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From the Editor
Here for your enjoyment and edification as the days draw in is
the fall issue of the Prairie Wind.

Our Illustrator in the Spotlight is Michelle Kogan. Michelle
was featured in this column four years ago and now updates
us in words and gorgeous, delicate images on what she’s been
doing since, including picture books, postcards, blogging, and
teaching.

In her Greeting, Alice McGinty beautifully and touchingly
introduces us to this year’s theme, “Opening Doors.” She
recalls New York City’s many revolving doors, which both
fascinated and frightened her as a child. “I believe all doors
bring with them some trepidation. Doors represent change.
. . As writers and illustrators, we are faced with ‘doors’ every
day.”

In the Book Look column, Elizabeth Brown reviews Take
a Picture of Me, James VanDerZee! by Andrea J. Loney,
illustrated by Keith Mallett. Read her review to get a good
idea of what makes an outstanding picture book biography.
Our Fly on the Wall is Maryam Mostoufi, who attended the
2017 Words in the Woods. In words and pictures she conjures
up the experience of a first-timer at a writer’s retreat. “As
you might expect, I was a bit anxious.” You will feel you were
there.

Diane Telgen’s News Roundup lists events, awards, grants to
apply for and contests to enter.
Natalie Ziarnik’s Season’s Crop lists 3 board books, 7 picture

books, 4 early chapter books, 4 middle grades, 4 nonfiction,
and 2 YA, the longest seasonal list yet for SCBWI-Illinois.

Next, Carol Coven Grannick, in her Inside Story column that
you really don’t want to miss, asks, “Could I still call myself
an optimist if I no longer had a pervasive sense of hope about
becoming a book-published author?”

Tara Haelle’s Tale from the Front recounts her circuitous path

to a writing career and how she achieved “three firsts in a row:
first adult book, first children’s science book (work-for-hire),
and first YA nonfiction book.”

Finally, Jacqueline Alcántara lets us know what the
Newbery/Caldecott banquet is like—very inspiring!

Michelle Falkoff’s Writing Tips column continues her

exploration of how to start a writing project. She considers six
elements—setting, voice, character, concept, environment,
and structure—as possible entryways. Read them over to see
which is best for you.

Susan Tarcov, Editor
Tara Haelle, Managing Editor
Sara Shacter, Editorial Advisor
Cedric Gliane, Webmaster

Rich Green’s Illustrator Tip is to “participate—get involved.”

“No matter where you are on your journey toward becoming
or being a children’s book illustrator, there is always
something to be gained from getting involved.” Rich has a
bunch of suggestions that sound doable.
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Greeting
Opening Doors
I remember trips to New York City as
a child—the skyscrapers, the lights, the
crowds. I loved it all, but my biggest
fascination by far was going through the
revolving doors. Around and around
they went. They never really opened.
They never really closed. And they
never stopped moving. They seemed
almost alive!
My fascination with revolving doors,
however, was mixed with a good
amount of fear. Going in, what if
someone pushed too fast and I got
caught halfway in, crushed into the
crevice between door and wall? Getting
out, what if I couldn’t move fast enough
and got stuck spinning around for
eternity? I’d brace myself, thrilling with
fear and adventure, watching as the
crowds moved easily through, and then
finally I’d jump in. Then, making sure
the timing was right, I’d pop out again,
the feat accomplished.
I believe all doors bring with them some
trepidation. Doors represent change.
We go through them when we’re going
from one place to another, from where
we are now to where we want to be.
From the certain to the uncertain, the
known to the unknown. As writers and
illustrators, we are faced with “doors”
every day. Each time we begin a new
piece of work, we’re leaving what we
already know, and entering—again!—
the uncertain terrain of what we have
yet to dream up. Is there fear there,
entering that door? You bet. What if we
don’t do our new work right? What if
we can’t do it at all? What if we fail?
Opening doors is a way of life for all of
us with creative souls. You’d think we’d
get used to it…but there are always new
challenges out there.

The theme of our Prairie Wind greetings
this year is “Opening Doors.” It is
also the theme of our upcoming 2017
Prairie Writer’s and Illustrator’s Day
Conference. While some doors may
seem to be revolving, letting everybody
enter, other doors may seem closed, or
even locked to us. To those entering
the world of children’s book publishing,
the industry may appear to be a locked
door. Even those of us who have been
around a long time encounter doors
which seem locked. Seeking out a new
publisher. Meeting new colleagues.
Finding a new agent. Prairie Writer’s
and Illustrator’s Day can be a key to
unlock those doors by providing us
with the chance to meet and learn from
industry professionals and to network
and grow with other writers and
illustrators.
I recently returned from the Words
in the Woods retreat and saw doors
opening all around us as participants
received critiques from the faculty and
participated in roundtable critiques
as we revised our work. We met and
learned from each other and got
to know and learn from two rising
professionals in the industry. Suddenly
the tasks we were facing seemed not so
impossible.
Opening doors is not just about
attending conferences. There are many
ways we can be on the lookout for new
doors in our creative lives.
Such as…
…trying different things with our
creativity. Experiment with a new style
for your illustrations, or a new medium.
If you’re a fiction writer, maybe you
could try nonfiction. Many years ago,
this fiction writer gave nonfiction a
4

try and it’s opened many doors for me
through the years.
…submitting our work. Every time we
submit work to publishers or agents,
we’re knocking on doors. Sure, there
may be many doors which do not open.
But then again, perhaps we’ll get a
response, a personal note, some interest.
The door may open a crack, and then
a bit more. We all know, it’s up to us to
knock.
…becoming part of the SCBWI
community. Every time we go to a
local Network program, our Illinois
Network Representatives are showing
us the way. They are holding the door
open to learning, to networking, and to
becoming part of a rich and supportive
community. All we have to do is to
walk in.
No matter what doors we are facing,
let’s brace ourselves for the fear and
uncertainty, and go for it. Every year
when I attend the SCBWI Conference
in New York City, I go through the
revolving doors at the Grand Hyatt
Central, where the conference is held.
And do you know what? Every year, I
feel that same thrill and that same pang
of fear I did as a child. It’s still scary, but
I know now that I’ve done it before and
I can do it again.
What new doors are you ready to open
in your creative life? Brace yourself and
go for it. Go somewhere new. Meet the
future.
There are many doors just waiting to
be opened. Let’s get ready to walk on
through.
Alice McGinty

Co-regional Advisor

News Roundup
Spring 2017
Compiled by Diane Telgen

EVENTS
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) or
630-963-2665 for AB Downers Grove
(5112 Main St., Downers Grove) or
708-582-6353 for AB La Grange
(26 S. La Grange Rd., La Grange).
• September 16—Ruth Spiro, author of
Baby Loves Thermodynamics; Quantum
Physics, 11:00 am at Anderson’s La
Grange. Board Books.
• September 16—GenYA Book Group,
discussion of Highly Illogical Behavior
by John Corey Whaley, 2:00 p.m. at
Anderson’s Downers Grove. Book
Discussion.
• September 17—How to Raise a
Global Citizen Group presentation of
books to help parents open awareness
about current events. September’s
topic is the Muslim experience at 2:00
p.m. Anderson’s Downers Grove. Book
Presentation.
• September 18—Jeffrey Brown, author
of Lucy & Andy Neanderthal: The Stone
Cold Age 7:00 p.m. at Anderson’s
Naperville. MG.
• September 19—Stephen Bramucci &
Varian Johnson, authors of The Danger
Gang and the Pirates of Borneo! and To
Catch a Cheat (now in paperback), 7:00
p.m. at Anderson’s Naperville. MG.
• September 20—Paul Griffin, author
of Saving Marty, 6:30 p.m. at Anderson’s
Downer’s Grove. MG.

• September 21—Michael Hall, author
of Little i, 7:00 pm at Anderson’s La
Grange. PB.
• September 22—Jennifer A. Nielsen,
author of Deadzone (Horizon, Book 2),
7:00 pm at Anderson’s La Grange. MG.
• September 22—Patrick Ness, author
of Release, 7:00 pm at Center Stage
Theater, 1665 Quincy Ave. #131,
Naperville. Check Anderson’s website
for ticket details. YA.
• September 25—Jordan Sonnenblick,
author of Secret Sheriff of Sixth Grade,
7:00 pm at Anderson’s La Grange. MG.

• October 10—Robert Beatty, author
of Serafina and the Splintered Heart, 7:00
p.m. at Anderson’s Downers Grove.
MG.
• October 12—Cressida Cowell, author
of The Wizard of Once, 7:00 p.m. at
Madden Theatre, 171 E. Chicago
Ave. on the campus of North Central
College. Presented by Anderson’s
Naperville. MG.
• October 14—Marianne Richmond,
author of Be Brave Little One, 11:00 am
at Anderson’s La Grange. PB.

• September 26—Ryan T. Higgins,
author of Bruce’s Big Move, 7:00 p.m. at
Anderson’s Naperville. PB.

• October 14—Erin & Philip Stead,
authors of The Purloining of Prince
Oleomargarine, 2:00 p.m. at Anderson’s
Naperville. Kids.

• September 26—Alan Gratz, author of
Ban This Book, 7:00 p.m. at Anderson’s
Downers Grove. MG.

• October 19—Rob Buyea, author
of The Perfect Score, 2:00 p.m. at
Anderson’s Naperville. MG.

• September 28—David Barclay Moore,
author of Stars Beneath Our Feet, 7:00
p.m. at Anderson’s Naperville. MG.

• October 21—GenYA Book Group
discussion of Rebel, Bully, Geek,
Pariah by Erin Jade Lange at 2:00 p.m.
Anderson’s Downers Grove. Book
Discussion.

