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Greeting  

Our Ever-Changing Story 

I write this Greeting on the eve of a New Year, 2008’s ringing cry a song the whole world sings now. 

Change, we chant. Change We Can Believe In. 

Of course, children’s book creators live and breathe change. We know too 
well: If our characters don’t change, if they’re not different for their journeys, 
there isn’t a story. 

The same is true for our SCBWI Chapter’s ongoing story - a compelling tale, set 
against an Illinois background, of writers and illustrators moving forward, 
learning and honing their craft, discovering their personal stories, 
meaningfully connecting with a community of like-minded souls. Lucky us that 
always, at the perfect story moment, a singular character steps front stage 

center, ready to lead, determined to make sure we’re different for our journeys. 

Heidi Roemer is one such singular character, an important element of our Chapter’s story since 
1995. She’s shared her smarts, her know-how, her time and heart, serving as our first South 
Suburban Networks Representative, then next as our Program Chairperson, and finally, since 1999, 
as our Illinois Chapter’s Assistant Regional Advisor. Characters do indeed determine a story’s 
plotline. Heidi has made our Chapter’s good story that much better, thanks to her actions these past 
and many years. 

We and the world know Heidi especially for her poetry. The 38 concrete rhyming poems in her 
award-winning Come to My Party and Other Shape Poems (Henry Holt, 2004) celebrate the year, 
showcasing Heidi’s spirited word choice and inventive mind. Her riddles-in-rhymes in What Kinds 
of Seeds Are These? (Northword Press, 2006) showcase the playfulness readers find irresistible. This 
Spring’s companion book Whose Nest Is This? (Northword Press, Cooper Square Publishing, 2009) 
continues the delight. 

Oh, to have Heidi’s talent, as she passes on her ARA responsibilities at the start of this new year, to 
both thank her adequately and capture her in poem.  I’d shape it in a smile, welcoming and warm, 50 
megawatts strong, for all the world to see. 

Instead I’ll borrow the poetic words of the incoming Assistant Regional Advisor, Alice McGinty, 
who wrote in her 2007 Dial picture book, Thank You, World: 

Thank you, breeze, for lifting up my kite wings past treetops tall and proud.  

Alice is our newest singular character to step forward, front stage center, though like her 
predecessor, she’s been working to grow our Chapter’s story since the mid-1990s. Serving first on our 
Spring Woodstock Retreat’s Planning Committee, then next as our first Champaign-Urbana Network 
Representative, and finally, as our Chapter’s Downstate Coordinator, Alice literally and figuratively 
expanded our Chapter’s story setting as well as its cast of characters.          

How fitting that Alice’s newest picture book, Darwin (Houghton Mifflin, ’09), on bookshelves this 
February, focuses on Charles Darwin, a man all about change, whose theories of evolution altered the 
way we see the world. 

 



Alas, one more change in our Chapter’s cast of characters allows me to accommodate the honored 
Rule of Three. Kate Hannigan, this very newsletter’s talented, hard-working, energetic Editor, will 
soon be moving on to some lucky SCBWI Chapter somewhere in the United States. Kate birthed our 
newsletter’s Cyberspace format in the Spring of 2006, stepping front stage center at a Spring 
luncheon to volunteer to help put the Prairie Wind online. Working with Webmistress Chris 
Vasilakis and Assistant Editor Cheryl Bardoe, Kate utilized our members’ writing and illustrative 
talents to nourish us well enough to keep us creating. Thanks to Kate, we and the world could read 
our Chapter’s story - winter, spring, summer, fall. 

And we’ll continue to do so, thanks to Heather Banks, who wrote for our long-ago hard copy 
version of the Prairie Wind and stepped up recently at just the perfect moment. Heather brings her 
own vitality, her own Editor’s Eye, her own knowledge of our children’s book community. Once 
again, we’ll be fed and nourished, not to mention informed, inspired, encouraged. 

Our ever-changing story is one we can believe in, because of singular characters for whom I count my 
lucky stars. 

Esther Hershenhorn, Regional Advisor  

from the editor  

So Many Thanks 

What a manic year 2008 has been, with the high highs of political change and the low lows of 
economic collapse. 

For our SCBWI chapter, 2008 was thankfully more even-keeled, with many more high points than 
low. I can’t help but smile when I think about the Richard Peck workshop back in March; the 
June Words in the Woods retreat with Holly Black and a host of other literary luminaries; and the 
most inspirational Prairie Writer’s Day in memory. 

While the lows still trickled in – in the form of rejection letters, sour reviews, anemic book sales – we 
have our community to fall back on and soften the blow. And here’s where I am so thankful. 

Writers like Carol Grannick, whose unwavering optimism has the power to re-energize us, deserve 
a fist bump for putting themselves and their insights out there for all of us to grow and benefit. With 
each one of our issues, columnists like Brenda Ferber, Carmela Martino, Kathleen Rietz and 
Jenny Meyerhoff share their amazing expertise, and we’re all better for it. Tabitha Olson, who 
compiles the News Roundup, and kidslitosphere columnists Margo Dill and Dawn Malone plug 
us in to blogs, events and opportunities we might otherwise miss. And Nunki Pelagus providing 
horoscopes about our creative forecasts – what other chapter can boast that? 

Like most every list that comes out this time of year, I’m sure mine has overlooked important details. 
I never want to forget Webmistress Chris Vasilakis, whose patience is as amazing as her cakes, and 
Cheryl Bardoe, who have both helped make the Prairie Wind a reality. 

And no list is complete without a bow to Esther Hershenhorn, our fearless leader and loudest 
cheerleader. I’ve enjoyed working with all of these fabulous writers and am so grateful for the 
experience. In fact, the feelings I have about working with this SCBWI-Illinois chapter are the same 
that Kevin Henkes’ Chrysanthemum has about her name by the book’s end. 



It was absolutely perfect. 

Kate Hannigan 
Editor 

KateHannigan@gmail.com  

Il lustrator in the Spotl ight  

Stacy Curtis:  Under Snoopy’s Spell 

By Stacy Curtis  

Like many cartoonists, I grew up reading Peanuts and Garfield paperback books. If anyone asked 
me, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” I never answered, “An astronaut” or “A fireman” 
or “A cowboy.” I always answered, “Charles Schulz.” 

I didn’t just want to be a cartoonist, I wanted to be Charles Schulz. Since the third grade, I was 
always known as the class artist, I decorated my classmates’ pocket folders with drawings of Garfield 
and Snoopy, I drew cartoons for our school bulletin boards and in high school, I was asked by a 
friend if I wanted to be the editorial cartoonist for our high school newspaper. A career was born! 

I loved drawing cartoons, and I loved stirring up emotions with my cartoons even more! After one of 
my cartoons was published, I had classmates patting me on the back and teachers shaking their 

heads. Thoughts of drawing a comic strip started to fade 
from my mind, and I started planning a new career in 
expressing my opinions using my cartoons. 

As soon as I arrived on the campus of Western Kentucky 
University, I went directly to the college newspaper and 
applied to be their editorial cartoonist. Two semesters later, 
I got the job and held that position until I graduated. 

At the college level, I was given full rein of any topic. I had 
my fair share of cartoons killed by the editor, but I was also 
allowed to explore how powerful an editorial cartoon could 
be. The editorial board of the student newspaper met with 
the President of the university once a year. I remember 
dreading my first time meeting with him. This was a feeling 
I would have many more times in my future, as I sat in 
conference rooms with people like mayors, political 
candidates and governors. 

As I sat there in the room with 10 people or so, I felt his 
eyes burning a hole through my forehead. I had drawn him 
several times and if looks could kill, my obituary would be 

in the newspaper tomorrow morning. I received my degree in Graphic Arts, but I really felt I got my 
education at the student newspaper, one editorial cartoon at a time. 

When I graduated, I was sad to leave my cartoonist position at the student newspaper. I had a good 
run, but I wasn’t ready for it to end. I decided I wasn’t satisfied with pursuing a job in my major, 

 



Graphic Design. So I went in search of one of the remaining 250 full-time editorial cartoonist 
positions in the United States. 

I was lucky to quickly land a graphic artist position at a newspaper in Northwest Indiana. I was 
offered the job, but I only agreed to accept it on the condition that I 
would draw the illustrations and maps they wanted, if I could also 
draw at least one editorial cartoon per week. They agreed. 

One of the first cartoons I drew was about the mayor of East Chicago 
and the next day, the mayor came into the newspaper to complain to 
the editor about the cartoon in the newspaper. I think it shocked the 
editor how upset it made the mayor, but it also showed him the value 
of having a cartoonist on his newspaper staff. The readers and 
politicians of Northwest Indiana weren’t prepared to open up their 
newspaper to editorial cartoons drawn on local issues coming from a 
young cartoonist with both guns blazing. 

Remember me sitting in a conference room of the President of 
Western Kentucky University? Well, the mayor of Gary, Indiana, 
called one day and wanted the Executive Editor, the Editorial Page 
Editor, a reporter and myself to meet with him in his office to talk about one of my cartoons that had 
appeared in the newspaper. 

Talk about an uncomfortable ride to Gary! I sat in the backseat of my editor’s car and tried to break 
the tension by laughing at how I got us sent to the Principal’s office. After the mayor spoke with us, 
he patted me on the back as I left his office and called me, “Cartoon Guy.” And from that day 
forward, I was known as “Cartoon Guy” by everyone in the newspaper office. 

After my first couple years at the newspaper, the publisher 
created a full-time editorial cartoonist position for me. At that 
time, there were roughly 200 full-time editorial cartoonist 
positions in the United States and I had one of them. I loved 
my job, but a few years later, I had the wild idea that I would 
like to illustrate and possibly write children’s books. I have 
always been a fan of children’s books, because most of the 
children’s books I read as a child were done in a cartoony style. 
But I was just too busy at the newspaper to attempt a 
children’s book.  

I thought I would be at the newspaper forever, especially since 
having an editorial cartoonist job was a rarity and the job I had 
was created just for me. Boy was I wrong!  On a Thursday 
afternoon, when I was drawing my cartoon for the Sunday 
newspaper, I was escorted out of the building; my position was 
eliminated just as many other newspapers were also laying-off 
their editorial cartoonists. Today, there are roughly 80 
editorial cartoonist positions left in the United States, and that 

number seems to be reduced every month. 

The next day, with no alarm clock set for my day to begin 
with a commute to Northwest Indiana, I woke up and stared 
at the ceiling wondering what I was going to do with the rest 

 

 



of my life. When my wife came home from work, I had a whole speech prepared, I decided I had 
nothing to lose and I wanted to take a leap into children’s book illustration. With my wife’s blessings, 

I began working on my children’s illustration portfolio, posted everything on my website and before 
my last unemployment check arrived, I had signed with an art rep, the wonderful Shannon 
Associates. 

To this day, I don’t know how that happened so quickly, and I regard it as nothing short of a miracle. 
As one career ended, a new one had begun! I went from being in a newsroom with a hundred people 
or so, to working in my studio at home alone, it was quite an adjustment! But I gladly traded it for no 
commute, no dress code and no yearly performance reviews! I have been illustrating children books 
in the most comfortable clothes in my closet for nearly three years now, and I’m loving it! 

Stacy Curtis lives in Oak Lawn with his wife, Jann, and his trusty studio assistant, Derby the 
Border Collie. Check out his blog at http://threemeninatub.blogspot.com. 

