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We are changing the way we deliver your
chapter newsletter. Stay tuned to learn more
about the exciting new format for The Mitten!

Ten years of Kiddie Litter
T

By N E A L L E V I N

o be both a writer and artist is a great deal
— you can illustrate your own stories — but
it’s also a great deal of work. You have to learn two
trades, for instance, and be good in both. Sometimes it can drive you crazy. So you can’t blame a
writer-artist if he develops a split personality ...
and that’s how Neal Levin ended up interviewing
himself:
NEAL: Tell us about “Kiddie Litter”.
LEVIN: It’s a cartoon I created for The SCBWI-MI Newsletter (now The Mitten) in 2004.
NEAL: Wow, 10 years ago! Are you doing
anything to commemorate?
LEVIN: This interview.
NEAL: Of course. So what exactly is “Kiddie
Litter” all about?
LEVIN: “Kiddie Litter” is a one-panel cartoon
that satirizes characters from children’s literature.
NEAL: How did you come up with that idea?
LEVIN: Since I love children’s books and also
have the mind of a writer, I enjoy thinking about
what would happen if well-known characters were
put in new situations, or what might happen to
them beyond the realms of their own stories, all
with a funny bent.
NEAL: For example ...
LEVIN: While researching my imagination, I learned about the Lion, the Witch, and the
Wardrobe Malfunction. And Captain Spongebob
Underpants. And when Cinderella found out that
her agent was the Fairy Godfather, he made her an
author ... she couldn’t refuse.
NEAL: Ha, ha, very funny.
LEVIN: Did you know that after learning
Pluto was no longer a planet, Mickey wondered
whether he was still a star? It’s true!
NEAL: So, besides “Kiddie Litter”, what are
some of your other projects?
LEVIN: Well, I’ve written short stories for
magazines like Highlights and Humpty Dumpty.
Lots of poems, for both magazines and anthologies. Puzzles for Games Magazine and Fun For
Kidz. Even some articles for adult publications like
Camping Magazine and Metro Parent. You can
find out more at my website: www.neallevin.com

NEAL: Do you always illustrate your own
work?
LEVIN: No. Very rarely, in fact. When I write
short stories and poems for magazines and anthologies, the editors usually have their own (different) illustrators in mind. And that’s fine with
me, because they have styles that are often better
fits for those publications. On the other hand,
there is a certain magazine editor who gives me
assignments to illustrate other people’s work on a
regular basis. I would, however, love to write and
illustrate my own book one day.
NEAL: Do you think of yourself more as a
writer or artist?
LEVIN: Writer, which may seem odd because
my day job is teaching kids how to draw cartoons,
so more people know me as a cartoonist. But I
think of the word “writer” in a very broad sense,
to mean creating and expressing ideas, especially
stories, which can be done with words and/or pictures. I guess the word “artist” can mean the same
thing, so, whatever.
NEAL: What kind of high-tech equipment do
you use?
LEVIN: Actually, I don’t do any of my artwork
on computer. I know I “should” and all that, but
normally I use a Sharpie marker and plain copy
paper. I’m not a very high-tech guy, although I did
learn how to use a scanner (sort of), and I recently
bought a MacBook Pro to replace my old computer
which still had Windows 98. So I’m getting more
tech savvy little by little, with the stress on little.
I’ll probably even get a cell phone soon.
NEAL: Can I ask you one last question?
LEVIN: You just did, but go on.
NEAL: Who are some of your artistic inspirations?
LEVIN: As a child, Walt Disney was the biggie. As a cartoonist, Jim Davis, Sandra Boynton,
Don Martin, Johnny Hart. As a poet, Shel Silverstein (of course) and Jack Prelutsky. For fiction,
Robert Lawson, Jerry Spinelli, Louis Sachar, Lois
Lowry ... and many, many others for all the categories.
NEAL: Thank you for this interview.
LEVIN: Don’t mention it.
NEAL: I already did.
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Swoon Reads: An SCBWI success story
By K A T I E V A N A R K