• September 30—Julie Fogliano, author
of When’s My Birthday, 11:00 am at
Anderson’s La Grange. PB.
• October 2—Katherine Applegate,
author of Wishtree, 7:00 p.m. Details to
come. MG.
• October 3—Tom Watson, author of
Stick Cat: Two Catch a Thief, 5:30 p.m.
at Anderson’s Naperville. MG.
• October 3—Young at Heart Book
Group discussion of Refugees by Alan
Gratz at 6:00 p.m. Anderson’s Downers
Grove. Book Discussion.
• October 5—Lauren Oliver & Adam
Silvera, authors of Ringer and They Both
Die at the End, 5:30 p.m. at Anderson’s
Naperville. YA.
• October 8—Meet the Fierce Reads
authors: Caleb Roehrig (Last Seen
Leaving), Jennifer Mathien (Moxie),
Mitali Perkins (You Bring the Distant
Near), Anna-Marie McLemore
(Wild Beauty). Moderator: author
Christa Desir. 2:00 p.m. at Anderson’s
Naperville. YA.
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• October 28—Carmela Martino,
author of Playing by Heart, 2:00 p.m. at
Anderson’s Naperville. YA.
• November 1—Nidhi Chanani, author
of Pashmina, 7:00 p.m. at Anderson’s
Naperville. MG.
• November 2—Jessica Townsend,
author of Nevermoor (moderated by
author Laura Ruby), 7:00 p.m. at
Anderson’s Downers Grove. MG.
• November 3—Sara Shepard & Livia
Blackburne, authors of Follow Me and
Rosemarked, 7:00 p.m. at Anderson’s La
Grange. YA.
• November 7—Erin Bowman, author
of Retribution Rails (moderated by
author Susan Dennard), 7:00 p.m. at
Anderson’s La Grange. YA.
• November 8—Chris Grabenstein,
author of Mr. Lemoncello’s Great Library
Race, 7:00 p.m. at Anderson’s Downers
Grove. MG.
• November 9—Elizabeth Singer Hunt,
author of Secret Agent Training Manual;

Secret Agents Jack & Max Stalwart
books 1 and 2, 7:00 p.m. at Anderson’s
Naperville. MG.
• November 11—Kim Smith, author
of The X-Files: Earth Children Are Weird
and E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, 2:00 p.m.
at Anderson’s La Grange. MG.
• November 19—How to Raise a
Global Citizen Book Group discussion
of how to bring more kindness to the
world at 2:00 p.m. Anderson’s Downers
Grove. Discussion.

ILA ANNUAL CONFERENCE
When: Oct. 10-12, 2017
Where: Tinley Park Convention
Center, Tinley Park, IL
Details: The Illinois Library
Association (ILA) Annual Conference
is attended by librarians, trustees,
library assistants, educators, and others
interested in libraries.
For more information: Visit https://
www.ila.org/events/annual-conference
TEEN READ WEEK
When: Oct. 8-14, 2017
Details: This year’s theme is “Unleash
Your Story.” Teen Read Week celebrates
reading for fun and encourages teens
to take advantage of reading in all its
forms.
For more information: http://www.
teenreadweek.ning.com
SCBWI-ILLINOIS ANNUAL
PRAIRIE WRITER’S &
ILLUSTRATOR’S DAY
When: Nov. 4, 2017, 8:00 a.m.–5:30
p.m.
Where: Wojcik Conference Center,
Harper College, Palatine, IL
Cost: $165 for members, $205 for nonmembers (additional opportunities for
writers and illustrators available for
additional cost, see website for details)
Details: The annual conference for
SCBWI-Illinois.

For more information: see https://
illinois.scbwi.org/events/pwid2017/

ANDERSON’S BOOKSHOP
14th ANNUAL YOUNG ADULT
LITERATURE CONFERENCE
When: Nov. 4, 2017
Where: details to come
Cost: TBA (all-day conference includes
author sessions, continental breakfast,
and plated lunch); reservations
required. For more info click on the
YA Conference tab at
AndersonsBookshop.com.
41st DAY OF READING
CONFERENCE
When: Nov. 10, 2017
Where: Tinley Park Convention
Center, Tinley Park, IL
Cost: Based on membership status and
which events are attended; see website
for prices.
Details: This professional development
conference, presented by the Secondary
Reading League (SRL), focuses on
literacy for grades 6–12. It is primarily
for librarians and educators. Keynote
speakers include Penny Kittle.
For more information: http://www.
dayofreading.org

AWARDS
BOSTON GLOBE–HORN BOOK
AWARDS
Winners:
Fiction & Poetry: The Hate U Give

by Angie Thomas (Balzer + Bray/
HarperCollins)
Nonfiction: Vincent and Theo: The

Van Gogh Brothers by Deborah
Heiligman (Godwin Books/Henry Holt/
Macmillan)
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Picture Book: Freedom Over Me:

Eleven Slaves, Their Lives and Dreams
Brought to Life written and illustrated by
Ashley Bryan (Caitlyn Dlouhy Books/
Atheneum Books for Young Readers/
Simon & Schuster)

Honors:
Fiction & Poetry: One Last Word:

Wisdom from the Harlem Renaissance
written by Nikki Grimes, illustrated by
various artists (Bloomsbury)
The Best Man by Richard Peck (Dial
Books for Young Readers/Penguin
Young Readers/Penguin Random
House)
Nonfiction: Undefeated: Jim Thorpe and
the Carlisle Indian School Football Team
by Steve Sheinkin (Roaring Brook
Press/Macmillan)

Some Writer!: The Story of E. B. White
written and illustrated by Melissa Sweet
(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt)
Picture Book: Wolf in the Snow written

and illustrated by Matthew Cordell
(Feiwel & Friends/Macmillan)
Town Is by the Sea written by Joanne
Schwartz, illustrated by Sydney Smith
(Groundwood Books/House of Anansi
Press)
For more information: http://www.

hbook.com

GRANTS & CONTESTS
SCBWI NARRATIVE ART AWARD
(formerly the Tomie dePaola
Award)
What: Each year, a rotating panel of
judges will provide an assignment and
will judge the submissions. The theme
and specific assignment will change
year to year, but the general goal will
be to show sequence and narrative.
The prize is an all-expense-paid trip
to the SCBWI New York Winter
conference. The winning illustrations

will be displayed during the New York
Portfolio Showcase (in conjunction
with the conference). We will also
have an online gallery displaying the
submissions for any member who
submitted to the award and wants to
participate.
Deadline: Sep. 13, 2017
For more information: http://www.
scbwi.org/scbwi-narrative-art-award/

JANE YOLEN MID-LIST AUTHOR
GRANT
What: The grant awards $3,000 to
mid-list authors and aims to help raise
awareness about their current works-inprogress.
Deadline: Entries are due by Nov. 1,
2017.
For more information: http://www.
scbwi.org/awards/grants/jane-yolen-midlist-author-grant/
SCBWI ON-THE-VERGE
EMERGING VOICES AWARD
What: This grant is given to two writers
or writer/illustrators who are from an
ethnic and/or cultural background that
is traditionally under-represented in
children’s literature in America.
Deadline: Entries must be submitted
between Sep. 15 and Nov. 15, 2017.
For more information: http://www.
scbwi.org/awards/grants/on-the-vergeemerging-voices-grant/

For more information: http://www.
scbwi.org/awards/golden-kite-award/

SID FLEISCHMAN HUMOR
AWARD
What: Award for authors of published
books whose work exemplifies
excellence in the genre of humor. Books
nominated for the Sid Fleischman
Humor Award are still eligible to
receive the Golden Kite Award but
must additionally be submitted for that
award per the guidelines.
Deadline: Entries must be received by
Dec. 1, 2017.
For more information: http://www.
scbwi.org/awards/sid-fleischman-award/
SCBWI MAGAZINE MERIT
AWARDS
What: These awards are given to
published, original magazine work for
young people in the areas of fiction,
nonfiction, illustration, and poetry.
Deadline: Entries must be submitted on
or before Dec. 15, 2017.
For more information: http://www.
scbwi.org/awards/magazine-merit-award/

GOLDEN KITE AWARDS
What: These awards for published
books are given annually to recognize
excellence in children’s literature for
fiction, nonfiction, picture book text,
and picture book illustration. Available
to all current SCBWI members who are
renewed through at least February 2018.
Deadline: Entries must be received by
Dec. 1, 2017.
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SPARK AWARD
What: This award recognizes books
self-published either through an
established self-publishing enterprise or
individually self-published. Available
to all current SCBWI members who are
renewed through at least April 2018.
Deadline: Entries must be received
between Nov. 15 and Dec. 15, 2017.
For more information: http://www.
scbwi.org/awards/spark-award/
Diane Telgen is a Chicago-based freelance
writer and author of reference books. She
graduated in January 2017 with an MFA
in Writing for Children and Young Adults
from Vermont College of Fine Arts.

Don’t Miss: Prairie Writer’s and Illustrator’s Day 2017
Date/Time
11/04/2017
9:00 am–6:00 pm
Location
Wojcik Conference Center, Harper College
1200 W. Algonquin Rd., Palatine, IL 60067
Trying to navigate the world of children’s publishing can feel
like a journey in Wonderland, a topsy-turvy world of rules
that may seem random or bendable. There are doors that we
want to go through but like Alice we don’t have the key.
PRAIRIE WRITER’S & ILLUSTRATOR’S DAY 2017 is all
about opening doors—no dodgy liquids that say “Drink Me”
or suspicious cakes that say “Eat Me” needed. Simply register
to attend our one-day conference on NOVEMBER 4, where
you will hear professionals speak about different aspects of the
industry and rub elbows with 250 of your writer and illustrator
colleagues.