Some of Stacy’s Books: 
The New York Times Best Seller, The 7 Habits of Happy Kids, written by Sean Covey, published by 
Simon & Schuster 
The Meghan Rose series, written by Lori Z. Scott, published by Standard Publishing. 
The Raymond and Graham series, written by Mike Knudson, published by Viking Books. 
Snack Attack, written by Stephen Krensky, published by Simon & Schuster. 
The Fix-It Crew, written by Lara Bergen, published by Innovative Kids. 
One by One, written by Mickey Daniels, published by Scholastic.  

Tales from the Front  

Can I Get an Evil Laugh? 

By Adam Selzer 

The first time I tried to write a book – an actual BOOK – was in third grade. The book was to be 
called The Expedition to El Dorado and would star me and all of my friends in an amazing adventure 
in which we skateboarded to the fabled golden city of El Dorado. Most of my friends were writing 
similar stories: adventures of a group of friends somehow traveling across the country without any 
adults to get in the way. But mine was going to be a real book. 

I’m not going to claim that I was a marvelous writer in those days, but the time I spent sitting at my 
desk in Mr. Summers’ class, thinking up plot lines and ways to make the story long enough to be a 
book was. . . exciting. Just the idea of having a big, long-term project that was mine and no one else’s 
was a new experience for me. There would be no help from my parents, no worries about the grades. 
Why, I could spend a whole year working on it! 

In the end, The Expedition to El Dorado spanned about 12 handwritten pages – not long enough to 
be a book, exactly, but longer than anything else anyone in class was writing. Sure, there was a girl 
who wrote a 20-page story, but her handwriting was so big and floppy that she could barely fit three 
words on a line! I was sure that mine was longer. 



Over the next two years, I wrote four or five sequels, sending my friends to Loch Ness, to outer space, 
to a haunted house and to raise the Titanic. When I read them now, the characterizations are sloppy, 

the Act of God plot points numerous (we won the lottery more than 
once) and The Expedition to Outer Space is just plain bad – it was 
after that one that I decided to write one more good one and call it a 
day. But I can still remember how exciting it was to make up these 
plots, watching my little brother’s eyes get wide as I talked him 
through the scary parts. Maybe he was just being polite, but those 
books – which no one but my teacher and maybe my parents ever 
read – made me feel like a star. 

The first novel-length work was finished early in my sophomore 
year of high school – it was a Dean Koontz style adult horror book 
about a criminal who is cryonically frozen a moment after he died, 
then is reincarnated in between dying and being reanimated.  By 
this time, I was writing short sci-fi, fantasy and horror stories as a 
hobby, making attempts to get them published in magazines and 
anthologies. None of them ever sold, the agents to whom I sent the 
novel politely declined and I certainly wouldn’t want anyone to see 
them now. But it gave me a head start on learning to write a query, 
learning to format a manuscript and all of the other things that I’d 
have to know how to do eventually. 

Some years later, while taking a semester off from college, an old 
friend and I collaborated on an adult satire novel and even went so far as landing an agent for the 
project. It never actually sold, but the project gave me some great first-hand experience in the 
publishing world. 

Slinging Coffee, Writing Copy  

That same summer, while working a go-nowhere job at Starbucks, I wrote an adult book of my own 
at the same time: Every morning I’d wake up and write 1,500 words before going off to work. That 
book ended up sitting on my hard drive, going through occasional re-writes throughout college. It 
didn’t sell, but, just like The Expedition to El Dorado, it was a project that was mine and mine alone. 
It gave me a feeling of being productive – a feeling that is easy to lose when you work in the retail 
world. 

In all this time, I had never taken a writing class. I got to write a lot of short stories as class projects 
up through about eighth grade, but once I got to high school, opportunities to be creative were few 
and far between. Long periods went by during which I didn’t write a single story. I was halfway 
through college – and had already written the adult book that landed an agent – when I signed up for 
an Intro to Creative Writing course. 

Anyone knows that these classes can be hell – a group of people looking to tear each other apart and 
establish themselves as King of the Writing department. I got lucky – my intro class was a regular 
sitcom, a group of wildly different personalities who got along well. It was such a terrific vibe that for 
the rest of college, people in the class would nod in the hall. This was the first time in nearly a decade 
that I’d had a chance to read my work to an audience and see which lines got a laugh, which plot 
points really worked and, more importantly, which ones didn’t. 

It was around this time that I decided that I had no business writing an adult book. I was into my 20s 
but didn’t FEEL any older than I ever had. Heck, I had actually felt MORE mature when I was 14 and 
thought I knew everything. 

 



I also realized that no “adult” book had had anywhere near the effect on me that the books I’d read as 
a kid had. Children’s books offered opportunities to be subversive that adult books don’t – anything 
goes in the world of adult books, and no one will really bat an eye. There’s no sport in telling adults to 
read Howl by Allen Ginsberg – but telling teenagers to read it might just be illegal in a few states. 

I was halfway through that Intro to Creative Writing class when I got a line stuck in my head: “My 
father really sucks at being an inventor.” That line came out of nowhere and bounced around in my 
head for months before I sat down and very, very quickly wrote it into a short story that would 
eventually be the first two chapters of a novel. The class loved it, so I wrote another story that 
became Chapter Three. 

Over the course of the next year, that book turned into How to Get Suspended and Influence People, 
my first young adult novel, which sold to Delacorte in Summer 2005. Three months later, I took out 
the book I’d written in the early mornings before my Starbucks shifts and realized it would work 
better if the characters were, well, the same characters from Suspended. Over the course of a couple 
months, I turned it into the sequel, Pirates of the Retail Wasteland, my second book. That time, it 
sold. 

Spelling Bees With a Twist  

I wish I could say that decision to move to writing middle-grade books was my own – it wasn’t, 
exactly. One day my agent called me up and asked what I thought about writing a book about a 
hyper-competitive spelling bee, and I decided to give it a shot.  My first thought was, “A spelling bee 
book? That’s been done before.” Then I realized that the genre was probably ripe for satire. Sure, 
spelling bee books had been done before – but maybe not by someone who thought that spelling bees 
were faintly ridiculous institutions. I decided that I could have an awful lot of fun writing about a 
subject that I didn’t take all that seriously. 

I decided early on to name the school in the book after some 
member of the Nixon administration, and then I hit on the 
notion of basing the whole thing on Watergate. I knew that 
kids wouldn’t get most of the jokes,  but that didn’t matter: 
They’d get them later. The book could grow up right along 
with them. 

Writing for a middle-grade audience turned out to be much, 
much harder than writing YA. For a YA book, all I had to do 
was sort of get myself into the main character’s headspace 
and let them ramble on. That’s not as much of an option in 
middle grade, since you can’t really assume that your 
readers will be able to follow along at a standard speaking pace, making it very difficult to get the 
“timing” down. Timing in a first person narrative is just as important in print as it is for a stand-up 
comedian. I also couldn’t fall back on letting the characters ramble into lyrical, artistic prose every 
now and then – you can get away with that a little bit with a teenage narrator, but a younger narrator 
can really only be so profound without seeming unbelievable as a character. 

I Put a Spell on You became the longest, most complicated book I’d ever written. There were four 
main narrators, and a handful of others who got a chapter or so each. The individual plot lines 
twisted and turned, and I realized – halfway through – that I was writing a mystery novel. 

But some of the best advice I ever got was that ALL writing, really, is mystery writing. Every book has 
to keep the reader wondering what’s going to happen next and how all the plot lines will eventually 



come together. But writing a straight-up comic mystery made the whole process even more fun – 
every morning, as I sat at the café, typing out my 1,500 words for the day (a habit that stuck with 
me), I’d laugh like an evil pirate as I imagined the readers trying to solve the mystery of who was 
trying to rig the spelling bee and why. I laughed with glee as I imagined the kids reading the book, 
then learning about Watergate a few years later and going “wait a minute!” the way I did when I 
found out that most of the strange places Daniel Pinkwater wrote about were real places. The fact 
that I was laughing so much told me that I was on the right track. 

This sort of laughing was the same feeling I’d had 15 or 20 years ago as I plotted out the scary parts 
of The Expedition to El Dorado. 

When I speak to a group of students about writing, the first thing I do is ask for a volunteer to give 
the group a demonstration of an evil laugh. Sometimes it’s hard to get the group started, but soon 
they’re usually trying to outdo each other as they show me their “evil genius” laughs. This, I tell them, 
is the sort of noise you ought to be making when you write. Imagine your readers being shocked at 
every turn of events, imagine them being caught off guard by the sparkling wit. 

And, of course, if you’re laughing at your own book, it shows that you’re having fun with it. Just 
about any writer will tell you that – particularly in the field of childrens’ books – if you’re not having 
fun with the book, you’re probably doing it the wrong way. 

I Put a Spell on You: From the Files of Chrissie Woodward, Spelling Bee Detective, came out in 
September through Delacorte. And with every letter I get about it, my evil laugh gets stronger and 
stronger. My plan is working perfectly. It’s all falling into place. 

MUHAHAHAHAHHAHAHAAAA! 

Check out Chicago author Adam Selzer’s website for more information.  

 Someone You Should Know 

Diane Foote Reveals ALSC’s Secrets 

By Lisa Chellman 

The Association for Library Service to Children (ALSC) is a division of the American Library 
Association (ALA) made up of librarians, children’s literature experts, publishers, and education 
and library school faculty, among others. It’s best known to outsiders as the organization behind the 
prestigious Newbery and Caldecott awards. Diane Foote (at right), Executive Director of ALSC, 
kindly agreed to take us behind the scenes. 

What are the ALSC’s primary functions? 

ALSC’s primary goal is to lead the way in forging excellent library service for ALL children. We do 
this by offering continuing education online and in-person; high-quality programming at ALA’s 

Annual Conference and the biennial ALSC Institute; publishing the peer-reviewed journal Children 
and Libraries; co-authoring books with ALA Editions ; hosting nearly 60 committees made up of  



librarians nationwide that tackle issues in the field; advocating on the 

national level through ALA’s National Library Legislative Days; 
presenting our prestigious book and media awards; offering more than 
$84,000 worth of professional awards, grants and scholarships annually; 

and running a series of national initiatives including El día de los 
niños/El día de los libros (Children’s Day/Book Day), the 
http://www.ala.org/kids/ public awareness 
campaign, Born to Read and Every Child Ready to Read. 

With the ALA Midwinter Meeting coming up in January, we’re 
all anticipating the announcement of ALSC’s book awards, particularly the Newbery 
and Caldecott awards. Please tell us a little about the award process. For example, who 
serves on the various award committees? What’s the nomination process for books, 
and how are winners chosen? 

The committees consist of ALSC members, some of whom are elected by the membership and some 
of whom are appointed by the ALSC President. They can be children’s librarians, school librarians, 
library managers and directors, children’s literature professors, reviewers, or critics, as long as they 
are personal members of ALSC. 

Committee members suggest and nominate titles throughout the year. ALL books that fit the 
eligibility requirements and criteria are to be considered; the committee isn’t to limit itself to only 
those books submitted by publishers (which should reassure authors who have nightmares about 
warehouse/UPS glitches). 

The number of nominations, suggestions and eligible titles vary each year, so I’m not prepared to talk 
numbers, but it’s safe to say (and not news to SCBWI members, I’m sure) that thousands of eligible 
titles are published annually. 

