell – My grandparents owned a huge coffee 
table book of Norman Rockwell art. I would spend hours 
immersed in it. 

Bill Jackson – While many might not consider him a 
traditional illustrator, his work on Chicago TV was a labor 
of love to a generation of kids who enjoyed art and story. 

Which illustrators are your favorites now?
Too many to name here! But a short list would include: 
Lynn Johnston, William Joyce, Tricia Tusa, Patrick 
McDonnell, Birgitta Sif, E.C. Segar, Peter H. Reynolds, 
Mark Pett, and Tom Lichtenheld.

https://www.kevinvannorman.net/
https://www.instagram.com/kevin_van_norman/?hl=en
https://www.youtube.com/@artexpedition
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Tales from theFront
A CHAPTER BOOK PUBLICATION JOURNEY  
by Lisa Katzenberger

In 2018, my family took a trip to New Orleans over spring 
break. One of our activities was taking a swamp tour. It was 
hands-down my favorite part of the trip. I loved the scenery—
still water, tall trees, hanging moss, lily pads, sawgrass. And 
the alligators were not the only star of the show—there were 
birds soaring above and even wild pigs. It was so different 
from anyplace I’d ever visited. I was enthralled.

So what did I do with all these feelings? I wrote a story! 
Two days later, I had a very rough picture book draft set in 
a swamp. It was about a girl visiting her grandpa and losing 
his pet turtle. It was a fine idea, but it just didn’t have oomph.

Somewhere along the line—and both my memory and my 
notes fail me here—I decided to change it to a chapter book. 
Maybe it was because that was when my kids started reading 
on their own and chapter books were everywhere I looked.

RESEARCH TIME
But I didn’t know much about the chapter book format, so I 
did some research. My first step was visiting KidLit411.com. 
I read just about every article in their Chapter Book section.

I learned several things, including that chapter books are 
usually sold as a series. Not only did I have to write nearly 
10,000 words—which, coming from the picture book world, 
would be a big challenge in and of itself. I had to have ideas 
for more books! 

But there was relief. For me to pitch a chapter book series, my 
submission package had to include a completed first book in 
the series and ideas for three to five additional books. I didn’t 
have to write them all just yet. Phew!

WRITING TIME
I got to work writing, writing, writing. I kept the visual of Pearl 
Swamp in my mind as I wrote and often referenced pictures 
we’d taken. I searched for other chapter book writers, ones 
who could provide a critique. And then I heard the sound of 
something that comes from the swamp as well…crickets.

I decided to invest money in paid critiques. I shared an early 
draft of my manuscript with the amazing Marcie Colleen, 
author of the Super Happy Party Bears series (which my kids 
were reading on our spring break trip!). She provided great 
insight and feedback, but I learned I had much more work 
to do. 

I was soon ready for another round of critiques, and this 
time I hired Alison Weiss, who was working as a freelance 
editor at that time. I had discovered Alison through her 
#askkidlit tag on twitter when she was an editor at Sky Pony 
Press. Alison was a delight to work with and really helped 
me dig deep into the story and the characters’ motivations.

QUERY TIME
After another year of working on this manuscript, I felt ready 
to query. I had recently parted with my first agent. I also had 
published my debut picture book, National Regular Average 
Ordinary Day. I had hoped this combination of being 
previously repped and published would help my chances, 
but, honestly, I’m not sure if it made any difference.

I searched for agents who not only repped picture books 
but who specifically mentioned chapter books as part of 
their wish list. I also confined my list to agents whom I’d 
read about online or who’d presented at a workshop or 
conference I’d attended. I ended up with a small list, fewer 
than 20 agents, but I queried them all.

I got requests from three agents to see the chapter book. One 
of them was Wendi Gu, who was with Janklow & Nesbit 
at the time. We had two calls and then she offered rep. I 
clicked with Wendi right away. She was personable, kind, 
had a strategy, and was honest about which manuscripts she 
felt could be improved. (And she is still pushing me to bring 
out my best to this day!)

http://www.kidlit411.com/
http://www.kidlit411.com/2013/12/kidlit411-chapter-books.html
http://www.thisismarciecolleen.com/
https://twitter.com/alioop7/status/1611730265956646912
https://www.janklowandnesbit.com/
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Tales from the Front
At this point, I thought I was flying nonstop toward 
publication! But alas, my manuscript needed more work. 
Wendi advised me to deepen the characterization, including 
amping up the swamp setting. We went through tons of 
revisions over two years, which turned out to be a lot of 
hard work and, at times, frustrating.

SUBMISSION TIME
Once we were ready to go out on submission, Wendi 
provided the list of editors she planned to submit the 
manuscript to. We didn’t get any bites, and a few months 
later we did a second round of submissions. (This is where I 
insert my appreciation for Wendi’s tenacity and for her not 
giving up on this book after just one round!)

By this time, Alison had taken a job as an acquiring editor 
at Pixel + Ink. I’d heard of this new Holiday House imprint 
but researched them further. I learned that they only take 
books designed to be part of a series and which have trans-
media potential (i.e., a chance of translating into TV, film, 
etc.). They sounded like a great fit, so I asked Wendi to 
submit to Alison.

Alison shared the submission with Pixel + Ink’s editor-in-
chief, Bethany Buck, who hails from Florida, and she fell 
in love with the concept! She was concerned, though, that 
my book series titled Croc & Gator, was too similar to an 
existing popular series. She asked if I had any ideas about 
how to differentiate my series, and of course I did! I then 

proceeded to scramble around for creative angles for these 
characters.

Bethany offered to hop on a call with me and Wendi, and I 
pitched her the idea of Croc and Gator being park rangers 
for their swamp. She loved it and asked for a “revise and 
resubmit,” or R&R. So I dug into writing immediately. 
Funnily enough, this call happened while I was on another 
spring break trip, this time to the Smokies, exactly two years 
after I’d had the original idea for this story.

I rewrote the manuscript in a new direction and wrote up 
new book summaries for additional stories in the series. I 
revised and did a round of edits with Wendi. Just one month 
later, it was ready to send back to Bethany.

OFFER TIME!
She responded a month later with the great news that 
she loved the revision. Although she still had ideas for 
improvement in some areas, she was confident in my 
revision skills and chose to bring Croc & Gator to her 
acquisitions team. I was so excited when, a couple weeks 
later, we received an offer! 

And then…the contract. This one was a doozy, and I am so, 
so grateful I have Wendi on my side to handle negotiations 
and legalities. We were still in the middle of the pandemic, 
things were slow, and it wasn’t a typical publishing contract, 
so it took a full year for the whole thing to be finalized.

https://holidayhouse.com/site/pixel-ink/
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I wrote like crazy! I revised the story’s climax. I raised the 
stakes. Once I got that out of my system, I went back and 
worked on small tweaks like characterization that needed 
to be sprinkled throughout the manuscript. I was getting 
there!

I did a few more walk-throughs to make sure the story was 
cohesive and gave the wording a good scrub. I finally had a 
revision I felt confident about and sent it to Bethany.

The first book in the series will publish in 2024! That’s a 
long time past my 2018 sprout of an idea. But this journey 
has taught me about patience and perseverance. And it’s a 
reminder that if I face the hard work head on, I can power 
through and create something I’m proud to share with the 
world.

LISA KATZENBERGER is the author of 
National Regular Average Ordinary Day (Penguin 
Workshop, 2020) and It Will Be OK (Sourcebooks 
Kids, 2021). Her forthcoming titles include Thank 
You, Library (Sourcebooks Kids, 2024), It Belongs 
to the World (HarperCollins, 2024), and Croc and 
Gator (Pixel + Ink, 2024). She lives in La Grange 
with her husband and 12-year-old twins.

Tales from the Front
Then, a few months after the contract was signed, I received 
an editorial letter with Bethany’s notes. It was four pages 
long. Single-spaced. I took a lot of deep breaths when it 
arrived. While I understood the “why” of her requested 
changes, I didn’t quite have the answer to the HOW. 
How in the world was I supposed to incorporate all these 
revisions?!

So I took some more deep breaths, read the letter a few 
more times, then let it sit for several days. I asked Bethany 
for a meeting a week later, when I would have the headspace 
to process the letter and the time to compile questions. We 
had a productive chat and I came out of the call with a clear 
direction.

I broke up the changes into categories. Some notes focused 
on character development, some on the setting of the 
swamp, some on the stakes of the story. I made charts. 
The charts did not work. I talked to friends about how 
overwhelmed I was. Thankfully, talking to friends did 
help. I got pumped up that I could complete this revision. 
I opened the document each day and tried to do a little at a 
time. After about a week and a half of small steps, one day 
when I opened the document the floodgates opened too. 
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Creative Sparks
THE PEACOCK DANCE Excerpted from a WIP  
middle grade novel by Songju Ma Daemicke

My greatest dream finally came true. After three long 
years of being separated, I was heading to America to 
live with my mother.

The lights in the chamber of the airplane dimmed. 
Most people were asleep. Next to me, Auntie Zhou, 
my companion and Mom’s good friend, had dozed 
off into dreamland. I wasn’t sleepy at all. Looking 
down, I touched at my new peacock necklace. It was 
a goodbye present from Teacher Wang, my dance 
teacher. Shaped like a peacock, it had bright sparkly 

stones on top of a bird’s head and wings with green and 
blue stone inserts. It was my most beautiful possession. 

“Yangyang, please continue to dance. The peacock 
dance will bring you luck in the New World.” Teacher 
Wang’s voice rang again in my head. 