Our amazing faculty
Main Faculty:
• Alex Arnold, Editor, Katherine Tegen Books
• Joe Cepeda, Author-Illustrator
• Merial Cornell, Artists’ Representative, Cornell and Co.
• Kelly Delaney, Associate Editor, Alfred A. Knopf Books
• Caitlyn Dlouhy, Vice President/Editorial Director,
Caitlyn Dlouhy Books/Atheneum
• Hannah Ehrlich, Director of Marketing and Publicity,
Lee & Low Books
• Susan Hawk, Agent, Upstart Crow Literary
• Karen Kohn, Senior Art Director, CricketMedia
• Tanusri Prasanna, Agent, Foundry Media

Registration begins August 26 at noon at https://illinois.
scbwi.org/events/pwid2017/; visit the website for all the
details, but here’s a small taste:

New This Year:
• more faculty members
• more breakouts
• new Extras
• panels specifically for new, experienced, and published
attendees
• three lunchtime socials: Diversity, Critique Groups, PALs

Adjunct Faculty:
• Sarah Aronson, Author
• Esther Hershenhorn, Author
• Tiffany Liao, Associate Editor, Henry Holt Books for
Young Readers
• Annie Nybo, Editor, Albert Whitman
• Kristin Rens, Executive Editor, Balzer + Bray/
HarperCollins
• Suzanne Slade, Author

What’s back that we love:
• critiques, portfolio reviews
• Mix ’n’ Mingle with faculty
• keynote speeches
• pre-conference session with Esther Hershenhorn
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Tales from the Front
Everything Comes Full Circle with Perseverance and Patience
By Tara Haelle
I have always wanted to be a writer,
and there was never really any question
that I wouldn’t be. The question
was what kind of writer I would be.
By junior high, I was headed toward
journalism, thanks to a series of happy
(and sometimes unhappy) coincidences,
Vaccination
and I continued that journey
through
Investigation
high school and college.
But after
two magazine internships
in midtown
The History
and Science
Manhattan turned me off of the dream
of Vaccines
I thought I had—to be a magazine
writer—I wasn’t really sure what to do.
The internships had been before my
senior year of college, and I suddenly
had less of an idea of what I wanted to
do after college graduation as it actually
loomed before me than I had had in the
ten years leading up to it.
So I ran off to Europe, ran up a credit
card bill backpacking by myself, met an
Australian in Berlin, fell in love, moved
with him to London, moved with him
to Australia, had my heart broken, and
returned home to my parents’ house
two years later… still not knowing
what I wanted to do. I was still doing
journalism by freelancing for the local
newspaper (the Fort Worth StarTelegram), but just as I knew I didn’t
want to work at a magazine, I also had
known since my high school internship
at the Star-Telegram that I didn’t want
to work at a daily paper. I didn’t want
to be married to the news cycle. In
addition to the freelancing I was doing
(a fairly boring job of covering the city
halls of five small cities in the DallasFort Worth area), I was also working
at a steakhouse (I figured running food
everywhere would keep my mind and
body too occupied to dwell on my
heartbreak), tutoring in SAT prep, and
substitute teaching. After a close friend

helped me realize that juggling five jobs
was an untenable long-term situation, I
settled on following my other passion—
teaching.

TA R A H A E L L E

T W EN T Y-FIR ST CEN T U RY BOOK S / MI N NE A POL IS

Just as I had always loved writing, I
had always loved teaching. My job in
London had been a long-term substitute
teaching assignment at a low-income
elementary school, and my job in
Australia had been publishing the
alumni magazine at a Catholic boarding
school. I ended up teaching English at a
Title I high school in my home district,
and I loved it—really, really loved it
and loved my kids. After a couple years,
the school’s journalism teacher left,
and I was offered the job. Ironically,
my school’s administration didn’t
know much about my background in
journalism, but I found it amusing
and appropriate that I was somewhat
coming full circle and marrying my two
loves in one job.
9

But the allure of journalism proved
stronger than I realized, and I had
spent more time on my photography
while teaching. After my fifth year of
teaching, I realized that I still did want
to be a journalist, in both writing and
photography. Journalism and I had
just needed some time apart. During
that time, I had held multiple jobs,
taught high school, lived in two other
countries, and backpacked around the
world: I actually had life experiences
now, things to write about, stories to
tell. I knew a bit more about the world
and myself and people in general—all
essential tools for a storyteller in fiction
or nonfiction, whether with words or
with pictures. So I went to grad school
for photojournalism, got married during
the spring semester, and was pregnant
with my first child by the following
autumn.
Too often, having a child can interrupt
women’s career trajectories, but in
my case, motherhood launched my
trajectory. In my reporting in grad
school, I was frequently drawn to stories
in health and science and had even
taken a part-time writing position
in the university’s Department of
Aerospace Engineering. Now I wanted
to learn what I could about pregnancy,
women’s health, and parenting. At
the time, news about the retraction
of a fraudulent study supposedly
linking vaccines and autism caught my
attention because I had been trying to
sort fact from fiction about childhood
vaccines. But as I began pawing at
that rabbit hole, I fell into it—and
what a deep, deep hole it was! Soon
I was reading every study and book
on vaccines I could find, interviewing
experts, wading through the conflicting

information online, and interviewing
those who opposed vaccines. I
audited a course at the university on
epidemiology and took another on
medical ethics. My master’s thesis was
a compilation of reported personal
stories and photo essays about those
who suffered the effects of vaccinepreventable diseases.
Soon after I graduated (and moved to
Illinois because of my husband’s job), I
was blogging about vaccines at my own
parenting blog and writing news stories
about the newest medical research. My
obsession with vaccines grew, and so
did my assignments, soon at Scientific
American, NPR, Washington Post, and
other major outlets. My reporting on
scientific research led to the parenting
book I coauthored with another science
journalist, thanks to a serendipitous
agent connection. (A few months after
I suggested to her that we coauthor
a book, an editor on Twitter asked
her about writing one—at nearly the
same time that a science article of
mine at Slate went viral and attracted
the attention of an editor at a major
New York publisher. The editor who
contacted my coauthor then switched
careers to become an agent, signed
us on, and landed us a contract at a
different publisher.) The chapter on
vaccines in our book was an updated
version of what I had written in grad
school.
By now, my science journalism career
was thriving. I had trouble keeping
up, yet I still longed to follow a dream
I’d had since I was a little girl and had
been too afraid to pursue: children’s
book writing. It had always hovered
there in the background, but the
confidence I had as a science journalist
didn’t translate to writing books for
children. I had too much to learn about
the completely different industry of
children’s and young adult publishing,
and I didn’t know if I could do it. But

I followed a strategy that had helped
my science journalism career so much:
attending conferences. I went to
multiple SCBWI conferences, starting
with the big summer conference in LA
in 2012. It wasn’t like merely diving
into the deep end of the pool. It was
like taking a helicopter out to the
middle of the ocean and diving in from
500 feet in the air. I was completely
out of my depth and overwhelmed by
all the terminology, industry practices,
ideas…
But as I attended more regional
conferences and workshops and became
more involved with the Illinois SCBWI
chapter, I gradually started to wrap my
head around the industry. At a science
journalism conference, I found out
about a non-SCBWI conference, the
21st Century Children’s Nonfiction
Conference in upstate New York each
summer. I wanted to write fiction for
kids as well, but I knew nonfiction was
my best entry point since it capitalized
on the experience and skills I already
had. On the last evening, all the
editors attending the meeting held
a panel session where they discussed
what they were looking for. One of
them, Domenica DiPiazza from Lerner
Publishing, said she was especially
interested in science, especially from
female science writers. As soon as the
panel ended, I marched up to her,
smiled broadly, held out my hand, and
said, “Hi, I’m a female science writer.”
As I told her about my background and
we discussed ideas, I mentioned that
my expertise was in vaccines. Her eyes
lit up. Just a few weeks earlier, she had
gotten the green light to do a young
adult nonfiction book about vaccines.
All she needed was an author.
Now the hard part began: first, she
wanted me to submit a proposal for a
book about vaccines. I had done a book
proposal for my parenting book, but
that was a completely different animal.
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She provided me a template, and I got
to work on it. But life and the craziness
of my journalism career made it difficult
for me to stay focused on it. It took
me nearly six months to finish the
proposal, though I made sure to keep
an open line of communication with
Domenica during that time. After a few
revisions to the proposal, she took it to
acquisitions, and I soon had a contract.
I was able to choose whether I wanted
to do the book as a work-for-hire or
to retain the copyright and receive
royalties with a smaller advance. I chose
the latter, especially since I wanted to
retain the copyright to work that was so
closely related to my area of expertise as
a journalist.
The research for the book was the
easiest part—I already had a great
deal of it, and I had been researching
vaccines for several years by this point.
It was harder to adapt my writing
to the right reading level, but my
years of teaching high school helped
tremendously. It was even harder to
manage my time for such a long-term
project. (Confession: I didn’t manage
it very well. I did a large chunk right
away, drifted away for too long in
the middle, and entered round-theclock panic mode as the deadline
closed in and I furiously finished it.)
The editing process involved more
substantial revisions than I was used to
in journalism and could be onerous at
times, but now the book, Vaccination
Investigation, is slated for publication in
2018.
I had wanted to write a book about
vaccines ever since I’d begun digging
into them in grad school, and I had
wanted to write a book for teens ever
since I’d begun teaching high school.
Now I had accomplished both with
one book. Even better, at that same
21st Century conference, I had met
another editor, Keli Sipperley from
Roarke, who was looking for work-

for-hire authors. She assigned me two
science books for children in a series
Roarke was updating, and they were
published while I was working on the
vaccines book. Three firsts in a row: first
adult book, first children’s science book
(work-for-hire), and first YA nonfiction
book.

Food For Thought
Book Trailers
On October 28 Rachel Ruiz will present a program on Creating Book Trailers.
Open Books

651 W. Lake St., Chicago
Red Classroom
10 AM-12PM

Now I’ve run out of excuses for putting
off my goal of writing an original
picture book and a YA novel. So here
goes!