All eligible books are considered to be “under consideration” until the decision is made. The decision 
is made by a voting process at the Midwinter meeting; if a clear winner is not determined in the first 
round of voting, the committee discusses again, and votes again, until the Medalist and any Honor 
Books are decided. It is at the Midwinter Meeting that all of ALA’s Youth Media Award winners are 
announced. This year, the press conference will take place on Monday morning, Jan. 26, 2009. 

SCBWI readers should also be aware of the other awards offered by ALSC: the Batchelder, given to 
the U.S. publisher of a book originally published in a country other than the U.S. and in a 
languageother than English and subsequently translated and published in the U.S.; the Belpré, for 
authors and illustrators of children’s books that best portray, affirm, and celebrate the Latino 
experience; the Geisel, for authors and illustrators of the best books for beginning readers; the 
Sibert, for authors and illustrators of the best informational book for children; and the Wilder, for 
an author or illustrator whose books have made a lasting contribution to the field of children’s 
literature. 

We also have two media awards: the Carnegie, for best children’s video; and the Odyssey, for 

excellence in audiobook production, which we co-administer with YALSA  [Young Adult Library 

Services Association] and which is sponsored by  Booklist magazine. 

[For more information about the ALSC book and media awards, including terms and criteria, please 

visit the ALSC website.] 

 



ALSC also publishes an annual list of Notable Children’s Books. Who compiles the 
lists, and how are the books chosen? 

Similar to the award process, a committee of ALSC members compiles the Notables lists. There are 
also lists of Notable Children’s Recordings, Notable Children’s Videos, Great Web Sites 
and Great Interactive Software 
for Kids. 

The three Notables lists are also announced at the Midwinter Meeting; GWS and GISK make ongoing 
recommendations and their lists are updated throughout the year. 

Unlike the awards committees’ deliberations, Notables discussions take place during open meetings 
at ALA’s Annual Conference and Midwinter Meeting, and authors and illustrators, as well as 
publishers and other librarians, are welcome to attend to observe. 

Is there anything else children’s authors and illustrators should know about the ALSC? 

Just that there is a longstanding symbiotic relationship between librarians and authors and 
illustrators; without the exciting and informative literature created by authors and illustrators, 
librarians would have nothing to offer children looking for entertainment or homework help! In 
return, librarians offer authors and illustrators a doorway to young readers of all ages and interests. 

Plus, library purchases keep books in print for years. So, authors and illustrators and librarians need 
to advocate together for the level of community support we both need in order to continue to offer 
the best materials and services to young library patrons. 

One more question: what are the most fun and/or rewarding aspects of serving as 
Executive Director at the ALSC? 

By far the most fun and rewarding is being involved with the book awards! Probably no surprise 
there. 

***  

Thanks again, Diane, for sharing your knowledge with us! For more information about ALSC and its 

programs and services, please visit the ALSC website. 

Lisa Chellman is a youth services librarian and writer of novels for young people. Visit her website 
and blog at 
www.lisachellman.com. 

 

Writing Tips 

Reading as a Writer 

By Carmela Martino 



When I speak to aspiring writers, they often ask for advice on how to get published. So I came up 
with a list of “Four Quick Tips” that are simple and easy to remember. The first tip is Read! Read! 

Read! (To see the other three tips, visit my website.) 

I normally avoid exclamation marks, but I’m using them here for a reason: I can’t emphasize the 
importance of this step enough! To write well, you need to study what works (and what doesn’t) in 
the writing of others. In particular, you need to read and study the kind of work you want to write. 
This principle seems self-evident to me. And it’s obvious to many of the young writers I speak to in 
schools. When I ask children why reading is important for writers, they say things like: 
• Reading a lot helps your vocabulary. 
• Reading teaches you how to make good sentences. 
• Reading interesting stories shows you how to make your stories interesting. 

I was surprised, then, when one of my adult students challenged the importance of reading. She said 
she made a point of NOT reading anything in the genre she was writing. 

She feared it might influence her work. 

But that’s the whole point! When I read, I want to be influenced. I want to absorb how a good writer 
uses language, creates tension, brings characters to life, etc. I also want to notice the things that 
annoy me in someone else’s writing so that I can make sure not to do the same things in my work. 

Looking back, I can see that I started learning how to write long before I ever took a writing class. My 
education began the first time I read a book for “fun.” For many years, I learned about writing 
through osmosis. It wasn’t until I went to Vermont College to work on my MFA in writing that I 
found out there is another, more efficient way. The beginning of each semester at Vermont, I was 
required to create a personal reading list pertinent to my writing goals. That list included books on 
craft as well as children’s/young adult books in the genre that I was writing. Then, every month, I 
had to write two critical essays on what I’d learned from my reading. Often, it wasn’t until I sat down 
to write those essays that I understood what I had absorbed. 

For example, I knew one of the shortcomings in my own writing was a lack of concrete details. I 
began paying particular attention to how other authors used details. As I read, I took notes so I’d 
have evidence to support the comments in my critical essays. When I sat down to write my essay, I 
used those notes to help organize my thoughts. I soon discovered that having to document my 
response to a book really opened my eyes—it helped me to appreciate things I hadn’t consciously 
registered. And that made me a better writer. 

I also discovered that to learn from a book, I typically need to read it multiple times. The first time is 
for “fun.” I try to come to a new book the way any other reader would. If it’s a book I admire, I then 
read a second or third time, studying a specific aspect, such as voice, rhythm, characterization, 
dialogue, description, plot, setting, etc. 

Over the years, I’ve learned two techniques that have helped me take learning through reading one 
step farther: 

1) To learn from a picture book, I sit down and type the text on my computer. 

I read this suggestion years ago, but resisted trying it. How much different could typing the text be 
from reading it? The answer: A LOT! If you are a picture book writer and haven’t tried this yet, I 
encourage you to do so with a couple of classics, such as Where the Wild Things Are by Maurice 
Sendak and Margaret Wise Brown’s Goodnight Moon. Then try it with some contemporary picture 



books you admire. You may be surprised at what you learn. (For a detailed description of this 
process, read Esther Hershenhorn’s article, “The Book that Changed Me,” in the Sept/Oct 2008 issue 

of the SCBWI Bulletin .) 

2) To learn from a novel, buy a paperback edition and highlight different aspects in different colors. 

Marion Dane Bauer, one of my teachers at Vermont College, gave me this suggestion when I was 
studying the use of sensory detail. I took a copy of Katherine Paterson’s The Great Gilly Hopkins and 
highlighted in green every sensory detail Gilly experiences. Marion suggested I also study Paterson’s 
use of backstory—information about events that took place prior to the action in the book. I 
highlighted in purple the backstory in Paterson’s novel. Before trying this exercise, I’d assumed 
authors only included backstory in the opening chapters to set up the story. I was amazed to learn 
that Paterson had woven it throughout her novel, up to and including the last chapter. My 148-page 
copy of The Great Gilly Hopkins has three purple-highlighted lines on page 146! It was an invaluable 
lesson. 

If you’d like more reading tips, there are a number of books you may find helpful, including: 
• How to Read a Book: The Classic Guide to Intelligent Reading by Mortimer Adler and Charles Van 
Doren 
• How to Read Literature Like a Professor: A Lively and Entertaining Guide to Reading Between 
the Lines by Thomas Foster 
• How to Read Novels Like a Professor: A Jaunty Exploration of the World’s Favorite Literary 
Form also by Thomas Foster 
• Reading Like a Writer: A Guide for People Who Love Books and for Those Who Want to Write 
Them by Francine Prose 

Fortunately, most writers enjoy reading. However, it’s often difficult to find time for both reading 
and writing. If we want to grow as writers, I think it’s important that we make the time to read 

critically. As Newbery-award-winning author Linda Sue Park says on her website: 

“If you want to be a writer, you have to read A LOT. Reading is training for writers the same way that 
working out is training for athletes!” 

The capital letters and exclamation mark are hers, not mine. 

© 2009 Carmela A. Martino 

Carmela Martino is the author of the middle-grade novel Rosa, Sola (Candlewick Press), which was 
named to Booklist’s “Top Ten First Novels for Youth: 2006.” She has an MFA in writing from 
Vermont College and teaches writing classes for both children and adults. This spring, she will be 
presenting adult classes in writing for children at both the College of DuPage and the Mayslake 
Peabody Estate. For details, visit the “Programs” page of her website: 
www.carmelamartino.com.   

Critique Group Tips 

Looking for a Job? 

Are you interested in contributing to the Prairie Wind? Well, we’re interested in you! We could use a 
regular columnist to write about issues relating to critique groups. 



Drop us an e-mail and let us know! Send to KateHannigan@gmail.com. 

Illustrator Tips 

Artist Agents, 101 

By Kathleen Rietz 

The big question asked by many children’s book illustrators new to the industry is whether to hire an 
agent. The answer is not the same for everyone. Determining if you need an agent is a big decision. 
But if you are new to the business of children’s book illustration, hiring an agent can be an integral 
way to jumpstart your career. 

Artist agents know the business and have connections at publishing houses that most illustrators do 
not. They do the work of submitting art samples from the artists they represent, and create and send 

mailings. They often advertise in annual trade publications and websites such as Picturebook.com 
and Childrensillustrators.com, and often at discounted group rates. 

Because they have experience in the industry, artist agents are 
skilled at negotiating contracts, something most illustrators 
would rather not do. Contracts are complicated, and a good 
agent will always try to negotiate in an illustrator’s favor. 

Another plus is, because of their experience in the children’s 
literature industry, artist agents can lend a very discerning eye 
to an illustrator’s body of work and coach her on what to 
include and avoid in the portfolio. They may help an illustrator 
to make sense of and define her individual style. Some refer to 
this as “branding.” If you think of children’s book author-
illustrators Shel Silverstein and Maurice Sendak for example, 
their styles come to mind as uniquely their own.  
Artist agents also collect all payments from clients and 
distribute them to their illustrators. This can be a plus for 

illustrators who do not like having to chase after their pay. 

In exchange for their representation and the footwork they do for their illustrators, artist agents 
typically charge between 20 percent and 35 percent, although I have heard of an agent who charges 
40 percent. This commission is taken out of the pay that an artist’s agent receives from a publisher, 
and the remainder is then passed on to the illustrator. This commission is also included in any 
royalties agreed upon. If at some point an artist decides to no longer garner representation by her 
agent, any royalties that continue from the sales of the books that were negotiated by the agent are 
paid to the agent. Again, the agent deducts his commission and passes the remainder on to the 
illustrator. 

 



The key thing to remember when seeking 
representation by an artist agent is to research 
and choose wisely. Once an illustrator signs a 
contract with an artist agent, she may be locked 
into the bounds of that contract for up to two 
years.  As with any line of work, there are good 
agents and bad agents. It is best to be prudent 
when signing one’s name to anything. 

Watch for the Spring edition the Prairie Wind, 
where I write about my own experience in 
searching for an artist agent.  

Kathleen Rietz is a freelance children’s book 
illustrator living in Chicago. She is currently illustrating her fifth book for children. You can find 
out more about Kathleen by visiting her website at  and her blog. 

 Writer's Bookshelf  

For Writers Starting Out,  Think ‘Idiots’  

By Jenny Meyerhoff 

The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Publishing Children’s Books 
By Harold Underdown 
(Alpha; third edition 2008) 

If your New Year’s resolution this year is to get serious about your dream of writing a children’s 
book, Harold Underdown’s The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Publishing Children’s Books will give you 
solid advice, save you from making dozens of mistakes and give you a leg up over your slush pile 
competition. 

