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Greeting

Enthuse Your Muse—Part 3

Hi Everyone! I hope this finds you  
writing and drawing and creating— 
and enjoying this lovely spring …

News Roundup
Dana Wilson Easley’s News Roundup lists 
upcoming events, recent awards, and grant 
application deadlines.

From the Editor
There’s snow in our area; nevertheless, it’s time for the spring issue of the  
Prairie Wind. This issue is full of interesting and inspiring tips, beginning with Alice 
McGinty’s Greeting. Continuing the theme “enthuse your muse,” Alice talks about 
how fear of change can get in the way of writing: “To ease my fears a bit, I copy 
the file and paste my words into a new one, so at least I can tear my work apart 
knowing that the original is still there. It’s my security blanket. And over the years 
of doing this, I’ve found that it’s rare that I go back to that security blanket, the 
original file, after my revision is done. The changes I’ve made almost always 
bring about a better piece of work.” >

> >

Illustrator in the Spotlight

© Steffen Heilfort Our Great Big Backyard, HarperCollins
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Tales from the Front
Kym Brunner’s Tale from Front 
departs from our usual format. 

Don’t Miss
Wild, Wild Midwest is coming to 
Naperville!

Book Look
Cloth Lullaby: The Woven Life of 
Louise Bourgeois

Illustrator in the 
Spotlight
Matthew Thomas Bush shares his 
step-by-step process

Writing Tips
Michelle Falkoff’s first of a two-
parter on point of view.

The Flourishing Writer
Language is powerful, whether 
we use words, visual language, or 
both.

Diversity
Exciting diversity initiatives are 
being discussed. Stay tuned to this 
space for more information.

Illustrator Tips
Jeff Weigel’s Illustrator Tip is 
about comics and graphic novels

Writer’s Bookshelf
The Screenwriter’s Workbook: 
Exercises and Step-by-Step 
Instructions for Creating a 
Successful Screenplay

A Fly on the Wall
Caroline Winkler attends 
Creating Stories for Every 
Reader—Diversity in Your 
Work. 

Perspectives
I love watching old movies.  
After a few hours curled up  
on the couch munching on 
popcorn, I usually have …

Season’s Crop
Our twice-a-year list of new books 
by Illinois authors.

Classes
2016 Spring/Summer Classes, 
Retreats & Workshops

Food for Thought
Are you a “Social Media Scaredy-
cat”? 

>

>

>

>

>

>

>

> >

> >

> >
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From the Editor
There’s snow in our area; nevertheless, it’s time for the spring 
issue of the Prairie Wind. This issue is full of interesting and 
inspiring tips, beginning with Alice McGinty’s Greeting. 
Continuing the theme “enthuse your muse,” Alice talks about 
how fear of change can get in the way of writing: “To ease my 
fears a bit, I copy the file and paste my words into a new one, 
so at least I can tear my work apart knowing that the original 
is still there. It’s my security blanket. And over the years 
of doing this, I’ve found that it’s rare that I go back to that 
security blanket, the original file, after my revision is done. 
The changes I’ve made almost always bring about a better 
piece of work.”

Kym Brunner’s Tale from the Front departs from our usual 
format. Kym is not a first-time author. “Like Goldilocks,  
I have had experiences with a small, a medium, and now  
a large publishing house and want to share what’s the same, 
different, and unique about working with each. Which one 
was ‘just right?’”

Season’s Crop, our twice-a-year list of new books by Illinois 
authors compiled by Tina Stoval and Natalie Ziarnik, has 
eight titles this time, two picture books, four middle-grades, 
and two young adults.

Dana Wilson Easley’s News Roundup lists upcoming events, 
recent awards, and grant application deadlines.

Michelle Falkoff’s Writing Tip is the first of a two-parter 
on point of view: “One of the most important decisions in 
starting a new project is deciding on narrative perspective. 
While this may seem like a technical question involving first 
person versus third (or even occasionally second), figuring  
out whose story you’re telling and the most effective way  
to get it across is a complicated endeavor.”

Jeff Weigel’s Illustrator Tip is about comics and graphic 
novels (and includes some smashing illustrations from his 
graphic novel Dragon Girl: The Secret Valley). “Designing a 
page of comics can be complex and expressive… I’d like to 
demonstrate some of the mechanics of comics storytelling, 
and how the nuts and bolts can be used to tailor a story’s 
tone, mood, and pace.”

Answering our Illustrator in the Spotlight questions this time 
is Matthew Thomas Bush, who among other things shares 
his step-by-step process: “…but now the color is wrong, so 
maybe if I had a different tone over there, but that’s weird,  
so maybe a wash, no, no, not a wash…”

On the Writer’s Bookshelf is The Screenwriter’s Workbook: 
Exercises and Step-by-Step Instructions for Creating a Successful 
Screenplay, by Syd Field, reviewed by Ellen Reagan. Field is 
famous for introducing the term “plot point,” and in this book 
he offers “a model onto which any story can be projected  
to see how well it works.”

The Book Look column looks at Cloth Lullaby: The Woven 
Life of Louise Bourgeois by Amy Novesky, illustrated by 
Isabelle Arsenault. Elizabeth Brown, our reviewer, concludes 
that the book “is an excellent model for any picture book 
writer or illustrator, demonstrating how form and content can 
work in magical ways,” and she offers a checklist of questions 
for authors of picture book biographies.

Our Fly on the Wall this time is Caroline Winkler, who 
attended the March 19 SCBWI presentation “Creating 
Stories for Every Reader—Diversity in Your Work.” Caroline 
summarizes keynote speeches by Cynthea Liu, Jerome 
Pohlen, Gwendolyn Mitchell, Adriana Dominguez,  
and Andrea Hall, along with the panel discussion that 
also included Patricia Hruby Powell, Claudia Guadalupe 
Martinez, and Jan Spivey Gilchrist.

Finally, Eileen Meyer recounts what happened when  
she attended the SCBWI summer conference in LA: “the 
conference was definitely turning out to be all that I had 
hoped it would be. But little did I know that there was  
one more exciting surprise yet to come.”

Susan Tarcov, Editor

Dana Wilson Easley, Managing Editor

Sara Shacter, Editorial Advisor
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Greeting
Enthuse Your Muse—Part 3
Hi Everyone! I hope this finds you 
writing and drawing and creating—and 
enjoying this lovely spring weather. 

I’ve been thinking about the current 
topic that Debbie and I are exploring–
Enthusing Your Muse. And the fact 
that at some times it seems much 
easier to enthuse a muse than at other 
times. With me, it’s usually easy when 
I’m starting out, when an idea comes, 
dropped serendipitously from the sky 
like a seed, ready to take root and 
grow. My muse is overflowing with 
enthusiasm. She’s primed and ready  
to run! 

But the momentum doesn’t always  
stay, and sometimes my muse comes  
to a grinding halt. Does this happen  
to you? What I want to talk about here 
are the obstacles that get in the way as 
we’re creating. The ones that take our 
normally enthusiastic muses and turn 
them into hard, gray cement. 

In his book Conquering Fear: Living  
Boldly in an Uncertain World, author 
Harold S. Kushner talks about our fear  
of change. Change is an unavoidable part 
of life, whether it’s due to getting older, 
a move, or a child going to college. And 
change means uncertainty. What will  
the future be like? 

I think our fear of change affects us 
deeply as writers and creators, and it’s 
one of the things that bring our muses 
to a standstill. 

Here’s one example: We’ve worked  
hard and enthusiastically and have  
a draft of our story, or portfolio, ready 
to share. We bring our work to a 
conference for professional critique,  
or maybe get feedback from our critique 
group or a peer. They tell us what 

works and what doesn’t work—just as 
we asked them to do. But deep down, 
we loved our work as it was. And now 
they’re asking us to change it, re-
imagine, revision. How dare they? 

Change brings fear. I remember many 
moments facing the choice: do I 
stubbornly hang onto my words as they 
were, the way I liked them? Or do I take 
advice, dig back in, tear my words apart, 
and change things? What if my changes 
don’t work? What if the story gets worse 
and not better? Everything is uncertain. 
And how can a muse be enthused in 
the middle of all that uncertainty? 

One thing I’ve realized after facing this 
dilemma time and again is how much 
fear is involved. And I’ve worked hard 
not to let fear win. Helen Keller said, 
“Life is either a daring adventure or 
nothing.” Do I want to become a better 
writer? Do I want to make this story as 
good as it can be? If the answer is yes,  
I need to dive into the uncertain waters 
and revise. 

To ease my fears a bit, I copy the file 
and paste my words into a new one, 
so at least I can tear my work apart 
knowing that the original is still there. 
It’s my security blanket. And over the 
years of doing this, I’ve found that 
it’s rare that I go back to that security 
blanket, the original file, after my 
revision is done. The changes I’ve  
made almost always bring about  
a better piece of work. 

There’s another way in which I 
think fear enters our lives these days: 
technology. 

Be honest. In the last few years, have 
you had to ask someone younger than 
you—your children or grandchildren, 
maybe—for help in figuring out 
something new on your phone or 
computer? Scrivener, Google Docs, 
Twitter? I sure have!

In his book, Kushner referred to all  
of us past the age of 30 or 40 as 
immigrants. Why? Because our world 
is changing so rapidly, we sometimes 
feel we are new to it. Think about an 
immigrant’s experience, facing a new 
landscape, new culture, new language. 
Isn’t it the same with technology?  
We have to learn its new landscape, 
new culture, and new language. It’s 
scary, because we need technology  
to do our work. Do you find yourself 
saying, “All I want to do is write—or 
draw, or paint!” How can a muse stay 
enthused in the midst of these new 
landscapes, languages, and challenges? 

Maya Angelou says, “Without courage 
we cannot practice any other virtue 
consistently.” We have to have the 
courage to face change, face our fears, 
and not let them win. In order to face 
fear, Kushner tells readers to remember 
their sense of duty. As writers and 
illustrators, your duty is to create.  
Don’t let fear stop you. And remember, 
too, you are not alone. You have a 
whole community supporting you! 

“Live fearlessly and purposefully,” 
Kushner says at the end of his book. 
Take steps, even small ones, toward 
your goals. Embrace the chance to 
re-create, make something better, learn 
something new. And keep in touch 
with the joy in creating—or recreating. 

Become part of the daring adventure 
that is change. Face things with the 
realization that we have the ability  
to learn. We are strong. And so are 
our muses. Give them the chance, and 
with a little encouragement from your 
courageous side, they’ll surprise you 
with their power. 

Alice McGinty, Co-regional Advisor
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News Roundup

Spring 2016
Compiled by Dana Wilson Easley

EVENTS (roughly by date)

ANDERSON’S BOOKSHOP
Information is subject to change;  
some events require tickets. For  
more information on these and  
other upcoming events, visit  
www.andersonsbookshop.com or  
call 630-355-2665 for AB Naperville 
(123 W. Jefferson Ave., Naperville)  
and ATDE (Anderson’s Two Doors East, 
111 W. Jefferson Ave., Naperville),  
630-963-2665 for AB Downers Grove 
(5112 Main St., Downers Grove),  
or 708-582-6353 for AB LaGrange  
(26 S. LaGrange Rd., LaGrange).

• May 15 – Not for Kids Only 
Book Club discussion of The War 
that Saved My Life by Kimberly 
Brubaker Bradley and Roller Girl  
by Victoria Jamieson, 2:00 p.m.  
at ATDE.

• May 15 – Julianna Margulies, 
author of Three Magic Balloons,  
2:00 p.m. at AB – Naperville.

• May 16 – Laura Bush & Jenna 
Bush-Hager, authors of Read 
All About It, 4:00 p.m. at AB – 
Naperville.

• May 16 – Matt De La Peña & 
Christian Robinson, authors of The 
Last Stop on Market Street, 6:00 p.m. 
at AB – LaGrange.

• May 17 – Jennifer Armentrout, 
author of The Problem with Forever, 
7:00 p.m. at AB – LaGrange.

• May 20 – Christa Desir (Love 
Blind) & Sharon Biggs Waller 
(Forbidden Orchid), 7:00 p.m. at AB 
– LaGrange.

• May 21 – Mother Daughter Book 
Group discussion of Winger by 
Andrew Smith, 2:00 p.m. at AB – 
Downers Grove.

• May 24 – Anna Michels, author 
of 26 Kisses, 7:00 p.m. at AB – 
Naperville.

• May 26 – Roshani Chokshi,  
author of The Star-Touched Queen, 
7:00 p.m. at AB – Naperville.

• Jun. 2 – Rick Yancey, author of 
The Last Star, 7:00 p.m. at AB – 
Naperville.

• Jun. 3 – Melissa de la Cruz, author 
of Return to the Isle of the Lost,  
7:00 p.m. at AB – Naperville.

• Jun. 4 – Darcy Woods (Summer  
of Supernovas) and Erica O’Rourke 
(Resonance), 2:00 p.m. at AB – 
LaGrange.

• Jun. 10 – Ricky Dillon, 7:00 p.m.  
at AB – LaGrange.

• Jun. 11 – Arnie the Doughnut 
costumed storytime, 11:00 a.m.  
at AB – Naperville.

• Jun. 11 – YA Author Panel, Eileen 
Cook (With Malice), E. Katherine 
Kottaras (How to be Brave), 2:00 
p.m. at AB – Naperville

• Jun. 26 – Not for Kid’s Only 
Book Group discussion of Stella 
by Starlight by Sharon Draper 
and A Time to Dance by Padma 
Venkatraman at 2:00 p.m. ATDE.