Living with my mom in the United States would 
be exciting, but it also gave me the willies. I heard 
people on the plane talking in English, but I didn’t 
understand anything. Would English be as easy to 
learn as Chinese? How would I do my homework? 
Could I make friends in school with my ten words of 
English? Would my new American stepdad be nice? I 
really needed some luck.

Rubbing my hands to dry my palms, I reached to turn 
my fan button higher, but found it was already at the 
maximum. 

I pulled out my bamboo box with its intricate peacock 
carved on top. All my precious pictures were inside: 
my grandparents and me at one of my dance recitals, 
my best friend Mei and me doing handstands, my 
mom at her graduation ceremony, my dad and me 
feeding my goldfish…All of these were precious 
memories I cherished. 

I stopped shuffling through the photos when I saw the 
smiling picture of me with my mom and dad. After 
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Creative Sparks
SONGJU MA DAEMICKE, a former software 
engineer, is an award-winning children’s book 
author. Her latest book, Tu Youyou’s Discovery 
– Finding a Cure for Malaria, is a finalist for 
the 2023 SB&F Prize for Excellence in Science 
Books. Songju’s picture book Cao Chong Weighs 
an Elephant was named a Best STEM book, 
among other honors. Her next book, Our 
World: China, is a board book, coming out from 
Barefoot Books in the fall of 2023.
 
Website: https://songjumadaemicke.com/
Twitter: https://twitter.com/SongjuDaemicke
Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/
songjudaemicke/
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/songju.
daemicke

being separated from my mom for three long years, I 
was now flying to her but at the same time splitting 
away from my dad. I touched my dad’s face. A tear 
dropped on the picture. I quickly dried it and held 
the photo against my chest. My stomach was in knots. 

Looking out the window, I saw beautiful white 
water lily clouds filling the infinite sky. Searching 
through the clouds, I looked for the Monkey King, 
my favorite hero from 西游记 Journey to the West. I 
loved how he always helped the poor and the weak 
while defeating the evil and greedy. Oh, to fly just like 
Monkey King! I wondered if I might see him today 
roaming amongst the clouds. 

“Yangyang, Yangyang!” A remote voice came from 
the edge of the sky.  

“Huh?” I murmured, rubbing my eyes. “… flying with 
the Monkey King.” 

“Sleepy head!” Auntie Zhou laughed. “We’re almost 
there. The plane will land soon.”

After fifteen hours of flying, we had finally arrived 
at the Detroit airport. I bounced around in my seat, 
straining against my seat belt to peek out the window. 

“Yangyang, relax! You look like an over-filled balloon 
about to burst.” Auntie Zhou smiled. 

We entered a huge glass building with never-ending 
hallways. I was amazed at the steel robot stairs that 
moved people in many different directions without 
them having to walk! There were people of all skin 
colors. I had never seen so many white and brown 
foreigners together in one place. Back at home, 
everyone was Chinese. In a moment, it hit me. I was 
the true foreigner here.

https://songjumadaemicke.com/
https://twitter.com/SongjuDaemicke
https://www.instagram.com/songjudaemicke/
https://www.instagram.com/songjudaemicke/
https://www.facebook.com/songju.daemicke
https://www.facebook.com/songju.daemicke
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Creative Sparks
MY LOVE FOR YOU IS LIKE A GARDEN  
written and illustrated by Laura Smetana
(an excerpt from her picture book coming out March 1, 2023)  

LAURA SMETANA is the author and 
illustrator of My Love for You Is Like a 
Garden, a joyful picture book that celebrates 
unconditional love with bold, watercolor, 
collages of garden scenes. She is also the author 
of Ice Cream with Grandpa: A Loving Story for 
Kids About Alzheimer’s & Dementia (illustrated 
by Elisabete B. P. de Moraes), which was winner 
of a Northern Lights Book Award, and Little 
Squiggle’s Lake Adventure, which she co-
authored with her son, Stirling Hebda. When 
she isn’t writing or painting, Laura can be found 
talking to kids at school author visits, gardening 
in her sunhat, and spending time with her family 
outdoors. Laura lives in the Chicago suburbs 
with her husband and son. Visit her at www.
laurasmetana.com, and @SmetanaLaura on 
Twitter.

https://www.laurasmetana.com/
https://twitter.com/SmetanaLaura
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All I Really Need...

My sister and I often joke that, 
as children, we learned the most 
important things from watching 
the cartoon show Tom & Jerry: 
classical music, reverse psychology, 
and how to create an ice-skating 
rink in the kitchen.

I still use television as a resource for my writing. Hear me 
out! I’ve always been an avid TV watcher, but while zoning 
out in front of the same sitcom episode again, my brain is 
learning and questioning. Time vegging out on the couch 
isn’t lost. Here are some key takeaways I’ve learned from my 
many hours in front of the small screen.

WORKING ON HUMOR?  
LEARN FROM THE LAUGH TRACK

Often when I’m working, I’ll 
turn on, in the background, 
a sitcom I’ve seen a million 
times—Roseanne is one of my 
favorites. And yes, the canned 
laughter is very useful. I’ve 
found there’s a rhythm to 
sitcom jokes. I noticed this 
when I had the volume down 

too low to hear the actors but could still hear the audience 
laugh. After a while, I could predict when the punchline 
and the laughter response would occur. 

Blah blah, blah.  [laughter]
Blah blah, blah. [laughter]
Blah, blah, blah blah. [laughter]
Blah [laughter]

Just like you might find in a book, there’s a pattern to 
those comedic sitcom lines. But then there’s a break in the 
pattern that’s surprising (and often makes it funnier). Too 
many funny lines in a row is too much. Too many long lines 
become boring. 

...TO KNOW I LEARNED FROM WATCHING TELEVISION: 
MY INSIGHTS AS A TV ADDICT AND MIDDLE GRADE  
AUTHOR by Natalie Rompella

I think about this when I’m writing both humor and 
dialogue. I need a pattern. I also need a break in it. (And 
my favorite book with great comedic timing and rhythm is 
the board book Blue Hat, Green Hat by Sandra Boynton.)

AND NOW FOR A COMMERCIAL 
BREAK (A.K.A. WRITING EXERCISE)…  
Read your humorous sections out loud. Is there a rhythm 
to them? 

Read your dialogue out loud. Is it punchy? Does it sound 
like a good TV script would sound? 
If not, what will help it? 

STRUGGLING WITH A DRAFT?  
MAKE IT WORK
Another type of television show I find useful as a writer 
is the design-show genre—my favorite series being Project 
Runway. Contestants are given a fashion-design challenge to 
complete in a very tight timeframe. As I watch the designers 
begin their projects, I often think to myself, yikes! That’s 
going to be a hot mess! But then they pull out a hem, move 
a button, and add some feathers (or in an unconventional 
challenge, maybe pieces of candy). The outfit often ends up 
looking fabulous. The show’s directors want us to see the 
designers suffer, struggle, and then ultimately succeed. 
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In true-crime shows, the killer isn’t usually portrayed as 
being bad at the beginning of the show. We may have 
been introduced to them as a hard-working father. Or a 
cheerleader who had it all. We learn about where they grew 
up and about their family. And then, surprise! They have a 
different side to them after all. I think this is important to 
note as we often think of fairy-tale-type villains, who are 100 
percent evil. But we know people aren’t really like that. As a 
writer, I need to be sure my characters are well-rounded and 
fully developed. They have flaws. The antagonist, the bully, or 
the mean teacher will also have redeeming qualities. Maybe 
these qualities throw the protagonist off. Or those traits help 
that main character understand why the villain is who she is. 
Either way, it mirrors the real world a little more accurately.

Commercial break… 
How did you handle the antagonist? Did you show more 
than one side of this character? Do they have a soft spot for 
kittens? Or for the student in their math class who struggles? 

CREATING RIVETING SCENES?  
FAKE IT LIKE REALITY SHOWS DO
Imagine your day-to-day life recorded…how interesting 
would it be? I’m sure I wouldn’t have many viewers for a 
show about my life—most of the episodes would be me 
sitting at my computer typing—yawn. If you think about the 
premise of some reality shows, there’s not much to go on, 
but somehow the viewers still become engaged. The writers 
have created the story elements from what they have to work 
with. Often, each episode focuses on just one problem. The 
producers and writers usually make one contestant/resident/
character the villain, another the girl-next-door, another the 
instigator. These people may not actually be like this in their 
lives away from the camera, but the show’s editors focus on 
selecting the snippets of the characters that demonstrate 
their given “roles.”

Commercial break… 
Have you created dynamic characters? When writing fiction 
(vs. working on a reality show), there’s really no excuse for 
dull characters. Give them quirky traits. Make them do 
something shocking or funny or relatable.

With reality shows, mundane and repetitive footage is edited 
out, dramatic music is added, backstory is mixed in. And 
as writers, that’s what we need to do too—add in different 
elements that make the story more compelling. 

All I Really Need to Know I Learned from...

As writers, we often assume that our first draft should be 
fabulous. But it’s usually not—it’s a hot mess. And that’s 
okay. We need to pull out a hem, move a button, add some 
feathers (or eat some candy!). A famous quote from the 
show is “Make it work,” and that’s what I think about when 
I’m stuck. 

Commercial break… 
So start with the fabric—or in the case of writing, the idea. 
Get the basic shape of the story down on paper. Then stand 
back and analyze it. Have someone else read through it who 
will end up giving you that “make it work” mentality. It may 
not yet work, but you can turn it into something fabulous 
by revising.

WRITING A MYSTERY?  
ANALYZE TRUE CRIME
Anyone else a sucker for true crime shows? I’m not studying 
them to become a future serial killer (I swear my husband is 
worried for his safety!). I’m mostly interested in the format 
of these shows. And luckily, many of them are formulaic, 
which is useful as a writer. As I watch, I keep questions in 
mind: Who are they making appear guilty? In what way? 
How do they work in backstory about the victim and the 
suspects? When do they reveal whodunit? How do they 
keep me interested even after that? 