Underdown covers an astonishing array of information from a tutorial on the 
differences between various genres to advice on promoting an already published 
book. The bulk of the text, however, is geared to those brand new to the children’s 
book industry, and I wish I’d had this book when I was first starting out. Much of 
the advice Underdown offers new writers can be found elsewhere, but what he does 
differently is explain precisely how to go about following that advice. 

New writers are often told to study the market, learn the differences between 
publishers and editors to better target their submissions. But how? This task can feel overwhelming 
and nearly impossible. Underdown shows readers how to narrow down the field of potential 
publishers to make this task more manageable. He then also dissects a sample publisher’s catalog to 
show readers how to target their submissions even better. 

While The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Publishing Children’s Books is an extensive guide, it’s not 
comprehensive. That is, it doesn’t cover everything beginning writers need to know, specifically, how 
to write well. But this isn’t a fault. It’s something the book freely admits, even offering a chapter on 
how to choose the best writing books to suit your individual working style. 

 

 



This book is filled with information any writer serious about having a career writing children’s books 
needs to know. You don’t have to read the book to amass the information; many writers have learned 
it by trial and error and reading from multiple sources. But what Underdown has done well here is 
compile a huge breadth of knowledge into one simple reference. 

Jenny Meyerhoff is the author of the chapter book, Third Grade Baby, and the forthcoming YA, The 
Impossible Secrets of Essie Green. She lives in Riverwoods with her husband and three children. 
Visit her on the web at www.jennymeyerhoff.com.  

book look 

Books That Make You Go, “Oh!” 

By Brenda Ferber 
 
Rhythm and Rhyme 
 
The Pout-Pout Fish 
By Deborah Diesen, illustrated by Dan Hanna 
(Farrar Straus Giroux, 2008) 

I’m sure you’ve all heard the advice not to write a picture book in verse. Yet you can probably name 
at least a dozen rhyming picture books that you or your kids or grandkids adore. So what’s the deal? 
Why do editors tell novice writers to stay away from verse? 

The answer is they don’t believe you can do it well. And maybe 
that’s true. (I’m pretty sure I can’t do it!) But if you have poetry and 
song and rhythm and rhyme in your soul, and if you understand 
story structure and the format of a picture book, and if you have an 
idea that is both fun and meaningful and not at all preachy, there is 
no reason you can’t master this form. Deborah Diesen did it with 
her first picture book, The Pout-Pout Fish. And we all can learn 
something from this well-crafted tale. 

The story of The Pout-Pout Fish is simple. Despite many of his 
friends trying to talk him into changing his expression, Mr. Fish 
believes he only knows how to frown. 

“I’m a pout-pout fish 
With a pout-pout face, 
So I spread the dreary-wearies 
All over the place.” 

Finally, a shimmery fish comes along, kisses Mr. Fish, and swims away. Mr. Fish’s world is literally 
turned upside down (thanks to wonderful illustrations by Dan Hanna) as he realizes he was wrong 
about himself. He now knows… 

“I’m a kiss-kiss fish 
With a kiss-kiss face 
For spreading cheery-cheeries 
All over the place!” 

 



I love how Mr. Fish is so completely certain there is nothing positive he can do about his pout. He 
reminds me of people who complain about aspects of their lives as if they have no control. He 
embodies that “woe-is-me” mentality, but he’s still loveable because he says things like, “Mr. Jelly, I 
agree. I’d like to be more friendly. But it isn’t up to me.” And when the change happens, when the 
shimmery fish kisses him, it is so great that the shimmery fish swims away. This isn’t a love story! 
This is about attitude. And self-love. Mr. Fish sees himself in a new light. And he realizes that his 
biggest weakness can be converted into his greatest strength. 

Now let’s take a look at structure. The first scene sets up the character and the problem right away. 

“Deep in the water 
Where the fish hang out 
Lives a glum gloomy swimmer 
With an ever-present pout.” 

Then the story goes quickly into the “I’m a pout-pout fish…” refrain. 

Turn the page, and we’re on our journey as Mr. Fish’s friends try to help him. Ms. Clam, Mr. Jelly, 
Mrs. Squid and Mr. Eight all have sage advice for Mr. Fish, but it’s the “silent silver shimmer” fish 
that makes a difference by kissing him. Actions most definitely speak louder than words! The refrain 
is used between each interaction. And in the end, the refrain changes just enough to surprise the 
reader. Finally, Mr. Fish kisses all of his friends and even the shimmery fish, bringing the story to a 
satisfying full-circle ending. 

Could this fun, meaningful, well-structured story have been told in prose? Definitely. The rhyme 
adds to an already great story. That’s probably why this first-time author was able to get past the “no-
rhyme rule.” It’s important to note, though, if the rhyme didn’t work or if the rhythm was off, this 
manuscript might have received a quick rejection despite the wonderful story elements. So let’s take 
a look at how Deborah Diesen uses rhythm and rhyme. 

“Along comes a squid, 
Quite a slender squiggly sight. 
She is squirmy, she is squelchy, 
She is slightly impolite.” 

“Hey, Mr. Fish, 
You kaleidoscope of mope, 
How about a smile? 
A little joy? A little hope?” 

Notice the alliteration of all the sq sounds: squid, squiggly, squirmy, squelchy. Notice the internal 
rhymes: slightly impolite and kaleidoscope of mope. Listen to the rhythm. Clap it out with your 
hands. It’s sophisticated yet easy to follow. And notice, also, that every word moves the story 
forward. Nothing is wasted. 

Every page of this book is full of rhymes likes these. And the overall structure of the story has a 
beautiful rhythm to it as well. After each refrain, we hear Blub Bluuuub Bluuuuuuub. But at the end, 
Mr. Fish says he’ll smooch smooch smooch smooch smoooooooooch! 

Rhythm and rhyme paired with a terrific story… no wonder The Pout-Pout Fish is enjoying both 
critical acclaim and commercial success. 



How can this book help you with your own writing? Make sure your story has all the right elements: 
a character with a problem, a beginning, middle, climax and end, a story that leaves the reader 
feeling surprised and satisfied, a killer refrain, and sophisticated spot-on rhyme. If any of these areas 
are lacking, revise, revise, revise! 

Have you read a book that makes you go oh? If so, drop me an e-mail at 
BrendaAFerber@comcast.net and tell me about it. 

Deerfield author Brenda Ferber’s first novel, Julia’s Kitchen, was published by Farrar Straus 
Giroux in 2006. She is currently working on her second middle-grade novel, Jemma Hartman, 
Camper Extraordinaire, to be published in 2009.   

 News Roundup 

Signings, Breakfast,  Awards and Grants 

Compiled by Tabitha Olson  

Anderson’s Bookshop 

Ann Brashares 
When: 6 p.m. Jan. 21 
Where: Tivoli Theater, 5021 Highland Ave. Downers Grove 
Cost: $5 
Celebrate the publication of 3 Willows: The Sisterhood Grows along with Ms. Brashares at a book 
signing, film screening, author chat and reading.  

Dan Gutman 
When: Feb. 10  
Where: Pfeiffer Hall, Naperville 
Offer your thoughts and feelings about My Weird School, My Weird School Daze and The Baseball 
Card Adventures with others at the Naperville READS discussion sessions.  As details are confirmed, 
they will be made available.  

For additional information, please visit Anderson’s website. 

Seventh Annual Children’s Literature Breakfast 
Anderson’s Bookshop is hosting their Seventh Annual Children’s Literature Breakfast on Saturday, 

Feb. 21. Please check the website for more information or call (630) 820-2802. 

Anderson’s Bookshop Mock Newbery 
Every year, Anderson’s Bookshop hosts a Mock Newbery that allows young people to vote for their 
favorite books.  This year’s winner is The Invention of Hugo Cabret by Brian Selznick. 

The Honor Books (in winning order) are as follows.  

1. The Mysterious Benedict Society by Trenton Stewart   
2. The True Meaning of Smekday by Adam Rex  
3. Cracker: The Best Dog in Vietnam by Cynthia Kadahota  
4. Miss Spitfire: Reaching Helen Keller by Sarah Miller  



5. The Wednesday Wars by Gary Schmidt  

To read more about these fabulous books, visit their website. Congratulations to all! 

National Book Award 

The National Book Foundation has chosen winners of this year’s National Book Award. For Young 
People’s Literature, the winner is What I Saw and How I Lied by Judy Blundell. Other nominees 
were as follows: 

Chains by Laurie Halse Anderson 
The Underneath by Kathi Appelt 
The Disreputable History of Frankie Landau-Banks by E. Lockhart 
The Spectacular Now by Tim Tharp 

SCBWI Grants 

Work-in-Progress 
SCBWI established these grants to assist authors to complete a specific project.  There are four 
grants in this category: 
• General Work-In-Progress Grant 
• Grant for a Contemporary Novel for Young People 
• Nonfiction Research Grant 
• Grant for a Work Whose Author Has Never Had a Book Published 

Applicants may apply to only one SCBWI grant per calendar year. The submission window is Feb. 15 
through March 15. Four Grants of $1,500 will be awarded annually, one in each category. Four 
Runner-Up Grants of $500 will also be awarded, one in each category. Authors of other projects 
cited by the judges as noteworthy will receive a Letter of Merit. 

SCBWI Don Freeman Memorial Grant-in-Aid 
SCBWI established this grant to enable picture-book artists to further their understanding, training 
and work in the picture-book genre. Applicants may apply to only one SCBWI grant per calendar 
year. The submission window is Jan. 2 through Feb. 2. One grant of $1,500 will be awarded annually. 
One Runner-Up Grant of $500 will also be awarded. 

SCBWI Barbara Karlin Grant 
SCBWI established this grant to recognize and encourage the work of aspiring picture book 
writers. Applicants may apply to only one SCBWI grant per calendar year. The submission window is 
Feb. 15 through March 15. One grant of $1,500 will be awarded annually. A Runner-Up Grant in the 
amount of $500 will also be awarded. 

SCBWI New York Conference 

The 10th annual SCBWI winter conference is just around the corner!  
When:  Jan. 30th through Feb. 1 
Where:  Grand Hyatt Hotel, New York City 
Cost:  $315 for members, $365 for non-members.  $175 for both Writer’s and Illustrator’s 
Intensives.  
Join amazing authors such as Jay Asher, Bruce Hale, Julius Lester and Richard Peck as they talk 
about writing for children. Right alongside editors from nearly all the major houses and agents 



hungry for new work. Seats fill quickly, so register now if you intend to go. Visit the SCBWI website 
for additional information. 

NIU Children’s Literature Conference 

Northern Illinois University hosts its 29th annual Children’s Literature Conference in March. 
When: 4:45 p.m. March 12 through 3:30 p.m. March 13. 
Where: NIU Holmes Student Center, DeKalb 
Cost: $155 for the full conference, $75 for Thursday only, $15 for Thursday evening only or $100 for 
Friday only. The Rebecca Caudill and Monarch awards are given at this conference on Thursday 
evening. Breakout sessions are on Friday, with speakers Wendell Minor, Candace Fleming, Ann 

Turner and James Cross Giblin. Visit the website to find out more information or to register. 

IRC – Reading! Engage, Excite, Ignite! 

The Illinois Reading Council invites you to the 41st Annual Illinois Reading Conference.  
When: March 19-21 
Where: Springfield 
Cost: $150 for members, $225 for non-members. Retirees and pre-service teachers are $25 for 
members, $50 for non-members. 

Come and get excited about reading with authors Patricia Polacco, Jim Aylesworth, Neal 

Shusterman, Kadir Nelson and more. For more information, visit their website. Click here for 
information on the preliminary program. 