• Jun. 28 – Michael Gurley, author  
of The Long Season, 7:00 p.m.  
at AB – Naperville.

• Jul. 6 – Amy Young, author of  
A Unicorn Named Sparkle, 12:00 
p.m. at AB – LaGrange.

• Jul. 16 – Mother Daughter Book 
Group discussion of Being Audrey 
Hepburn by Mitchell Kriegman, 
2:00 p.m. at AB – Downers Grove.

• Aug. 2 – Young at Heart Book 
Group discussion of When Friendship 
Followed Me Home by Paul Griffin, 
12:00 p.m. at AB – LaGrange.

• Aug. 30 – Harry Potter Party 
celebrating the launch of the latest 
release, details to come. All three 
Anderson’s Bookshop locations at 
AB – Naperville, AB – Downers 
Grove, and AB – LaGrange.

ANNUAL SCBWI CONFERENCE
When: July 29 – August 1, 2016

Where: Millennium Biltmore,  
Los Angeles, CA

Details: For more information, visit 
www.scbwi.org/annual-conferences/ 

AWARDS

JOHN NEWBERY MEDAL (ALA)

Winner
• Last Stop on Market Street by Matt 

de la Peña, illustrated by Christian 
Robinson (G. P. Putnam’s Sons, an 
imprint of Penguin Group (USA) 
LLC).

Honor Books
• The War that Saved My Life by 

Kimberly Brubaker Bradley (Dial 
Books for Young Readers, an 
imprint of Penguin Group (USA) 
LLC)

• Roller Girl written and illustrated 
by Victoria Jamieson (Dial Books 
for Young Readers, an imprint of 
Penguin Group (USA) LLC)

• Echo by Pam Muñoz Ryan 
(Scholastic Press, an imprint of 
Scholastic Inc.)

MICHAEL PRINTZ AWARD (ALA)

Winner
• Bone Gap by Laura Ruby (Balzer + 

Bray, an imprint of HarperCollins 
Publishers)

http://www.andersonsbookshop.com
http://www.scbwi.org/annual-conferences/
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Honor Books
• Out of Darkness by Ashley Hope 

Pérez (Carolrhoda Lab™, an 
imprint of Carolrhoda Books, 
a division of Lerner Publishing 
Group)

• The Ghosts of Heaven by Marcus 
Sedgwick (Roaring Brook Press,  
an imprint of Macmillan Children’s 
Publishing Group)

RANDOLPH CALDECOTT MEDAL 
(ALA)

Winner
• Finding Winnie: The True Story 

of the World’s Most Famous Bear 
illustrated by Sophie Blackall, 
written by Lindsay Mattick (Little, 
Brown and Company, a division of 
Hachette Book Group, Inc.)

Honor Books
• Trombone Shorty illustrated by 

Bryan Collier, written by Troy 
Andrews (Abrams Books for Young 
Readers, an imprint of ABRAMS)

• Waiting illustrated and written 
by Kevin Henkes (Greenwillow 
Books, an imprint of HarperCollins 
Publishers)

• Voice of Freedom: Fannie Lou 
Hamer, Spirit of the Civil Rights 
Movement illustrated by Ekua 
Holmes, written by Carole Boston 
Weatherford (Candlewick Press)

• Last Stop on Market Street illustrated 
by Christian Robinson, written by 
Matt de la Peña (G. P. Putnam’s 
Sons, an imprint of Penguin Group 
(USA) LLC)

REBECCA CAUDILL YOUNG 
READER’S BOOK AWARD
For readers 4th – 8th grade

• First Place: Michael Vey: The 
Prisoner of Cell 25 by Richard Paul 
Evans (Simon Pulse)

More information at www.rcyrba.org

MONARCH AWARDS
For readers K – 3rd grade

• First Place: Breaking News: 
Bear Alert by David Biedrzycki 
(Charlesbridge)

• Second Place: The Watermelon Seed 
by Greg Pizzoli (Disney-Hyperion)

• Third Place: Lost Cat by C. Roger 
Mader (HMH Books for Young 
Readers)

More information at www.islma.org

BLUESTEM AWARDS
For readers 3rd – 5th grade

• First Place: The 13-Story Treehouse 
by Andy Griffiths (Square Fish)

• Second Place: Hatchet by Gary 
Paulsen (Simon & Schuster Books 
for Young Readers)

• Third Place: Sidekicks by Dan 
Santat (Arthur A. Levine Books, 
an imprint of Scholastic Inc.)

More information at www.islma.org

ABRAHAM LINCOLN AWARDS
For readers 9th – 12th grade

• First Place: We Were Liars by 
E. Lockhart (Delacorte Press, 
an imprint of Random House 
Children’s Books)

• Second Place: Between Shades of 
Gray by Ruta Sepetys (Speak, an 
imprint of Penguin Young Readers 
Group)

• Third Place: I’ll Give You the Sun by 
Jandy Nelson (Speak, an imprint of 
Penguin Young Readers Group)

More information at www.islma.org

GRANTS

BOOK LAUNCH AWARD 
What: Provides authors or illustrators 
with $2,000 in funds to help the 
promotion of their newly published 
work and take the marketing strategy 
into their own creative hands.

Deadline: July 1, 2016.

More information and requirements: 
http://www.scbwi.org/awards/book-
launch-grant/

Dana Wilson Easley writes MG and 
YA novels. She is a former co-rep of the 
LaGrange-Naperville network and is the 
Managing Editor of The Prairie Wind. 

http://www.rebeccacaudill.org/2016-award
http://www.islma.org
http://www.islma.org
http://www.islma.org
http://www.scbwi.org/awards/book-launch-grant/
http://www.scbwi.org/awards/book-launch-grant/
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Generally, tales from the front relay 
the exciting path of a debut novelist’s 
journey to publication, but this month 
I’ll be weaving a different type of tale. 
Like Goldilocks, I have had experiences 
with a small, a medium, and now a large 
publishing house and want to share 
what’s the same, different, and unique 
about working with each. Which one 
was “just right?”

Here now is a sampling of my 
experiences, a virtual “publishing 
smörgåsbord”:

THE APPETIZER
The Smallish Publisher: My first 
book, ONE SMART COOKIE, was 
published with Omnific Press in 
June 2014. They are an independent 
publisher of romantic fiction. Contract 
to publication (on-demand trade 
paperback and digital) took nine 
months.

The Medium House: My second book, 
WANTED: DEAD OR IN LOVE, was 
published with Merit Press (part of F 
& W Media / Adams Media) in July 
2014. The book came out in hardcover 
and digital fourteen months after the 
contract was signed.

The Big Guy: My third book, FLIP  
THE BIRD, will be out in November 
2016 and will be published with HMH 
Books for Young Readers (Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt). Contract to 
hardcover and digital publication  
will be sixteen months. 

TAKEAWAY: There are many different 
routes to publication, but no matter 
whether you choose the traditionally 
published or the self-published path, 
nothing quite matches the feeling of 
holding a book in your hand with your 
name on the cover. My advice? If going 
the traditionally published route, work 
your way from the top down, querying 
the large publishers, then medium-
sized, and finally the small independent 
houses if the larger houses don’t pan 
out. Submitting to the top 5 usually 
requires an agent, but there are many 
houses that still accept unsolicited 
queries.

THE MAIN COURSE

Acquisition Process to Publication
The Smallish Publisher: I sent a query 
via email to Omnific, they requested 
the full, and then after several weeks, I 
received an email saying they’d like to 
acquire One Smart Cookie. I accepted, 
made a few changes to the contract, 
and then we began the editing process. 
There were three rounds of revisions 
with various editors, each focused on 

a different aspect. Because Omnific is 
a romance publisher with readers of 
all sizes, any negative comments about 
body size from my sarcastic MC were 
traded for other types of jokes. Made me 
more aware of the types of jokes readers 
might find offensive in all of my novels 
after that. Omnific being a smaller 
publisher, the books are readily and 

inexpensively available via digital text, 
but for paper copies, they are print-on-
demand. This helps save the publisher 
money so they don’t have a large print 
run, but these books generally are not 
stocked by brick-and-mortar bookstores 
because they can’t return them if they 
don’t sell after a certain amount of time 
(generally one season or three months).

The Medium House: My agent pitched 
the project to the sole editor of Merit 
Press, Jacquelyn Mitchard, who read 
the full manuscript, brought it to 
acquisitions within the organization, 
and voila! offered me a contract. After 
my agent negotiated some of the details 
of the contract, I signed, and the 
revision process began. It was relatively 
painless with only a few suggestions, 
mostly about expanding the ending. 
Book cover design followed, and then 

Tales from the Front
What Would Goldilocks Choose: Small, Medium, or Large Publishing House? 
By Kym Brunner

freedigitalphotos.net

freedigitalphotos.net

freedigitalphotos.net
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copyediting a few months later. It was 
super exciting to see my book come out 
in hardcover and appear on the shelves 
in Barnes & Noble. That distinction 
was definitely on my personal bucket list. 

The Big Guy: As with the medium 
house, my agent pitched senior 
editor Julie Tibbott, who said she 
both laughed and cried (mission 
accomplished!) while she read my 
manuscript, prompting her to make an 
offer. After the contract was negotiated 
and signed, Julie and I went back and 
forth with four rounds of revisions. 
She gave me a list of about five scenes 
that felt “off” and why, but it was left 
up to me to figure out how to fix those 
inconsistencies to both our satisfaction. 
We then moved to the smaller issues, 
and finally down to word choice. 
During the last couple of rounds, 
additional HMH wordsmiths had 
eyes on the novel to make sure every 
aspect was the best it could be. I will 
say this novel was the most scrutinized 
and fine-tuned of the three. But since 
I spent soooo much time writing and 
researching this book (falconry lessons 
and observations for over a year), this 
was definitely my Cinderella book, so I 
was thrilled with the precision tuning. 
I can’t wait to see Flip the Bird hit the 
bookstores in November. Feathers 
crossed that it’s a soaring success. ;)

TAKEAWAY: The acquisition process can 
be short or long, but it might be better 
for your psyche to NOT be aware if 
your book is under consideration by a 
publisher. The wait (and sometimes the 
answer) can be excruciating. Two of my 
books went to acquisitions but were not 
acquired at that time, crushing my spirit 
and making me analyze everything. 
Eventually other publishers acquired 
both of those books, so I could have 
saved myself some of that grief. Of 
course, I’m sure those pitfalls probably 
helped me to grow as an author.

The Book Cover – How Much Input 
Did I Have?
Smallish Publisher: I filled out a two-
page questionnaire about all the aspects 
of the book (plot, setting, characters) as 
well as the feeling I wanted to invoke 
in the reader. I described what Sophie, 
my teen protagonist, looked like, as 
well as her relationship with her man-
hungry mother and her adorable Polish 
grandmother, Busia. They asked what 
sort of feeling I wanted to invoke in 
readers as well as any ideas I’d had for 
how I envisioned the cover. I really 
felt involved in the process and loved 
the final cover, which perfectly depicts 
Sophie frowning at a cookie, which 
goes fabulously with the title. All in all, 
I had a lot of input about font, design, 
and color choices, and couldn’t be 
happier with how it came out. 

Medium House: I was shown one cover 
for Wanted: Dead or In Love (bullet 
hole ridden – looked cool!), but others 
I showed it to said it appeared to be a 
nonfiction book instead of YA novel. 
I found a stock picture that I thought 
fit the main character and suggested 
maybe incorporating her into the 
original cover to help make it look 
more fictional. The next cover was 

completely different from the first. The 
art director used the picture I had sent 
as the main focus of the cover, which 
was great, but when I asked if we could 
tweak the font and/or colors, I was told 
that it needed to go to print. Readers 
have since told me that they picked it 
up because the cover was so catching, so 
there you go. Trust the professionals––
they know what they’re doing. 

The Big Guy: I was asked to find comps 
(or comparable) covers that conveyed 
the feeling I wanted for my book. That 
was an interesting task and one that 
I took to heart. I found maybe ten 
covers and I put a short note as to why 
I thought they went along with my 
book. By now I had learned that the 
art directors have a gift and you can let 
them work their magic. I was eventually 
shown five covers for Flip the Bird 
and was asked my opinion on them. 
We narrowed it down to two choices 
and eventually ended up with a cover 

that perfectly matches the humorous 
coming-of-age aspect along with a  
bird named Flip (a red-tailed hawk), 
while the protest sign shows that there 
might be some adversity inside the  
novel as well. 
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TAKEAWAY: The amount of input  
I had didn’t depend on the size of the 
publisher, but rather on the standard 
procedure for each publishing house. 
Art directors know what designs make 
readers pick up books, so while the 
publisher wants you to love the cover, 
they also have to make a financial 
decision and go with a cover design 
with proven sales.

THE DESSERT
Each of the publishers offered an 
advance against royalties, i.e. payment 
made by the publisher, which is offset 
against future royalty payments. 
The bigger the house, the bigger the 
advance, which of course is always nice. 

Each of the publishers was concerned 
with the content being appropriate for 
teens and with sending out the story in 
the best possible shape. Alleluia for that!

All three publishers had knowledgeable 
literary professionals who helped guide 
me each step of the way. That said, 
I often checked with the Internet 
or friends who had been previously 
published if I had a newbie question 

about some aspect of the revision 
process before asking my editor.  
(Your agent may or may not know the 
answer because each house has its own 
particular preferences on how things  
are done). 