Commercial break… 
Study your plot. Where did you first introduce the main 
problem? Did you interest your readers from the start? 
Where is your great reveal? Can you still keep your readers’ 
interest while wrapping up the loose ends?
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of today, friends don’t always agree—they take sides and 
change sides, and possibly make up again.

Commercial break… 
When writing realistic fiction, think about topics on the 
minds of your readers’ age group. What do tweens and teens 
need to hear to feel less alone? What knowledge should they 
have before they experience something? Remember to make 
the storyline relatable but not didactic.

Are you only showing scenes where friends get along? 
Friends bicker. Think about adding a scene where the friend 
doesn’t agree with the main character.

Maybe we also need to borrow Joey’s famous line from 
Friends: “How you doin’?” Have you found anything you’ve 
learned from watching TV that could assist with your work-
in-progress? Use what inspires and drives you, and apply it 
to your writing. You can “make it work.”

NATALIE ROMPELLA is the author of more than 
60 books and resources for children, including Cookie 
Cutters & Sled Runners (Sky Pony Press) and Malik’s 
Number Thoughts: A Story about OCD (Albert 
Whitman & Co.). She is a former elementary and 
middle school teacher, as well 
as the former curriculum 
coordinator for the Peggy 
Notebaert Nature Museum 
in Chicago. Find out more 
at www.natalierompella.
com or visit her on Twitter: 
@natalierompella. 

All I Really Need to Know I Learned from...
I recently had to consider my plot and scenes. My current 
work-in-progress has numerous scenes set in a school. My 
critique group noticed that I often had the characters at 
their lockers. I wanted to convey that they’re doing what 
students would do multiple times a day: get stuff out of 
their lockers. But that can seem repetitive to my readers. 
I needed to edit out those similar scenes. Skip over them. 
Think of a creative way to transition to something or 
somewhere different. How would a reality show handle 
this?

Commercial break…
Do you have a lot of scenes that are similar? Can you 
edit them out? Will you then need a transition to fill in 
the gaps? (Check out a book that doesn’t have a lot of 
different settings. How does the author still make the scene 
interesting?)

Most TV shows (in all genres) take advantage of using 
music and sound effects. Although we writers can’t create 
a mood by applying dramatic music, we sure can create a 
mood with our word choices, our setting, our dialogue.

And if you’re not sure how to handle backstory, study how 
books, movies, and even reality shows incorporate it. (I 
seem to notice backstory more when it doesn’t work—bad 
placement, too long, off topic, etc.) 

WRITING CONTEMPORARY 
FICTION? GET SAVED BY 
THE BELL
Okay, I’m dating myself. I was a fan of all 
those ’90s teen shows: Saved by the Bell, 
Beverly Hills: 90210, Boy Meets World. If 
you were to look at each episode of these 
shows, you’d notice they address a problem 
that’s typical for that age group. There will 

be a fun setting, trendy clothes and 
gadgets, and banter between the 
friends. And the issues sometimes 
push the envelope (without being 
preachy). They addressed things 
other shows of the time didn’t: 
drugs, drunk driving, or peer 
pressure, but these heavy topics are 
mixed in with lighter storylines. 
Through it all, including in shows 

mailto:anny%40annyrusk.com?subject=
mailto:anny%40annyrusk.com?subject=
https://twitter.com/search?q=%40natalierompella&src=typed_query
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I wrote my first-ever picture book manuscript in 2017, and 
you can probably guess from my title above that I’m still 
in the query trenches. But there are some positives to the 
setbacks, obstacles, and challenges that have come with 
my seeking representation. I attribute my ability to see the 
silver lining as being due to living with a chronic illness for 
almost two decades. Life is a journey filled with ups and 
downs, and rheumatoid arthritis has given me the gift of 
developing a “thicker skin.” This layer of “toughness” is 
helpful and sometimes advisable if you’re going to pursue 
a writing career. Because, let’s face it, rejections can be 
relentless, and believing in yourself is key to coping, 
accepting, and overcoming those no’s.

Before jumping too far afield, I want to go back to my 
beloved story. My firstborn idea, darling, and baby. My idea 
to feature an owl as my main character came out of the blue 
one evening. I happened to be staring at a stuffed animal, 
a handmade owl I’d purchased a few months prior, after 
seeing it on Etsy and falling in love with it. My little owl 
flew all the way from Canada to the Midwest and it’s been 
my writing-office companion ever since. 

I’d always had a feeling that writing—and being an author—
would be part of my future. But it was never clear what topics 
I’d be writing about. Finally, during my recovery from a total 
knee replacement, my niche presented itself. At that point, 
I already had experience raising awareness for those living 
with arthritis and was dipping my toes back in after a hiatus. 
One of the main similarities between picture book writing, 
or any writing form, and advocacy is storytelling. When 
talking to people in the arthritis community, whether it 
was others living with it, caretakers, medical professionals, 
or members of Congress, I would share my experiences and 
why I was passionate about raising awareness for this often 
misunderstood and stigmatized disease.

THE NEED FOR DISABLED AND 
CHRONICALLY ILL WRITERS AND 
ILLUSTRATORS
This brings me to why. Why did I want to advocate for 
arthritis? The answer was simple: to help people. That’s 
also what drives me to write my picture book stories. My 
literary niche tends to focus on tough topics such as illness 
with elements of transformation, spirituality, and religion  
mixed in. 

I’d noticed that there was a lack of stories out there for 
children facing struggles similar to my own. So as I’m 
branching out to write more culturally focused stories based 

Trusting the Journey 
ONE WRITER’S QUEST THROUGH THE QUERY  
TRENCHES WITH CHRONIC ILLNESS  
by Effie Koliopoulos
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Trusting the Journey

on my heritage, my current main goal is to write adventures 
that help kids who live with chronic illness and disability to 
feel seen, heard, and validated. 

In doing so, one of the biggest challenges and pushbacks 
I’ve faced so far is in choosing an animal as my protagonist. 
Yes, we’re going back to the owl. Anthropomorphized 
animal characters have come under scrutiny for some years, 
especially the last few. However, as a kid who grew up in 
the ’90s, all the stories I read with my parents or on my own 
featured animals as the main character. 
 Have you considered changing your character to a  
 human to be more relatable to kids? 
This is one well-meaning but—for lack of a better word—
annoying question I’ve received. Yes, that did cross my 
mind but I didn’t go that route for a multitude of reasons. 

The upside is that I’ve also had feedback from people who 
loved the owl character as is and who understand the deeper 
symbolic layers interwoven throughout the story. As a 
writer, I always bring hidden treasures into my stories that, 
if you stop to look, will give you an “A-ha!” moment. This is 
the experience I had with the stories I read growing up, and 
I want to instill that same magic into readers’ experiences 
today. 

Another challenge I’ve faced so far is the contradictory 
statements from literary agents and editors who claim 
they’re seeking diverse voices and underrepresented 
authors. Yet somehow, they don’t feel my story is diverse 
enough or a “right fit.” 

TRADITIONAL VS. SELF-PUBLISHING
The statement that “kids need to see themselves in the 
stories they read” is true. But what happens when the need 
for chronically ill and disabled writers isn’t actually fulfilled, 
and the writer is met with the commonly heard phrase, “The 
publishing world is subjective, keep submitting!”?

Prior to embarking on querying agents, editors, and 
publishers about my work, I considered self-publishing. 
I took all the classes and learned everything about raising 
funds via Kickstarter. But then the pandemic hit and 
my plans shifted, although that option still lingered as a 
possibility. Do I self-publish or try the traditional publishing 
route? I must admit the advice and opinions I received from 
the writing community were split. Some advised me to 
avoid literary agents and publishers, saying one could make 
more money on their own.

Others were honest in detailing all the hard work it takes 
to be a self-published author—needing to wear all the 
hats, outsourcing talented collaborators, and shelling out 
thousands of your own money to get your book seen in the 
sea of millions. 

As I did all this research, I noticed something striking. A 
lot of the books that discussed tough topics—at least the 
topic of arthritis—were self-published. I wondered if these 
authors hadn’t bothered with the traditional route at all or 
if their beautiful stories had been rejected elsewhere before 
the authors chose to self-publish. In any case, finding these 
books fueled my passion for getting my own stories out into 
the world. These other authors not only inspired me but 
motivated me to reach for my goals too.
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KEEPING THE FAITH 
I’d like to leave off by sharing something I heard during 
an SCBWI winter conference a couple years ago. During 
a seminar session, someone said, “Keep your eye on your 
paper.” We can’t compare ourselves or our work to someone 
else.  We can be inspired, empowered, and motivated 
through the shared similarities and experiences that bring 
forth understanding, empathy, and a sense that we are 
not alone. As I’m writing this and reflecting on 2022, 
I feel ready. Ready for the magic that both journeys have 
simultaneously brought into my life. I hope you’re ready 
too. I’m cheering you all on, no matter where you are on 
your journey professionally and personally.

Trusting the Journey

NO FAILURE, ONLY GROWTH
The journey to publication truly isn’t for the faint of heart, 
and it can be easy to throw in the towel. But if I’ve learned 
anything so far it’s that rejection is redirection, a means to 
learn and grow. Both in my health journey and my writing 
journey, I’ve experienced setbacks that ultimately led to self-
discovery. For instance, being a disabled writer isn’t without 
its challenges (as I noted earlier). It’s expensive to fund your 
writing endeavors when you’re swimming in a sea of medical 
debt. Secondly, it’s equally exhausting to keep going when 
you deal with brain fog, fatigue, and a whole laundry list of 
other symptoms. 