Writing Contests 

Delacorte Press First MG 
Submission window: April 1 through June 30 
Cost: Free 
Prize: Standard book contract, $1,500 in cash and $7,500 advance against royalties. 
The contest is open to U.S. and Canadian writers who have not previously published a middle-grade 
novel. Writers will be notified between January and April as submissions are evaluated by the 
editors. Final contest results will be announced on the website on or around Oct. 31.  Visit the 

website for more information. 

Children’s Writer  
Submission window: Entries must be received by Feb. 28 
Cost: Free for subscribers to Children’s Writer, $13 for non-subscribers 
Prize: $500 for first place plus publication in Children’s Writer, $250 for second place and $100 for 
third, fourth and fifth places. 
Submit a nonfiction article on a sports topic for age 9. Convey the excitement and appeal of a sport, 
along with some educational aspect—such as history, strategy, people or equipment. Winners will be 
selected on age-appropriateness, use of language, clarity, originality and the overall quality of 

writing. Entries should be fun and informative. Visit their website for more information. 

Blogs/Links of Interest 

http://shrinkingvioletpromotions.blogspot.com/ 
http://writingya.blogspot.com/ 
http://theswivet.blogspot.com/ 
http://www.picturingbooks.com/ 



Chicago author Tabitha Olson writes middle-grade and young adult novels. She first began writing 
at 16, when a zealous English teacher made her write a poem. She’s been writing ever since. You 
may contact her through her website www.tabithaolson.com or at 
tabitha@tabithaolson.com.  

Food for Thought  

Stay Tuned for the Next Gathering 

Check this space and keep your eyes on the Listserv to find out about the next Food for Thought 
gathering!  

A Fly on the Wall  

SCBWI Prairie Writer’s Day 2008 

By Tabitha Olson 

It was a full house at this year’s Prairie Writer’s Day held Saturday, Nov. 15th, at Dominican 
University in River Forest.  And no wonder, with a lineup like Harold Underdown, Martha 
Mihalick, Cheryl Klein, Caroline Meckler and Jennifer Rofe.  Five amazing figures in the 
field of children’s publishing.  Mix in Mary Loftus, Carol Grannick and Sharon Darrow, and 
you’ve got a recipe for a brilliantly inspiring day. 

Harold Underdown started off the day with his “guests,” Mr. P and Mr. O, to discuss the ups and 
downs of the current state of publishing.  The pessimistic Mr. P discussed the difficulties 
surrounding the industry, such as how difficult it is to get an agent, how “corporate” the companies 
have become and how sales are declining in our current economy.  The optimist, Mr. O, however, 
said that it’s still possible to make a career in children’s publishing without an agent, that new 
technologies are expanding the formats in which books are available (audio, ebook, etc) and 
children’s books are handling the decline in sales much better than adult books.  So all hope isn’t 
lost!  

He also had a virtual handout  for everyone to check out, with a list of additional resources for the 
current state of the industry, along with a book recommendation on the history of children’s 
publishing:  Minders of Make-Believe by Leonard Marcus.  

Martha Mihalick on Character 

Though Harold was a hard act to follow, Martha Mihalick stepped up admirably.  She spoke on how 
and why it’s so important to create complex, believable characters.  Basically, without characters, you 
have no one to carry out your story.  And without characters that readers can relate to, no one will 
care about what happens to them.  So, the secret to creating sympathetic characters is to make them 
flawed in ways outside the typical character types (i.e. The Jock, The Brain, The Queen Bee, etc).  

To do this, flesh out these four basic categories:  Objects/Possessions, People Around Them, Actions 
and Reactions, and Opinions.  What does your character keep in his pockets, and why?  What is her 
opinion on celebrities?  Who lives in your character’s town or neighborhood?  What does she do 
when she’s frightened?  These are just a sample of all the things to ask your characters, both main 
and minor. 



Once you have your character developed, you need to reveal him to the reader.  You do this through 
action, dialogue, and monologue – just be sure to stick only to the things that are relevant to the 
story.  After all, what’s the point of introducing Uncle Frank’s walking stick if it has nothing to do 
with the story? 

Next, Mary Loftus got us out of our chairs and moving with her tips on keeping fit while writing.  She 
led us through stretches, head rolls and even got in a cardio workout with stand-up-sit-down about a 
million times.  Apparently, there are many things we can do even when we’re still sitting in a chair. 

Cheryl Klein on Plot  

Cheryl Klein took the podium next with an amazing talk about plot – Internal and External, and the 
different kinds of External.  She said that both Internal and External are necessary for a story, one 
providing the entertainment and the other providing character growth.  She also defined some 
different kinds of External plot.  Conflict: One character vs. another character, or one character vs. 
herself.  Mystery: a story where the characters need a piece of information.  Lack: a story where a 
character needs something to be complete and live a full life.  She went on to say that it’s OK for your 
story to contain more than one kind of plot.  In fact, they should contain more than one.  Makes 
things more interesting for the reader. 

Ms. Klein often puts her talks on her website.  This one isn’t up yet, but there are other equally 
intriguing talks on plot.  

As if we weren’t uplifted enough after al l these amazing speakers, Carol Grannick took us one step 
further.  She showed us how to stay optimistic in this world of rejection, insisting that optimism can 
be learned – starting with not taking things personally.  Received a harsh critique?  Look only at the 
facts and what you can learn from the comments.  Got a rejection from your dream agent?  Take a 
look at your query so you might get a request for chapters next time.  Basically, don’t dwell on the 
things you can’t control.  Instead, look at what you can do to make your story better.  Because it’s not 
about you, it’s about the story.  For a good story on how to learn optimism, she recommended Frog 
and Toad. 

Caroline Meckler on Voice  

Caroline Meckler stepped up next with her definition of the ever-elusive voice.  Personally, I’ve never 
seen this defined more clearly, and I profusely thank Ms. Meckler for sharing her thoughts.  She 
broke voice down into five elements.  Diction: choice of words, their meaning and connotation.  
Detail: the specifics that create an image.  Imagery: sensory experience, taking the reader through all 
five senses.  Syntax: grammatical structure, sentence length, incomplete sentences, etc.  Tone: 
personality of the writing, which sets the relationship between the reader and writer.  These elements 
apply to both the character voice and the story voice. 

She said that voice is an important aspect of the story.  Without a strong one, most agents and 
editors will pass on your work, even if the premise is strong.  She recommended trying on many 
different voices until you find the one that is right for your story.  

Jennifer Rofe on Revision  

With all the elements of craft in place, Jennifer Rofe gave us some helpful tips on how to revise 
them.  She opened with a quote from Chaim Potok: “I think the hardest part of writing is revising.  
And by that I mean that the novelist must create the block of marble, then chip away to find the 
figure inside.”  I think that brilliantly sums up the process of writing. 



Ms. Rofe then gave us a list of questions to ask ourselves as we’re studying our first draft.  Is there a 
good balance between Show and Tell?  Does the reader know the characters?  Does he care what 
happens to them?  Is the story moving forward effectively?  Are all the scenes and dialogue 
necessary?  Why are the characters doing what they’re doing?  What do they want, and why do they 
want it?  Are the stakes high enough?  She used these questions to delve into novels that she’d 
worked with, then gone on to sell.  

Sharon Darrow took the podium next with the first pages of some works in progress.  Using them, 
she talked about the ways of improving the craft of writing, such as putting your reader directly in 
the story.  Using words like “I felt/saw/heard/thought” is telling the reader what’s happening.  She 
used a brilliant metaphor – it’s like there’s a curtain between the audience and a play, and there’s a 
person peeking behind the curtain and telling the audience what’s happening.  Instead, let the 
audience experience the play for themselves by showing them what the characters 
feel/see/hear/think.  

She also talked about the different stages within drafts.  First draft: inspiration, the main character 
tells you the story.  Middle drafts: moves from telling to showing.  Later drafts: polishing.  
Essentially, don’t expect to finish a story in one draft.  It takes many, so don’t get discouraged if you 
don’t get it perfect the first time around.  She said the first draft is a lump of clay, then you get out 
your tool box and work on the material until it begins to take shape. 

Last, but certainly not least, was the Fly on the Wall discussion, moderated by Harold Underdown.  
All our figures in publishing discussed hot topics, such as the economy and their dream clients.  On 
the economy, there was a general consensus that things will certainly be difficult, but all hope isn’t 
lost.  After all, it takes at least two years to go from book contract to the shelves, and who knows what 
can happen during that time frame.  Regarding their dream clients, all of them want to work with 
people who won’t resist revision suggestions.  Suggestion being the key word – the suggestion 
doesn’t have to be taken literally, especially if the author can see a better solution.  

Chicago author Tabitha Olson writes middle-grade and young adult novels. She first began writing 
at 16, when a zealous English teacher made her write a poem. She’s been writing ever since. Check 
out tabwriter.blogspot.com.  You may contact her through her website www.tabithaolson.com 
or at tabitha@tabithaolson.com.  

Don't  Miss  

How Your Books Look 

Looking for an exciting and economical way to jump start your writing career in 2009? Join us on for 
a fabulous chapter-wide program titled “The Other Side of the Counter: How a Book Seller 
and a Book Rep View Your Books.” 

When: 9:30 to noon Saturday, Jan. 24th 
Where: Mayslake Peabody Estate, 1717 31st St. in Oak Brook 
Cost: $20 members/$25 non-members 
Details: Send checks made out to SCBWI-IL and registration form to 

Sara Shacter 
3752 N. Leavitt Street 
Chicago, IL  60618 



Jan Dundon of Anderson’s Bookshop will give us her incomparable book talk, highlighting the latest 
batch of must-reads from picture books to YA. 

Don Sturtz, owner of Fuji Associates, will join Jan in discussing the sales side of the book world: How 
do publishers decide which titles a book rep will push? What do book reps say to booksellers?  How 
do booksellers decide which titles to purchase?   (Fuji Associates reps books for roughly two dozen 
small- to mid-sized publishers, such as Albert Whitman, etc.) 

Contact Sara Shacter at sfshacter@gmail.com. Or go to the SCBWI-Illinois website for more 
information. 

__________________________________ 

REGISTRATION FORM: 

Yes, I will be attending the January 24th program “The Other Side of the Counter.”  My check, 
made out to SCBWI-IL for $20 ($25 non-members) is enclosed. 

Name: 

Address: 

Email address: 

Phone: 

Member?         YES                 NO  

Revise Yourself  

New Year’s Resolutions, Optimistically  

By Carol Coven Grannick 

Go ahead and figure out your New Year’s resolutions, but here are a few tips to optimize your 
success. 

1. An optimistic mindset will be more likely to help you on your journey. So check over those new 
or revised goals and make sure they are specific and controllable.  “Get a book contract” is a wish, not 
a goal. A goal would be “get my revised manuscript to an editor of my choice” or “get my revised 
manuscript back to my (hopefully) waiting agent.” You cannot control – or accomplish – anything 
else. You can believe in yourself as much as you want to; I don’t think that will get your book 
published. I know this may sound like heresy to those who believe (and I love you for it!) that if you 
believe in yourself enough, that belief will affect the world’s response. But depressed people get 
published all the time. So in a pinch, just go for writing the excellent-quality manuscript or artwork 
you can. 