TAKEAWAY: I have found that I only 
email my agent and editor when I have 
a pressing question, and they respond 
quickly. I’m guessing if you email them 
every little question, you might be 
viewed as “needy.”

IN CONCLUSION, there’s a familiar 
question authors are supposed to ask 
themselves when considering the size  
of the publishing house they would 
prefer: Would you rather be a big fish  
in a little pond (meaning lots of 
attention) or a wee fish in an ocean 
(meaning very little)? 

MY ANSWER: I haven’t noticed any 
differences in the way I’ve been treated 
by the different-size publishers other 
than the variances with which any 
individuals interact with another. For 
the most part, everyone I’ve worked 
with has been professional and kind, 
with a rare, slightly abrasive response. 
As in every other aspect of my life, I’ve 
treated others the way I’d like to be 
treated, and that’s worked out just fine.

Have a question or comment? Feel free 
to contact me at one of the social media 
links listed below. Happy writing! KYM

Kym Brunner dreams entire novels in 
her head but needs about a year to write it 
all down. She wishes there was an app for 
this. She’s addicted to chai tea, going to the 
movies, and reality TV. When she’s not 
reading or writing, Kym teaches 7th grade 
full time. Her article “Cracking Down on 
Multiple POVs: Surrender and Nobody 
Gets Hurt” appeared in Writer’s Digest 
online (July, 2014). She is the author of 
three young adult novels. She lives in the 
Chicago area with her family and her two 
trusty writing companions, a pair of shih 
tzus named Sophie and Kahlua. 

Website / Facebook / Twitter / Goodreads 

freedigitalphotos.net

freedigitalphotos.net

http://www.amazon.com/Kym-Brunner/e/B00H605DQI
http://kymbrunner.com
https://www.facebook.com/kymbrunnerauthor
https://twitter.com/KymBrunner
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7256929.Kym_Brunner
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Picture Books

Lori Degman
Norbert’s Big Dream

Sleeping Bear Press

August release

Janet Nolan
Seven and a Half Tons of Steel

Peachtree Publishers

August release

Middle Grade

Nancy J. Cavanaugh
Just Like Me

Sourcebooks/Jabberwocky

April release.

Lutricia Clifton
Seeking Cassandra

Holiday House

April release

Patricia J. Murphy
My Complete Summer Camp Journal: A 
Super Fun Joke-Filled, Fill-in-the-Blank, 
Activity Book for Kids—and MORE!

Peaceable Kingdom

April release

Patricia J. Murphy
The Best Ever, Fun-Filled Summer Camp 
Journal Just for Girls!

Peaceable Kingdom

April release.

Young Adult

Debbie Winnekins Deutsch
Throw Away Sisters

Amazon Publishing

April release

Julie Hammerle
The Sound of Us

Entangled Teen

June release

Season’s Crop
Spring/Summer 2016
Compiled by Tina Stoval and Natalie Ziarnik

Tina Stoval is, for the most part, prepublished, but draws great pleasure and inspiration from promoting the accomplishments of others. 
Natalie Ziarnik celebrates every book written by our stellar Illinois chapter and is the author of two picture books: Madeleine’s Light 
and the forthcoming A Lullaby of Summer Things.
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Area Classes, Retreats, and Workshops
2016 Spring/Summer Classes, Retreats & Workshops
Classes, conferences and workshops 
provide opportunities for professional 
contacts, manuscript critiques, 
networking and fellowship. Many 
an unpublished manuscript has been 
refocused, redefined, rewritten and 
published after its author attended a 
class or workshop. The information 
below was compiled by Oak Park 
author, June Sengpiehl.

CLASSES

School of the Art Institute  
of Chicago
Department of Continuing Studies

Instructor: Laura Montenegro,  
www.lauranymanmontenegro.com

36 W. Wabash, Chicago, Il 60603
Phone: 312 629 6170
Office M-F 8:30 am to 4:30 pm 
cs@saic.edu

Children’s Book Illustration Studio
Tuesdays and Thursdays, May 31 to 
June 30, 2016, 6 pm to 9 pm

Sharp Building, Room 326

This course emphasizes the artist’s role in 
children’s picture book illustration and 
focuses on the world of visual storytelling. 
Through demonstrations and in-class 
assignments, students working at a variety 

of skill levels explore materials and 
techniques used to create children’s book 
illustrations, images that guide children 
into a whole new imaginative universe 
through a sequence of memorable visual 
images. Creating book dummies to 
organize their ideas, students learn to 
balance text and image on the page.

Peninsula School of Art
Instructor: Laura Montenegro,  
www.lauranymanmontenegro.com
P. O. Box 304 3900 County F
Fish Creek, WI 54212
Phone: 920 868 3455
info@PeninsulaSchoolofArt.org

From Story to Picture Book
Workshop ID: PD1608

Monday thru Wednesday, July 11, 12, 
13, 2016, 9 am to 4 pm

The picture book is an art form rich with 
expressive possibilities. Focus on the 
world of visual storytelling, and explore 
sequential art through the creation of 
a hand-bound picture book dummy. 
Experiment with a variety of styles, 
materials, and techniques used in picture 
book illustration. Engage in playful 
exercises, demonstrations and in-class 
activities. Focus of the relationship of 
word to image, pacing, format and cover 
design As you explore the role of the 
artist as illustrator, gain an expanded 
understanding of the children’s book 
publishing process.

Moon Tree Studios
Instructor: Laura Montenegro,  
www.lauranymanmontenegro.com
P. O. Box 1
9601 Union Road
Donaldson, Indiana 46513
Phone: 574 935 1712
www.moontreestudios.org

Creating A Children’s Picture Book
Monday thru Thursday, July 25, 26, 27, 
28, 2016, 9 am to 4 pm EDT

(Register by Friday, July 8)

Discover and explore the world  
of visual storytelling, as you create  
your own hand-bound picture book. 
Playful exercises encompassing a variety 
of styles, materials and techniques are 
designed to engage us in the process of 
creating sequential art, focusing on the 
relationship of word to image. We’ll 
explore pacing, format and cover design, 
too, as we explore the role of the author/
illustrator and gain understanding of the 
children’s book publishing process. This 
workshop is open to participants of all  
experience levels.

College of DuPage
425 Fawell Blvd.

Glen Ellyn, IL 60137
Instructor: Carmela Martino, Author

One-day workshop: Writing with 
Details: Bringing Your Characters 
to Life
Saturday, May 14, 2016, 9 am to 3 pm

In this one-day workshop, you’ll learn 
how to incorporate sensory details into 
your work to create memorable and 
relatable characters that your readers can 
understand and empathize with. From 
selecting the right details and practicing 
techniques for adding them, to using 
point-of-view to accentuate those details, 
this workshop will make your characters 
come alive. Please bring a sack lunch.

Course ID: HUMNT-0002-200, Fee $95

For general information, call (630) 
942-2208 or see College of Du Page 
Continuing Education
For registration details, see Carmela 
Martino events

Tripp from Chicago

http://www.lauranymanmontenegro.com
mailto:cs@saic.edu
http://www.lauranymanmontenegro.com 
http://info@PeninsulaSchoolofArt.org 
http://www.lauranymanmontenegro.com
http://www.moontreestudios.org 
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Waubonsee Community 
College 
Sugar Grove Campus is located at:

4S783 Illinois 47
Sugar Grove, IL 60554

Promising Young Writers  
Summer Camp
Instructor: Carmela Martino

In this camp, students ages 11 – 14 will 
hear excerpts from great children’s books, 
play word-related games, create writing 
in a variety of forms and share their 
work with each other. They’ll also learn 
where young writers can get published. A 
composition book is included in the fee.

Promising Young Writers!
For students ages 11 – 14

June 13 to 17, 2016, 9 am to noon

$99

Questions? Call the WCC Community 
Education Office at (630) 466-2360.  
Or visit their website. 

Mayslake Peabody Estate
1717 W. 31st Street

Oak Brook, IL 60523

Girls Write! Summer Camps  
at Mayslake Peabody Estate
Instructor: Carmela Martino

These girls-only camps are designed 
specifically to empower and affirm 
budding girl authors. Activities include 
playing writing related games, listening 
to literature by women authors, 
experimenting with different writing 
techniques, and providing feedback  
to each other. Girls write in a variety 
of forms, including poetry, memoir and 
fiction. They also receive help revising 
and polishing their work. By the end of 
the camp, students will have created an 
anthology of their work, and made some 
new friends! Note: classes are limited to 
12 students, so register early!

Girls Write
For girls entering grades 4 – 5

June 20 – 24, 2016, 9:30 am – noon

$130

Girls Write On
For girls entering grades 6 – 8

July 18 – 22, 2016, 9:30 am to noon

$130

For more information, or to register for 
either class, call the Mayslake Peabody 
Estate at (630) 206-9566

Carmela Martino

www.carmelamartino.com

www.Teaching Authors.com

The Newberry Library
60 W. Walton Street, Chicago, IL 312 
255-3700

Ready, Set, Go! Using Marketing 
Tools to Revise Your Children’s 
Book Manuscript
Wednesdays, June 8, 15, 22, 29 2016, 
5:45 pm to 7:45 pm

Instructor: Esther Hershenhorn, 
Author and Writing Coach 

It’s easy to get lost when revising your 
manuscript for publishing consideration. 
Except the required accompanying 
synopsis, pitch and query letter can also 
serve as your GPS for finding your way 
through the revision process! Fine-tune 
these tools in this hands-on workshop to 
“recalculate” and take control so you can 
fine-tune your manuscript. Agent/editor 
discovery resources are included. Open 
to children’s book writers of all formats 
and genres with a manuscript close to 
submission.

Registration: www.newberry.org

The Fiction Writer’s Toolbox
New Trier High School, Northfield, 
Adult Extension Division

8 Tuesdays, June 7 through July 26, 

2016, 1 pm to 3 pm 

Instructor: Pamela Dell, Author and 
Editor

Cost: Seniors $151/$168

To master the art of writing fiction it’s 
essential to have a good handle on the 
tools of the trade—the elements of craft, 
including characterization, scene-setting, 
dialogue, and other essential writerly 
skills. In this hands-on, writer-friendly 
workshop, participants will have the 
opportunity to strengthen these skills and 
take their work to a higher level through 
in-class writing prompts and take-home 
exercises. Each session will also include 
critiques of participants’ work, including 
professional editorial feedback. Many 
would be authors aren’t aware of what 
they’re doing wrong and this class will go 
a long way to remedy that. Limit of 10.

Registration opens on May 2,  
www.newtrierextension.org

For more information call 847 446-6600

June 19 to June 23, 2016

Illinois editor, Paul Morrow and 
Connecticut author, Jan Fields will 
reprise their Highlights Foundation 
workshop on writing for the educational 
market at Boyd Mills, Pennsylvania 
this summer. The workshop begins on 
Sunday afternoon, June 19 and ends 
at noon on Thursday, June 23, 2016. 
Participants will receive market-specific 
information, develop submission 
packages, and have plenty of one-on-
one time with the presenters. Previous 
workshop participants have gone on to 
sell multiple manuscripts to educational 
publishers. For full information visit: 
www.highlightsfoundation.org 

Cahnmann’s Current Events 
Roundtable TV Show
Channel 19

Highland Park Public Access Studio

Highland Park, Illinois

June 28, 2016, 2 pm to 2:30 pm

“The Many Faces of Bullying”

http://www.waubonsee.edu/learning/personalProfessional/commEd/youth/xcelerate/artMusic/index.php
http://www.carmelamartino.com 
http://www.Teaching Authors.com 
http://www.newberry.org
http://www.newtrierextension.org
http://www.highlightsfoundation.org/workshops/writing-for-the-educational-market-2016
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Interview with Author Dr. Elana 
Ashley

For information see:  
Info@Dr.ElanaAshley.com

Evanston Art Center
2603 Sheridan Road

Evanston, IL 60201 

For registration, call (847) 475-5300  
or visit: www.evanstonartcenter.org

The following classes are taught by 
Michelle Kogan.

Email Michelle with any questions at: 
mkogan@mdandmk.com

Watercolors: Materials, 
Composition & Technique
Two 5-Week Sessions

Tuesday, June 7 to July 5, 2016, 9:30 to 
12:30 pm, #EO160A

Tuesday, July 12 to August 9, 2016, 9:30 
to 12:30 pm, #EO160B

Create vibrant paintings focusing on 
composition and technique. Covering 
the use of transparent verses opaque 
watercolor, washes, and painting wet in 
wet. Class will include instruction and 
demonstration on different watercolor 
techniques and mediums including tubes, 
pencils and cakes.

All Levels. EAC Member $150/Non-
Member $170

Children’s Picture Book Illustration 
#0153
10 Week, Starts Wednesday, June 8, 
2016, 9:30 to 12:30 pm

Choose a classic children’s picture book 
or bring in your own picture book story 
and learn about making sequential scenes 
and creating a picture book dummy. 
In class we’ll cover creating thumbnail 
layouts, storyboarding and using a 
scanner and computers to create the book 
dummies. Bring to 1st class: 9 x 12 inch 
or larger sketchbook and tracing paper 

pad, kneaded eraser, 3 Staedtler Mars #3b 
drawing pencils, pencil sharpener and 
reference materials for your picture book 
drawings.