So you think you can write?
Are you ready to appear on The
Voice? The writing voice, that is?
If you write YA or NA romance,
you might be ready for Swoon
Reads.
Headed by Jean Feiwel, who
admits she took the idea from
her own Voice obsessions, Swoon
Reads is a new crowd-sourced
path to publishing that you may
have read about in previous issues of the Bulletin. The premise
is simple: put manuscripts online
and let readers rate and comment on them to bring them to
the publisher’s attention. What
is emerging, though, is so much
more. Swoon Reads is becoming an online writing community
that provides not only feedback
through comments but writing
advice and book clubs through

its blog.
In addition to leaving heart
ratings of one to five stars, readers on the site can also rate
manuscripts as having heat,
laughs, tears, or thrills. So here’s
a little bit about my experience
on Swoon and how it fulfilled
each of those categories.
Heat: I had a lot of doubts in
the beginning. My initial relationship with Swoon was more
of the “he loves me, he loves me
not” variety. At first, it felt like
any other submission. I’d done
my homework. I knew what
they were looking for and I had
a polished manuscript. Easy,
right? But then I could see my
MS laying in the slush pile and
not getting any attention – ouch!
Several of my SCBWI critique
friends who’d helped me with
the manuscript left comments
and ratings. Some other Swoon

members liked my description
and took a look. I got more daring and asked a couple bookloving relatives to read it as well
as a couple skating friends. They
liked it enough to pass on the
recommendation to their friends,
and my novel took off. Note to
self: Breathe and remember it
takes time for people to actually
read.
Laughs: The road to publication can be frustrating and
lonely, but traveling with the
Swoon Reads community has
been wonderful. I’ve enjoyed
meeting other writers. Commenting on each other’s manuscripts led to back and forth
e-mail discussions and tweets,
shared laughs over common
writing issues, and the discovery
of new blogs and new friends. As
a bonus, the Swoon experience
forced me to confront my avoid-

ance issues with social media.
I’ve since overcome my #fear of
@Twitter and I ended up developing a basic author web page
with a blog about my experiences in the writing for children
and young adults program at
Vermont College of Fine Arts. In
March, my blog was even selected to be featured on SCBWI’s
home page blog roll.
Tears: Robert McKee in
Story suggests considering how a
character’s dream could turn into
his or her worst nightmare. My
greatest fear about using Swoon
Reads by far was unscrupulous
behavior of others online. This
fear was realized. Another user
on the site created false accounts
to boost her own ratings – and
trash mine. When my ratings
suddenly began to drop while
hers skyrocketed, I reported
the suspicious behavior. Swoon
investigated and found the fraud
was legitimate and she was
banned from the site. Swoon also
promised to remove the fraudulent ratings. The Swoon team
is committed to making this a
positive experience for authors
and malicious behavior is not
tolerated.
Thrills: My manuscript was
chosen as one of three first round
winners, so I was privileged to
receive one of the biggest thrills
of all – a phone call from Jean
Feiwel, who is my editor for The
Boy Next Door. Hello, happily
ever after! In the end, a swoonworthy experience? Definitely.
Think you’re
ready to Swoon?
The Swoon Reads team is
looking for young adult and new
adult romance. Research them to
see if they’re the right fit, just like

“I was surprised how much fun it was designing my own cover.
I’m not especially artistic so I was expecting it to end up looking
amateurish at best and downright terrible at worst. But, I enjoyed
scouring photo libraries for images and I found an online photo editing site that was easy to use and so in the end I was really pleased
with the result! Uploading my book was a scary process. I stared at
the ‘upload’ button for almost an hour before eventually pressing
it. Once it was up there, and I could see it, I felt like a proud mum!
I think the way to look at it is that yes, it’s a competition, but it’s
also a chance to get free feedback on what you’ve written, which is
invaluable.”
n Fellow SCBWI-England member, Jen Hicks
you would with any publisher,
and check out their FAQ.
There’s a lot of manuscripts
on the site. Make sure yours is
as ready as possible and that
you’ve carefully edited your pitch
and short description – these
are your best way of attracting
readers already on the site. Also,
take time to think about cover
design and check out the covers
of popular works on the site. Not
fair, maybe, but we all know the
one about judging a book by its
cover...
If you post your manuscript
and delete it or replace it, you
lose your ratings. So as soon as
you post, I recommend clicking
through your work on the e-reader to make sure it’s properly uploaded. That way you can repost
it if needed before you’ve gotten
any ratings. Mine had a few formatting issues that I wished I’d
changed while I still could.
Enlist a couple SCBWI
friends who are familiar with
your work to write comments,
both to ease the “what did I just
do” factor and help attract more
readers to your manuscript.
Remember that unlike the