3 minute walk from Clinton Green Line
CTA; street parking

Tara Haelle is a freelance science/health

journalist who writes for Forbes, NPR,
Washington Post, Politico, Scientific
American and other publications. She
coauthored The Informed Parent: A
Science-Based Guide to the First
Four Years with science journalist Emily
Willingham and has written several
nonfiction children’s science books. She
also gives talks on vaccines, including at
TEDx Oslo, and teaches other journalists
how to report on medical studies at the
Association of Health Care Journalists.
Her YA nonfiction book, Vaccination
Investigation: The History and Science
Behind Vaccines, will be published by
Twenty-First Century Books from Lerner
Publishing Group in 2018.

Book trailers are a great promotional
tool for creating buzz for your book and
the quickest way to get the message in front of parents and children. Eye-catching
book trailers can be shared thousands of times on social media, increasing the
chances that your book will be seen. Rachel Ruiz combines 20+ years of experience
as a video producer and her love of children’s books to produce book trailers.
Rachel will provide insight into what makes for effective, share-worthy book
trailers.
Rachel is the author of several children’s books, including When Penny Met
POTUS, When Hillary Rodham Clinton Played Ice Hockey, and When Rosa Parks
Went Fishing. Rachel and her husband own their own production company,
FlashRock Films.
Food For Thought is occasional programming for published (but not necessarily
PAL) members. If you have ideas for programs that would enhance your
professional development, please email Sallie Wolf at salwolf@comcast.net.
Future Food For Thought programs will include looking at book contracts with
an industry professional.
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Season’s Crop
Fall 2017
Compiled by Natalie Ziarnik
This is the longest seasonal list yet for SCBWI-Illinois! To find out more about these new releases, please subscribe
to Book Bounty at http://illinois.scbwi.org at the bottom of the page.

Board Books
• Cats! Illustrated by Doug Cenko,
written by John Hutton. Blue Manatee
Press, September 2017
• Baby Loves Quantum Physics! Written by
Ruth Spiro, illustrated by Irene Chan.
Charlesbridge, September 2017
• Baby Loves Thermodynamics! Written by
Ruth Spiro, illustrated by Irene Chan.
Charlesbridge, September 2017

Picture Books
• The Pickwicks’ Picnic, written by Carol
Brendler, illustrated by Renee
Kurilla. Clarion, September 2017
• The One Day House, written by Julia
Durango, illustrated by Bianca Diaz.
Charlesbridge, August 2017
• Adriana’s Angels and Los Angeles de
Adriana, written by Ruth Goring,
illustrated by Erika Meza, September
2017

Early Chapter Books

Nonfiction

• The Recess Bully (Superhero Harry),
written by Rachel Ruiz, illustrated by
Steve May. Picture Window Books,
August 2017

• Grit and Grace: Heroic Women of the
Bible, written by Caryn Rivadeneira,
illustrated by Katy Betz. Sparkhouse
Family, August 2017

• The Runaway Robot (Superhero Harry),
written by Rachel Ruiz, illustrated by
Steve May. Picture Window Books,
August 2017

• When Hillary Rodham Clinton Played
Ice Hockey, written by Rachel Ruiz,
illustrated by Steliyana Doneva.
Picture Window Books, August 2017

• The Superhero Project (Superhero Harry),
written by Rachel Ruiz, illustrated by
Steve May. Picture Window Books,
August 2017

• When Rosa Parks Went Fishing, written
by Rachel Ruiz, illustrated by Chiara
Fedele. Picture Window Books, August
2017

• The Wild Field Trip (Superhero Harry),
written by Rachel Ruiz, illustrated by
Steve May. Picture Window Books,
August 2017

• Dangerous Jane, written by Suzanne
Slade, illustrated by Alice Ratterree.
September 2017

Young Adult

Middle Grade
• Ethan Marcus Stands Up, written by
Michele Weber Hurwitz. Simon &
Schuster/Aladdin, September 2017

• Through with the Zoo, written and
illustrated by Jacob Grant. Feiwel and
Friends, November 2017

• Cookie Cutters & Sled Runners, written
by Natalie Rompella. Sky Pony Press,
November 2017

• Cao Chung Weighs an Elephant, written
by Songju Ma Daemicke, illustrated
by Christina Wald. September 2017

• Summer on Earth, written by Peter
Thompson. Persnickety Press, August
2017

• Blossom Plays Possum: (Because She’s
Shy), illustrated by Janet McDonnell,
written by Birdy Jones. Magination
Press, August 2017

• Unschooled, written by Allan
Woodrow. Scholastic Press, August
2017

• Pick a Pine Tree, written by Patricia
Toht, illustrated by Jarvis. Candlewick,
September 2017
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• Approximately Yours, written by Julie
Hammerle. Entangled Crush,
November 2017
• Playing by Heart, written by Carmela
A. Martino. Vinspire Publishing,
September 2017
Natalie Ziarnik is the author of
Madeleine’s Light and the upcoming
A Lullaby of Summer Things.

Writing Tips
How to Start Writing
By Michelle Falkoff
I talked in my last column about
figuring out where to begin novels in
terms of their point of entry—whether
we start at the beginning, or at some
later point in the future and move
backward, etc. But in talking about
these beginnings as if they already exist,
I’ve perhaps skipped a very important
stage in the novelist’s development:
how do we start a project at all? This
isn’t quite the same question as the
ever-frightening “Where do you get
your ideas?”; it’s more about what that
first idea looks like and how you use it
to get started writing.
I remember a professor of mine
describing the question as one of
what it takes to churn out pages in
the early stages of novel drafting.
The basic premise is that it’s worth
figuring out what needs to happen
for each individual person in order
for the writing process to begin. She
mentioned a number of options she’d
heard writers discuss, many of which
I’m sure I’m borrowing here, along with
some additions of my own; perhaps
this list will give you some ideas to try
for yourselves, so you can learn what
will inspire you to move from thinking
about a project to getting some words
on the page.

1. Setting
The number of books that open with
beautiful and elaborate explorations
of place highlights how many writers
view setting as the key to entering their
projects. While an opening scene that
focuses on setting doesn’t necessarily
mean the writer requires having the
setting locked down in order to start, it’s
not a bad idea to consider using a strong
sense of place as a basis for beginning

your work. This is especially true when
the setting will play a big role in the
book, to the point where perhaps it’s
functioning as a character in and of
itself. It’s hard to imagine how Laura
Ruby’s Bone Gap could be set anywhere
else, for example.

2. Voice
Some writers need to hear their
characters speaking before anything else
can happen in their writing process.
This often means that early pages are
about getting the voice down; it might
not matter the context, or the location,
and those first-draft pages might never
make it into the world. But being able
to hear a unique voice can often drive
the narrative as a whole, such as in
Rahul Kanakia’s Enter Title Here, where
Reshma Kapoor’s voice is such a driving
force behind the narrative.

3. Character
Many writers I know have to start
with character: they imagine a person
first, figure out what makes that person
interesting, and then determine what
scenario in which to place that person
for maximum complicated effect.
The story comes from putting the
character in that position and seeing
what she does about it; often the
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pages themselves become a voyage of
discovery to see what happens, and
it’s not hard to envision being able to
power through lots of pages during that
process. Some of these writers find it
helpful to do a lot of off-the-page work
before starting larger projects, often in
the form of character exercises (I gave
my favorite in my first column here,
back in the summer of 2015).

4. Concept
Ideas are often big drivers behind
books—for some writers, the concept
comes first and we match it to
characters later on. I’d place books
that emphasize world building in this
category, such as Divergent—while
character is important, it seems feasible
that the idea of the world (a futuristic
society where citizens are divided into
factions, for example) might come
before the question of who might be
a hero in that kind of world. The title
alone of Adam Silvera’s forthcoming
They Both Die at the End suggests that
he might be someone who starts with
a concept.
5. Environment
I think of this category as different
from setting in that I’m talking less
about geography and more about a type
of place, such as a camp or a school.
The list of books about these places
is long and illustrious, but I’m always
particularly intrigued by environments
that are unfamiliar to me. I’m almost
impressively not graceful, so I was
fascinated by the Tiny Pretty Things
duology, written by Sona Charaipotra
and Dhonielle Clayton, which explores
the world of competitive ballerinas.

6. Structure
The never-ending debate about whether
it’s better to be a plotter or a pantser
(someone who outlines versus someone
who wings it) means that at least some
writers start with structure as the first
thing they need to lock down. This can
be an especially helpful starting point
when the structure in question isn’t
chronology. Books like Susan Juby’s
The Truth Commission center on the
premise that the narrator is writing a
certain kind of document (in Juby’s
case, a narrative nonfiction project for
her teacher), and the premise informs
the structure itself. Gretchen O’Neill’s
Ten borrows its structure and premise
from Agatha Christie’s famous novel
And Then There Were None, updating it
for a younger and more contemporary
audience to wonderful effect.