All Levels. Ages 18+, EAC Member, 
$295/Non-member $315

Summer Plein Air in the City
3 3-Week Sessions, Thursday 9:30 to 
12:30 pm

A. June 9, 16 and 23, 2016, #9005A.

B. June 30, July 7 and 14, 2016, 
#9005B.

C. July 21, 28 and August 4, 2016, 
#9005C

Draw and paint in the Gardens of 
Chicago; Lincoln Park Conservatory 
and the grounds of the Peggy Notebaert 
Nature Museum. Work in watercolors 
and watercolor pencils,drawing mediums 
or acrylics. Focus includes instruction 
on creating quick thumbnail sketches, 
composition and color. Materials: small 
sketchbook, Staedtler #3B pencils. All 
levels. Ages 18+. EAC Member $159/
Non-member $170

Figure Painting Wet Media #0158
10 Week, Starts Monday June 6, 2016, 
9:30 to 12:30 pm

Paint in oil, acrylic, watercolor or 
inks. Each class will begin with warm 
up sketches using drawing or painting 
mediums. Instruction will focus on 
creating strong compositions, anatomy, 
materials and use of color. This class will 
have a model each session.

All levels. Ages 18+. EAC Member 
$335/Non-member $355

Pens, Watercolor Pencils and  
Dr. Martin Watercolor Workshop 
#9026
July 9 and 16, 2016, Saturday,  
9:30 to 12:30 pm

Create a series of small pen and 
watercolor pencil sketches and 1 large art 
piece. Complete the art with Dr. Martin 

Concentrated Watercolors, regular 
watercolors and pens. Bring in still life 
material and references to make your own 
unique composition. The instructor will 
also set up a still life that can be used. A 
material list will be posted.

Skill Level: All Levels Ages 18+. EAC 
MEMBER $135/Non-member $155.

Michelle Kogan also works 
independently with students; email her 
to arrange at mkogan@mdandmk.com

The following institutions also offer 
classes and workshops for writers and 
illustrators. Specific class information was 
not available at time of publication.

The Ragdale Foundation
Lake Forest, IL

Phone (847) 234-1063  
or visit www.ragdale.org

The Writers Center at Elgin 
Community College
Elgin, IL

Regular writing workshop plus weekend 
special-topic workshops

Phone (847) 697-1000, Ext 7578

SCBWI-ILLINOIS
April 29, 2016, 12 pm to May 1, 2016, 
12 pm

Wild, Wild Midwest Regional 
Conference
Chicago Marriott

1801 N. Naper Blvd.

Naperville, Illinois

SCBWI-OHIO
May 14, 2016, 11 am to 2 pm

Photoshop 101 Workshop

Upper Arlington Public Library

2800 Tremont Road

Upper Arlington, Ohio

mailto:Info@Dr.ElanaAshley.com
http://www.evanstonartcenter.org
mailto:mkogan@mdandmk.com
mailto:mkogan@mdandmk.com
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SCBWI-WISCONSIN
“What Happens After You’re Published?”

Event at Pinney Branch Library in 
Madison

May 7, 2016, 4 pm

Madison Public Library, Pinney Branch

204 Cottage Grove Road

Madison, WI

SCBWI INTERNATIONAL

45th Annual Summer Conference
July 29 to August 1, 2016 

Los Angeles, California

Visit SCBWI.org. for faculty, 
registration and information.

RETREATS,  
CONFERENCES, 

WORKSHOPS & LECTURES

Highlights Foundation 
Founders Workshops for 
Professional and Aspiring 
Writers and Illustrators
Honesdale, PA

Conferences include seminars, small-
group workshops, and one-on-one sessions 
with some of the most accomplished, 
prominent and supportive authors, 
illustrators, editors, critics and publishers 
of the world of children’s literature, 
all determined to help authors and 
illustrators meet their goals

Writing the Unreal: The Whole 
Novel Workshop in Fantasy and 
Speculative Fiction 2016
May 1 to May 8, 2016 Waitlisted

Please note this workshop is full. Send 
us an email to join our waiting list.

Do you write children’s or YA fantasy? 
Alternate history? Science Fiction? 
Magical realism? Paranormal romance? 
Fairy tale retellings? Horror? Bring it to 

the Whole Novel. . .

Workshop Faculty: Anne Ursu, Laura 
Ruby

Special Guests: Deborah Kovacs, Tina 
Wexler, Christine Heppermann

A Week with Patty Gauch 2016
May 8 to May 15, 2016 Waitlisted

Please note this workshop is full. Please 
send us an email to join our waiting list. 
Spend an intimate week in spring to 
explore new ideas for a novel, lay one 
out, face a particular writing challenge, or 
finish a manuscript…

Workshop Faculty: Patricia Lee Gauch

Life In the Spotlight: Author 
Opportunities After Publication 
2016
May 8 to May 13, 2016

It’s for the published author to determine 
how much time and energy should be 
invested in selling self and product, but 
if the most is to be made of a book and 
author in the marketplace, then personal 
efforts must. . .

Workshop Faculty: Peter P. Jacobi

Special Guests: Alison Green Myers, 
Bobbie Combs

Writing Jewish Themed Children’s 
Books 2016
May 15 to May 18, 2016

A hands-on workshop specifically 
designed for writers of Jewish-themed 
content. Whether your manuscript has 
slight or overwhelming Jewish content, 
this is the workshop for you. Unlike 
a one-day conference, this workshop 
includes one-on-one manuscript critiques 
with a literary agent or . . .

Workshop Faculty: Barbara Krasner, 
Kathy Kacer. Dianne Hess

Special Guests: Joni Sussman, Talia 
Benamy 

Novels in Verse—More Than a 
Novel, More than Poetry—2016
May 21 to May 25, 2016

The verse novel packs a punch with 
judicious word choices, open spaces, vivid 
encapsulations of scenes and emotions 
all delivered in a narrative that flows 
rhythmically. Bring your verse novel 
or idea for one and practice that art of 
saying. . .

Workshop Faculty: Kathryn Erskine, 
Susan Hawk.

Special Guests: Padma Venkatraman, 
Susan Hawk

Highlights Foundation
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PB&J: Picture Books and All That 
Jazz 2016
June 10 to June 13, 2016

Everyone loves picture books! But writing 
stories that sell means going beyond a fun 
idea. In addition to structure, word choice 
and plot, have you considered voice, style, 
rhythm, layout, rhyme, audience, tone 
and sound? This workshop with award-
winning picture. . .

Workshop Faculty: Darcy Pattison, 
Leslie Helakoski

Special Guest: Kelly Bennett

Master Class in Novel Writing 2016
June 14 to June 17, 2016

You’ve been writing at a professional level 
for a while, but you still need to learn and 
challenge yourself. Come and join a deep 
discussion of practical issues that will 
take your next novel to a new level. We’ll 
take. . .

Workshop Faculty: Darcy Pattison

Writing For the Educational Market 
2016

June 19 to June 23, 2016

If the words “educational markets” 
make you think of boring workbooks 
and textbooks, it’s time to think again! 
Today’s educational publishers are eager 
to see lively nonfiction, fast paced 
fiction, poetry and more. The rules for 
educational writing are different but. . .

Workshop Faculty: Jan Fields, Paula 
Morrow

Special Guest: Cindy Kane

Super Children’s Book Boot Camp 
2016
July 7 to July 10, 2016

Finish your picture book and get it ready 
for submission. Designed for authors and 
illustrators with a picture book project in 
progress or in mind,this workshop offers a 
unique opportunity to develop it, polish 

it, finish it and present. . .

Workshop Faculty: Pat Cummings, 
Denise Fleming, Floyd Cooper, Steve 
Light

Special Guests: Patti Ann Harris, 
Marcia Wernick, Alison Green Myers, 
Namrata Tripathi

Summer Camp at the Barn: A Week 
of Creative Mentorship 2016
July 17 to July 23, 2016

The Highlights Foundation tackles 
summer camp a bit differently than 
s’mores by the campfire and hiking in the 
woods (although these adventures are 
always on our schedule). To us, Summer 
Camp is a time to find the kind of 
encouragement. . .

Workshop Faculty: Kathryn Erskine, 
Jillian Sullivan, Alison Green Mysers, 
Susan Campbell Bartoletti, Mitali 
Perkins, Lamar Giles

Special Guests: Adriana Dominguez, 
Jessica Echeverria

Whole Novel Workshop 2016
August 7 to August 13, 2016

Take our novel to the next level! Our 
instructors will challenge you to look 
at your novel critically and to find 
openings and opportunities for revision. 
This comprehensive workshop includes 
one-on-one sessions, lectures, group 
discussions and exercises in support and…

Workshop Faculty: Sarah Aronson. 
Nancy Werlin, A.M. Jenkins, Jennifer 
Jacobson

Special Guests: Nicole Valentine, Rob 
Costello

Carolyn P. Yoder’s Alumni Retreat 
August 2016

August 13 to August 20. 2016

This is a special and unusual retreat, 
open only to graduates of Carolyn P. 

Yoder’s workshops. Participants will come 
together for seven days and evenings to 
write, relax, eat, play and then write some 
more. Our all inclusive price means we. . .

Workshop Faculty: Carolyn P. Yoder

Revision Retreat 2016

August 13 to August 17, 3016

In this working retreat, Harold 
Underdown and editor Eileen Robinson 
will teach proven techniques for self-
editing and revising and help writers try 
them out on their manuscripts. Morning 
will be devoted to revision techniques 
and afternoons to model critique groups.

Workshop Faculty: Eileen Robinson, 
Harold Underdown

Special Guest: Cherie Matthews

Whole Novel Workshop: Middle 
Grade and Young Adult 2016

August 21 to August 27, 2016

If you write middle grade or young adult 
fiction, come to The Whole Novel 
Workshop with M. T. Anderson and N. 
Griffin! This workshop is designed for 
anyone with a complete or near-complete 
draft of a middle-grade or young adult 
novel. . .

Workshop Faculty: M. T. Anderson, N. 
Griffin

Special Guest: Hannah Barnaby

How Do Poets Get Published? 
Learning What It Takes 2016

August 21 to August 24, 2016

The published world can seem murky 
and impenetrable, especially if you 
write poetry.

As poets, we ask ourselves, “Why do 
publishers accept some poems over 
others? Why were my poems turned 
down, while poems in a similar vein 
published? What. . .
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Workshop Faculty: David L. Harrison

For all workshops, phone (877) 512-
8365 with questions. To register or to 
request more information, e-mail Jo 
Lloyd, Program Assistant, jalloyd@
highlightsfoundation.org

Off Campus Writer’s Workshops 
Winter 2015
Winnetka Community House
620 Lincoln

Winnetka

Join the writing group that will help 
you start your first or finish your seventh 
novel, memoir, non-fiction, young 
adult or children’s book. OCWW meets 
Thursday mornings 9:30 am to 12:00 pm 
and provides professional workshops from 
September to May each year, featuring 
current authors, editors, professors and 
publishers. Per session fee $15. (Members 
$10 with yearly membership). Yearly 
membership @$30 entitles members 
to reduced session fees, manuscript 
critiques by presenters, and member 
critique groups. Our final meeting the 
first Thursday in May each year presents 
a panel of publishers and agents who 
provide vital information for all authors.

Check our website for further 
information, ocww.bizland.com. 

RESIDENCY PROGRAM

VERMONT COLLEGE BRIEF 
RESIDENCY

MASTER OF FINE ARTS

IN WRITING FOR CHILDREN AND 
YOUNG ADULTS

Montpelier, VT

July, January

11-day intensive residencies in July and 
January on campus alternate with 5 
month nonresident projects (4 semesters, 
5residencies). Faculty includes M. T. 
Anderson, Kathi Appelt.Marion Dane 

Bauer, Sharon Darrow, Ellen Levine and 
Norma Fox Mazer

Contact Melissa Fisher at (800) 336-
6794, Ext. 8637 or e-mail melissa.
fisher@tui.edu or visit the website at 
www.tui.edu/vermontcollege

SPALDING UNIVERSITY BRIEF 
RESIDENCY

MASTER OF FINE ARTS IN WRITING 
PROGRAM
Louisville, KY

with a Concentration in Writing For 
Children

Semesters begin in May or October

Program is 4 semesters, 5 residencies

Contact Graduate Admissions at (800) 
896-8941, Ext. 2423 or e-mail: mfa@
spalding.edu or visit the website at 
www.spalding.edu

LESLEY UNIVERSITY LOW-
RESIDENCY

MASTER OF FINE ARTS IN CREATIVE 
WRITING
Cambridge, MA
Offering a concentration in Writing for 
Young People

Semesters begin in January and June

Program is 4 semesters, 5 residencies

Contact Jana M. Van der Veer

Assistant Director, Advising and 
Student Services

jvanderv@lesley.edu

HAMLINE UNIVERSITY LOW-
RESIDENCY

MASTER OF FINE ARTS IN WRITING 
FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG 
ADULTS
1536 Hewitt Avenue

Saint Paul, MN 55104

Semesters begin in January and July

Program is 4 semesters, 5 residencies

Office phone: (651) 523-2047, Fax: 
(651) 523-2490

For questions, call (651) 523-2900 or 
e-mail gradprog@hamline.edu

ONLINE OPPORTUNITIES

LEARNING ON-LINE 

INSTITUTE OF CHILDREN’S 
LITERATURE
Correspondence courses and access to 
articles, tips, chat room discussions on 
writing. 