Sometimes you don’t know what treatment will work, 
and you need to go on a “trial and error” rotation to find 
the best medication for you. I find searching for an agent 
or publisher to be quite similar. As writers, we often can’t 
tell who a right fit for us will be until we put ourselves out 
there to find out. We’ve all heard stories about authors 
landing an agent and then things not going as planned. Or 
a contract being dropped when you thought you had a deal. 
These kinds of things all remind me of the obstacles people 
who live with a chronic illness face when needing to switch 
doctors, change their medicine, or when they learn they’re 
no longer in remission. 

Though extremely disheartening, experiences like this allow 
us to go back to the drawing board—to be honest with 
ourselves about how to focus on only what we can control: 
our actions and reactions. While I haven’t experienced 
being disheartened by the publishing world, if I ever do I 
know things will be okay in the end because I really believe 
that if one door closes or doesn’t open, another one will. 

EFFIE KOLIOPOULOS is a writer and arthritis 
advocate. She recently published her first book, an 
anthology of over 100 stories from passionate and 
inspiring individuals living with arthritis and those 
who support them: parents, caretakers, and medical 
professionals. Keeping It Real with Arthritis: Stories 
from Around the World is now available on Amazon, 
Barnes & Noble, Goodreads, and ImagineWe 
Publishers. Effie lives in Chicago and is enjoying 
the journey in the query trenches as she seeks 
representation.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1946512710
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/keeping-it-real-with-arthritis-effie-koliopoulos/1142704402;jsessionid=5928500E123AFC436804778336BB6632.prodny_store02-atgap02?ean=9781946512710
https://www.shop.imaginewepublishers.com/products/keeping-it-real-with-arthritis?utm_source=flyer&utm_medium=printed&utm_campaign=conference+preorder
https://www.shop.imaginewepublishers.com/products/keeping-it-real-with-arthritis?utm_source=flyer&utm_medium=printed&utm_campaign=conference+preorder
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SETTING OUT
The journey to the publication of my second novel, Playing 
by Heart, was long and circuitous—and one I hadn’t planned 
to take. After selling my middle grade novel, Rosa, Sola, to 
Candlewick Press, I’d hoped to find a publisher for one of 
the picture book manuscripts I’d written while working on 
my MFA at Vermont College. When that didn’t happen, I 
started writing a contemporary young adult novel, but that 
project soon hit a permanent roadblock. 

Then I came across an article about important little-known 
women in history. Those women included linguist and 
mathematician Maria Gaetana Agnesi, born in Milan, Italy, 
in 1718. A celebrity in her day, Maria spoke seven languages 
by her teen years and later wrote a groundbreaking math 
textbook. Since I have a bachelor’s degree in mathematics 
and computer science, I was amazed (and rather appalled!) 
that I’d never heard of Maria, especially because my Italian-
immigrant parents often boasted of the achievements of 
their compatriots. Maria would have been a wonderful 
inspiration for me as I sat in college lecture halls surrounded 
by a sea of men. I soon set out to write a picture book 
biography about Maria that would inspire young readers, 
especially girls. 

Interestingly, Maria wasn’t the only gifted member of her 
family. Her younger sister, Maria Teresa Agnesi (likely 
called Teresa), was a remarkable musician and composer 
who became one of the first Italian women to write a 
serious opera. When Maria and Teresa were teens, their 
father hosted regular gatherings in their home to show 
off the girls’ talents. He considered himself enlightened, 
but his true motives were selfish—he hoped his daughters’ 
accomplishments would help advance his standing in 
society.
 
CHANGING COURSE
As a former freelance newspaper writer, I love research. 
So I was thrilled when I discovered copies of Maria’s 
acclaimed math textbook in both the original Italian and its 
English translation. But the other information I found was 

limited, often contradictory, and sometimes riddled with 
falsehoods. I did draft a picture book biography that I sent 
to my Candlewick editor, but she felt there wasn’t enough 
to engage young readers. She suggested that, instead, I write 
a middle-grade novel about how Maria and her sister were 
manipulated by their father for his personal benefit.

NAVIGATING DEAD ENDS
Although I’m a great fan of historical fiction, I had never 
imagined writing a novel set in eighteenth-century Italy. 
To take on this challenge, I needed a road map. I began 
by studying books on how to write historical fiction and 
educating myself on the history of Milan. I also read as 
many novels as I could find set in Italy around that time. 

An Unplanned Journey 
THE STORY BEHIND PLAYING BY HEART  
by Carmela A. Martino
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When I finally started writing the story, in 2008, I had to 
often stop to research various aspects of everyday life, such 
as the food, clothing, furnishings, and religious practices. 
My love of research was both a blessing and a curse. I was 
bent on getting the details right, but sometimes my search 
for those details led to dead ends. Frustrated, I quit multiple 
times. But the story kept calling to me.

I gradually realized that, when I couldn’t find the exact 
information I needed, I could invent something plausible 
based on the facts I had. For example, I found descriptions 
of some of the furnishings in the Agnesi family’s 
harpsichord salon, a room where Teresa, a harpsichord 
player, spent a great deal of time. I knew the salon’s walls 
held many religious paintings depicting events in the New 
Testament, from Jesus Christ’s nativity to his resurrection. 
In the novel, Teresa often gazes at the walls as she composes, 
but I didn’t know exactly what she’d see. So I invented my 
own paintings, including one based on Fra Angelico’s The 
Annunciation. The painting became important not only to 
the novel but to my own writing journey.

ENCOUNTERING A SURPRISING SIGN
I ended up fictionalizing so much of the story that I had 
to change the characters’ names. Maria and Teresa Agnesi 
became Maria and Emilia Salvini. I went through several 
titles, too, finally settling on The Second Salvini Sister to 
suggest how Emilia, the composer, lived in her older sister’s 
shadow. Still, I struggled to find the story’s voice. I couldn’t 
get it to work until I rewrote it as a first-person young adult 
novel from Emilia’s point of view. 

It took nearly three years to complete the manuscript. In 
2011, I signed up for an SCBWI-Illinois writing weekend at 
Villa Maria, a Catholic Retreat Center. I would use the time 
to make final revisions based on feedback from my critique 
partners. When I walked into the room I’d been assigned, 
I was stunned by the pair of paintings hanging above the 
dresser—one of the angel Gabriel, the other of Mary, 
Christ’s mother. Together, they formed a reproduction of 
Fra Angelico’s The Annunciation—the painting that had 
inspired an important element in my novel. I took it as a 
sign—I was exactly where I was supposed to be. 

EXPLORING NEW AVENUES
In fall of 2011, I sent the manuscript to my Candlewick 
editor. Months passed with no response. I began 
submitting to agents. No response there either. I revised 
and submitted to more editors and agents, and eventually 
entered the manuscript in writing contests. It did well in 
several competitions, including winning first place in the 
YA category of the 2013 Windy City Romance Writers 
Four Seasons Contest. 

The contest success meant several editors and agents read 
the full manuscript, yet none wanted to take it on. The 
feedback I kept getting was that the manuscript was well-
written but “historical YA is a tough sell.” One of those 
agents did suggest giving the novel a more engaging title, 
which led to my renaming it Playing by Heart. The new 
title hinted at both Emilia’s musical talent and her romantic 
relationship with a fellow musician.

Meanwhile, Rosa, Sola had gone out of print. I got the 
rights back and self-published it in ebook and paperback. 
When I couldn’t find a publisher for Playing by Heart, I 
considered self-publishing it too. But despite what I’d been 
told about historical YA being a “tough sell,” some were still 
getting published at big houses. In analyzing those books, 
I noticed they all incorporated unrealistic elements like 
witches, vampires, assassins, or secret societies. My novel 
had none of those. 

I thought Playing by Heart’s marketing hook would be 
that it was inspired by two trailblazing sisters. That hook’s 
success depended on teachers and librarians helping get the 
book into the hands of teens. One way to reach teachers 
and librarians is through favorable reviews in publications 
like Booklist and School Library Journal. Those reviews 
would never happen if I self-published.

STALLING OUT 
My one hope was that, given the publishing industry’s 
cyclical nature, realistic historical YA might eventually 
make a comeback. I decided to wait. In early 2015, I put 
the manuscript in the proverbial drawer. 

A year later, in March of 2016, I attended the Catholic 
Writers Guild’s Online Writing Conference. I hadn’t 
planned to pitch, since my current work-in-progress was 

An Unplanned Journey
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LOOKING BACK
Playing by Heart was published in September 2017, nearly 
ten years after I started writing it. I don’t know if I would 
have set out on this journey if I’d known all the obstacles I 
would face, but, looking back, I believe it was meant to be. 

Playing by Heart includes an Author’s Note about the 
Agnesi sisters that I hope will inspire readers, especially 
girls. Meanwhile, after discovering new research sources, 
I revised my picture book biography of Maria and am 
submitting it again. I’m hoping to complete that book’s 
journey to publication soon too. You can read more about 
the Agnesi sisters at the site I created, www.mgagnesi.com. 

An Unplanned Journey

CARMELA A. MARTINO is an author, poet, 
and writing teacher with an MFA in Writing 
for Children and Young Adults from Vermont 
College. In addition to her two novels, she has also 
published poems and short stories in a number of 
magazines and anthologies. Carmela has taught 
writing for over twenty years and founded www.
TeachingAuthors.com. Read more about her at 
www.carmelamartino.com.

far from ready. Then I learned a Vinspire Publishing editor 
would be among those accepting pitches even though 
Vinspire is not a religious publisher. I pulled Playing by 
Heart out of the drawer and put together a pitch. The editor 
liked my pitch and asked for the first three chapters. She 
later read the full manuscript and offered me a contract!