Book Look
Take a Picture of Me, James VanDerZee! by Andrea J.
Loney, illustrated by Keith Mallett
Reviewed by Elizabeth Brown
Take a Picture of Me, James VanDerZee!
(Lee & Low, 2017), written by
Andrea J. Loney and illustrated by
Keith Mallett, is a beautifully written
picture book biography about James
VanDerZee, the African American

These are just a few of the options to
consider in thinking about where your
own starting point might be. None
are necessarily better than any of the
others; it’s just a matter of figuring out
what’s going to keep you from staring at
a blank page so you can fully enter the
world of your book.
Michelle Falkoff is the author of the

young adult novels Playlist for the
Dead (2015), Pushing Perfect (2016),
and Questions I Want to Ask You
(forthcoming 2018). She lives in Chicago.

photographer (1886–1983), who took
stunning portraits of New Yorkers
during the Harlem Renaissance. Every
aspect of this book is strong. The
text, which was a Lee & Low New
Voices Award Winner, possesses a
great voice and tone. It is a compelling
narrative of this important historical
figure and is easy to understand. The
illustrations are colorful and bright,
rich and spirited, and they realistically
depict VanDerZee’s life and work. The
back matter is equally important and
impressive as it offers more information
about James VanDerZee for the reader.
Most of all, the impact of James
VanDerZee’s life and contributions can
be easily felt and understood by young
readers through this wonderful account.
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Andrea J. Loney begins her book
with James VanDerZee as a young
boy, showing the reader his hopes,
dreams, and goals as he learns to draw,
make music, and create. James realizes
early on that he wants to devote his
creative pursuits to photography. The
story shows James developing as a
photographer, while highlighting his
conflicts and struggles, especially facing
the racism in American society, as he
makes the journey toward his dream.
The text gives the reader an accurate
portrayal of his development and
career as a photographer, his passion
and talent for taking pictures, and the
course of his work and life.
The author captures the feel of the
Harlem Renaissance in her writing and
shows the beauty VanDerZee saw as
he takes photos of celebrities as well
as everyday people in Harlem—people
living their dreams and enjoying
themselves. VanDerZee possessed the
rare talent to really capture the essence
of their lives in his portraits. The text
highlights what James VanDerZee
saw and what he did to make his
subjects look great in their portraits:
“He saw what was special in everyone
and captured each person’s story on
film.” This beautiful line from the
book reveals what was most special in
VanDerZee’s work.
Loney’s use of the refrain “Take a
picture of me, James VanDerZee!”
helps to hold the story together as
the reader sees VanDerZee age in the
book. Another wonderful addition is
the sounds of the camera which appear
throughout the story. At first, Loney
uses “Click! Boom!” for the sound of

a camera in the early years of camera
development, and then she uses “Click!
Click!” when the camera has become
more modernized by the end of the
book. This is such a great detail in
the text. Both these devices cleverly
show the passing time in the narrative
without stating years or dates.
Perhaps what is most powerful in this
book is how the story revolves around
the idea and the importance of never
giving up. It tells how James VanDerZee
was always able to adapt to the
changing world and times. He not only
survived but flourished! The book will
resonate well with children, parents,
teachers, and librarians, especially in
its universal themes of resilience and of
always following one’s dreams.
Keith Mallett’s illustrations, done in
acrylic on canvas, equally capture
the spirit of the times and show the
extraordinary beauty of VanDerZee’s life
and work. They illuminate VanDerZee’s
character and spirit and complement
Loney’s text. Mallett’s exquisite
coloring, shading, and details bring
the story to life for children. His art
helps the reader understand more about
the life of VanDerZee and the time in
which he lived and worked, especially
the Harlem Renaissance.

Take a Picture of Me, James
VanDerZee! will continue to have
a far-reaching impact as it tells the
story of this man—an artist who took
portraits in an important time in history
and who showed the beautiful lives of
his subjects in clear and loving detail.
This book, like a photo itself, showcases
a remembrance of times past, while
serving as an account of VanderZee’s
rich legacy and contribution, not only
to photography, but to history itself.
Children will come to understand this
figure’s importance in art, photography,
and culture by reading VanDerZee’s
story. Take a Picture of Me, James
VanDerZee! is a valuable contribution
to modern children’s literature,
especially to the current genre of
picture book biographies.
Elizabeth Brown is a writer, writing and

literature professor, freelance editor, and
independent film producer. She earned her
MFA in Creative Writing from Goddard
College and is represented by Sean
McCarthy Literary Agency. Her debut
picture book, Dancing through Fields
of Color, will be published by Abrams in
Spring 2019.
Website: www.elizabethmbrown.com
and Twitter: @ebrownbooks.

Loney’s back matter contains additional
information on James VanDerZee
and his work, including an afterword,
historic photos, bibliography, and
further reading. Readers can dig deeper
and understand the background of
the Harlem Renaissance and beyond,
in addition to some added facts not
covered in the story. The back matter
information serves as an important aid
in curriculum development for teachers
and librarians and in research for older
students.
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Illustrator Tips
PARTICIPATE—Get Involved!
By Rich Green
been going to them each month since.
During that time, I have learned a
tremendous amount about the industry,
postcards, portfolios and so on. But
even more important. I have had
the chance to form friendships with
seasoned and aspiring illustrators and
network with countless writers, art
directors, and big deal award-winning
artists along the way.
But not only have I showed up at these
meetings, I got involved.

No matter where you are on your
journey toward becoming or being
a children’s book illustrator, there is
always something to be gained from
getting involved. Maybe you are just
starting out and looking to learn more
about the industry and how to become
a part of it. Or maybe you are looking
to sharpen your pencil and your artistic
skills. Perhaps you have been at this
for a while, in need of a recharge and
looking to refill your creative storage
unit aka “brain” with new ideas and
inspirations. Whatever the case may be,
there are all kinds of opportunities out
there for you to shake things up a little.

Here are some of my personal favorites:

Be Part of Something —
Guilds and Societies
What better place to look for
knowledge and inspiration about any
topic than to find groups made up of
other like-minded individuals? Several
years ago, I went out searching for
information on illustrating children’s
book and I came across the SCBWI
and more specifically the ChicagoArea Illustrators Network. I reached
out to the coordinators to find out a
little bit more about the group and
attended their next meeting and I have
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I offered to present on a specific topic
or share in some recent experiences
I had which might help others in the
group. I found that the process of
researching the topic and preparing the
presentations gave me more insight and
understanding on the subject matter.
But it was stepping outside my comfort
zone to give the presentation in front
of a room full of people that probably
benefited me the most. I gained
confidence not only in my knowledge
of the subject I was presenting but
in my ability to speak comfortably in
front of people. That has been a huge
bonus. You see, it is very common for
a children’s book author or illustrator
to be asked to present at local libraries
or in front of a classroom full of kids.
What better way to practice and gain
experience than in front of a friendly
audience made up of your fellow guild/
society members? Each experience
makes us that much better for the next
one and leads us to new opportunities.
Along with the SCBWI I also joined
two local art groups. I had not really
considered myself a fine artist and had
not been to many galleries or done any
gallery shows. But these local groups

are filled with such an assortment of
creative people who encourage and
inspire, and now three gallery shows
down and several art sales later I
cannot think of turning back. Here
again I got involved. I volunteer when
needed, I pitch in with social media
marketing for the groups and I even
became a member of the board. Talk
about gaining valuable experience! So
if you have local societies, guilds and art
groups in your area, I encourage you to
go to a meeting. Check out one of their
art shows. And most important. get
involved, be a part of the art and
see what happens yourself!

where online classes are everywhere and
many are being offered by downright
amazing artists. When I was younger
I could only have dreamed of taking
an art class from some of my favorite
Disney artists. And now I can, and
believe me I do! So I am certain you
will not have any trouble finding online
courses that interest you.
My word of advice for online courses,
many of which are videos you can

Learn Something New —
Classes
There is so much that can be learned as
an illustrator. Perhaps you want to focus
on your drawing skills, or maybe you are
looking to get better at working with
watercolors. Maybe light and shadows
trip you up. Or you wonder how your
favorite artist does such amazing
line work. Social media enticing and
intimidating you all at the same time?

But if attending a class in person is not
an option for you right now, you, my
friend, are in luck. We live in a time

Listen While You Work —
Podcasts
Yes, there are lots of podcasts that
cater to artists and creatives alike.
And a bunch of them are specifically
for creators of children’s books like
us. Others are about fine art painting,
animation, concept art, storytelling and
so on. So much great info and insight
being shared.
But there are also endless podcasts on
just about any topic you can imagine.
Have a listen to one about a historical
figure, a modern-day hero, creepy
legends of the past. Whatever your
interest may be, there is bound to be a
new story/character design idea tucked
away in something you listen to.

I can tell you, there is a class for that!
If you have the opportunity, try to
find a local class that you can attend
in person. There is just something to
be said for the experiences you have
when you are in a room of people all
working on projects and toward the
same goals. So much can be learned
when you get constructive feedback on
your work and when you listen to the
feedback others receive on their work.
And those connections you form with
the instructor and classmates often
go well beyond the classroom. They
can transform into your most trusted
critique groups or even lead to future
work opportunities.

Worried about your budget and the cost
of classes? Don’t be! All price ranges
are available. You don’t even have to
spend any money, just go onto YouTube
and you will find endless artists and
creatives who make videos and share
their process in detailed steps at no cost
at all.

stream or download and complete at
your own pace, is to make sure you
do the work. Treat this course as you
would any other, set up a schedule and
deadlines for the assignment and follow
through on them. If the course allows
you to share/submit work with the
instructor or peers in an online forum
or Facebook group – participate! Take
full advantage of any resources that
are offered to you. Build those virtual
connections the same way you would in
person and get as much as you can out
of the class and the connections you
form.

17

Get Moving — Exercise
Some of the best ideas come while
working through a tough lap on the
track or in the pool. Maybe inspiration
will hit you while you set a new record
in your bench press in the weight room
or number of lunges during a group
fitness program.
Or maybe you do not work through
issues while working out, but rather give
your mind a break and use the exercise
to relieve some stress and tension by
taking part in a yoga class, or walking
your dog around the neighborhood.
If you are currently active then you
already know this, but for the rest
of you – you will be amazed at how
much better you will feel mentally and
physically if you get your body moving

for a little bit each day. And when you
feel better, you work better, you think
clearer and you enjoy the rest of life
more and those ideas come pouring in
and your creativity soars!

Give Back - Volunteer
Exercise not your thing? Why not
get involved in your community and
volunteer?
Find a cause or organization that speaks
to you and sign up to help. Spend a
couple of hours a month caring for
animals at the shelter. Prepare and
package food for a soup kitchen. Build
a house (or at least a part of one) with
Habitat for Humanity. Maybe you have
a friend who is dealing with cancer.
Offer to drive them to one of their
treatments. Or take their kids to sports
practice on days they are not feeling
well. Little things can really go a long
way.