Visit www.Institutechildrenslit.com

WRITER’S DIGEST ONLINE 
WORKSHOPS
“Fundamentals of Writing For 
Children” (12 week beginning course)

“Focus Course in Writing For Children” 
(14 week intermediate course)

For details and starting dates on 
these workshops and other Writer’s 
Digest Online Courses, visit www.
writersonlineworkshops.com-

June Sengpiehl lives in Oak Park, with 
her husband, Paul. She writes poetry, 
articles, picture books and chapter books. 
Her special interests are mysteries and fairy 
tales. Her email is jsseng629@yahoo.com

mailto: jvanderv@lesley.edu
mailto:jsseng629@yahoo.com
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Food for Thought
Social Media for Scaredy-cats

Date/Time

9/12/2015

11:00 am – 1:30 pm

Location

Chevys Fresh Mex Restaurant

1180 Plaza Drive, Schaumburg, IL 60173

Are you a “Social Media Scaredy-cat”? Fully intending to get that Twitter, Author 
Facebook, Instagram, and/or Pinterest site set up, but never get around to it? Or 
are you afraid you don’t know the basic etiquette for posting, or wonder if it’s even 
worth it to set up these sites to promote your books?

The cool cats of social media and published authors Kym Brunner  
kymbrunner.com, Cherie Colyer cheriecolyer.com, and Katie Sparks  
katie-sparks.com will explain why these sites are important and show you 
everything you need to know to get started.

Come on out to our next Food For Thought and find out all the “Do’s and Don’ts” 
of each media type while we help you set up your own accounts. By the end of our 
group, you’ll be purring with knowledge and grinning like the Cheshire Cat!

RSVP by August 31 to Kym Brunner kymbrunner@comcast.net to reserve your 
place. Please put RSVP in the subject line.

Cost is FREE but please be prepared to buy and enjoy lunch in our reserved room. 
Free Wi-Fi. Bring your laptop and get connected!

Content will be focused on applications for published members, but all SCBWI 
members are welcome to this event.

Food for Thought is member-generated programming focused on the needs and interests of 
published members. If you have a program idea for Food For Thought, email Sallie Wolf 
at salwolf@comcast.net.

Don’t Miss
Wild, Wild Midwest is 
coming to Naperville!
A three-day conference is about to 
spring up in your backyard. For the 
second time, several SCBWI chapters 
have banded together and will bring 
you Wild, Wild Midwest from April 29 
to May 1.

Located at the Marriott Naperville 
(1801 Naper Blvd.), a smörgåsbord of 
events and opportunities await. Want 
to meet editors, agents, authors, and 
illustrators? Want to get feedback on 
your work? Want an in-depth workshop 
on craft or marketing? Want to work 
on scene building, managing your 
online reputation, crafting a biography, 
conceptualizing a series, branding 
yourself as an illustrator, and much 
more? Then look for registration to 
be announced after the New Year. 
An eblast will be sent to all Illinois 
members when the time arrives.

Polish up your cowboy boots and get 
ready to gallop to Naperville for an 
inspiring weekend! 

Questions? Feel free to contact  
Sara Shacter at sfshacter@gmail.com.

ttps://illinois.scbwi.org//events/scbwi-il-food-for-thought-social-media-for-scaredy-cats/
https://illinois.scbwi.org//locations/chevys-fresh-mex-restaurant/
http://www.kymbrunner.com
http://www.cheriecolyer.com
http://www.katie-sparks.com
mailto:kymbrunner@comcast.net
mailto:salwolf@comcast.net
mailto:sfshacter@gmail.com
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Writing Tips
Point of View, Part I
By Michelle Falkoff

One of the most important decisions 
in starting a new project is deciding 
on narrative perspective. While this 
may seem like a technical question 
involving first person versus third (or 
even occasionally second), figuring 
out whose story you’re telling and the 
most effective way to get it across is a 
complicated endeavor. For this column, 
I’ll lay out some of the benefits and 
detriments of the two most common 
strategies; in my next column, I’ll talk 
about some more unusual approaches.

First Person
In young adult novels, first person seems 
to be the most popular approach, and 
it’s popular for good reasons: we get clear 
and direct access to the narrator and can 
see the world through her eyes. We have 
access to her thoughts and emotions, 
with lots of room to experiment with 
voice, which can be tremendously 
fun. It’s also a natural way to write for 
people who have ever kept journals 
or blogged or written letters (hello, 
summer camp!), and it’s often the most 
comfortable voice for writers to use.

It does come with some challenges, of 
course. We’re limited to the narrator, so 
she has to be present in every scene, on 
every page, and she may not understand 
herself as well as readers need to 
understand her, so as writers we have 
to devise ways for readers to see around 
her. It’s easy to get carried away with 
narrative voice as well, leading writers 
to rely too much on the quirkiness of 
the voice in lieu of taking the time to 
develop the narrator’s character fully 
and through multiple means.

These challenges are all surmountable, 
though, and often they can be 

converted into strengths. I particularly 
love when writers use the first person 
as a means of misdirection, taking that 
limited access issue and turning it into 
an occasion for suspense and distrust. 
Some recent novels that do this 
particularly well are E. Lockhart’s We 
Were Liars, Stephanie Kuehn’s Charm 
and Strange, and Amanda Panitch’s 
Damage Done.

Third Person (limited or close)
There are different ways to use the 
third person, and the more common 
approach is to have a close third-
person perspective in which the writer 
doesn’t use the first-person pronouns 
but provides the same type of access 
to the narrator as in the first person. 
This means using third-person limited 
is often more of a stylistic than a 
substantive choice, and it’s one far less 
frequently employed by YA writers, 
especially when the book is narrated by 
a single character. 

More often, writers use the third person 
in YA fiction to incorporate multiple 
perspectives, usually by alternating 
chapters. It’s possible  

to have multiple first-person narrators, 
of course, but in the first person there’s 
the risk that they’ll all sound the same, 
which sometimes leads writers to go to 
extremes to make the characters sound 
distinct, and that can be distracting if 
not done very well. Generally, third 
person is easier for these kinds of 
multiple perspective narratives because 
the voice tends to feel more reliable. 
My theory is that the third person 
necessarily has to have been written 
by someone other than the narrator or 
narrators, and on some subconscious 
level readers know that and trust this 
outside writer not to mislead them, 
at least not as overtly as a first-person 
narrator might. 

I see the main challenges of third 
person limited as twofold. First, there’s 
a perceived distancing effect; I’ve 
often heard writers talk about first 
person as being more intimate and 
immediate, though artfully rendered 
third-person perspectives avoid this 
problem. Second, it can be difficult 
to avoid letting an outside narrative 
voice creep in, and it’s easier for the 
narrative voice to veer closer to the 
writer’s own voice than the voice of the 
character. These are still surmountable 
challenges; they’re just things to keep 
in mind when drafting. Some terrific 
books that use third person include 
Jessie Ann Foley’s The Carnival at Bray 
and Maureen Johnson’s 13 Little Blue 
Envelopes. 

I’d love to hear about what goes into 
other writers’ decisions about what 
voice to use, as well as what books they 
love in both of these categories. Until 
next time!

Michelle Falkoff is the author of Playlist 
for the Dead (2015) and Pushing Perfect 
(forthcoming 2016). She lives in Chicago.
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Illustrator Tips
Making the Most of the Language  
of Comics
By Jeff Weigel

The variety of comics and graphic novels has exploded in 
recent years, and children’s book publishers have taken notice 
and tried to join in the revolution. There’s irony in children’s 
publishers coming late to this party. For the first fifty years 
of the American comic book’s existence it was a medium 
directed at kids—but one that children’s book publishers 

wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole (because of comics’ 
reputation as a bad influence). In the 1980s mainstream 
comic books took a darker turn, and adults became the target 
audience, leaving kids out in the cold. Only in the last decade 
or so have children’s book publishers taken steps to reclaim 
comics for a young audience.

Now, once again, there’s an avenue for writers and illustrators 
to create comics for kids, and the field is open to more 
subjects, styles, and approaches than ever before. But much 
of the new talent flooding into this “new” medium might 
not have a deep grounding in comics’ long-established 
visual vocabulary. That’s not surprising, given that several 
generations of kids have grown up without comic books as a 
part of their childhoods since comics went “adult” in the ’80s.

Comics are a much more complex narrative form than they 
appear to be on the surface. Everyone understands how to 
read from panel to panel, the distinction between word 
balloons and thought balloons, the device of lettered sound 
effects—all the standard tools in comics’ toolbox. But the 
proper use of these tools is as subtle and intricate as the use 
of language in prose writing. Designing a page of comics can 
be complex and expressive. The great Harvey Kurtzman—
creator of Mad magazine and one of the founding fathers 

of modern comics—believed that the way panels are used 
and arranged is comics’ version of punctuation. With that 
in mind, I’d like to demonstrate some of the mechanics of 
comics storytelling, and how the nuts and bolts can be used  
to tailor a story’s tone, mood, and pace.

The Basics
The most basic requirement of a comics page is to clearly 
relate the action to the reader. This means establishing who, 
what, when, where, and why with clear character designs, 
descriptive backgrounds, expressive body language, and a 
sense of the scene’s geography. Take a look at the panel below. 
Can you tell all the characters from one another? Do you 
know where they are in relation to the setting and to one 
another? Do you have a sense of what’s happening? These are 
the barest basics of comics storytelling. Not every panel has 
to convey all this information, but the panels together on 
every page should ordinarily answer all of these questions. If 
the reader becomes confused about any of these points at any 
time during the story, the artist hasn’t done his or her job.

The Value of Real Estate
The interplay of panel sizes on a page can convey a lot of 
different things. Most often the size of panels announces 
which are the most important, dramatic points in the story. 
Below, the confined, dark, claustrophobic feel of the small 
first panel adds to the excitement of the large second panel. 
It’s intuitive to think dramatic events will get more space  
on a page, but small panels can build drama in subtle ways.

Action and Spectacle
Of course comics’ stock-in-trade is action and spectacle. A 
big, dramatic double-page spread can deliver a lot of impact. 
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Just be sure not to dip into this well too often or you’ll water 
down the punch of big moments like this one.

Staccato Rhythm in Comics
Sometimes a scene calls for a steady, even pace. This is often 
the case in comedy. A funny gag like the one below requires 

a steady setup and a surprise conclusion—a staccato rhythm 
that’s best served by equal-sized panels. Variation in panel size 
or camera position would distract from the unfolding action.

Inset Panels and Concurrent Actions
Insetting one panel into another is more than a way to vary 

a page layout. An inset panel can cue the reader that two 
images are linked in an important way—they occur at the 

same moment. Often, one image depicts a reaction to the 
other. In this case, the inset panel conveys a character’s 
realization that the ground is littered with silver. You see both 
his startled eyes, and what he’s seeing—at the same time. It’s 
one way that comics can play with time itself in a story.

Using Panel Layout to Create Motion and Action
If comedy is slow and steady, then action can be erratic and 
off-kilter. Some artists use eccentric page layouts and panel 
arrangements arbitrarily—almost as decoration—but I think 
that’s usually a case of form subverting function. Call too 
much attention to your clever page layout and you distract 
from the reader’s involvement in the story. Still, there are 
occasions where breaking with traditional right angles and 
rectangles aids the story. The spread below shows a wild ride 

through the sky as Dragon Girl and her pet escape danger on 
the ground and head for the safety of the steampunk airship 
they call home. The tilted axis of the page grid (along with 
the forced perspective of the airship wing jutting into the 
scene) helps reinforce the feeling of their stomach-churning 
ride.

There are a couple of other noteworthy storytelling tricks on 
this spread, too. Notice the figures moving across the image of 
the wing in the right-hand page: by dividing the steady scene 
into three panels and moving the figures across the triptych to 
create separate moments of their movement through the sky, 
we create the comic book equivalent of the movies’ panning 
shot. Also, the last figures practically jump right off the page, 
even overlapping the panel borders—a trick that adds to the 
feeling of a dimensional descent through space.
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Flowing Action and  
Borderless Panels
This page shows a rare chance to ditch 
the panel borders altogether. Dragon 
Girl’s silly bonding ritual with the 
baby dragons called for a steady flow 
of unrestrained motion. What better 
way to do that than open up the page 
and let the characters dance freely? In 
this instance setting takes a back seat 
to silly, joyful motion, so the characters 
dance through unrestrained space. 
(But notice that the reader is gently 
reminded of the cave setting by the dust 
kicked up from the dancing, which adds 
to the feeling of motion, too.) 

These examples show only the tip of 
the iceberg of how varied the language 
of comics can be in telling stories. 
Some see comics as a very limited 
artform, but the tools comics have to 
offer storytellers are wider than those 
skeptics imagine. With each new artist 
willing to explore where the medium 
has been, and expand where it goes 
in the future, the language of comics 
grows.

Jeff Weigel is a lifelong comics lover, and 
an author and illustrator of picture books 
and graphic novels for kids. He lives in 
Belleville, Illinois. The images in this article 
are taken from his graphic novel Dragon 
Girl: The Secret Valley, published by 
Andrews McMeel.
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You are in the midst of revision. 

And it’s not going well.

You are starting to think that all 
you’re really doing—as the hours, 
weeks, months (years?) drift by—is 
shuffling words around. Sometimes it 
is not even words so much as commas 
you’re moving back and forth. You 
suspect that all this effort is the literary 
equivalent of rearranging deck chairs on 
the Titanic. 

Still, you’re afraid to stop what you’re 
doing and look up; you don’t want 
confirmation that the ship is, indeed, 
going down. (I mean, if you’re going to 
be plunged into the depths of despair, 
best not to know it until the last 
possible moment, right?) Even so, you 
know it’s coming. You know because 
you’ve been here before: standing on 
a sinking boat, eyeing water that just 
keeps rising. There’s no terra firma on 
the horizon, and some days not even  
a horizon. 