REACHING THE DESTINATION
Before signing the contract, I discussed my desire to get 
Playing by Heart reviewed in trade journals. Vinspire didn’t 
have a good track record in that regard. I don’t think any 
of their middle grade or young adult novels had ever been 
reviewed in a journal. Luckily, around that time, I attended 
an SCBWI-Illinois network program on the journal review 
process, presented by Keir Graff, then executive editor at 
Booklist. Armed with his tips and my own determination, 
I convinced my editor to send out review copies. When 
Playing by Heart was reviewed in both Kirkus and Booklist 
I felt like I’d won the lottery! I believe those reviews led 
libraries to acquire the book, especially when their patrons 
suggested the purchase, as many of my family and friends 
did. 

“Martino’s romantic read features lovable 
characters and is vibrant in setting and 
detail.” —Booklist

http://www.mgagnesi.com/
https://www.teachingauthors.com/
https://www.carmelamartino.com/
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Voices of Change
JOIN THE SELF-PUBLISHING REVOLUTION  
by Donna Beasley

As a writer, one of your proudest moments is when you 
finish writing a story you love. The characters, the plot, and 
the satisfactory ending have all come together like a well-
orchestrated symphony. And now you’re ready to share it 
with the world. Are you looking for a book deal? Or are 
you asking yourself, I love it, but should I publish it myself ? 
Writers of diverse books should give serious consideration 
to self-publishing.

Now if you’re about to tell yourself that you just want to 
write and not have to market or sell your book, stop reading 
this article right now—because that thinking is limited and 
outdated and your story is likely to get stuck in a file on 
your computer or a file cabinet. Here’s a news flash that will 
hopefully bust a myth: Even if you got a book deal with one 
of the top five publishers, they will still want you to help 
sell your book. Their first questions may be: Do you have 
an author platform? Social media presence? An email list? 
Can you put together your own book tour or come up with 
a list for potential podcast interviews?

Do you? Can you?

Even if you have a superstar book deal with a nice marketing 
budget, will the attention put on your book last more than 
four weeks? Probably not. And when your publisher’s 
money runs out, you know what you’ll need to do. Yep, help 
sell your book or move aside for their next book project. 

SELF-PUBLISHING REVOLUTION
Writers and illustrators, I invite you to join the self-
publishing revolution. Anne Allen, author of The Guernsey 
Novels series, stated, “Over the past decade, self-publishing 
became a viable, lucrative alternative to the soul-crushing 
process of breaking into traditional publishing. In today’s 
book environment, self-publishing is still a great way to gift 
your story to the world.” Will publishing your book make 
you rich? Probably not. The average book sells fewer than 
250 copies. 

Here are seven reasons to publish your work anyway:
1. We need more diverse stories for children.
2. You can get your book published in a matter of weeks 

or months instead of years.
3. You have complete control over the cover, layout, 

illustrations, and every other aspect of your book.
4. You will almost certainly make more money selling 

and marketing your own books.
5. Thanks to print-on-demand, or POD, you can 

print books as you need them, from a single copy to 
thousands.

6. You can put your e-book on Kindle or Apple iBooks 
for free and not have to print any books.

7. It costs less than you think to share your story with 
children around the world.

PUBLISHERS ARE CHANGING
I started my publishing company, KaZoom Kids Books, 
in 2016 after I went to four Chicago bookstores and 
I could not find one multicultural children’s picture 
book on any of their shelves. I wanted to be part of the 
solution. So I became an independent publisher. Since my 
humble beginnings I’ve seen change within the traditional 
publishing industry.

In 2021, for example, I shed tears standing in Barnes & 
Noble at the Mall of America in Minneapolis, where I 
counted twenty-five beautifully illustrated multicultural 
picture books all published by traditional publishers. And 
it gets even better. In 2022, 40 diverse picture books were 
released just in the fall season alone. The topics covered 
Black, Latina, and Asian experiences, plus Muslim, Jewish, 
and queer. Many of the themes were universal, such as 
family and friendships.  

Forty published books might sound like a lot, but how 
many manuscripts do you think were submitted to and 
then rejected by these publishers? How many do you 
think agents get? On average, top agents receive 80 to 
100 manuscripts per week, or roughly 5200 per year 
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each. An online career-building company called Zippia 
tracks the demographics of 165 literary agents. If just half 
of them receive 5200 manuscripts per year that’s 431,000 
manuscripts submitted annually in the United States…of 
which it’s estimated 99 percent are rejected, meaning only 
4,310 make it to a store’s bookshelf for you to buy. How 
many of these are children’s books? How many are from 
diverse authors? I don’t know. I couldn’t find any exact 
numbers and, believe me, I researched it. But if tradition 
holds, it’s probably a teeny number. However, we do 
know that at least 40 multicultural children’s books were 
published last fall.

But that’s not enough to meet the needs of multicultural 
children. According to the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s 
Kids Count Data Center, there are 28.6 million children 
ages 5 to 11 in the US. And approximately 50 percent, or 14 
million, of them are Black, Latino, or Asian.

MULTICULTURAL CHILDREN  
NEED YOU 
Writers and illustrators, whatever your culture, our 
children need you. They need you to write, illustrate, and 
publish stories that represent you, your family, and your 
community. People often ask me to publish books that 
feature a deaf child or a child with autism or a child going 
through immigration.  My response is always I need you to 
write the story. No one can share your culture or experiences 
in the same way you can. We are raising citizens of the 
world. Children can learn a great deal by experiencing the 
world through the eyes of other cultures. This year, join the 
self-publishing revolution. Don’t just write your story—
also publish your book.

Voices of Change

DONNA BEASLEY is the author of the 
international bestselling writing self-help book  
Spark Magic: How to Write a Multicultural 
Children’s Picture Book. She has also written 
several picture books, including Cowboy Blaze 
Barton’s First Cattle Drive; Kason’s Kite; My Mama 
Is Flying that Plane; and Music in the Family. You 
can find more information about Donna at  
www.kazoomkidsbooks.com and at  
www.childrensbookmagic.com. 

Illustrations by Kevin Van Norman

https://datacenter.kidscount.org/
https://www.kazoomkidsbooks.com/
https://childrensbookmagic.com/
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ShopAround theCorner
TOWN HOUSE BOOKS by Jenny Wagh

And a Café Too!
An ideal spot to spend an 
afternoon is the store’s 
attached café, which new 
and repeat customers all 
love. When I stopped 
by with my college-aged 
kiddo, it was bustling with 
holiday shoppers who’d 
dropped in for a delightful 
lunch. David’s spouse, 
café manager Doug Bella, 
crafts the menu with literary appeal: Chapter 
One Lunch Combos, Chapter Two Hot Sandwiches, and 
Chapter Three Salads.
I added my name to the wait list and perused the stacks 
while waiting for a windowed table.

If you’re looking for a fun day and quaint shopping 
experience, visit Town House Books in historic 
downtown St. Charles, Illinois. Town House Books 
welcomes you in with rustic hardwood floors, glittering 
chandeliers, and a maze of wall-to-wall books. The 
enchanting children’s department, tucked within a 
couple of cozy rooms in back, boasts a floor-to-ceiling 
selection and a fireplace filled with fun.

Town House Books was founded in 1974 by Marilou 
Kelly, who believed that every community should have 
a local bookstore, and I couldn’t agree more. Marilou’s 
mission was passed on to current owner David Hunt in 
the early 1990s, when Marilou retired and sold the store.  
David and book buyer, Heidi Schmidt, have created a 
unique place to read, discover, and converse with fellow 
book lovers. 

When I visited, bookseller Sarah Marchescki took 
time to chat with me. One thing I wanted to know was 
what makes Town House Books’ children’s department 
unique, besides feeling like a hidden treasure.  Sarah 
shared that it’s the curated mix of classics and new titles. 
They have an extensive picture book collection as well 
as a focus on middle grade series. Heidi and David have 
also been expanding the graphic novel, young adult, and 
nonfiction nook. 

I love that Town House Books feels like a magical place 
to get lost in, but I wanted to know why Sarah herself, as 
a bookseller, loves Town House Books. For her, 
it’s her regular 
customers and 
being able to put 
aside a book she 
knows they will 
love. Handselling 
to the repeat 
readers makes 
Town House Books 
a true community 
gathering place.
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Creating Community in Multiple Ways
In May 2020, with shoppers staying safe at home, they 
launched their online bookstore through bookshop.
org, with the intention of creating a remote shopping 
experience that would mirror the kind of selection and 
recommendations that customers have come to value in the 
store. They also started an online newsletter to stay in touch 
with customers.

Townhouse Books has never failed to make me feel 
welcome as a browser, a customer, and an author. David 
Hunt is always willing to place an order for that book that 
you just can’t find. And Town House Books was the first 
independent bookstore to joyfully stock my debut and 
ask me to sign stock. In its efforts to create community, 
the store also includes a spotlighted section dedicated to 
independently published books by local authors, sold on 
consignment. If you’re looking for your next read or want 
to stop at a whimsical location for a literary lunch, Town 
House Books in St. Charles is a wonderful independent 
bookstore to support.