slush pile, you can remove your
work and repost. Gotten a few
comments that you really should
change such and such as well
as less than five heart ratings?
Revise and resubmit – this is
ALWAYS an open invitation at
Swoon, you don’t need an editorial letter first.
Give a little thought to your
publicity plans. Been dragging
your feet on an author web site?
Not sure about the best use of
Twitter/Facebook/Tumblr/
Pinterest? Now’s a good time for
those thoughts.
Remember that the highest
ranked manuscript isn’t necessarily the winner. Swoon is looking for writers, not homecoming
queens.
•••
Katie Van Ark’s YA novel,
The Boy Next Door (formerly
titled Pairing Up), will be a
February 2015 release from
Macmillan’s Swoon Reads imprint. She is eternally grateful
to all the SCBWI-MI members
who helped make her story
swoon-worthy! Visit her online
at www.katievanark.com and
follow her on Twitter @kvanark.

Nina Goebel
is staying
creative

MITTEN: How long have you been illustrating and how did you get started?
NINA GOEBEL: I always liked to draw
and do art related stuff. I’ve been painting and
doing 3D pieces. When I was younger I also
dabbled in animation and claymation (at that
time without a computer). So, for me, getting
into illustration was a fluid process.
MITTEN: Can you share with us a bit
about your publishing history?
NINA: As an illustrator I was published
many years ago in Germany. But then I had

my three children and since my
twins had medical problems,
I put my art on hold for many
years. In 2009 I illustrated a
book and other materials for
KinderCone (an educational
start-up company). Around the
same time, I began illustrating all exhibition cards for the
Grosse Pointe Art Center. However I don’t consider myself as
being published at this point.
MITTEN: Congratulations
on being named first runner up
for the Tomie dePaola award!
Aside from doing so well, what
was the most rewarding part

of participating in the contest?
NINA: The most rewarding
part was definitely the nice and
supportive way the Michkids
reacted.
I was agonizing about
whether to attend the NYC
conference and I got advice
from people I never met before
in person. I also have to give a
shoutout to my husband, who
just booked a flight to NYC
without me knowing it.
MITTEN: For the last
several years, you have taught
workshops and been involved
in an art therapy for disadvan-

taged teenagers. What have
you learned from these experiences? Have they informed
your own process?
NINA: At the human level,
I learned a lot about the lives
of these kids, things I couldn’t
even imagine before. There are
so many problems and so many
children with great potential,
if they just get the help they
deserve. Altogether it is a very
rewarding experience, you form
a close bond with some of the
kids, but at times it is also very
troubling.
MITTEN: What mediums

do you work in? What are
your favorite tools? What is the
one thing in your studio you
couldn’t live without?
NINA: Right now I am
mostly working on the computer. My recent illustrations
are all done with Corel Painter.
While I still find it very difficult
to achieve the same depth in
digital painting versus traditional painting, there are also
advantages. The one thing I
couldn’t live without in my
studio is a huge stash of chocolate – no, scratch that – the
occasional visits from my dog –
nah, the wonderful hand-drawn
calendar one of my daughters
made me this year – yes, I think
that’s it.
MITTEN: When you’re
absolutely stuck, where do you
turn for inspiration?
NINA: A gin & tonic or two
– just kidding, I only squeeze

my brain as hard as I can.
Sometimes it also helps to step
away from what you are doing
and then go back and have a
fresh look. The hardest thing
for me is actually to get started.
Once that spell is broken, everything seems to flow.
MITTEN: Tell us about
the cover you’ve created? How

and why did this piece come
about?
NINA: You wanted a spring
theme and you needed space
on the left for your headlines,
therefore I painted a door. All
of a sudden that bear wobbled
around the corner so I just took
a quick snapshot, and got him!
MITTEN: Do you have
any advice on submissions?
What have you learned along
the way?
NINA: Since I have hardly
submitted anything myself yet,
I don’t really have advice, but
a good friend of mine always
says: “Keep throwing spaghetti at the wall and eventually
something will stick.”
MITTEN: What are you
currently working on?
NINA: I have written five
picture book manuscripts
which I am trying to get into
a submission-ready form and
also turn into dummies.
MITTEN: What’s up next?
NINA: Throwing spaghetti
at the wall and staying creative.