Or maybe you’ve already dropped into 
the unforgiving sea. You’re bobbing—
goose-fleshed and blue-lipped—in the 
drink, trying to understand why the 
craft you built has sunk, and wondering 
how long you’ve got till the sharks start 
to circle. 

Heads up, dear writers, I’m about 
to toss you a lifeline.

In Prairie Wind’s 2015 winter 
issue, Susanna Kirby argued that 
screenwriting techniques have much 
to offer writers of narrative fiction. 
I’m supporting her argument with a 

review of Syd Field’s The Screenwriter’s 
Workbook: Exercises and Step-by-Step 
Instructions for Creating a Successful 
Screenplay. It is a buoy if you’re sinking 
in the sea of revision. It is a blueprint if 
you have yet to put pen to paper.

One of the first to study the 
screenwriting form, Syd (trust me, 
after reading his book, you’ll want to 
call him by his first name, too) was the 

author of Screenplay, the “bible” of 
screenwriters since it was published in 
1979. The first to be inducted into the 
American Screenwriting Association’s 
Hall of Fame, he is the predecessor to 
John Truby, Robert McKee, and Blake 
Snyder. When he died in 2013, Truby 
told the New York Times that Syd was 
the first to challenge “the notion that 

writing a good script was a gift of divine 
intervention.” He showed, Truby said, 
that it is “a craft that could be learned.” 
Writers as diverse as Laura Esquivel, 
James Cameron, Judd Apatow, and Tina 
Fey claim to have learned their craft 
from Syd.

I’ve studied Truby, McKee, and 
Snyder, brilliant analysts all, but 
there’s something in Syd’s tone, a 
straightforward approach infused with 
warmth and generosity, that makes me 
feel I can grasp what he has to give. 
“‘Learning,’” he writes, quoting his own 
teacher, Jean Renoir, “‘is being able to 
see the relationship, the connections, 
between things.’” The hardest thing, 
he maintains, is knowing what to write. 
The second hardest “is knowing how to 
write it.” 

Syd will give you the how.

That is not to say his approach is 
prescriptive. He may have popularized 
the term “plot point,” but Syd 
believes that successful stories owe as 
much to enchantment as they do to 
engineering. Quoting mystical sources 
like Saint Francis and the Bhagavad 
Gita, he repeatedly advises that we 
“trust the process,” because, he says, 
“it’s larger than we are.” He assigns 
free-association and automatic-writing 
exercises designed to summon your 
characters’ secret wounds and fears, 
as well as their dramatic needs. Syd 
has penned a book that takes us on a 
magical mystery tour, because, he says, 
“We’re never really quite sure how  
the creative process is going to reveal 
itself to us.”

Writer’s Bookshelf
The Screenwriter’s Workbook: Exercises and Step-by-Step Instructions  
for Creating a Successful Screenplay, by Syd Field
Reviewed by Ellen Reagan
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But that doesn’t mean you  
should approach it without  
any plan whatsoever.

So let’s start with those plot points 
he made famous. The paradigm he 
designed to chart them is a model 
onto which any story can be projected 
to see how well it works. Syd will use 
it to walk you through the structure 
of successful screenplays. First he’ll 
separate the film’s content into acts, 
and then he’ll pinpoint the scenes that 
propel viewers into the acts. These 
propellers are the scenes he calls plot 
points, because upon them we pivot  
the plot in a new direction. 

Eventually, you’ll be able to project 
your own story onto Syd’s paradigm to 
determine where your plot points are. 
I was pleasantly surprised to find them 
already embedded in my novel. But 
what was even more surprising was the 
discovery that I’d packed way too much 
cargo onto my boat. Syd’s model gave 
me the distance I needed to see which 
scenes did nothing to advance the story 
or reveal character, which propelled the 
plot into places I didn’t want it to go. 
Before mapping my story according to 
his paradigm’s coordinates, I was blind 
to the fact that much of it served no 
purpose. It was overloaded with cargo 
and littered with empty chairs. Was  
it any wonder it was sinking?

“You can’t see the paradigm while 
you’re in the paradigm,” writes Syd. 

That’s why his paradigm is so useful; it 
allows us to get outside our story so we 
can diagram the relationship between 
the parts and the whole. And that, dear 
writers, is exactly what we need to keep 
us from rearranging furniture no one 
will ever want to sit in. As Picasso said, 
and Syd repeats: “Art is the elimination 
of the unnecessary.”

If I’d known I needed a mast on my 
boat, a MidPoint on which to raise 
and lower the sails of Act II, maybe I 
wouldn’t have gotten to the point of 
obsessing over empty chairs. Maybe, 
if I’d had Syd’s exercises to help me 
streamline my characters’ personal 
conflicts and internal and external 
obstacles, I wouldn’t have crammed so 
much cargo in the hold. And maybe,  
if I’d studied The Screenwriter’s 
Workbook before setting out, I would 
have known that I had to tack through 
the turns and reverse course to sail  
to a successful finish.

Which is not to say it would have 
been easy. Working with Syd means 
determining “your ending, your 
beginning, Plot Point I, and Plot Point 
II” before you even put fingers to 
keyboard. Though his exercises at the 
end of every chapter will help you do 
that, they are so challenging that even 
he recommends consuming some wine 
before beginning some of them. But the 
revelations that flow out of your pen 
will startle you. And you’ll have Syd, 
master craftsman and seasoned sailor, 
pointing out “the relationship between 
things” if you start to feel overwhelmed. 

It would have been nice to see those 
connections back before I began to 
build my boat, but at least now I can 
see where I went wrong. And even in 
failure Syd is a comfort: “What you try 
that doesn’t work will always show you 
what does,” he writes. “I don’t know 
why it happens or how it happens—all 
I know is that it does happen. It’s the 
writing process; it’s larger than we are.”

The Screenwriter’s Workbook is not a 
text to shove on your shelf. It’s one to 
take with you wherever your craft goes. 
You’ll want it within reach if that craft 
starts to sink.

Ellen Reagan holds a Masters in 
Journalism from Northwestern University 
and an MFA in Writing for Children and 
Young Adults from Vermont College of 
Fine Arts. She is always learning how to 
make her craft more seaworthy, and helps 
teenage writers in the Chicago Public 
Schools do the same through Open Book’s 
ReadThenWrite program.
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Book Look
How Form Echoes 
Content in Cloth Lullaby: 
The Woven Life of 
Louise Bourgeois
By Elizabeth Brown

We often hear how form follows 
content in children’s books, but a 
recent example that helps to show 
the impact this concept can have in a 
picture book biography can be seen in 
Cloth Lullaby: The Woven Life of Louise 
Bourgeois written by Amy Novesky 
and illustrated by Isabelle Arsenault 
(Abrams Books for Young Readers, 
2016). This nonfiction picture book 
details the life of modern artist Louise 
Bourgeois (1911–2010), one of the 
most celebrated artists of her time. 
Bourgeois created tapestry and cloth 
book art as well large-scale sculptures 
of steel and wood. Cloth Lullaby is an 
interesting example of how form, style, 
and narrative echo content. Both 
Novesky and Arsenault do a strong 
job of weaving the story of Bourgeois 
together for the reader: her past, her 
life, her story, all while echoing the 
style of her artwork. They cleverly 
use weaving as a metaphor for the 
interconnectedness of many important 
aspects of Bourgeois’s life. By examining 
the river of her childhood, her family’s 
weaving business, her relationship with 
her mother and father, her artwork, her 
inspirations, and the illustrations that 
accompany the text, the reader is able 
to learn what elements held the artist 
together and how her life unfolded 
through environment, upbringing, and 
society, pieced together in a delightful 
story. 

The River of Childhood
Throughout the story, Novesky uses 
the river of Bourgeois’s childhood and 
highlights the ways the river helped 

Louise survive and grow throughout 
the picture book. The river begins the 
story: “Louise was raised by a river. Her 
family lived in a big house on the water 
that wove like a wool thread through 
everything.” Right from the start, the 
author establishes the river as the 
thematic thread that connects Louise 
to her surroundings. Additionally, the 
river serves as a convincing symbol of 
childrearing and is personified with 
maternal inclinations. Louise grew up 
by the river which “nurtured a garden 
where Louise and her family grew 
geraniums, peonies, asparagus, and 

cherry trees, apples, and pears, purple 
tamarisk, pink hawthorn, and sweet-
smelling honeysuckle.” The river is 
all powerful: a giver, a mother figure, 
beautiful, and strong. It soothed at 
night as Louise would fall asleep to the 
“rhythmic rock and murmur of river 
water,” again adding to the idea of the 
river as the magical force that held her 
early life together.

The river also served other functions 
for Louise and her family. It cleansed 
and strengthened the wool used by her 
mother in the family’s tapestry business. 
It was also a refuge for Louise when 
life’s frustrations became too much to 
bear. For example, when her father left 

home on business, Louise missed him 
so much. Her father’s departures “made 
Louise so mad, she threw herself in the 
river.” Arsenault’s illustration of Louise 
woven into the river’s undulating waves 
further demonstrates this overlap of 
form and content. 

Further on in the book, the absence 
of the river is palpable when Louise 
is older. The emptiness, depicted 
poignantly in the illustrations by 
the stark white space built up with 
construction and tall buildings where 
the poplar trees once grew, saddens 
not only Louise, but the reader as well. 
But Louise’s strength flowed on; she 
was strong like the river and the wool 
threads dyed in it.

Parents, Weaving,  
and Inspiration
Louise’s parents also weave into the 
rich texture of Louise’s life. Her mother 
created and repaired tapestries. She 
schooled Louise in the art of fabric 
work by teaching her about “the warp 
and the weft, and how to weave” and 
in showing her “the tools of their trade: 
spiral-shaped spindles, spools of wool, 
and a needle. She taught her how to 
dye.” Arsenault’s illustration shows 
Louise’s mother as a spider, which is 
“a repairer of broken things,” just as 
Louise’s mother is. Louise learned to 
repair the bottom of the textiles, where 
the feet are, implying she will be firmly 
grounded in her life, no matter what.

Louise’s father played a different role. 
He was “not a restorer.” He brought 
Louise fancy, shiny things, and the 
reader understands that this played 
a large part in the development of 
Louise’s adult art, which stemmed 
from her exposure to and love of fabric 
making and textile art.

Spider: Maman
Louise made installation art consisting 
of giant spiders, spirals, and cascades. 
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A spider spins and fixes its broken 
web. Louise’s earlier comparison of 
her mother to a spider helps to further 
illustrate how the components of her 
life overlapped and intersected. In fact, 
one of Louise’s most famous artworks 
was a sculpture of a spider standing  
30 feet high and called Maman. Louise’s 
art of weaving and tapestries inspired 
her installation work, and Novesky  
and Arsenault have layered these 
aspects throughout the book in an 
ingenious way.

Artwork
Later in life, Louise took fabrics and 
bits and pieces of her life, cut them 
up, and sewed them together again 
creating giant tapestries. Louise wanted 
to reach out to touch and incorporate 
everything, just like weaving in colorful 
threads or piecing together a patchwork 
quilt. She hoped to remember 
everything in her life and made cloth 
books to help put her feelings and 
memories together. Louise was inspired 
by her mother, was supported equally 
well by her father, educated, and taught 
to recognize and repair all things. Most 
of all, Louise learned the importance 
of collecting memories and never 
forgetting loved ones. Novesky and 
Arsenault highlight these important 
aspects in Louise’s work.

Illustrations
Arsenault’s illustrations are mixed 
media collages, modeled after Louise’s 
cloths and the tapestries she and her 
mother created. Louise and her world 
are illustrated into the background as 
if Louise is part of the tapestry, as if 
she’s woven into the page. The colors 
are bright like a tapestry with rich reds, 
royal blues, maize and goldenrods, 
and salmon pinks. The illustrations 
start small and increase in size to 
complement Louise’s own growth and 
skill as an artist throughout the years.

Suggestions for Writers
This work helps the children’s book 
writer, especially for those writing 
picture book biographies, by offering 
an example of how an author took the 
subject of Louise Bourgeois and her 
art and intertwined them into a tight 
inspirational narrative. It is an excellent 
model for any picture book writer or 
illustrator, demonstrating how form and 
content can work in magical ways. A 
writer can ask the following questions 
of himself or herself in the process of 
researching, outlining, drafting, and 
writing.

• Is there a way to incorporate your 
subject’s childhood details and 
bring these out in the story in the 
form of narrative threads and links?

• Can inspirations and frustrations 
within your subject’s life serve as a 
way to integrate information and 
reveal character?

• Can illustrations bring out 
subtextual points as well as echo 
content?

• Think about point-of-view and 
try out different POVs until the 
one that best fits the subject’s story 
resonates.

• Can similarities and contrasts in 
your subject’s life be used to draw 
out conflicts, dynamics, important 
connections, and interesting 
character traits in your book?

• Are parental/familial relationships 
worthy of highlighting to discover 
your character’s story and how his/
her past plays a larger part in his/
her later accomplishments?

• In your planning stages and 
revision process, see if you can 
draw deep connections in your 
character’s world to aid in telling 
a richly layered and meaningful 
picture book biography.

• Are there other form and content 
aspects that may complement the 
story and contribute to a satisfying 
narrative? 

Enjoy the process of discovery as you 
research, write, and revise!