Shop Around the Corner

Follow JENNY WAGH at  
www.facebook.com/jennifer.wagh  
or @jennymariewagh

https://bookshop.org/shop/townhousebooks
https://us17.campaign-archive.com/home/?u=6fe5383db264e77bfd939af43&id=4d56007892
https://www.facebook.com/jennifer.wagh
https://www.instagram.com/jennymariewagh
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Illustrator’sTips
JUST KEEP GOING by Eric E. Bell

Those of us in the practice of art-making, or any other type 
of creating for that matter, are all too familiar with the 
rewards and struggles of process. Beginnings, middles, and 
ends in a continual loop of bringing things into the world 
that weren’t here before. It’s pretty powerful stuff, but it 
can be hard. Productivity and outcome can be inconsistent. 
Finding—and also maintaining—a well-functioning 
workflow can be a real challenge.

I’ve been drawing pictures for the better part of four 
decades. In that time I’ve seen ups and downs, successes 
and setbacks. I’ve known the warm glow of a win and 
suffered many a crushing defeat. That said, with experience 
being the best teacher (and this is coming from a 22-year 
classroom veteran), I’ve used my time drawing pictures as 
an opportunity to note some things that helped me keep 
my creative process moving—for what it’s worth.

BE A MACHINE!
(Note: You are not a machine, but you can pretend to be one 
if it helps.) Toss out inspiration and the idea that we might 
need to wait for lightning to strike, and just keep going. Try 
some structure. Set a routine—a certain amount of time a 
week. Carve out blocks on your calendar that you’ll dedicate 
to just those required tasks. Make lists with checkboxes. 
Check those boxes! We all need to give ourselves grace, but 
following a strict routine has been a lifesaver for me. It has 

given me the opportunity to stop deferring my goals as an 
artist in order to take care of every other thing that comes 
calling. It’s me time—but for my craft.

WARM UP 
Sometimes the blood is pumping and the creative juices 
are flowing, but sometimes it’s a slower start. I like to have 
a few exercises in mind to start me up. We’ve seen tons of 
drawing prompts and warm-ups on social media, and there 
are wonderful prompts right here in the “Creative Sparks” 
section of the Prairie Wind.  Sometimes, I even make up 
my own. One I enjoy (that I also do with my third grade art 
class) is selecting two types of animals (I have an envelope of 
flying, swimming, and land creatures) and then combining 
them into a new creature. Set a time limit and see what 
comes out, then on to the next order of business.

TREAT YOURSELF! 
I find that when I’m at it for 
long periods of time, the best 
thing I can do is give myself 
little breaks. Keep your 
coffee cup full. Let yourself 
have that cookie break. Get 
a brisk walk in. Step away 
from the work and refresh 
so you can come back strong. 

And, yes—sometimes I get stuck, and the best possible 
course of action is to just scrap the idea that has me stuck and 
try something else. Is that time efficient? Not so much, but 
it does allow for the clean-slate shake of the Etch-a-Sketch 
to clean out certain creative pathways. That sort of hard 
reset can force me to take a new look at the challenge, and 
invent a better solution.

STORY FIRST
I keep reminding myself of this, over and over. I am so easily 
taken on a detour into unplanned territory. The assignment 
might’ve called for a boy eating cereal, and three hours 
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Illustrator’s Tips 
later I’m researching vintage cereal box logos to parody 
because I think it’s super clever. And I’ve mentally added a 
backstory marketing campaign to make me create a cereal 
box so detailed that no one is looking at the kid and his 
breakfast anymore. Of course we want detail. We want piles 
of wonderful detail that serve the story and support the 
characters. We want world building and fun references and 
stunning visuals, but it can never be distracting. The story 
has to come first, always.

BE METICULOUS ABOUT 
CRAFTSMANSHIP
Regardless of style—I don’t care if we’re the most carefully 
realistic watercolorist or an old-school pastel smudger—
knowing the craft and really being able to manipulate the 
materials is powerful. Of course we’re all still growing, but 
if it feels clumsy, it’s probably going to look clumsy. That’s 
okay. Just know that self-awareness is a key asset. If you 
know you’re developing, that’s a sort of armor on your way 
to excellence. Once you’ve mastered a method or technique, 
that excellence will shine through in every image you create 
by using it. That’s power.

MAKE YOUR CONTRIBUTION
If a picture is worth 1,000 words, and you’re adding 25 
illustrations, that 32-page children’s book just became 
a 25,000 word/100-page short novel. Well, not really, 
but that’s a fun way to think about how much content 
is provided by illustrators. We can add so much richly 
detailed information to the story. There’s a weight to 
that responsibility. Whether we’re adding a detailed 
understanding of the character’s home and world; providing 
memorable expressions; or enriching subtext that reaches 
beyond the words provided, we can support the themes and 
emotions of a given story in a way that will allow words and 
pictures to come together and be more than they can be 
separately.

DON’T MISS A DEADLINE…
…if it can at all be avoided. Sure, life happens, but if it’s in 
your control, be the one who’s known for being early. Art 
directors and project managers love it when you’re early, 
and if you can be known for that you’ll get more jobs 
and have your pick of the jobs you take. Managing your 
schedule so that you can get the work done and delivered 
in a manner that’s time efficient for all involved will always 
work in your favor.

USE YOUR VOICE
Do your images speak your creative voice? Are they 
something only you could make? I hope so, because when 
that happens it’s a wonderful thing.

IF YOU KEEP GOING, WILL IT GET YOU 
THERE? 
I hope so. You’ll know when it does. We all know. We know 
when things click into place. There’s that sweet spot, that 
place where something special happens. It’s vibing. There’s 
flow. The surface veneer cracks. We see past the regular into 
the extraordinary. The art takes on its own soul. It glows 
from within. It vibrates. 

Does that happen with every single picture I draw? Nope. 
It sure doesn’t. Sometimes I get the job done as asked, and 
meet the requirements and the work is a perfectly suitable 
non-vibrating, no-glow standard format illustration. But 
sometimes I do. Sometimes that something is within my 
grasp. And you know what I do after I get it? I take a minute 
to enjoy it, and then I figure out what I’m supposed to be 
working on next. 

And I just keep going.

ERIC E. BELL is an educator and visual storyteller 
living downstate. When he’s not shaping young minds; 
working on his latest idea for a picture book; or sending 
queries to agents for the 253rd time, you’ll probably find 
him in the woods of Maine, where he runs the fine arts 
division at a residential summer camp. Find him at:
Instagram: instagram.com/campgeekebell
Twitter: twitter.com/EBell24
Facebook: facebook.com/IntheStudiowithEBell

https://www.instagram.com/campgeekebell/
https://twitter.com/EBell24
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Writer’s Tips
BUILD A GREAT STORY YOUR READERS WANT  
TO MOVE INTO by Karla Arenas Valenti

Hello and Happy New Year! Here’s my big idea for today. 
Building a great story is about: 
A. creating a safe space 
B. inside an unfamiliar space 
C. where readers can be comfortable experiencing  

something new about themselves, others, or the world 
around them. 

To help visualize what I mean, let’s take a stroll with some 
imaginary readers who just happen to be looking for a good 
story. 

We’re on an old dirt path, under a dull, gray sky, kicking 
up some loose gravel. Up ahead, the road splits off in two 
directions. Intrigue! 

If we go to the right, we’ll come upon a stunning ocean view 
with 50-foot-high waves and a purple sky that matches the 
color of an enormous tentacle jutting out of one of the waves. 
If we go to the left, our footfalls will be muffled by soft green 
moss that will slowly reach up and wrap around our ankles 
until we can no longer move, while vines descend from the 
thick canopy above and twirl around our bodies.

We could, of course, stay where we are. But nothing 
interesting is apt to happen if we do that. (And besides, 
none of our little readers want that option!)

I’ll let you choose which path we take, and we’ll call that 
unfamiliar space our Setting. 

Of course, a setting need not be a wild or fantastical terrain 
(that’s just the kind of world I like to visit). It could also be 
a wild emotional landscape or an untamed personal demon 
or a hairbrained idea that just needs to be worked out. It’s 
basically any “place” (within or without) that is new and 
unfamiliar. 

So now you’ve dragged us all into one of these unfamiliar 
worlds (item (b) from my big idea) and we can bet it’s going 
to be quite an experience. Our little readers are bound to 
learn a lot about themselves, each other, or the world around 
them (item (c) from my big idea). But but but… 

Right now, they’re totally freaking out because this world 
is pretty wild and scary and completely unknown! Which 
means, it’s going to be really challenging for them to 
experience anything other than panic or despair or fear or 
any number of “survival mode” emotions that block us from 
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actually learning and growing. They’re just trying to get their 
bearings and “stay alive”! 

What everyone needs is a safe house, a place where we can 
rest and catch our breath after a day of exploring; a place 
where we can put down our guard and process what we’ve 
just experienced over a cup of hot cocoa; a place where we 
can build up enough courage to turn another page in this 
grand adventure and see what else we can discover. (hint, 
item (a) from my big idea).

Surprise! You’re an architect and engineer and designer all in 
one. And you’re going to build us that safe space. We’re going 
to call that Structure. 

Yes, I know, “structure” can be such a vilified and 
maligned word. But it’s also an often mischaracterized and 
misunderstood concept when it comes to storytelling. So 
let’s talk a bit about what structure is and what it’s not. 

It is not about writing stories that are formulaic or that 
follow a specific pattern; nor is it about writing the same 
kind of story as everyone else, or restricting your freedom of 
expression and originality. 

Structure is an essential framework that supports your 
unique story. 

Consider this: All real houses need floors and walls and 
ceilings. Without these structural components, the house 
will simply collapse. To refuse to build a solid and safe 
framework because you’re worried it makes your house 
formulaic or restricts your originality is to misunderstand 
the necessity of structure. The truth is, structure is just the 
bones of the place. Once that structure, or framework, is 
in place, your house can include infinite variations to make 
it wholly original. And the house will not fall down. In the 
same way, stories built with a solid structure invite readers to 
enter that safe space and, from within that space, explore the 
new and unfamiliar setting. 