NINA GOEBEL
was born in Munich,
Germany where she
studied Graphic Design. She now lives in
Grosse Pointe, Michigan with what her 3
daughters left her: a
dog, a cat, and a bugadmiring husband.
Besides painting
and writing, Nina likes
to bake and just recently discovered her
love for birdwatching
– only in the backyard so far. There is
more about Nina at
www.ninafecit.com.

Hugs and Hurrahs!
Feeling hungry? Neal Levin’s poem AFTERSCHOOL SNACK was featured on Poetry Minute, a website created by Children’s
Poet Laureate Kenn Nesbitt, which provides
a new poem every day of the school year to
help teachers share poetry with their students.
Check it out at:
www.poetryminute.org/afterschool-snack/
Congrats to Jean Alicia Elster! Her
middle grade novel, THE COLORED CAR
(Wayne State University Press, 2013), has been
selected as a Library of Michigan 2014 Michigan Notable Book.
Carrie Pearson’s new picture book, A
COOL SUMMER TAIL, is a companion to A
WARM WINTER TAIL, featuring many of the
same animals, but with their summer adaptations, offering an important “compare and
contrast” opportunity.

April Pulley Sayre’s work was covered in
the Huffington Post blog. “April Pulley Sayre is
a natural scientist with an insatiable curiosity
and enthusiasm for all things from the natural world. She is a poet and uses her powerful,
lyrical voice to bring her subjects to life.” Read
the Huffington Post blog here: www.huffingtonpost.com/vicki-cobb/arousing-a-childrensnonfiction_b_4859905.html.
Danielle Hammelef has two new books in
print from Capstone Publishing, BUILDING AN
AIRPLANE and BUILDING A CAR.
www.capstonepub.com/product/9781476539782
www.capstonepub.com/product/9781476539768

Patti Richard’s middle
grade novel, BEFORE I
SLEEP, won an honorable
mention in the 2014 Rate
Your Story Writing Contest
in the Novel/Novella category! http://rateyourstory.
blogspot.com/2014/03/2014writing-contest-winners.
html?spref=fb
Kudos to Kevin White
who also won an honorable
mention in the Rate Your
Story Contest for his picture
book manuscript, NO DRAGONS ALLOWED!
Monica Harris continues
her steady assessment writing
with three pieces accepted for
Nebraska, and she received
some bonus news: Spider
magazine wants to purchase
her article, FABULOUS
FATHERS, for publication!
Keep spinning those stories,
Monica!
Krysten Lindsey Hager’s debut middle grade novel,
TRUE COLORS, has an
official release date: June 17!
The timing also coincides with
a move due to her husband’s
military career. Will they return to Michigan or move on
to a new adventure?
Kirbi Fagan is on a roll!
She was named a runner up
in Muddy Color’s Rising Stars
2014. In April, the international contest, Writers and
Illustrators of the Future sent

Kirbi Fagan’s cover illustration for “Deadly Delicious”
by K.L. Kincy.
her to L.A. to accept an award,
and one of her illustrations
will be published in Writers of
the Future Volume 30. And,

she’s featured as one of the
debut illustrators in the 2015
Children’s Writer’s and Illustrator’s Market. Go, Kirbi!

We love hearing your good news! Send information to be included in our
next issue of Hugs & Hurrahs to Kristin at kristinbartleylenz@gmail.com.

Tweens and Teens and Art — OH MY!
By L O R I T A Y L O R

In between my projects of writing and illustrating, I have been teaching art classes through
the Brighton District Library and the Pinckney
Community Public Library to TWEENS AND
TEENS! Horror of horrors, right? So I hear from
the librarians when it comes to programming,
but not for me. I kind of consider myself every
kid’s grandma, so it’s fun for me to dote on them.
I loved that tween/teen age with my kids,
and now that my granddaughter is quickly approaching the tween zone, I get to relive that
time and now with more kids. The teenage years,
and those just before, is an exciting time for the
kids and I never really understood what the big
deal was. No more diaper bags, they can tie their
own shoes, they are fun to talk to and share ideas
with. Need I say more? Well, they can say more,
much more through art.