Conclusion
Everything in Cloth Lullaby: The Woven 
Life of Louise Bourgeois weaves into a 
lullaby. Louise “rocked herself to this 
lullaby, this cloth lullaby” she created. 
Just as she did in the beginning with the 
river, Louise soothed herself with her 
woven memories and felt at peace with 
her work. The reader is left with such a 
rich experience after reading this book 
and can understand and appreciate 
the importance of this woman as an 
artist. Form and style follow content 
throughout the book, making this a 
rewarding experience. Cloth Lullaby 
is a biography that will touch the 
hearts of children, parents, teachers, 
and librarians everywhere. The book’s 
creators have allowed us to peer into 
the soul of this exceptional artist and 
grow through the experience of learning 
her story.

Elizabeth Brown is a writer, writing 
and literature professor, freelance editor, 
and an independent film producer. She 
earned her MFA in Creative Writing from 
Goddard College and is represented by 
Sean McCarthy Literary Agency. Her 
website is www.elizabethmbrown.com  
and on Twitter: @elizbrown20.

http://www.elizabethmbrown.com
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The Flourishing 
Writer
The Most Important Tool 

By Carol Coven Grannick

Language is powerful, whether we use 
words, visual language, or both.

We take care to find the exact language 
for our story to create the impact 
we desire. We think, feel, study, 
experiment, re-vision, try again until 
we get the result we want. The result 
that creates the story we dream of. The 
result that changes the course of the 
story from pretty good to just right.

But as creatives, if we struggle with 
negative self-talk and too-long periods 
of sadness, low energy, and low 
productivity and creativity, we need to 
give the same kind of attention to the 
language we use to explain life events—
those difficult events in our creative 
lives, in particular.

It’s not enough to try to “stop” 
gratuitous negative thinking (that is, 
negative thoughts that may actually 
be incorrect). It’s essential to have 
replacement language. 

Two and a half decades ago I discovered 
the work of Dr. Martin Seligman, 
research psychologist at the University 
of Pennsylvania and founder of the 
Positive Psychology movement. Never 

a fan of self-help techniques that often 
seemed “fluffy” to me, I welcomed the 
research of the Positive Psychology 
movement and Neuroscience field that 
made abundant new brain research 
available to the public.

Seligman believed, and believes 
still, that changing our “explanatory 
style”—how we think about the causes 
of the events in our lives—will, with 
practice, change the pathways of the 
brain. I embraced the information 
more than eagerly, learning, practicing, 
and eventually writing, consulting, 
using the cognitive techniques in my 
psychotherapy practice.

My cautionary comments here, as they 
have been in virtually every article or 
workshop I’ve done, are the following:

• Optimism, whether inborn or learned, 
does not mean an ability or desire 
to avoid any pain. Real and painful 
situations are part of the tapestry 
of being human. But explaining 
situations with optimistic language 
allows you to rebound toward 
energy, productivity, creativity, and 
action, while pessimistic language 
speeds you toward sadness and 
depression, anger, low energy, 
and decreased productivity and 
creativity. In certain crisis and 
even life-threatening situations, 
I’ve experienced optimism as the 
ability to imagine the worst and do 
everything I can to see if I can keep 
it from happening.

• It’s not magic. Learn and practice.

Pessimistic language tends to reflect 
permanence, pervasiveness, and 
personalization. For example, you 
receive a rejection. When your response 
is “I’m never going to get published—
my work sucks” or some variation on 
that, you tend to feel that heaviness. 
You tend to lose energy, productivity, 
and—research indicates—your brain 
doesn’t work at capacity.

Like Eeyore, but not as cute. 

Optimistic language, which comes 
naturally to a lucky few but can be 
learned by the rest of us, tends to use 
words that describe events as transient, 
specific, and external to oneself. (“This 

rejection hurts—I’m sorry she’s not 
interested—but I’ll do some more 
research and send it out again—these 
things tend to be so subjective, and as 
long as my work is the best it can be, 
I’ll hope it will be a good match for 
someone.”)

Working hard at heartfelt optimistic 
language—as hard as I work at my 
writing—changed my life in general, 
changed the way I worked as a 
therapist, and allowed my writing life 
to flourish. I changed my “explanatory” 
language and with hard work changed 
the story of my life. I became the writer 
I wanted to be, and it had nothing to do 
with getting book-published.

If you’ve read my previous columns, 
or look for them in the Prairie Wind 
archives, you’ll understand how this 
happened, and why. The benefits have 
been immense.

I have no question that heartfelt 
optimism, whether learned or inborn, 
is the underpinning of resilience—the 
ability to rebound from disappointment, 
learn from failure, assess one’s work and 
oneself with interest but not negative 
judgment, and move forward.
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If you struggle with spiraling down 
into negative self-talk, I hope you’ll 
take advantage of the many resources 
that exist for learning and practicing 
the tools of the Positive Psychology 
movement.

• https://www.authentichappiness.sas.
upenn.edu

• http://www.pursuit-of-happiness.
org/history-of-happiness/martin-
seligman-positive-psychology/

• http://www.positivepsychology.
org/research/positive-psychology-
research

There are many serious tools, skills, 
and techniques available. Choose what 
works for you and commit to practicing 
it. If you fail, just start again. 

For me, being a lover and user of words, 
and having survived the damage that 

negative self-talk can do, learning to 
change my “explanatory style” has been 
the most helpful tool.

Language can create and maintain 
an optimistic, heartfelt, positive 
framework. 

Optimism and positivity create 
resilience. 

And resilience enables persistence, 
the most significant aspect of a writer’s 
character, and the most important tool 
in your creative toolbox. 

As you create your stories and art, 
create the story of your life that you 
dream of.

I wish you a persistent, meaningful,  
and joyful journey!

Carol Coven Grannick writes picture 
books, middle-grade fiction, poetry, 
and essays. Her middle grade novel, 
REENI’S TURN, was awarded Finalist 
in the 2014 Katherine Paterson contest 
at HUNGER MOUNTAIN. Links to 
a variety of articles on resilience are at 
Carol’s website http://carolcovengrannick.
com and in the archives of The Prairie 
Wind at the scbwi.org website. She can be 
reached directly at carolgrannick@gmail.
com for consultation or to customize group 
workshops in which she teaches the skills 
necessary to create and maintain resilience. 
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A Fly on the Wall
Creating Stories  
for Every Reader— 
Diversity in Your Work 
By Caroline Winkler

The March 19 SCBWI presentation, 
“Creating Stories for Every Reader—
Diversity in Your Work,” delivered on 
its promise, “If you want your readers to 
see themselves in the world of children’s 
literature, then this program is for you!”

Why We Need Diverse Books
This conference really hit home in 
answering why we need diverse books. 
The answers, like the speakers, were 
rich in diverse viewpoints but all agreed 
the world and our readers are both 
enhanced and reflected by diversity  

in writing. Books are a way to 
encourage all children and to share 
empowerment of the self within them, 
regardless of that child’s opportunities 
and background. Our world has 
expanded in twenty years to be very 

connected globally, and we are or 
should be more open to reading other 
people’s stories. Our kids grow up in  
a different world today, and our books 
can empower kids by showing them 
how to maneuver in this world. And 
diversity in publishing makes good 
business sense.

Cynthea Liu Keynote
Cynthea (writingforchildrenandteens.
com) is the author of four books, 
including PARRIS PAN TAKES THE 
DARE, about a Chinese American girl 
trying to fit in with the most popular 
(non-Asian) girls in school, and 
THE GREAT CALL OF CHINA, in 
which the main character is a Chinese 
girl adopted by American parents. 
Cynthea’s story of her bumpy road to 
publication had a compelling story arc. 
She started with an inciting event: 
quitting her job to write. She entered 

her mission as every character should, 
proactively seeking what she wants, 
overcoming obstacles and challenges, 
having her hopes dashed just when she 
feels most hopeful, and experiencing 
her darkest moment right before 

the awesome development. And it 
ended with something better than 
either Cynthea or any character ever 
imagined. Look for news soon about 
Cynthea’s next steps in publishing.

Cynthea responded to an editor looking 
for a story about an adoptee character 
who travels to her homeland. Cynthea 
was not adopted, but she knew someone 
who was and knew what it was like to 
be in the United States looking like a 
Chinese person but knowing nothing 
about China. Cynthea regarded author 
Lisa Lee as a role model yet looked at 
some of the differences in their writing 
and tried to fill a gap. 

Jerome Pohlen Keynote
Jerome is a senior editor at Chicago 
Review Press and an author. He 
reminded us to include diverse 
characters so we don’t shut out 
our diverse readers. An example is 
including Marie Curie in a series 
of books about scientists. Jerome’s 
practical advice centered on writing 
diversity not for diversity’s sake but to 
link your characters and your readership 
by showing their common problems 
and issues. As well as escapism into 
other worlds, he advised us to include 
relatability to our readers by finding  
a common element.

I connected with his example of a 
birthday party setting to show how 
a lesbian woman finally felt that her 
need to belong was satisfied. Kids love 
birthdays and they all have a need 
to belong. Another insightful point 
he made was that kids know people 
are complex and it’s unfair to your 
readers not to include everything you 
know when writing about a nonfiction 
subject. He advised writers not to brush 
over their character’s less desirable 
traits, showing children the entire well-
rounded spectrum of humanity, not just 
the heroism. An example was Henry 
Ford’s anti-Semitism. 

© Cedric Gliane
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Gwendolyn Mitchell Keynote
Gwendolyn, poet and Consulting 
Editorial Director, Third World Press, 
framed her keynote with the books she 
loved growing up, relating these types 
of books to the mission of Third World 
Press. She shared numerous precious old 
copies of her favorites—some special 
gifts from her parents—that not only 

provided enjoyment but also helped her 
on her life’s journey. Resonating with 
me were LITTLE JOURNEYS INTO 
STORYLAND: STORIES THAT WILL 
LIVE AND LIFT by Louis B. Reynolds 
and Charles L. Paddock depicting 
African Americans sharing values 
and families coming together despite 
adversity. She also brought books by 
Robert Louis Stevenson including A 
CHILD’S GARDEN OF VERSES. 

Third World Press strives to publish 
books that become part of a reader’s 
life and bring joy when picked up again 
years later. Its mission for years has been 
to bring forth voices that maybe would 
not have been heard by traditional 
publishers (basically African American) 
and to reinforce empowerment of 
African American people in the United 

States and in Africa. Books like those 
about Kwanzaa, help readers get along 
in the world, while other books about 
everyday life and creativity can help 
their readers find purpose and embrace 
faith, responsibility, and other values. 
Books can be fun and whimsical but, 
at the same time, educate and inform 
through their characters. Third World 

Press will publish more of the types  
of stories that not only entertain  
but teach.

Writers and parents need to understand 
our children are confronted with 
complexity every day. The Press’s 
workbooks can help frame how to talk 
to kids about it. Many of its children’s 
books center on historical characters 
like Rosa Parks as parents ask for them 
at book fairs. 

Adriana Dominguez Keynote 
(agent Skype call) 
Adriana shared that she is of Latin 
descent and echoed a universal theme 
from the conference: Kids need to see 
themselves and others that may not 
look like them in the books they read. 
She reminded us that being aware of 

diversity makes good business sense as 
she receives email requests from editors 
looking for diversity. In an interview 
with 22 Bologna-bound literary agents 
in the March 11 Publisher’s Weekly, 
12 of them mentioned diversity. In 
her opinion, diversity is the only 
perceivable new trend in the current 
marketplace. 

Adriana noted a gap between the mere 
3 percent of characters in children’s 
books that are Latino while 25 percent 
of schoolchildren are Latino. I was 
touched by her memory of the first time 
she really saw herself in a book she 
acquired as an agent, THE DISTANCE 
BETWEEN US. This book had an 
element common among Latino 
immigrants that she experienced—
separation from her father when 
moving to the Untied States.

Adriana encouraged us to expand our 
view of diversity and engaged everyone 
with her broad definition, as she thinks 
of diversity as variety. She encouraged 
us to dispel the notion that diversity 
is all one thing. African American, 
Asian, Latino, etc., are NOT all one 
thing but all different stories. And 
there is diversity within diversity, as in 
a book her agency represented, DRUM 
DREAM GIRL, inspired by a Chinese-
Cuban-African character. There’s no 
one way to tell the truth about diverse 
peoples. Diverse books no longer have 
to be “issue” books or stories around 
food, culture, and history. Now all 
books can talk about what we have in 
common that others can relate to. 

Adriana loves biographies and memoirs 
such as TAKING FLIGHT, the memoir 
of a black woman from Sierra Leone 
whose parents were killed in conflict, 
and who went on to become one of the 
world’s top ballerinas. 

Adriana represents clients who are not 
minorities, and in response to diverse 

Adriana Dominguez via Skype
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authors who ask her if they have to 
write another diverse book, her answer 
is no. Not every publisher wants 
someone from a particular culture to 
write about it, but authenticity of voice 
and character is important. When a 
writer finds herself having to make an 
extra effort that does not feel natural 
to her as a writer and a person, she may 
need to approach it in a different way. 

Andrea Hall Keynote
Andrea, assistant editor at Albert 
Whitman, gave an interesting overview 
of the multiple types of diverse books 
they publish. Some address the different 
forms modern families can take from 
divorced to LGBT to single parent. 
Some of their books address what 
it feels like to be a child of a family 
dealing with social stigma, visiting 
parents in jail, depressed parents, and 
seriously ill grandparents. Their website 
provides a fascinating and relevant 
array of real-life diverse concerns they 
are open to.