2. Break down those specific and controllable goals into the tiniest, achievable pieces. If “finish my 
revisions” feels too overwhelming because of where you are at in your life right now, break it down 
into one page a day. Or a sentence. Whatever you can absolutely commit to and achieve is what you 



should set as a goal. Refer to Anne Lamott’s now-classic Bird by Bird for the humor and reality of 
this tip. 

3. Normalize your journey. Moving forward is always full of obstacles and detours. Greet those 
obstacles and detours gently, with curiousity for the information they hold: Is your life distracting 
you? Is something in your work begging for change or exploration and thus you feel “stuck”? Is 
something about the process you’re experiencing uncomfortable? (i.e., are you taking a risk you 
haven’t taken before, leaving behind old ways of working?) 

Every step forward involves loss: accept and get used to the bittersweet feeling of true change, which 
means that as you create something new for yourself, you leave something behind. I recently finished 
a set of revisions on my first novel. Pleased for a moment with the result, I realized two or three of 
my absolute favorite scenes from my early drafts were gone (I had removed them several drafts ago, 
but somehow the impact hadn’t registered). Gone. Forever. Oh, sure, you can tell yourself to save 
those scenes in a “clip file” and maybe you’ll use them someday, somewhere else. And that could be 
true. 

But it’s also true that life – and our work – involves loss. Forever kind of loss that hurts. And there it 
is. 

4. Which brings me to: Normalize your feelings. I am big on this. Feelings are simply clues to 
your internal movement as a human being. You may have lots of different feelings as you move 
toward your goals. They are not good or bad. Greet them with interest (literally: “This is interesting. I 
am feeling ______”) instead of judgment, and they will come and go more easily. 

5. Make sure your goals for 2009 are based on who you are: your strengths, your values, the 
meaning you want to create in your life. And then find something that you can do for others, because 
the happiest people in the world find meaning in life by using themselves to do just that. 

Carol Coven Grannick is a Licensed Clinical Social Worker in private practice in addition to being a 
children’s author and a proud member of the Illinois Chapter of SCBWI. Please feel free to e-mail 
comments and questions to her at: carolgrannick@comcast.net 

 Promote That Book! 

Howling: It’s  Not Just for Wolves Anymore 

By Scotti Cohn 

Wolves howl to let others know where they are, to let others know that a 
hunt is about to start, to gather at the end of the hunt, to mark their 
territory for other wolves, to express fear and, last but not least, because 
they like to! 

Children’s book authors howl, too. The “Rejection Letter Howl” can be 
heard from a great distance away and usually causes other authors to howl 
in sympathy. The “Acceptance Letter Howl” can trigger a whole chorus of 
joyous yipping and yapping. In November 2007, Sylvan Dell Publishing 
accepted my picture book One Wolf Howls for publication. I “howled” to 
my closest friends and family members, then we all howled together. 

 



This article is about what I like to call the “Promotion Howl.” It lets others know who you are and 
what you created. It invites them to celebrate success with you and encourages them to help you 
become even more successful. 

Here are some of the steps I have taken — and plan to take — to promote One Wolf Howls, which is 
scheduled for publication in February 2009. 

November 2007: 

• Completed Sylvan Dell’s Author Questionnaire, which asks for suggestions about “avenues to 
advertise, promote, publicize, review and sell your book.” This caused me to start thinking 
in concrete, specific terms about what I would do to promote the book.  

• Joined the International Wolf Center and one or two other wolf-related organizations — 
partly to increase my understanding of regional and international wolf issues, but also to 
establish a relationship with the organizations.  

• Added “One Wolf Howls (Sylvan Dell, 2009)” to my email signature and updated my website 
to include mention of One Wolf Howls and my book It Happened in Chicago, which Globe 
Pequot Press is publishing in August 2009.  

January 2008: 

• Began to compile a list of Illinois Author Events — opportunities for book promotion in 
Illinois throughout the year. Eventually I hope to post this list in the Prairie Wind or 
elsewhere on the Illinois SCBWI site.  

Spring 2008: 

• Notified SCBWI about One Wolf Howls so that it could be included in the SCBWI mailing to 
Illinois contacts in the fall.  

Summer 2008: 

• Traveled to Wolf Park in Battle Ground, Indiana. Arranged to have photos taken of myself 
with captive, socialized wolves. Arranged to sponsor a wolf at Wolf Park and talked to the 
staff about doing a book signing during one of their “Howl Nights” in spring 2009.  

• Started contacting possible sites for my “book launch party.”  
• Started making a list of places I might want to contact concerning book signings or 

presentations.  
• Placed notices about the upcoming publication of One Wolf Howls (with a link to the Sylvan 

Dell website) in my profiles at Jacketflap, Amazon, LinkedIn, Facebook and LiveJournal.  

October 2008: 

• Posted Sylvan Dell’s online press release about One Wolf Howls (for Wolf Awareness Week) 
in my blog at LiveJournal.  

• Started making notes about what types of presentations I might do. One Wolf Howls is 
written in rhyme, and I have been writing poetry my whole life — so in addition to talking 
about wolves, I can talk about writing poetry.  

November 2008: 



• Started experimenting with ideas for bookmarks and a postcard announcing my launch 
party.  

• Subscribed to Google Alerts so that I will know whenever “One Wolf Howls” and “Scotti 
Cohn” are mentioned on the net.  

• Purchased items that I can use in school visits or presentations, including a large poster 
showing types of wolves and CDs of wolves howling.  

• Printed flyers created by Sylvan Dell (provided to me as a computer file).  

December 2008:  

• Contacted libraries, bookstores and gift shops in the area to set up signings and/or readings.  
• Emailed the principals of 60 elementary schools in my area, offering to do presentations. I 

will follow up with these contacts in January if I don’t hear from them. What I am finding 
so far is that schools have pretty much already committed their funds for this school year. 
Some of them are suggesting that I contact them in July for the 2009-2010 school year.  

• Created a One Wolf Howls web page.   
• Updated my Blog at LiveJournal to include information about how I am planning to promote 

One Wolf Howls.  
• Arranged to have One Wolf Howls included on the Illinois Author’s Corner page of the 

February 2009 IRC (Illinois Reading Council) Communicator.   
• Designed a draft of a postcard/invitation to my launch party, a bookmark and a business card 

specifically promoting One Wolf Howls. I am planning to create an author brochure as well.  
• Received a tentative date for my launch party at Barnes & Noble in Bloomington for Feb. 22 

or 23.   
• Received encouraging responses from Wolf Park in Indiana (for later in the spring) and 

Lakeview Museum in Peoria.  
Officially lined up my first author appearance at a local library for “Story Hour” on Feb. 15.  

• Lined up an appearance in May 2009 at Hanson Robinson Zoo in Springfield.  

Support from Sylvan Dell has been and continues to be terrific. Authors get 
plenty of marketing tips and suggestions and are kept in the loop concerning 
the sales team’s activities on behalf of their books. The Sylvan Dell website 
contains links to an author bio, teaching activities, cover art and other 
information concerning One Wolf Howls. They designed a flyer regarding 
school visits. The teaching activities will be perfect for me to use in school and 
library visits. Sylvan Dell also offers site license grants to elementary schools. 
The application is on the website. 

On and on it goes. One wolf howls, another responds and soon you have a 
chorus. The goal is to create a cumulative effect, generating interest in various sectors all at once. 
People are more likely to remember something they see or hear about on several occasions within a 
relatively short timeframe. 

For more suggestions concerning book promotion, check out the excellent articles posted by Sylvan 
Dell publicist Sara Dobie. 

Check out more about Scotti Cohn at www.scotticohn.com. Her other books (primarily for adults 
but suitable for YA) are: 

• It Happened in Chicago (Globe Pequot Press / August 2009)  
• Liberty’s Children: Stories of Eleven Revolutionary War Children (Globe)  
• Beyond Their Years: Stories of Sixteen Civil War Children (Globe)  

 



• Disasters and Heroic Rescues of North Carolina (Globe)  
• It Happened in North Carolina - new edition scheduled for 2009 (Globe)  
• More Than Petticoats: Remarkable North Carolina Women (Globe) 

Opportunities  

New Classes for the New Year 

Check out the SCBWI-Illinois website and find out what classes are available to hone your skills and 
boost your career. Whether it’s business sense for illustrators or novel writing for the YA market, 
there’s a class out there for you.  

Grab Your Book and Get to ALA in Chicago 

For the first-time ever, SCBWI-Illinois will be exhibiting throughout all four days at the upcoming 
July 11-14 American Library Association Conference held at McCormick Place in Chicago. 
While the booth-size is modest, the opportunities are grand for PAL (”published and listed”) SCBWI-
Illinois members who authored and/or illustrated trade books published within the last five years to 
promote their books, their library visits and connections, and themselves. 

Stay tuned for further details, available on the SCBWI-Illinois Listserv, in the Spring issue of the 
Prairie Wind and in invitations to Speakers Directory registrants. 

For further information, contact Esther Hershenhorn at esthersh@aol.com. And visit 
www.scbwi.org to learn more about this newest membership level.  

Kidsl itosphere 

Bubbles,  Crowes and Just One More Book 

By Dawn Malone 

It’s a new year: a time of fresh starts, resolutions and revised resolutions after those initial ideals are 
dashed. And speaking of all things new, I’ve discovered several bookmark-worthy blogs for your 
reading and viewing pleasure. 

 I just love writers who offer their promotional ideas to others. When the day comes that I have a 
book to promote, I’ll be really ready with my manilla folder of how-to articles and purple Post-It 

notes full of tips. That folder grew even fatter last month after I came across The Bubble 
Stampede, a blog written by Laura Purdie Salas (Stampede! Poems About the Wild Side of School; 
Clarion, 2009) and Fiona Bayrock (Bubble Homes and Fish Farts; Charlesbridge, 2009). 

They bill their blog as “2 Authors, 2 Books, and a 9-month Conversation about…aaack…Promotion!,” 
simultaneously dispensing advice and getting it from readers through their audience members’ 
comments. Both authors have books debuting in the spring, so their ideas about blog tours, book 
trailers, readers theater, book signings, etc., have the “learning as they go” feel to them. Very 
refreshing. 



Those who attended the 2007 Prairie Writer’s Day may remember agent Sara Crowe from the Harvey 

Klinger Agency. Well, she started a blog in September called Crowe’s Nest, and it’s a gem. My 
favorite is her Dec. 2 post that details query letters that hooked her into representing the respective 
authors.  

Hunkering down in a coffee shop a few times a week, Just One More Book’s Andrea Ross and 
Mark Blevis record their delightful podcast about the world of children’s literature, promoting 
children’s books with reviews, and interviews with authors, illustrators and other experts in the field. 
For those who are trying to cut down on the non-writing time spent at the computer, the podcast is a 
nice option. Download it to your iPod and take a walk around the neighborhood while keeping that 
New Year’s resolution to exercise. 

And while we’re on the subject of book reviews, there’s Julie Danielson and Eisha Prather’s Seven 
Impossible Things Before Breakfast (why stop at six?): a Blog about Books. It’s insightful and 
savvy, and the interviews (Judy Blume, Lane Smith, Jane Yolen, David Small, etc.) are up-close and 
personal. 

Happy New Year! 

Dawn Malone has sold articles to Highlights for Children, Pockets, and Story Friends. She was a 
recipient of a 2007 runner-up SCBWI Work-in-Progress grant for her contemporary young adult 
novel. Her e-mail address is: dawnie23@verizon.net. 