It’s amazing how many artists I talk to
(myself included) who hold themselves
back from trying new things because
they are afraid they will not be good
enough. And more specifically not good
in comparison to those who will be
around them doing similar things. But
guess what? Everyone feels that way
at one time or another. So just show
up and get started, that is the hardest
part! The first time you participate, just
try and have fun and not worry about
the result. Know that if you stick with
something over time it will improve

But How Will Any of This
Get You a Book Deal?
So I know some of you reading this are
sitting there thinking, how will any
of this get me the book deal I want so
badly? The answer to that is simple:
maybe it will and maybe it won’t.
However, it will lead you to come up
with better ideas and more interesting
story concepts. Your skills will improve
along with your confidence, and that
always attracts people to you and
your work. You will feel happier and
healthier and put out work that reflects
that. You will have built up a network
of friends and connections that could
lead you to that big opportunity. And
with all the work you are creating, you
will have plenty of new materials for
your portfolio, marketing postcards,
social media posting and displaying on
your website. You know all the places
those art directors will be looking!
So then what are you waiting for?
Get out there, participate and see
what happens!

And how does volunteering help you
as an illustrator? Well, for starters it
makes you feel better about yourself
and the impact you are having in your
community and the world. And that
self-worth and confidence show through
in your work as an artist too.

Rich Green is an artist and illustrator of

Second it expands your life experiences
and gives you more material to work
from. Suddenly by changing up
your normal routine, you have new
inspirations for that portfolio piece you
have been wanting to create. Perhaps
someone you met inspires a character,
or a situation you experienced while
volunteering sets off a new story idea.

and you will get better at it. And even
if you don’t get better at it, who cares!
Are you out there doing the work?
Are you meeting new friends you look
forward to seeing each time? Are you
happier than you were the day before
you tried it? I am guessing the answer to
all of those will be YES!

Whatever You Choose, Don’t
Let Fear Hold You Back
It is not always easy to put yourself
out there or try something new. To
find the time to take on yet another
responsibility or activity. But believe
me, it will be worth it.

And maybe you go a few times and say
to yourself, “Hey, plein air painting
is not really for me.” But then you
decide to try out figure drawing at
a local art studio or a bar that hosts
weekly drawing events in the city. And
suddenly that becomes your thing. You
will never know until you try.
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several children’s books. He is an active
member of the SCBWI Chicago-Area
Illustrators Network, the Romeoville Art
Society and an Executive Board Member
of the Artist Guild of Lockport.
www.richgreenart.com

A Fly on the Wall
Words in the Woods Retreat
By Maryam Mostoufi

The 2017 Words in the Woods Retreat
in Hudson, Illinois, had the elements
of a good novel. It had an appropriate
theme, the right amount of tension, the
perfect setting and characters (plenty of
characters.)

critique group I meet with in Springfield
each month.) Trust issues? Well maybe
a few. So you can imagine my level of
anxiety by the time I wound my way
out and around the country roads to the
East Bay Camp on Lake Bloomington.

Anticipation
This was my first experience at a
writer’s retreat. As you might expect, I
was a bit anxious. But I must not have
been alone. The theme after all was
confidence building as it related to
revising our manuscripts. Like many
of you, I’m sure, I’m very protective
of mine. The young adult novel I’ve
worked on for the last couple of years is
very personal, and in a lot of ways it’s
my ego on paper. So putting it out there
for those I don’t know to critique made
me feel rather vulnerable. (It took me a
year before I could even share portions
of it with members of the Scribes

However, to my delight, two members of
our Springfield critique group who were
involved in organizing the retreat waved
me in as I turned onto the grounds. My
apprehension dissolved after a couple of
reassuring hugs and a walk around the
grounds.
What a beautiful and peaceful setting
for a retreat. Deborah Topolski captured
Elaine Bearden as she walked into the
light in this photograph. An appropriate
metaphor for our shared experience.

Revisions and Rewrites
Although the weekend retreat wasn’t
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until August 11, our work began the
last week of May when we were asked
to submit the first ten pages of our
manuscripts for critique. Then the
forty of us participating in the retreat
sat back and waited for critiques from
one of the two reviewers to whom we
were assigned—agent Sean McCarthy
of Sean McCarthy Literary Agency
and Katie Heit, assistant editor
with Greenwillow, an imprint of
HarperCollins.
Sean’s two-page critique of my
work arrived the middle of July.
I had to remind myself to breathe
as I read through it. But I needn’t
have worried. Sean’s feedback was
direct but also encouraging, practical
and understandable. Plus, with his
experience and writing acumen he was
able to offer much needed insight into
the psyche of my target readers that

I hadn’t considered. So after laying it
aside for a couple of hours, I came back
to it, read it again and decided I could
and would make the necessary changes
before the retreat. Thankfully, I was able
to translate his suggestions into a much
stronger introduction to my manuscript.
I was proud to share it with members of
my critique group by the time we met.
But I have to admit, it was more of
a rewrite than a revision. I took two
chapters from the middle of the book
that had been ‘flashbacks’ (I know, an
evil word) and wove them together
into a strong first chapter that addressed
many of the concerns he had. I even
changed the working title. Sticks
and Stones was an appropriate title
for a young adult novel about a girl’s
experiences with bullying when I began
writing it three years ago. But it’s bigger
and more complex now. Change of
Destiny is about a girl who overcomes
self-pity and grief by taking a risk. She
bands together with a small group of
students in her new school to challenge

the bigotry, racism and prejudice they
and others face—even when they
originate with a teacher or the son of the
school board president. By doing so, she
creates a new destiny.
At the retreat, my critique group
offered observations and suggestions
that complemented Sean’s feedback. I
hope my feedback on their work was
half as valuable. Through the process
we became so invested in each other’s
stories that we agreed we wanted to keep
in touch and continue our critiques after
the retreat. I know the input I received
on these first ten pages will strengthen
not only the introduction but the rest of
the novel as well.

Workshops
Sean focused his remarks in the first
session on “Creating an Exciting
Beginning that Leads to a Satisfying
Ending.” It included information on
working toward stronger story arcs and
the structure, setting and conflict in our

writing. My takeaway from his session
was that I need to avoid my impulse
to speed through sections on crisis.
Instead, I need to slow down and allow
time for momentum to build toward
resolution.
In session 2, the “Heart of Your Story,”
Katie talked about characters, dialogue,
emotion, and the five senses. One of
the hardest things for me to do when
I started writing was to show Shireen’s
flaws. She didn’t have any. Why else
would I be writing about her? Right?
Wrong. Denying her weaknesses led to a
flat and one-dimensional character. You
want flaws? Well she’s got them now—
not a whole menu full, but enough to
make her more interesting so readers can
feel they’re witnessing and a part of her
transformation.
Sean and Katie divided us into groups
for the third session. Sean worked with
attendees focusing on picture books and
Katie with those writing middle grade
and young adult. These were less formal
but provided much-needed opportunities
for us to ask questions specific to our
own work.
“Queries, Pitches, Synopsis…Oh
My!” the last formal session of the
retreat was a Q & A. We had the usual
questions, and they offered good answers
mixed with some humor. But we all
knew it was a serious subject. I don’t
think any of us have ever known a writer
who didn’t think it was easier to write
an entire novel than a novel thirty-fiveword Twitter pitch.

Both presenters, Sean McCarthy and Katie Heit, provided useful information in each of their three
lectures and were available to us even between workshops. Photo by Louann Mattes Brown.
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I’m sure I’m not alone in my
appreciation for the number of excellent
picture, middle-grade and young adult
books Sean and Katie introduced us
to during their presentations. Each
illustrated the points they were making.
I envision a weekend trip to the library
and local bookstore coming soon and
long evenings with some excellent

Award
Retreat participants were encouraged
to apply for this year’s Becky Mabry
“Go For It” Scholarship to Words in
the Woods. On the last day, Katie Otey
was announced as the recipient for her
young adult, urban contemporary novel
Crossroad.
Crossroad illustrates, through an
alternating point of view, the very real
issue of gun violence as an unfortunate
way of life for most children living in our
inner-city neighborhoods.

Louann Mattes Brown, Alice McGinty and Anastasia Ely got into the spirit of the costume party.
Photo by Louann Mattes Brown.

reading ahead. I’m certain these will be
much more useful than what I might
have randomly selected on my own in
my search for writing models.

Group and Craft Activities
We also had several whole-group
skill-building activities that worked
on getting us to view body language
and narrative arcs in new and often
humorous ways.
The craft center provided an area
where we could tap into latent artistic
talents by stimulating other parts of
our brains. The result—colorful and
unique confidence feathers and bottles
to remind us of the great writers who
came before us and the struggles they
overcame.

Social Activities
But it wasn’t all work. The three retreat
organizers, John Bowen, Louann
Mattes Brown and Anastasia Ely,

expertly wove fun in with the work
and learning.
A campfire sing-along complete with
s’mores capped off the first night. And a
character costume party provided a lot
of comic relief the second night. With or
without costumes, there were plenty of
characters among the group.
And there was food. But the hit was the
Best Party Punch Ever. Yes. That’s its
name. You can find the recipe at http://
www.savorhomeblog.com/2013/08/thebest-party-punch-ever.html
Our critique group The Flashing Cursors
(think double entendre) may not have
won a private lunch on the final day
with Sean and Katie for the best critique
group name, but we had a lot of laughs
and even had our own mascot, Flash—a
five-feet-tall, colorful, metal rooster. He
kept us company while we shared our
critiques of each other’s work in a shady,
comfortable spot on the front porch that
was complete with rocking chairs.
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The lives of teen strangers Miracle
Jackson and DeWayne Jordan are
intertwined. When their paths
finally cross, their stories culminate
in an explosive, life-altering ending
that doesn’t leave either character
untouched.