So let’s all return to the comforts of the here and now. How 
do you build your story’s structure? 

There are many components to this, and much to say about 
each. However, the basic elements are the following:
A. You have a protagonist.
B. Your protagonist has a goal. The goal doesn’t need to 

be loud or dramatic. However, it needs to be something 
specific (clearly identifiable by the reader), realistically 
achievable by your protagonist, and an objective the 
protagonist is actively pursuing throughout the story. 
The reader may not believe the goal is realistic or worth 
pursuing, but that’s irrelevant. What matters is that 
your protagonist thinks it is.

C. At the start of the story there’s an obstacle that has 
prevented your protagonist from having already 
achieved her goal. It could be another character, the 
world at large, the environment, fate, or even your 
protagonist herself. The key here is that the opposition 
to the goal creates conflict.

D. Your protagonist will attempt to reach her goal/
overcome her obstacle. This requires agency (in other 
words, your protagonist is acting as opposed to waiting 
for things to happen to her).

E. Your protagonist will fail. This is super important! And 
note, this failure isn’t just a failure to reach her goal. 
No! The attempt to reach her goal has actually made 
things worse for your protagonist. Not only does she not 
have her goal in hand, but the stakes have become even 
higher than they were at the beginning.

F. Your protagonist will continue to make attempts at 
reaching her goal (and continue failing, each time 
making things increasingly terrible).



COLUMNS     35BACK TO 
CONTENTS PAGE

the end of the story. They know that if there’s a conflict, the 
protagonist will attempt to resolve it and that it won’t be 
easy (that, like the rest of us mere mortals, the protagonist 
will fail many times before he or she succeeds). Readers can 
trust that you as the author will take them to the brink of 
despair but won’t let them fall off the precipice. 

Why? 

Because readers, like the eager crowd we journeyed with 
at the onset will innately recognize the structure you’ve 
built. They will take comfort in the predictability of a solid 
framework, a recognizable set of rules, a haven of sorts from 
within which they can allow themselves to truly explore the 
wild and chaotic setting that is our life experience.

Of course, there’s a lot more to the art of Structure, but I 
hope these tips help you begin to build a great story your 
readers will be eager to move into.

Wishing you all a happy, healthy, and peaceful 2023.

Writer’s Tips
G. At some point, the protagonist will feel as if she’s lost 

too in much trying to reach this goal. She’ll realize that 
she stands to lose everything if she continues the chase. 

H. This will lead her to a moment of reckoning in which 
she will have to face the ultimate choice: (i) change or 
transform in some way or (ii) continue to pursue the 
goal until “death” (usually metaphorically speaking, 
although not always). 

I. If the protagonist chooses to embrace change, the 
transformation enables her to see herself, others, or 
the world around her in a new way. This revised “sight” 
shows her how to move forward (escaping the trap of 
attempts and failures). The protagonist will now either 
reach her initial goal or perhaps realize it’s no longer 
something she wants to pursue (which is fine because 
the story was actually never about the goal, but the 
journey to transformation). THE END

J. If the protagonist “dies,” or fails to reach her goal, she 
will basically hit rock bottom and her story is what we 
call a tragedy. THE END

What I hope I’ve made clear to you here is that structure 
doesn’t dictate your plot or force you to write the same 
story everyone else is writing. Rather, it’s giving the readers a 
familiar roadmap, which will allow them to feel comfortable 
exploring whatever unfamiliar setting you have in store for 
them. 

When a protagonist has a goal, readers are aware of it and 
can expect that goal to either be reached or not reached by 

KARLA ARENAS VALENTI is a bestselling author 
of middle grade novels, chapter books, and picture 
books. Her storytelling is heavily influenced by 
her Mexican heritage and layered with elements of 
magical realism and philosophical inquiry. Karla also 
offers a course on writing and editing. Learn more at 
www.karlavalenti.com.

https://karlavalenti.com/
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I have hemmed and hawed in writing this book review. Fears 
crept in—that I couldn’t do it justice; that the way I write 
and move around in my thoughts would be unappealing to 
readers; and that I’m not “qualified” to write for the Prairie 
Wind. 

Okay, there, I said it.

And then I went through that fear and just began writing.

WHAT IT IS AND THREE OTHERS
Last year I took author/illustrator Mike Lowery’s online 
class “Getting Paid to Draw,” which featured several authors 
and illustrators. One of those guests was Austin Kleon, who 
wrote the books Steal Like an Artist; Show Your Work; and 
Keep Going. I highly recommend all three, which are filled 
with thoughts, ideas, and advice for writers and illustrators 
both—advice that also translates to simply living life. Kleon 
also has a newsletter on Substack that makes my Tuesdays 
and Fridays start with a smile.

One book Kleon repeatedly mentioned was American 
cartoonist Lynda Barry’s What It Is. This book is part 
autobiography, part philosophy, and part writing exercises 
all packaged in her “dramatically illustrated” collage comic 
style. 

If I weren’t reviewing Barry’s book, all I might say is, if 
you haven’t read What It Is you really should.  But this is a 
review, so here are some takeaways.

When you open What It Is, the paste down (the pasted 
down inner cover of a book) and the first page are covered 
with Post-It type notes that, at first glance, read like 
affirmations and random thoughts. While they are this in 
a sense, they’re also early bits and pieces of notes for what 
became the actual book itself. They are ideas, memories, 
and phrases Barry uses to recall her stories…Referencing 

Writer’s Bookshelf
KEEP GOING! KEEP MOVING!  
YOU’LL DISCOVER WHAT IT IS 
Three recommendations, some  
reflections, and one review,  
by Sarah Tobias

picture book author Tara Lazar, they are a “story storm” of 
thoughts and ideas. 

[Side note: if you haven’t ever participated in Lazar’s 
Storystorm, I highly recommend it for developing the habit 
of capturing ideas, images, and memories. The blog posts 
from each year are available on Tara’s website.]

Even if you never read past the opening pages of What It 
Is, you still get a great writing tip—“Write it down.” Don’t 
think about where what you’re writing all fits into the big 
picture, just capture it and let that big picture unfold along 
the way.

“When kids draw, they make sound effects or start talking 
out a story that seems to be happening live as they draw,” 
Barry comments. “There is a change of place and time. 
Another world contained by this one. They seem to be both 
in it and watching it.” 

SOME REFLECTIONS
When I first read this book, the part that resonated the 
most with me were two questions Barry poses: “Is it good?” 
and “Does it suck?” I particularly like the word “suck” here. 
We say it to mean bad, but it also describes how worrying 
about what others think is sucking the life out of you. 

https://www.gettingpaidtodraw.com/
https://substack.com/
https://taralazar.com/category/storystorm-2023/
https://taralazar.com/category/storystorm-2023/
https://taralazar.com/storystorm/
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What is good or bad is subjective, but we begin to define 
these terms as being true based on what we are told by 
others or by comparing our work to other people’s work. 
It begins when we seek external validation for what we 
create. 

Here’s the huge challenge for us as writers and illustrators: 
In order to reach the goal of publication, or to keep our 
work in print, we need other people to like what we create. 
But before we can make that happen, we need to be in a 
state of artistic freedom and “flow.” So, the challenge is to 
be able to move back and forth between the two states—
the focus on receiving external validation and then 
returning to the space where creative flow happens—so 
we can continue creating in a playful, unencumbered way. 
We need to keep moving—to move our pen across the 
paper and feel a sense of play. Play for ourselves. Play for 
our inner children who, to quote Barry, “float and feel like 
they are both there and not there” so that we can engage 
with our imaginations again.

When I first began submitting stories to agents and 
received my first rejection letter, I was frozen for at least 
two weeks. I didn’t draw or write. I was stuck in fear, the 
rejections (in my mind) confirming that my fears were 
valid. Since then, I’ve begun a habit of drawing every day. 
Meaning not working on my stories or the art for those 
stories, but just drawing or making a collage for fun. Now 
when I get a rejection, I lean into that state of play and feel 
my body floating between here and not here. 

Rather than collecting 
and saving my rejection 
letters, I make a list of 
positive comments I’ve 
received from critique 
partners, professionals 
who have reviewed my 
work, and family and 
friends. For me the 
rejection letter is like 
a big “YOU SUCK” 
sign. 

The doubt monsters appear and confirm all my fears. 
But I’m no longer willing to hold on to doubt. Doubt 

certainly creeps in at times, but I use it to learn and grow, 
which shrinks the doubt monsters’ power over me.

My current favorite quote from Lynda Barry’s book is, 
“Learning is not a trajectory, but an ever-ascending spiral.” 
For me, learning seems to be a series of spirals that merge 
and move. 

EXERCISES IN IMAGERY 
The exercises in Barry’s book begin with conjuring 
memories from life experiences. Then they open up, using 
the same techniques to create imaginary stories.

I was amazed, as I started on these lessons, at the memories 
that began to flow. Just taking time to remember my 
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first phone number opened up a scene like a movie. The 
emotions of a teenaged girl trying to make secret phone 
calls with friends from a phone attached to the kitchen 
wall. I see the harvest yellow color of the phone and the 
long cord that I could stretch to a hallway leading to the 
basement, where I could carry on whispered conversations. 
It’s…well, you get the point. A story is created by a series 
of images. But what is an image? For me, it’s a scene. And 
as a helpful pointer, Barry writes, “Images are attracted to 
nouns! They are also drawn to verbs and gerunds!”