Booksellers'  Perspective 

Crocodile Pie’s Amy Moran 

By Kate Hannigan 

On the threshold of a new year and a completely new economy, we asked bookseller Amy Moran of 
Libertyville’s beloved children’s bookstore Crocodile Pie to gaze into her crystal ball. While none of 
us can know what’s ahead in the world of children’s literature for 2009, the insights Amy shares 
reflect the realities booksellers across the country are facing. 

We’re entering award season with the Newbery and Caldecott announcements coming 
this month. Do you find that the awards generate more interest in children’s books? 

Yes, the awards definitely help sell books! Schools want them for their libraries and classrooms. 
Teachers introduce them to the students, and that sparks additional interest in reading at home. 
Especially if a book is read in class, often times students will want to read it on their own. Or, in the 
case of books like Wolf Brother or Lightening Thief, the recognition of that book sparks them to read 
the entire series! Sometimes an award will help generate interest in that author’s other work as well. 
Re-introducing great books to those that might have missed them or to a new audience altogether! 

How on target have you found the awards to be in past years? Do you think kids 
respond to the books these organizations have honored? 

I think they have made some wonderful choices. I can only imagine the process is very difficult. As a 
book buyer for a small store, I find it difficult to decide just what to buy. There are many wonderful 
books out there to narrow it down for the awards must be challenging. It is nice to see the variety of 



subject matter. I think that is one of the most important criteria for me. These are young children 
that ARE interested in reading, and it is important to keep their interest by offering good books in all 
genres. I think the awards ensure that the books are recognized: in schools, media coverage, reviews, 
making parents and teachers are aware. Young readers come into the store with their parents. If 
they’ve read a Rebecca Caudill and enjoyed it, they feel comfortable selecting another one. Parents 
feel confident in the quality of the subject matter. 

Judy Blundell recently won the National Book Award’s Young People’s Literature 
Award for What I Saw and How I Lied, published by Scholastic. It’s the story of a 
teenage girl’s relationship with an ex-soldier who served in her father’s World War 
Two company. Have you seen a spike in interest in this book now that it has been so 
honored? Has it been a book independent booksellers have gotten behind to support? 

Our store does not currently carry this title. Traditionally, our store has catered to children newborn 
to fifth grade. When we took ownership, we added a tween/teen room so our young customers could 
continue to shop with us through high school. We carry the required reading books for the schools in 
the area as well as popular titles for this age group. It can be difficult however to include everything, 
and we try to make sure that we read the titles first so we can recommend them and help parents 
with content. This title is currently in my “must read” pile! 

What do you see taking off this year? Have readers’ appetites for vampires been 
satisfied? Or are vampires, werewolves and other undead still hot? 

This is an interesting question. I think titles like Twilight have inspired many young people to read 
more. Once they are through that series, it is important as a bookseller to help them find the next 
book or series. There is a great deal of fantasy and vampire character books out there! But we are 
finding other great titles for those who may want to read a mystery or historical fiction! I think the 
idea of The 39 Clues from Scholastic is a good one. It has taken a while to catch on, but I think that is 
due to releasing the first book right at the start of the school year. Parents and children were not 
looking for a new series to start or something to read over the summer vacation; they were back into 
the throws of school and homework and distracted from their recreational reading. Now, with the 
holidays and the second book, more people are discovering this new twist in reading! I’ve sold more 
copies of Book 1 for the holidays! 

With the economic upheaval we’ve been witnessing in recent months, books might be 
something buyers forgo in an effort to cut spending. Are independent booksellers like 
you feeling a pinch? 

We are definitely feeling a pinch. I think, however, it is a combination of several factors: Consumers 
have less to spend, our costs are greater (shipping, utilities, rent and more), small businesses like 
ourselves no longer have the budget for advertising, special events or giveaways to attract customers. 
As for buying books, at least in children’s books, I feel parents can justify it regardless of the 
economic situation. 

What do you foresee in the world of children’s publishing in the coming year? 
Constriction? Or do you think parents will always be willing to spend money on books 
for their kids? 

Yes, I think parents will always spend on their children — especially books! I do think we are going to 
see (already are starting to see) higher prices for these books. For example, some paperbacks 
traditionally $5.99 or $6.99 are now $8 and $9.99. I also think we will see more titles from current 



and well-received authors and less “new blood.” We recently hosted three authors at our store, and 
all three are self-published — the only way they could get their story out there. 

What trends would you like to see more of? 

I hope publishers will continue to seek out variety. In the world of picture books, I hope they will 
work harder to match good writing with good illustration and vise versa. That is sure to sell!! Take 
the time to ensure that the books are great! I love that technology is playing a role in our books: pop-
up books, scanimation, 39 Clues with a website connection. This is what the book world needs to do 
to keep up with and keep the interest of the young people.  

What insight would you like to share with aspiring children’s book writers?  

As a mom, I love a book with a good message — picture books through novels! It is a crazy world, and 
if we can instill good messages via books, it can only help the next generation. 

What are your hopes regarding children’s literature for the coming year? 

As a bookseller, another great series, the likes of Harry Potter, would surely help our business! 

Chicago writer Kate Hannigan writes picture books and middle-grade novels when she’s not 
managing her children’s playdates and soccer schedules. She is also editor of the Prairie Wind. E-
mail her with comments or questions at KateHannigan@gmail.com    

op/ed 

Online Gaming and Beyond With Kaimira 

 

By Chris Rettstatt 

When I first came up with the idea for Kaimira, I had a choice to make. I could follow the traditional 
path of the author and try to find an agent and then a publisher. There’s a certain nobility to this path 
that’s not lost on me, but I’ve never approached my career traditionally.   

Luckily I had another option. I had recently started working for a Chicago-based entertainment 
company called Star Farm Productions. Star Farm’s flagship story, Edgar & Ellen, started as a series 
of chapter books with Tricycle Press (the series later moved to Simon & Schuster). Ultimately there 
were games with Mattel, a TV series on the Nicktoons Network and other media in the works. 



I’m a book person to the core. I surround myself with books and with book people. I’d rather go to 
Book Expo America than Disney World. I love the smell of books, the sound a page makes when you 
flip it, the feel of the spine in your palm. I’ve been a writer since fourth grade. When my twin 
daughters were born, I gave them baby books to punch and chew on (love of books should be a five-
sense sort of thing). Now, at 16 months, there’s nothing they love more than sitting on the floor with 
a picture book, turning the pages and pretending to read. 

I love books, but I’m not a book snob. I’m greatly inspired by films and even by some TV shows, 
comics and video games. And because of my background as a specialist in youth-focused virtual 
community, I’m also fascinated by the advent of multiplayer online games as another medium for 
storytelling. 

*** 

When I was a kid, I was a huge reader of science fiction and fantasy, and I especially loved epic 
series. I would deliberately slow down as I neared the end of the book because I dreaded the last page 
and the long wait for the next volume in the series. Even worse was finishing the last book of the 
series. I always wanted to stay in those fictional worlds just a little while longer.  

These days the story doesn’t have to end. Entertainment is becoming increasingly interactive and 
transmedia. From fan fiction to online role-play, from trading cards to video games, there are many 
ways to keep a story going – and even to let the readers have a hand in building out the storyverse. 
And that’s what I wanted for Kaimira from the very beginning. 

I knew it wouldn’t be easy, and it wasn’t. For one thing, though 
my educational background was English and Creative Writing, 
I wasn’t part of the creative team at Star Farm. I was 
Interactive Director, responsible for overseeing strategy and 
execution for Star Farm’s online content. I ran the Web team 
and all of our online marketing efforts. I built and ran our 
online communities. I oversaw online privacy and safety 
policies and procedures.  This was the sort of work I’d been 
doing for several years, and it kept me busy at Star Farm. 

Anyone could pitch story ideas at Star Farm, but I couldn’t step 
away from my Interactive duties. I worked on Kaimira in my 
own time for more than a year before I finally got the green 
light to develop it on company time. That green light came 
with permission to hire a replacement to head up the 
Interactive Team. 

I had successfully demoted myself from Director to Writer. 

I was immediately paired with another writer on staff and given the task of “developing the 
property.” I just wanted to start writing the first book, but Star Farm’s strategy was to think through 
how the story would work across other media as well. 

What came next was a flurry of outlines, proposals, sketches, one-pagers, synopses, springboards 
and sample scripts. Through this process I gained some valuable techniques for thinking through the 
big story. But in the end, the only way I was going to create the world and characters of Kaimira was 
by sitting down and writing the first book.  

 



We did just that. And while it’s decidedly challenging to work with another author, I was ultimately 
convinced that the story was stronger as a result. In fact, collaborating with other writers is my 
second-favorite thing about my job. Writing can be a lonely occupation. (My favorite thing about my 
job is visiting classrooms to talk about books and writing.) 

When people think of book packagers and entertainment companies, they often imagine assembly 
lines and creativity by committee. This may be true in some cases, but it wasn’t my experience. I was 
given all the creative room I needed. Sure, I had to learn how to explain my ideas to colleagues. And I 
had to learn how to meet deadlines and deal with suggestions thrown at me from all directions, but 
the creative vision remained mine. And if I had to engage in the occasional battle, it only made the 
story – and me – stronger.  

Star Farm had moved from 10 people working in the CEO’s condo (I shared the kitchen with the 
head of Marketing) to a small space in the West Loop surrounded by meat packers. At our largest we 
were just under 50 employees.  

While writing The Sky Village (book one of the 
Kaimira series), I spent about half the week working 
from home or a nearby coffee shop. In that respect, 
my day-to-day experience wasn’t much different 
from other authors. The big differences were that I 
was getting a salary to write and that I had access to 
other writers, art resources and a marketing 
department. 

But I learned quickly that when it comes to getting a 
book deal with a publisher, you have to get in line 
behind all the other writers. It always comes down to the quality of the story and the writing, and 
whether it “rises above” everything else. We initially pitched Kaimira as a trilogy, using a book 
proposal and a few sample chapters. It turned out this wasn’t enough, so we took the time to finish 
half the book. Candlewick became interested at this point but asked if we could rework the trilogy 
into a series. 

I was happy to oblige. 

With a five-book deal in hand with Candlewick Press and their parent company, Walker Books, I was 
able to focus on discovering and developing the story through writing. In the meantime, Star Farm 
developed a relationship with BBC Worldwide, and they became interested in Kaimira for what they 
called “360 development.” They were particularly interested in the multiplayer gaming potential. 

Thus began the next phase for Kaimira, coming up with the creative strategy for the story beyond the 
books, from comics to gaming to television. It was nice to take an occasional break from the book to 
give feedback on art and animation. There was nothing like seeing this crazy future world I’d 
developed – with its robots and oversized animals, its battling biotech creatures and village made of 
hot air balloons – come to life in pictures and then in animation. 

But my priority is, and always has been, writing the best book series I can. Two (almost) down, and 
three more to go.    

Chris Rettstatt is creator of Kaimira and author of the Kaimira book series. He lives in Chicago. You 

can get to know him here.  

 



The Thrill  of Watching My Book on PBS 

By Aaron Reynolds 
 
On Sept. 29, 2008, a wonderful thing happened to me. I watched as chickens, lions and even a duck 
devoured my book on national television. 

Don’t worry, my book wasn’t involved in some horrible zoo-escape turned bookmobile tragedy. 

Instead, my picture book Chicks and Salsa was featured on PBS’s hit reading show Between the 
Lions. 

What was it like? 

Very cool. Marvelous. A little surreal. Watching Henson-
made muppets read my book aloud, say my name on TV, 
call my book “scrumptious” for kids and critics alike to 
hear was a wonderful experience. 