Take-Away Bonus
We left with new information and
skills, contacts, friendships and renewed
spirits. And the organizers even had a
bonus table with additional handouts
providing tips ranging from titling our
projects, crafting a perfect villain, and
writing a synopsis to developing author
platforms. You can find these and more
at http://eadeverell.com and www.
writerswrite.co.za.

And so did Katie Heit. Photo by
Louann Mattes Brown.

Winners—Nerds of a Feather (who write together) from left to right Kym Brunner, Juliann Caveny, Sean McCarthy, Katie Heit, Trina Sotira,
Caitlin Lore and Karin Blaski. Photo by Juliann Caveny.

Recommendation
If you’re thinking about attending
an SCBWI event, stop thinking.
Do it. You’ll be glad you did. It’s an
excellent way not only to build and
practice your writing skills but also to
meet others who are experiencing or
have experienced what you’re going
through now. And it’s a safe, supportive
environment in which to share your
work with others.
Maryam Mostoufi lives in Springfield,

Illinois. She is now retired from a long and
distinguished career in the area of disability
education, rights and advocacy. She
continues to be involved in social justice
work and writes a monthly column for the
Illinois State Journal-Register.

Katie Otey receiving Mabry Scholarship from Alice McGinty. Photo by Louann Mattes Brown.
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Illustrator in the Spotlight
Four-Year Update
By Michelle Kogan
attended many, many conferences
and workshops via SCBWI. About four
years ago I took a picture book class
with Esther Hershenhorn, and from
this group met many of my current
writing critique group buds. About this
time I started following many poetry
and children’s illustration and writing
blogs and my community began to grow
exponentially and in richness.

Image above: from the picture book, Trudy’s Ghost, watercolor and dip pens, © Michelle Kogan.

Career/Technique
Four years ago I had the honor of being
the Illustrator in the Spotlight, and I’m
returning now with an update.

Cover Art for The Best of Today’s Little Ditty,
2014–2015, watercolor and watercolor pencil,
© Michelle Kogan

I’m an author/illustrator/artist–I write
and draw constantly.
And I write poetry like there’s no
tomorrow. I love poetry challenges;
they spur me on and sometimes take
me away from what I ought to be
working on, but with such rich rewards.
I also like illustration challenges, but
have to pick and choose those a little
more judiciously. For my illustrations
and paintings, I work in a variety
of mediums, including watercolors,
watercolor pencils, Dr. Martin
watercolors, dip pens, micron pens,
brush and ink, pencils, and I’m hoping
to revisit my oils soon.

Herstory
Time warp back about fifteen years–
I completed my MFA in painting, was
working in a narrative painterly style,
and desired to add children’s writing
and illustrating to my then full palette.
I joined SCBWI, took a picture book
class at the School of the Art Institute,
became active in the Chicago area
Illustrator network led by co-reps Terri
Murphy and Janet McDonnell, and
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Recent Herstory
Two blogs that I’ve followed for a
while and have had stories, poems and
illustrations published on are Michelle
Heidenrich Barnes’s Today’s Little
Ditty, and Kathy Temean’s Writing and
Illustrating, Sharing Information About
Writing and Illustrating for Children. In
November of 2016, The Best of Today‘s
Little Ditty 2014–2015 Poetry Anthology
was published.

Irises Milkweed and Fairies, watercolor and
watercolor pencil, © Michelle Kogan

children’s picture book illustration, and
workshops) I also participated in an
illustrator buddy exchange with Doug
Cenko and the Summer Poetry Swap
organized by Tabatha Yeatts. I’m going
to share some of the art and writing
from these two projects.

Berries, Bees, and Fairy, watercolor and watercolor pencil, © Michelle Kogan.

I was happy to have a poem included in
this rich collection, along with creating
the cover illustration. This last March
I joined the Poetry Friday community
and began posting poems each Friday of
my own and of other poets, but as I’m a
visual artist I’ll often include drawings
and paintings along with the poems.
This is a community of forty-plus poets

Fairy, Bird, and Bee, rough sketch.

who post poems each week and other
writing, books, and information related
to poetry. One person hosts each week
and assembles a Poetry Friday Roundup
on their blog, making all the blogs
easily accessible.
This summer in addition to teaching
(I teach art classes at the Evanston Art
Center in watercolor, figure/nature,

Fairy, Bird, and Bee, tighter sketch.
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Summer Poetry Swap
The idea for my summer poetry swap
postcards emerged from a painting I
did called Irises, Milkweed, and Fairies.
I wanted to create a series of postcards
that would work together as a unit. I
also had the challenge of creating text
that would relate to the individual poets
I was matched with. I decided early on
that I would incorporate haikus into the
images.
The first postcard I did was a
springboard for the ones to follow.
These postcards were unlike a picture
book or middle grade book, where the
drawings for your characters need to be
tightly connected from scene to scene.
I wasn’t as concerned with that in these
postcards, for when I started I wasn’t
sure if I would turn this into a book
project.

Fairy, Bird, and Bee, finished postcard. Watercolor and watercolor pencil, © Michelle Kogan.

Bird, and Bee postcard for the second
one.
For many of my rough sketches I work
on tracing paper as it allows me to
lay another piece on top and move
elements around easily. Sometime I
then take the rough sketch and scan it
into the computer and use Photoshop
to move and adjust the composition.
When I’m satisfied with it, I begin the
color painting in watercolor. For the
series here I used watercolor pencils
and watercolor on Fabriano Artistico
watercolor paper. On the second and
third postcard I used a bit of pen also.

August Fairy and Luna Moth, sketch.

And this is the third fairy postcard
pencil sketch and finished art. Between
the second and third postcards I decided
I wanted to have the fairy that I created
in the second postcard run through the
series. I also decided that I would like to
turn this into a picture book, featuring
this fairy and nature environments for
each month. The book would include
side panel information on the particular
insects, birds, critters, and plants that
I have featured. Small kernels of a few
small fairies in a painting have grown
into an idea for a picture book!

Picture Book Sketches
When I’m working on a picture book,
I often work on character sketches
and thumbnail storyboard sketches

August Fairy and Luna Moth, finished postcard.

For the first postcard I didn’t sketch
anything out ahead of time but worked
right from my garden on the floral
scene, allowing room for a fairy and
text. I did however do a quick sketch
of the fairy before and then transferred
her onto the watercolor paper. First

postcard complete and in the mail,
I began work on the second.
For the second postcard I wanted to
include an element of music as the poet
I was sending it to is very fond of music.
Here’s a rough sketch, tighter pencil
sketch, and the finished painted Fairy,
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Character sketch for Trudy’s Ghost.

Thumbnail Storyboard for Trudy’s Ghost
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#1. First rough cover for Trudy’s Ghost.

#2. Second rough cover for Trudy’s Ghost.

#3. Second cover adjusted for Trudy’s Ghost.

27

Opening pencil spread for Trudy’s Ghost.

at the same time. The next series of
six sketches are the first page of my
thumbnail storyboard sketches for the
story Trudy’s Ghost. For this book I also
made a mini dummy book from the
thumbnails to see how the flow of the
book’s images and space for text was
working.
As I mentioned earlier, Doug Cenko
and I have been giving each other
feedback on picture books that we are
both working on. A couple of Doug’s
suggestions for this picture book were
that I come up with a different cover,
and that I return to my original title.
You can see these changes in sketches

2 and 3. I scanned sketch 2 and then in
Photoshop cleaned it up, adjusted sizes,
and moved the elements around—and
then added type. This is still rough but
more in the direction I want to move.

You can find me online at:
Michelle Kogan fine art: Etsy Shop for
prints, cards, bookmarks, sketchbooks/
journals and more.

I’ve also included the opening spread
to the story. I’m hoping to have a
completed dummy by Prairie Writer’s
and Illustrator’s Day in November.

michellekogan.com: Website

Places You Can Find Me
Evanston Art Center:
I teach the following classes and
workshops:
• Children’s Picture Book Illustration
• Watercolors: Materials,
Composition, and Technique
• Figures and Nature Drawing/
Painting
• Plein Air in the City
• Create A Zine
• Pen & Ink & Dr. Martin
Watercolor

Small dummy for Trudy’s Ghost,
3.25 x 2.125 inches.
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moreart4all.wordpress.com: Blog
www.twitter.com/MichelleKogan
www.instagram.com/mkogancreate
@mkogancreate’s: Instagram

The Inside Story: Short Reports from the Inner Journey
Can Learned Optimism Fail You?
By Carol Coven Grannick
For almost three decades, I’ve devoted
some part of my intellect and emotional
energy to maintaining resilience, a
component of which I considered
my “learned optimism.” While the
field continues to grow and evolve,
early research into this skill impacted,
changed, and enabled my professional
(as writer and psychotherapist) and
personal life in major ways.

response to the question, took me back
to my husband’s near-death experience
at a major medical center in Chicago
as I questioned and confronted doctors
about the present and impending
danger I saw, and they ignored.
Someone near and dear to me asked,
“Shouldn’t we be a little more
optimistic about this?” In a nanosecond,
my response came from an unthinking,
deep place of knowing that No Hope
emanated from every doctor’s mouth.
“My form of optimism right now is that
I see the worst that could happen here,
and I am going to do everything in my
power to have it not happen.”

	
Tip: you cannot make negative
language (and the energy drain it
causes) “go away” without giving
yourself another choice.
2. I sought comfort—not temporary,
but lasting. I pulled favorite books
from my shelves. I laughed, I cried,
I was inspired and felt eager to
work at my art. I talked to friends
who understand the writing life. I
laughed, I cried, I was inspired…
	
Tip: Indulging in things you will
berate yourself about afterward
does not count. All that does is

It was a powerful reminder that at least
for me, action is the best step forward.