Panel Discussion
The keynote speakers were joined by 
author Patricia Hruby Powell (THE 
DAZZLING LIFE OF JOSEPHINE 
BAKER), Claudia Guadalupe Martinez 
(THE SMELL OF OLD LADY 
PERFUME and PIG PARK, both by 
small, mostly multicultural publisher 
Cinco Puntos), and illustrator Jan 
Spivey Gilchrist (Society of Illustrators 
and International Hall of Fame for 
Writers of African Descent). Claudia 
pointed out the myth that diverse 
writers and their books don’t sell or get 
checked out of the library. 

The panel discussed writing what feels 
true to you. If you don’t know enough 
about the community you are writing 
about, research it and get feedback from 
the community. When you include 
diverse characters in supporting roles, 
it cannot just be about their skin color. 

You have to flesh them out for their 
role. 

Interesting tales from the front 
lines concerned condescending or 
insensitive proposed book titles and 
book covers with the faces of diverse 
main characters obscured. There was a 
lively discussion of how “anyone” can 
write an Internet book review and call 

out diverse authors for stereotyping 
characters when obviously the reviewer 
has not read the entire book.

In discussing recent controversy, the 
point was made that all conversations, 
even if acerbic, are good and part of 
the struggle to bring more diversity 
into publishing. All conversation 
raises awareness and introspection, 
encouraging publishers toward due 
diligence. And if significant numbers 
of people are offended, then publishers 
need to pay attention.

Even diverse authors and illustrators 
need to research, as they do not know 
every single person who shares their 

diversity. And some characters are 
written without assigning a color, 
leaving illustration and depiction open. 
Jan Spivey Gilchrist said that if she is 
not told the color of characters, she can 
go with how she feels about depicting 
the characters’ looks within the context 
of the story. And diverse illustrators 
run the risk of being criticized for their 
portrayal of nondiverse characters. 

Parting Words of Wisdom
Writers were encouraged to find the 
best home for their manuscript by 
researching publishers who embrace 
the type of book they are writing 
because publishing is a business and 
publishers are less likely to take a risk 
on something that is new to their 
publishing program.

Caroline Winkler is currently querying 
her first MG WWII historical fiction 
and writing a second. She is the author 
of the quick-read parenting tip book 
THE POCKET PARENT, Workman 
Publishing.

Diversity Panel Members. Front left to right: Jan Spivey Gilchrist, Claudia Guadalupe Martinez, Andrea Hall and Patricia Hruby 
Powell. Back left to right: Gwendolyn Mitchell, Jerome Pohlen and Cynthea Liu.
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Perspectives
Mama Gump’s Wise Advice
By Eileen Meyer

I love watching old movies. After a few 
hours curled up on the couch munching 
on popcorn, I usually have a great final 
scene or a memorable bit of dialogue to 
consider long after the movie is over. 
Recently, I watched Forrest Gump, 
the 1995 Academy Award-winning 
movie. Most people remember Tom 
Hanks’ incredible performance of the 
endearing, uber-positive Forrest. A key 
series of scenes revolved around Forrest 
waiting at the bus stop, sharing candy 
and his mother’s wisdom with each new 
friend that he met: “My Mama always 
said ‘Life is like a box of chocolates 
– you never know what you’re gonna 
get!’” Well, this past year, I had my own 
box of chocolates moment . . .

For the longest time, I had wanted 
to attend SCBWI’s annual summer 
conference in Los Angeles – but the 
timing was difficult for me because of 
a conflicting annual engagement. Year 
after year, I read email messages from 
local writers bubbling with anticipation 
as they prepared to head to L.A. They 
were ready to learn, connect, and come 
away inspired. And each year, as I read 
their posts, I promised myself that my 
opportunity to attend would come soon.

Fast forward to 2015. My annual 
summer commitment had gone away  
– I was free in late July, when children’s 
book writers from all over the globe 
gathered for the L.A. conference. I 
logged onto the website, registered, 
and booked my room. This was my 
first opportunity to attend, and I was 
going! As always, I ticked the box for a 
manuscript critique. I usually try to take 
advantage of an opportunity to receive 
feedback on a work in progress or a 
newly completed manuscript.

A week or two later, I began to panic 
while thinking about the conference 
manuscript submission. What to send? 
Not enough time to work on something 
new, so it had to be an existing 
manuscript. The only thing ready was 
a picture book poetry collection that 
I had recently completed. I had begun 
sending it out to a few agents, and it 
had received a chorus of “no” responses. 
I knew that poetry was not attractive 
to many agents, but I tried to remain 
optimistic. While some had liked my 
history-based content, most had said, “If 
you decide to rewrite this in prose, then 
I’ll take another look.” I reluctantly 

stuffed it into the envelope, mailing 
it to SCBWI for the critique. Think 
positive, I reminded myself.

Soon it was late July and I was checking 
into my hotel room in L.A. The 
annual summer conference schedule 
always includes a steady stream of 
interesting break-out sessions, keynotes, 
networking opportunities, mixers, 
and evening social gatherings. I was 
reminded of another memorable line 
from Forrest Gump, when Jenny advised 
her best friend, Forrest, “Run, Forrest, 
run!” Attending as many featured 
presentations as I could was exciting 
and exhilarating but also very tiring. 

At times, I also needed to take a break 
outside, sit for a few moments by 
the pool in the California sunshine, 
recharge, and perhaps even chat with  
a new friend.

The conference exceeded my 
expectations. There were so 
many singular events: listening to 
welcoming remarks from the smart 
and entertaining leadership team of 
Steve Mooser and Lin Oliver; feeling 
appreciation and wonder as opening 
keynote speaker Mem Fox shared 
her thoughts and wisdom about what 
contributes to an author’s success; 

dabbing tears as Caldecott Medal 
winner Dan Santat shared the story of 
how he tried to follow a career path 
others had wanted for him – and how 
he changed course and made his way to 
the children’s publishing world; visiting 
with the award-winning duo Candy 
Fleming and Eric Rohmann at our 
state’s Land of Lincoln meet-up; and 
hearing Newbery-winning author and 
poet Kwame Alexander talk about his 
path to becoming a best-selling author 
(which began by hand-selling his own 
books at weekend farmers’ markets!). 
The conference was one tasty candy 
treat after another from SCBWI’s box 
of chocolates.

SCBWI Annual Summer Conference
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As my notebook filled with ideas and 
suggestions from the featured presenters 
and I collected business cards from 
fellow writers and new friends, the 
conference was definitely turning out 
to be all that I had hoped it would be. 
But little did I know that there was one 
more exciting surprise yet to come. The 
time came for my one-on-one sit-down 
with whoever was assigned to review 
my manuscript. I was excited to learn 
that author and poet April Halprin 
Wayland had been assigned to critique 
my work. I would have twenty minutes 
to hear her thoughts on my project. 
Even before meeting April, I felt that 
she was a kindred spirit. Two of my 
friends, fellow Illinois authors Esther 
Hershenhorn and Carmela Martino, 
were co-bloggers with April on their 
popular Teaching Authors blog. From 
reading April’s posts, I felt like I knew 
her a bit already. As I made my way into 
the large meeting room where attendees 
met with their critique advisors, I 
steeled myself for the same response 
that I had previously received for this 
manuscript – “Nice topic, BUT. . . ” 

April greeted me with a welcoming 
smile, and I felt my initial worries 
begin to subside. I pulled out my 
notebook, prepared to quickly jot down 
the laundry list of things to consider 
changing in the manuscript. But to my 
surprise, April relayed – “I LOVE this 
manuscript. It should be published!” 
My eyes filled with tears because, for 
the first time, someone outside of my 
critique group supported this project. 
Not only supported it – but she seemed 
to really, really like it! A bit stunned, I 
jotted down the suggestions April had 
to strengthen some of the poems, but 
then paused when she said . . . “And 
I like this so much that I’m going to 
nominate this manuscript for one of 
the conference awards. Those will be 
determined by a panel of judges in the 
next few months.” Now, I was truly 

over the moon. Using my remaining 
time, I asked for advice regarding my 
agent search and career, and then we 
shared a goodbye hug. By the end of 
my critique appointment, not only had 
I made a new friend but I had renewed 
confidence in my own work, which I 
had seriously begun to doubt over the 
past few months.

I returned home to Chicago on a 
writer’s high, inspired by so many 
faculty members who had shared their 
stories of struggle and triumph at the 
conference. Over the next few weeks, 
I dove back into projects with a new 
energy and focus. The weeks flew by. 
Then in late September, I received a 
phone call from Kim Turrisi, Director 
of Special Projects at SCBWI (the 
dynamo who managed the manuscript 
consultations at the L.A. conference). 
Kim shared incredible news — my 
picture book manuscript, Discovering 
Lincoln, had won the Promising Picture 
Book Award, one of the two manuscript 
awards determined after the summer 
conference. Yeegads! I had never even 
thought it was possible to win such an 
award! This was absolutely not on my 
radar screen. Kim shared that she would 
be happy to provide me with names of 
a few agents that she thought might 
be a good fit for this manuscript and 
my work in general. I am delighted to 
share that one of Kim’s referrals led to 
representation by the amazing Deborah 
Warren of East West Literary Agency. 

Sometimes I think about what Forrest 
shared as he offered his candy at the 
bus stop: “My Mama always said ‘Life 
is like a box of chocolates – you never 
know what you’re gonna get!’” That 
quote is so true. Who knew that my 
long-anticipated dream of attending 
SCBWI’s summer conference would 
eventually lead to winning a manuscript 
award, which then led to finding my 
dream agent? Not me!

You know, I think it’s time to watch 
another old movie – perhaps something 
like Silver Linings Playbook or The 
Pursuit of Happyness? Just as long as it’s 
not Dog Day Afternoon…

Eileen Meyer writes picture books and 
volunteers as a Network Representative for 
the LaGrange – Naperville area. Her most 
recent picture book, Sweet Dreams, Wild 
Animals!, was released in 2015. Visit her 
at www.EileenMeyerBooks.com 
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What is your preferred 
medium to work in?
Media: Ink, pencil, watercolor. Nothing 
especially fancy.

Tell us a little of your 
beginnings and journey as an 
illustrator.
As for my beginnings as a storyteller, 
I’m still thoroughly in the midst of 
them. I’m one of the kindly described 
‘pre-published’ mass, still clawing to be 
seen and heard. But I’ve been happily 
surprised that this field, in which the 
opportunities seem so slim, is fat with 
generosity. I’ve been depending largely 
on the kindness of strangers: storytellers 
who know a lot more than I do, people 
happy to encourage a future competitor. 

What does your workspace 
look like?
My workspace is well organized and 
neat. Or it starts that way. But maybe 
I’m using one pencil and suddenly I 
need another. So I put the first one 
down and keep working. But then 
the work calls for color. So I grab a 
cup and a few inks and put something 
together…but maybe it’s too dark. So 
I take out a piece of paper, no, no, I’m 
saving that one. I take out another 
piece of paper. Okay, I was saving that 

one too, but let’s see what happens. 
Where’s a brush, I need a brush. Nope, 
not that one, put it down, put it on that 
first piece of paper. Try out the color, 
no, too cool, add some yellow, put the 
ink jar down, over there in that bit of 
space. Finally. And I shove everything 
back in a haphazard pile on the table to 
make some space, and keep working. 

Please share an illustration 
and give us a brief “step-by-
step” of your process.
This piece (Whale/An Ode) is a small 
etching from a bit of spare copper. I had 
photo-etched some old cosmological 
design on it, unsure of what I wanted 
yet. My most threatening peril is the 
stroke too many, because it calls to be 
resolved but is then of course a source 

of imbalance, which must be rectified, 
but now the color is wrong, so maybe 
if I had a different tone over there, 
but that’s weird, so maybe a wash, no, 
no, not a wash…damn…and it was so 
good, too, back when it wasn’t quite 
right. I like the whale because he didn’t 
want all that stuff. He didn’t even want 
an outline, just some features (which 
might themselves be too much). The 
mystery of the faint design, and the ugly 
imperfections of the castaway copper 
plate, offer enough story without my 

trying to artificially assert something 
invented. And he just seems so pleased 
that I stopped, that I didn’t crowd him. 
I made it for someone else; I think 
maybe that helps. 

Which illustrators were your 
favorites when you were little? 
Which illustrators are your 
favorites now?
Some storytellers who have influenced 
my work: Peter Sís, Morteza Zahedi, 
Kveta Petrovská, Shaun Tan, 
Marianne Dubuc, Brian Selznick, 
Ivan Bilibin, Klaas Verplancke, 
Isabelle Arsenault, E. H. Shepard, 
Marije Tolman, Ezra Jack Keats, Chris 
Raschka, Benjamin Chaud, Sendak  
but of course Sendak, Roger Mello,  
and everybody likes Jon Klassen.

I try to avoid redundancy. If you’re 
showing something, there’s no need 
to tell it, too. But with the overall 
work itself, I think that’s just as 
important. There’s a reason people in 
this community are so willing to help 
each other compete for opportunities: 
the driving incentive of storytelling is 
the expansion of the human frontier. 
Humans evolve on purpose, by 
exchanging thoughts, observations, 
dreams, and experiences. It’s hard, if 
one is describing something essential, 
to tell an audience something they 
don’t already know. But everything 
that matters is hard. And everything 
beautiful hurts. Or at least it should; 
no one should die without some scars. 
Maybe even one too many.

Matthew Thomas Bush lives in Chicago 
and works as a criminal justice reform 
lobbyist for a nonprofit.
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Matthew Thomas Bush, Author/Illustrator
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