The first class I taught was on drawing animals and the 16 kids there had a blast. My two
and a half hour classes are usually informal. We
play games and laugh, a LOT! So for the final
project that day, I had these teens and tweens
drawing on the floor on huge sheets of pastel
paper with pastels as I projected scenes from
our North Dakota trip at the front of the room.
I thought, kids love horses, right — and let me
just say, WOW! When I turned the lights back
on some of the girls were covered from head to
toe in dusty, vibrant hues! Some wanted to take
their pastels home to finish the project to which I
agreed heartily. Their art was awesome and they
had fun. Success! And the librarians didn’t even
care that there were rainbow chalk puddles on
the carpet. Sweet!
They came back for a class on drawing Mon-

sters, Dragons and Fairies, then again for Altered States! (creating altered books) and Drawing Faces and People. Each time I had between
10-14 kids and almost every time, they were
different bunches of kids. We are planning a
Nature-Palooza Collage class in May and perhaps I can squeeze in a Comic Making class later.
This all began, when last year at the Pinckney library, I volunteered to do a Tween/Teen
Sketchbook Club, an idea that I got from our
own super, illustrator Lori Eslick (see her artwork featured with this story). I really wanted to
get involved in the community and this project
continued until summer came along when I had
to get back to art shows and finish my book. I
found that the core group was mainly attended
by boys, an interesting observation.
The Sketchbook Club went so well that I got
booked to present an altered book class. Once
again teens and tweens came out and we really
“ripped it up.” Some kids gasped at the thought
of tearing out books pages (these were old library picture books that were “weeded out” and
sacrificed themselves for the class), but then,
like most kids, they really enjoyed the process of
destroying to make a clean slate and create their
own new story and book. I showed them my
samples and we focused on the Hero’s Journey. I
had the kids make a map of their “world” for the
middle of their book, pockets for diary/journal
entries and a cover redo. As soon as I mentioned
Katniss from the Hunger Games, Harry Potter
and the Wizard of Oz, they were off and painting, gluing, drawing — creating worlds, heroes,
and stories for two and a half hours! Again, the
WOW!

Making the classes like a fun art day at
“grandma’s” house (which I do with my granddaughter — we made mixed media fairy dolls
complete with stage and backdrops last time)
and not push too much instruction, but rather
help and explain as we go seems to work. The
kids open up, they talk — to each other and to
me. They tell me about family things, vacation
stuff, school and teacher junk, current lingo,
and what they want to do and be. This was
something I did with my kids — you find out so
much about them and their dreams as you work
together. The best part of the class, is that they
don’t want to leave! They have really engaged in
their art making activity and enjoy that creative
process.
After class, I find myself glowing and covered
in paint or gel medium and am signing up with
the librarian to do another class. If we can get
kids this age at the library and get them doing
art maybe they will bring others and maybe that
will make the world a better place. But what the
heck, it’s all about the fun and sharing, and of
course, the art!
PS: WARNING! Should you bravely try these
activities at your local library with teens and
tweens, a few words of caution!
I am a grandma artist/author/illustrator and
never taught school, but I have found with this
age group, the program is more successfully attended if held at 2 p.m. The kids get sleep, their
lunch, and are ready for action. That is all, have

fun! They need you and you need them.
Also, my art classes are safe places. A place
where they can create their own art without
comment from you as the instructor. If a girl
wants to illustrate a bloody vampire crawling
from a coffin then I celebrate it and do not judge
it. That would surely keep them away from class
and expression.
I have had issues occur that I have spoken
with the librarians about. In each library, a
parent or grandparent wanted to either stay or
participate in the class project. Let me compare
it to this. Envision a room filled with happy,
hoppy bunnies — now bring in let’s say, a fox, a
cat or a hawk. Yes, a hawk! What happens? You
get my drift? The bunnies (tweens/teens) hide,
are silent, stop laughing and hopping. A hawk
(adult) is present.
Librarians please correct me if I am wrong
here. Sure it is great if the program is titled
Family Art, the more moms, pops and grams the
better, but if it is labeled Teens/Tweens for ages
10-18 then that is who answers the art call.
I understand it is difficult to tell patrons that
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they, the adult or their under-aged-but-maturefor-their-age child is not welcome in this setting — not in those certain words but you know
what I mean. Perhaps keeping the program title
and ages specific will help avoid those unwanted
occurrences. I had this happen when I put ages
10 and up. Well, up meant Mom was happening
that day. This can be stressful for all involved.
Just a word up on that so you have a successful
program where everyone leaves happy and artfulfilled.
Lori Taylor is a Michigan artist, author/illustrator, mother, grandma, keeper of reptiles
and naturalist. She has been writing, drawing
and making books and art ever since she could
hold a pencil and got her first library card at
age 9. Lori has been artist-in-residence for state
and national parks, is the creator of her middle
grade fiction Michigan Nature/Mystery series:
HOLLY WILD, and continues to backpack,
camp and kayak in search of stories to put into
picture and word. Find out more at: http://
lori-loritaylorart.blogspot.com and www.loritaylorart.com.