Since I’ve been writing for children,
I’ve had my resilience tested, my
optimism challenged. Nothing unusual
there—most of us have. I’ve bounced
back. Nothing would stop me because
I was a writer, and that was that.
Published or not, I knew my writing was
the way I entered the world, and stayed
centered in the world. It was, it is, an
integral part of who I am and how I
view myself.
But there are times when something
completely unpredictable knocks us
down harder than usual. When that
happens, can the optimism hold?
I found myself wondering this in the
past year. Could I still call myself an
optimist if I no longer had a pervasive
sense of hope about becoming a bookpublished author? And my brain, in

Distraction and Action:
Replace, Find Comfort,
Focus, Give
I’m not one who gives advice as if it’s
the one way to do things. And I’ve
never given advice that I don’t take
myself. I believe we all find our own
ways to meander through our journeys.
But if you’re looking for possible
guideposts, or you need to refresh those
that have been helpful to you, I’ll share
what I did:
1. I replaced the negative language
of despair with at least neutral, if
not positive, language. Example:
This is the end of the road for this
book. Here’s the replacement: I am
not going to let this be the end of the
road. I will have to do a lot of research
to figure out what to do, but I can do
that.

29

“translate” your despair about one
thing into despair about another.
3. I found a new focus—something
that mattered to me, an online
intensive workshop that demanded
absolute attention. I had to think
about it every single day and night.
	
Tip: Refocus on something
substantial, something requiring
hard work so the brain is truly

engaged. Your heart might not be
in it at first, but your brain will
steer you in that direction.
4. I had the opportunity for giving.
Out of the blue, a new critique
partner emerged, and I deeply
enjoyed reading and critiquing her
work. It’s an activity so many of us
do, and I believe it adds meaning
and value to our lives.
	
Tip: Doing something to support
or help someone else—whether
writing-related or in the broader
life spectrum—has proven to be
extraordinarily effective in restoring
and creating positive emotion.
I’ve always been a proponent of
optimism as a tapestry of emotions,
rather than a narrow Pollyanna-positive
attitude.
And replacing negative language,
finding comfort, re-focusing on
something different, and working on
behalf of others—these actions have
worked on the small disappointments
as well as the huge.
In summary, I used the same techniques
I’ve used for decades, using my brain
to shore up my resilience. That has
come naturally to me only because I
learned the skills, and practiced them
over many years. Just as I continue to
practice my writing art and craft.
And that’s not failure. That’s feisty.
Carol Coven Grannick writes middle
grade fiction, picture books, and poetry, as
well as regular guest posts for Cynsations
and other blogs. She is lucky enough to
work at an extraordinary early childhood
center where she rarely goes home without
another new idea for a story. Her practice
as a clinical social work consultant focuses
on helping creatives navigate the journey
with learned optimism.

Perspective
At the Newbery/Caldecott Banquet
By Jacqueline Alcántara
Only a few days before the Newbery/
Caldecott banquet, I finished the final
artwork for the first picture book I had
ever illustrated for a publisher. North/
South had been very generous by
inviting me to join them at their table
for the banquet, so of course I accepted.
I didn’t know what the evening would
entail, but rarely do I turn down a free
dinner and drinks! The Caldecott was
one of the only awards I remember
being aware of growing up, so it went
on the bucket list early on in life
and remains at the top. When I hear
“Caldecott,” I first recall the feeling of
running my little-kid fingers over that
small but mighty sticker. I remember
loving the feeling of the font and always
wondering where that kid on horseback
was going. Finishing the illustrations in
the days leading up, I got an adrenaline
rush every time I wondered what the
night would bring. And knowing I’d
be in the same room as those who can
make my career, and those writers and
artists whom I admire so deeply, made
me want to do better than the best.
So I found myself walking into the
conference room at the Hyatt, feeling as
though I were on Cloud Nine, in large
part for finally being able to reenter
the world of the living, post-deadline,
but also happy to join the North/
South table with the editors, publisher
and author of the book that I had just
finished illustrating. I had imagined
that it would feel great to be there, but
as I sat down, I felt an unexpected sense
of pride that I’ve never felt before in my
life. I’ve always had a self-deprecating
feeling when I sit in classrooms,
conferences, or other random events
as I wonder how I got there, and I find
myself doubting whether I belong there
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or not. It’s an annoying trait that I’m
working to overcome, but of course, as
I sat down at the table, my first instinct
was to think, “I’m not worthy!!!” For
the first time in my life, I was sitting
amongst colleagues who were admiring
my work, praising me, and it felt surreal,
but at that same moment I realized,
“Whoa….I’m not here for any reason
other than I worked really really hard,
and now I’m here! I’m here because
I AM DOING IT!! I’m not here as
someone’s ‘Plus-one’ or because I
decided to crash the event. I’m here
because I now belong here.” This thing
that I had been trying to do for years
was now reality, and I felt like I could
stop saying “trying” and just admit to
myself that I’m now doing it. As a result
of having floated away into a praisefilled dreamland, I don’t remember any
of the opening comments. But that
dreamlike, intoxicating feeling I had
was how the conference started and
how the room felt. It was beautiful.
Once the acceptance speeches began
and I picked up the beautiful program
created by Javaka Steptoe, I checked
myself and my newfound selfadmiration and floated back to earth for
a bit.
Javaka Steptoe accepted the Caldecott
Medal for creating a picture book about
modern artist Jean-Michel Basquiat
called Radiant Child. He was strong,
poignant, and as a truth-seeking artist,
he urged us, not so gently, to be truth
seekers as well. He spoke about creating
a story about an artist whose identity
and personal history have been created
and recreated untruthfully over the
course of history, and as a result his
genius was demeaned and at times

discredited. Javaka told us of his first
time experiencing a Basquiat piece
face to face, the power it held and the
impact it had on him which led to
the seedling of a book idea. Five years
later the idea resurfaced, and he began
looking for the “meat” of this story,
sifting through well-known narratives
of Basquiat until he found a different
narrative, one that he felt was truer of
the artist, his inspiration, his life and
ultimately his work. Javaka urged us not
to shy away from topics because they
are controversial or difficult to explain.
Seek and speak the truth to ourselves,
our children, and in the books we set
out to create. A few times throughout
Javaka’s speech, a baby at one of the
tables near the podium cried out, with
impeccable timing, saying what we
all were thinking, “Yes! Beautiful! Go
on!” The challenge to create books
that do this—open our minds, help all
children develop empathy, pride and
value—he reminded us, is not won
with one victory, one book, one award,
one author. This effort must become
“indistinguishable from the way we live
our lives.”

her magic world and returned to 2017,
as she reminded us that the power of
stories can be used for good or evil.
While stories can create empathy,
expand our truth, and do all sorts of
wonderful things, they can do the
opposite as well. A false narrative can
create hatred, self-doubt, and antipathy.
As a natural human instinct, we tell
stories to explain our world, in a way we
want to see. So stories will be created
from all sides, and they can do wonders
or they can do harm to our views of
the world and ourselves. She urged us
to pay attention and to create books
that teach children to pay attention as
well, which is what she tried to do (and
I think we can safely say, “did”) in The
Girl Who Drank the Moon. She warned
that a story, when cynically told, can
twist the truth…and become a tool for
oppression. But fortunately that which
is told can be retold! She advised us
to retell, reimagine, and subvert the
narratives that aim to hold us back,
that create fear and walls and division.
Tell a new story, write to teach how to
empower, to challenge and to create
your own true narrative.

Kelly Barnhill followed by receiving the

The speeches wrapped up with wise
words from Nikki Grimes, who was
accepting the Laura Ingalls Wilder
Medal. Looking back through her life
and work, Nikki told us that above
all, it had been hope that got her to
where she is today. She took us through
moments of her difficult childhood,
explaining that all along the way,
hope drove her forward toward her
dreams. With the help of people and
mentors who recognized her talent,
experienced her stubbornness, and felt
her strong sense of faith, she was able to
persevere. She sees hope as the single
most important element in her body
of work and in her life. She needed it
and knows how many other children in
the world today need it too. She, like
Javaka and Kelly, spoke to these strange
and difficult times we live in today and

Newbery Medal for her book The Girl
Who Drank the Moon. Kelly mentioned
several times throughout her speech
her total disbelief that she had won
this award. So it made sense to me that
in her speech, she focused a lot on the
power of believing. She took us back
to moments in her childhood where
magic became her reality. She told us
of the stories that flowed out of her as
a child, her magical explanations for
ordinary things and events, such as
what a dead gnome heart looks like or
how to distract a ghost. I saw in her
eyes that she still believes the words
flowing out of her. It is the access to
her own childhood memories, stories,
and feelings of believing that makes
the worlds she writes about totally
believable. But Kelly snapped out of
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the necessity of creating books that
inspire hope.
The calls to action were very real, very
honest and very motivating—everyone
got the tingly feeling they hoped for.
It was an incredible honor to listen to
Javaka, Kelly and Nikki speak about
how they had each taken a seedling of a
passionate thought and turned it into a
masterpiece. The speeches were united
in their underlying message because,
now more than ever, people realize the
power a narrative has —whether it’s a
tweet, a picture book, or a novel—to
build a wall or a bridge, depending on
its author. They reminded us that each
of us, in our own unique way, with our
own unique story and voice, shares an
important viewpoint. Small victory
after small victory, each book helps to
expand and enrich our children’s ideas
of the world and themselves, provided
we stay attentive to what is there and
what is missing.
I know I have a long way to go. I have
a lot to learn and much to create! But
what a start this conference was! Now
when I hear “Caldecott,” I’ll still think
of running my fingers over that little
sticker, but in addition, I’ll remember
a perfect summer night when I broke
through a false narrative I’ve been
telling myself for years and subverted
that narrative to remind myself that “I
DO belong, I AM doing what I have set
out to do, and I WILL be back!”
Jacqueline Alcántara is an illustrator

living in Chicago. Her first published
picture book, The Field, written by
Baptiste Paul and published with
NorthSouth Books, will be released March
6, 2018. She’s currently working on her
next project titled, Freedom Soup, with
Candlewick, to be released in 2019.