She goes on to discuss the all-important relationship 
between creating imagery and play. “At the center of 
everything we call ‘the arts’ and children call ‘play,’” Barry 
observes, “is something which seems somehow alive. It’s 
not alive in the way you and I are alive, but it’s certainly 
not dead. It’s alive the way our memory is alive. Alive in the 
way the ocean is alive and able to transport us and contain 
us. Alive in the way thinking is not but experiencing is. 
Made both of memory and imagination, this is the thing 
we mean by image.”

What It Is is a starting point for creating word images. The 
book’s lessons work for writers as well as illustrators. They 
open your mind and allow you to flow, write, draw, and 
create. “Good” and “bad” disappear and magic happens as 
you find yourself back in your child mind, where you are 
both here and not here all at the same time.

KEEP GOING!
Referring back to Austin Kleon, in his book Keep Going, 
he writes, “If you’re bummed and hating your work, pick 
someone special in your life and make something for 
them. If you have a big audience, make them something 
special and give it away. Volunteer your time and teach 
someone else how to make what you make and do what 
you do. See how it feels. See if it puts you in a better place.”

In other words, keep moving. Keep going. Lynda Barry’s 
lessons are an excellent way to do that.

I hope you find some inspiration in my words, and when 
you pick up these books, may you discover how wonderful, 
talented, and resilient you are so that you always keep 
moving. 

Writer’s Bookself

https://www.sarahatobias.com/
https://twitter.com/sarahatobias
https://www.instagram.com/sarahpeaceandsmile/
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A FEW BOOKS THAT HAVE INSPIRED MY WRITING  
by Sallie Wolf

When I first set my heart on writing for children I was in 
eighth grade, about 14 years old. At the time, my younger 
sister was five, and my mother started bringing home recorded 
books—on vinyl records—from the library. You got a record 
and the book, and the record would beep or ding when it 
was time to turn the page. I often overheard these recorded 
stories and I was taken with one series in particular, about 

Angus, a little black Scottie dog. 
Angus and the Cat, Angus and the 
Ducks, and Angus Lost (all written 
and illustrated by Marjorie Flack) 
are the ones I remember now. 
These were gentle stories with 
subtle humor. And I loved the 
illustrations. Angus had the same 

emotions I had. I read and studied my sister’s picture books. 
I also read many novels and longer stories for children as well 
as more adult material, but it was the children’s books I came 
back to and reread over and over. They were models for what 
I wanted to write. [Tom’s Midnight Garden, Phillipa Pearce, 
Narnia series]

I wrote sporadically throughout high school and college, never 
completing anything, but sure that writing was something I 
wanted to do. Once I found myself at home with a baby, I 
began reading to him, almost from the start. The local library 
was a frequent outing for us, and I explored the picture book 

shelves. There I discovered a book by 
Jane Yolen that I think has the perfect 
picture book structure. The book is 
No Bath Tonight. It has a repetitive 
structure, taking place over the course 
of a week, repetitive language, and 
a gentle humorous twist at the end. 
The humor is perfect for kids, where 
no one is the butt of the joke.

FIRST TRIES 
Back then, thinking about Jane Yolen’s book and reflecting 
on the adventures and interests of my now two young sons, 
I wrote a Halloween story, which I was able to submit for 
critique at a conference. The editor said, “You know what a 

picture book is, but I’m not looking for a Halloween story. 
Do you have anything else?”

‘I’m thinking of writing about a boy who loves trucks,” I 
replied.

“I’m in the market for a truck book,” she said. I began 
writing on the ‘L’ ride home.

Some weeks later I sent off a wordy prose story, Peter’s 
Trucks, that, like No Bath Tonight, took place over the 
course of a week. It recounted the trucks that a boy named 
Peter saw during his outings each day. Eventually the editor 
got back to me, suggesting that I reduce the text and aim for 
a younger audience. (I had been thinking first grade.) She 
also suggested I use rhythm, repetition, and rhyme, the “3 
Rs” of picture book writing.

I sat on her advice for a long time, then began rewriting 
my story. I eliminated the days of the week and focused on 
one truck leading to another. As I worked I had a break-
through—Peter, the truck-loving boy, was not really the 
main character—the vehicles were. (Two favorite books 
from my own childhood 
were Mike Mulligan and 
His Steam Shovel and Katy 
and the Big Snow, written 
and illustrated by Virginia 
Lee Burton. Even though 
these books were long out 
of date, they demonstrated 
the appeal of trucks as 
characters.)

THE PERKS OF COPYING
While procrastinating on the actual revision of Peter’s 
Trucks, I had a fun interaction with one of my son’s friends. 
“Mrs. Wolf ! Mrs. Wolf !” Jeremy said as we walked into the 
kindergarten classroom. “I can read!” and he proceeded 
to read to me the book he was carrying, Gone Fishing by 
Earlene Long. I could see how much he enjoyed the simple, 
predictable text, the humorous twists, and his ability to 
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I poured over poetry collections, especially Douglas 
Florian’s wonderful books, such as Dinothesaurus: 
Prehistoric Poems and Paintings. I counted the number of 
poems; considered how long the poems were; looked for 
poetic structure and whether 
the poems rhymed. What 
made a collection of poems 
feel complete? That was the 
question I pursued. And 
how were they presented on 
the page in a picture book? 
Florian’s poems were usually 
one poem to a spread, with 
fabulous illustrations by the 
author. 

Eventually I had a collection of bird poems, spread across 
12 months, accompanied by a collaged calendar page for 
illustration. As with my previous two books, the concept 
for this book morphed from its origin in prose to poetry; 
then I abandoned the calendar collages and a structure 
based on months. Instead, I divided the poems by season 
and used sketches of birds and nature to replicate the feel of 
a journal, my journal. I targeted elementary school students 
in my mind, but in reality, it is adults who are drawn to this 
book. I would hope that the Robin book will itself be seen as 
a mentor text—a model to teach observation and journal-
keeping as well as poetry writing and even sketching to 
people of all ages.

NEW INSPIRATIONS    
I’ve recently turned my attention to other projects that 
grow out of my journals and art, and they tend to be for 
older readers. On the Writers on the Move blog I found 
this post from January 17, 2022: “Growing Your Writing 
Practice” by Deborah Lyn Stanley. In her post Deborah 
listed a number of reasons why people write, and one just 
jumped out at me: we—I—write to “hold dear things that 
would otherwise be lost through the passage of time.”

My writing is a form of hoarding, of collecting, and my 
writing and sketching replace the physical collections I 
so avidly created as a kid—sea shells; birds’ nests; trading 
cards, among many other things.

The books I look to now are memoirs and family stories. 
[Peter Sis, The Wall: Growing Up Behind the Iron Curtain; 

Mentor Texts
“read” this book. Gone Fishing, with its very brief text, 
repetitions, and warm humor of a day spent fishing with 
Daddy seemed like another perfect picture book format 
to me. 

I asked Jeremy if I could borrow 
his book. I promised to return 
it at the end of the school day. 
He let me take it and I rushed 
home to type this story on my 
computer in manuscript form, 
double-spaced, without page 
breaks. Just the act of copying 
the text gave me a sense of 
rhythm in my fingers, and I 

immediately switched to revising my own story. It 
came together quickly, and I sent it off again. 

Copying a mentor text is a great way to understand how 
the language works. It’s helpful to see a published book 
transformed back into manuscript pages—I had a word 
count, I could see how many double-spaced pages it was, 
and, as I mentioned, I absorbed the rhythm of the language 
through typing the words. And although there were many 
future revisions before Peter’s Trucks was published, I was 
on my way—I had my truck characters; I had a simple, 
repetitive structure; and I had rhythm.

POETIC INSPIRATION
My third book, The Robin Makes a Laughing Sound: A 
Birder’s Observations, is a collection of poems about the 
birds I see in my backyard. My inspiration was a series of 
12 bird collages that I had created on an outdated calendar, 
each bird appropriate for the month. The collages were 
based on sketches of birds embedded in my journals. As 
I looked at the completed collages I realized I had 12 
potential illustrations. “All” I’d need for a 32-page picture 
book would be one page of prose per bird and a little front 
and back matter. 

I began to write down everything I knew about each 
bird depicted in my calendar collages. My writer’s group 
let me know that my bird info, in prose, was boring and 
not targeted toward a particular audience. I heard them 
and quickly pivoted to writing poems about the different 
birds, thinking, correctly, that poetry would be more 
interesting and would force me to be less wordy.

https://www.writersonthemove.com/
https://www.writersonthemove.com/2022/01/growing-your-writing-practice.html
https://www.writersonthemove.com/2022/01/growing-your-writing-practice.html
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Eugene Yelchen, The Genius Under the Table; 
Jacqueline Woodson, Brown Girl Dreaming; 
Nikki Grimes, Ordinary Hazards; Thanhha 
Lai, Inside Out and Back Again] I’m looking 
at these stories to see how the authors portray 
scenes from their memories—Is the point of 
view that of a child in the scene or that of an 
adult looking back? How do they tell family 

stories? What details do they choose to include? What is 
left out? How do you tell someone else’s story if they are 
no longer with us?

These days, I’m thinking about 
the Red House, a vacation house 
my late father bought when I was 

seven and which I’ve 
visited almost every 
summer since. And I’m 
thinking about what 
the Red House means to me, to my siblings, to 
my children, and to their children. What did 
it mean to my father? This project will involve 
family history, my own growing up, and 
perhaps my journey to becoming an artist and 
writer. I’m collecting Red House stories and 

memories and thinking about how 
to present this as a story for others, 
wondering if others would have 
any interest in such a personal 
story. But it is where my energy is, 
where I currently want to spend 
my time. We shall see.

The Red House in Maine

My desk in the “art room” of the Red House

https://salliewolf.com/