Oh, you wanted to know what the process was like? 

Right. Of course you do. Well, I’d have to answer that the 
same way I answer every second-grader on every school 
visit I’ve ever done, who asks “What was it like to work 
with your illustrator?” 

I have absolutely no idea. 

In many ways, the process of having my book featured on 
Between the Lions mirrored my experience with the publishing process itself: beyond my control. In 
the dozen or so books I’ve published, I’ve rarely had much input into crucial decisions like who 
illustrates my book. Or which cover concept gets chosen. Or what my own characters look like. Little 
piddly stuff like that. 

Between the Lions was a lot like that. I didn’t have much input into the process, to be honest. Now, I 
know some authors would go nuts over the prospect of relinquishing that kind of control. But I’m not 
complaining. I’ve come to realize that’s simply the way the publishing world (and, apparently, PBS) 
works. For a recovering control freak like me, that ain’t easy. But I’ve learned the art of letting go. 
And rather than stifling my books (my babies!), it has freed me, and them, to soar to new heights. 

Learning to Let Go 

When I first sold Chicks and Salsa to my buddies at Bloomsbury Children’s Books, I had rather vivid 
visions of long martini lunches alongside my editor. I’d fly out to New York, and we would sip 
cosmos – no, appletinis! much more manly – as we looked over art samples together, trying to decide 
who would get to illustrate my wonderful, funny, glorious book. 

Never happened. In fact, when I finally received the long-awaited acceptance phone call, I was told 
that they had already picked an illustrator. 

ALREADY? EVEN BEFORE YOU’VE CONTRACTED THE BOOK!? 

 



Yep. 

DON’T YOU WANT MY INPUT!? 

Nope. 

Okie doke. Now, don’t get me wrong. Paulette Bogan illustrated Chicks and Salsa, and I wouldn’t 
trade her for all the nachos on Nuthatcher Farm. Her incredible illustrations in Chicks have won 
kids’ cheers and critics’ accolades alike. But I learned an important lesson that day. I’m going to have 
to be OK letting go of control if I’m going to thrive in the world of children’s publishing. 

Between the Lions was a refresher course in letting go. I’ve read articles about William Joyce, picture 
book creator extraordinaire (of Rolie Polie Olie and Meet the Robinsons fame), and his in-depth 
collaborations with Disney as they adapt his books for screen. Now, I’m no William Joyce, but a guy 
can dream, right? If Between the Lions wants to feature my book, they’re going to want my sage 
advice and wisdom along with it, right? 

Nuh uh. 

Once the Between the Lions folks bought the rights to include my book in their show, this was their 
baby. They didn’t really need or want my meddling spoon in their soup. 

And this is just as it should be. 

Because collaboration doesn’t just look like me leaning over Paulette Bogan’s shoulder, whispering 
illustration suggestions in her ear. It doesn’t just look like WGBH giving me the reins to their show. 
Collaboration is also about creating your piece to the puzzle, and letting go. It’s about trusting that 
others in the process – your editor, art director and illustrator, among others – have a part to play 
equally important to yours. It’s about realizing that this is no longer MY book. It is OUR book. 

I’ve learned that when I let go a little and trust my colleagues (because that’s what they are – 
colleagues – whether they are my editors, my illustrators or some folks from a TV show who have a 
vision to adapt my book for lions to read), I’m usually extremely happy with the results. 
Collaboration is a wonderful thing – even if you’ve never even met the people you are collaborating 
with. 

So, what was the process like, having Chicks and Salsa featured on Between the Lions? 

Well, I got to sit in my living room and watch a muppet read my book aloud. She proclaimed my 
name as the author on national TV. The show’s animators brought Paulette Bogan’s illustrations to 
life in simple but wonderful ways, as chickens and a duck cavorted together. A talking lion called my 
book “scrumptious” for kids and critics alike to hear. And I didn’t have to lift a finger. If fact, I was 
free to do what I do best: keep creating new books. 

I’d say it was a wonderful collaboration. 

Aaron Reynolds is the author of Superhero School, Metal Man, the Tiger Moth, Insect Ninja graphic 
novels, and, of course, Chicks and Salsa. To find out more about Aaron and his books, go to 

www.aaron-reynolds.com. And to see the episode of Between the Lions featuring Chicks and Salsa, 
tune in on March 5th to your local PBS station.  



Horoscopes 

Nuggets from Nunki:  Horoscopes for Children’s Book Writers 
and Illustrators 

By Nunki Pelagus 

Horoscopes for January 2009 

SPECIAL OFFER 
To receive a free analysis of the elements in your birth chart that relate to interest, ability and 
potential for success in writing or illustrating, send your first name, along with your date, time and 

place of birth to nunki@inorbit.com . Please specify whether you are a writer or illustrator (or both) 
when making your request. 

RETROGRADE* ALERT: Mercury (planet of the mind and communication, ruler of writers, 
editors, publishers, manuscripts, post offices and artists’ supplies) is retrograde Jan. 11-Feb. 1. 
During that time, it will behoove us all to be extra aware of what and how we communicate and how 
we interpret communication from others. Saturn, ruler of Capricorn and Aquarius, is retrograde Jan. 
1-May 17. In general, a Saturn retrograde prompts us to re-evaluate what we have taken on, perhaps 
to back out of a commitment or to improve the organization of a project. 

ARIES, The Ram (March 21-April 19) 
Rams, you’re likely to start the new year with activity or challenges in the area of career this month, 
as the Sun and Mars in Capricorn square off against your natal Sun. Mars is exalted in Capricorn, so 
be careful your drive to achieve doesn’t result in excessive competitiveness. After Jan. 20, focus shifts 
to the needs of others, particularly in groups you belong to. Writers are able to see possibilities even 
in the mundane aspects of life. Illustrators can tap into their dreams and subconscious mind more 
readily. 

TAURUS, The Bull (April 20-May 20) 
Bulls, you’re all set for adventure — possibly including foreign travel — as you step into 2009. Career 
matters take center stage around Jan. 20 and you may have to deal with obstacles or conflicts in that 
area. Group activities and relationships are potentially very beneficial this month. Writers, a 
Mercury-Sun square along with the Mercury retrograde could make communication problematic, 
especially with those in authority. Illustrators, you’re likely to receive spiritual insights and 
inspiration from dreams. 

GEMINI, The Twins (May 21-June 20) 
A new year could very well be the start of a “new you,” Gemini. Transformation at a deep level is 
highly possible. Around Jan. 20, you may develop a hankering for adventure and travel; the stars and 
planets encourage you to go for it! Writers, you’re advised to follow your desire to expand your 
horizons and reach out to new people and places. Illustrators, you may experience a mixture of 
challenges and rewards in your career after Jan. 4. 

CANCER, The Crab (June 21-July 22) 
The Sun in Capricorn opposite Cancer suggests possible tumult in the area of personal relationships 
for Cancerians during much of January. Illness or feelings of being unappreciated could contribute. 
Be open to a personal revelation courtesy of the full Moon in Cancer on Jan. 10. Writers, take extra 
care with the words you use to express yourself. A partnership is likely to bring rewards. Illustrators, 
you have an opportunity to expand your horizons psychologically and physically Jan. 4-31. 



LEO, The Lion (July 23-August 23) 
Chances are, your New Year’s Resolutions include some reference to health and fitness. The stars 
support that effort. Difficulties in a personal relationship or partnership may throw you off your 
stride temporarily. Writers, the Mercury retrograde and Mercury’s opposition to your Sun makes it 
more likely than usual that you might put your foot (paw) in your mouth. Illustrators, take care to set 
appropriate boundaries with yourself and others. Rose-colored glasses could distort your view of 
reality.  
  
VIRGO, The Virgin (August 23-September 22) 
Virgos start the year with a flurry of activity in the areas of romance, children and/or creativity. 
Hmmm… children + creativity… sounds like a useful combination for SCBWI members! Come Jan. 
20, you’ll want to turn your attention to developing a health and fitness routine. Writers, you may 
want to take advantage of an opportunity to use your talents to assist or serve someone else. 
Illustrators, relationships could experience a lot of ups and downs this month. Try to go with the 
flow. 

LIBRA, The Scales (September 23-October 22) 
Home and family take center stage for Librans as 2009 gets underway. Time spent around the hearth 
will help you rest up for creative, romantic or entertainment opportunities that could arrive Jan. 20-
31. Writers may have a disruption or complication that affects domestic harmony sometime between 
Jan. 1-19. Illustrators can be certain that any service they perform using their artistic talents will be 
greatly enjoyed and appreciated. 

SCORPIO, The Scorpion (October 23-November 21) 
Jan. 1-19 the emphasis for Scorpios is on communication and short trips here and there. Issues with 
siblings or neighbors may come to the fore. Family, home and domestic matters become more 
important after Jan. 20, and you may need to straighten out a tangle or two. Writers in particular 
may face a challenge on the home front this month, but careful communication goes a long way 
toward soothing ruffled feathers. Illustrators get helpful energy from Venus in the areas of children 
and creativity. 

SAGITTARIUS, The Archer (November 22-December 21) 
We Centaurs get some very good stuff to help us kick off the New Year, including financial incentives 
and opportunities to boost income. Our ruler Jupiter moves into Aquarius on Jan. 6, forming a 
harmonious aspect with our Sun. Communication ability is enhanced, as are relationships with 
siblings and neighbors. Writers receive constructive energy that offsets the Mercury retrograde. 
Illustrators may face minor complications in home life, perhaps stemming from past events or 
situations. 

CAPRICORN, The Goat (December 22-January 19) 
A Happy Cappy Birthday to all Goats born in January! The sheer force of your personality opens 
doors for you this month as money issues become particularly important. Your ruler, Saturn, 
continues to draw your attention toward things of a philosophical nature. Writers may find 
themselves focusing on possessions and their true value this month. Illustrators are in line for 
enhanced communication and improved relations with siblings and neighbors. Running errands 
could require more time than usual.  

AQUARIUS, The Water-Carrier (January 20-February 18) 
Bountiful Birthday Blessings to Aquarians born in January. The New Year is likely to begin 
somewhat quietly for Water-Carriers, who may find themselves feeling a bit moody or secretive. Pay 
attention to your dreams, as they can reveal what occupies your subconscious mind and help you 
interpret it. Writers have a chance to focus their energy on self-improvement, self-confidence and 
self-esteem. Illustrators are likely to see some positive activity in the financial sector. 



PISCES, The Fish (February 19-March 20) 
As of Jan. 6, Jupiter (ruler of Pisces) is no longer in its fall in Capricorn, which is good news for 
Fishies, especially since themes of surrender or sacrifice may dominate January. Subconscious 
influences are likely to be strong and attempts to understand these need to be made. Writers may 
find that delving into secrets provides useful material for their work in progress. Illustrators, this is a 
good month to consider your physical appearance as well as how you present yourself in general.  

* Retrograde Motion: An apparent backward motion of a planet among the stars resulting from 
the observation of the planet from the planet earth which is also revolving about the sun at a 
different velocity. When a planet is retrograde, its energies are blocked, inhibited, or contradictory. 

About Nunki Pelagus: Nunki Pelagus (probably not her real name) is a Sagittarius with Moon in 
Taurus and Virgo rising. A member of SCBWI, she has been a professional astrologer for 10 years 
and a writer for way longer than that. If you would like to contact Nunki, she can be reached at 
nunki@inorbit.com. 

 