Tips for school v i sit
success and sanity
Advice from the Pros

I

had an interesting
conversation with an author/
illustrator from Seattle, while at
the NY Conference. He was inquiring about school visits and I
have been the one coordinating
them for our school in several
situations over the years. Here
is what I shared with him, in
case it is of help to you as well.
As a visiting author/illustrator/speaker, you can protect
your own success by offering
schools specifically what you
want to present and how you
want to do your presentation.
Rather than "I'm an author/illustrator and I do school visits,"
try: "I'm an author/illustrator with presentations geared
toward students in grades x-x,
and the following topics/demonstrations are my specialty..."
Schools will need to know
if you write novels, chapter
books, or write/illustrate picture books. Are your books
suited for all ages, or geared
toward specific grade levels in
the school? If they are geared
toward specific age groups AND
you are going to talk about your
story, not your writing process,
(or how it was illustrated, or
what the kids can do to become
better writers/illustrators, etc.),
then you may want to make

By E L I Z A B E T H M c B R I D E
the event limited to only those
grade levels for which the books
are appropriate. If your books
are to be used to teach about the
writing process itself, and bear
witness to the success of specific
writing strategies, or if they tie
into the kinds of research that
one has to do to create materials like your books, then you
may want to be all-inclusive,
but divide the kids up so that
they can attend the presentation
with like ages. You can adjust
each assembly to make it appropriate for the varying age levels
in attendance.
Do you know how much lead
time you will need to fill prepaid book orders? You will want
to allow two or three days for
signing them, so factor that into
your deadline for picking up,
or receiving the orders prior to
your arrival for your visit.
Articles for the newsletter
(announcing that you are coming and that there will be books
for sale and order forms coming
soon) are usually due mid-week
for a weekly school newsletter.
Don't forget to request that they
announce the event on their
school website and outdoor
sign. As we said, I allow for at
least a two-week period before
the orders (which are to include

payment when they are handed
in) are due, in case parents are
on bi-monthly pay systems.
One of the things we have done
that makes it all easier on the
teachers, the author/illustrator, and those running the sale/
ordering, is accept only checks
(no lost money, no baggies of
pennies, no lunch money misspent, etc.). Have the teachers
collect the order forms (with
the checks attached) in an order
envelope that is labeled for that
classroom, and displays the
date when the packet needs to
be turned in to you.
You may want to have the
Parent-Teacher organization
collect and deposit the money
and pay you in one check on the
day of your visit. Think about
that — it avoids having to deal
with bouncing checks and following them up for months!
For your own sake (and
since most schools won't have
procedures in place), let schools
know how you like to handle
book orders, sales, signing, your
presentations, and your payment. Design your own order
forms so that no one gives you
only part of the information you
need to get your work done the
way you want to be representing
yourself.

When you make your order
form, you'll want to allow parents to fill in their child's name,
the teacher's name and grade,
which book titles they are ordering and how they want each
of the books signed. Know that
there are times when parents
may want several titles for different children (many families
buy autographed books as gifts
for other children as well as
their own), so you want to have
the availability of designating
the autograph/signing differently for each title and copy.
Add a note that they can attach
a sheet with more information
regarding the autograph and/or
inscription if they need to. Some
parents will want the author/
illustrator's signature only, so
be sure to allow that as a choice
too.
When you design your order
forms, have them show the
child's name and teacher's name
(or homeroom) at the bottom
or the side of the form so that
you can either tear it off and put
into the top book in the order
stack as you complete each order, or turn it so that the teacher's name (at least) shows. Place
the stacks back into boxes they
came in, with all the classes
neatly grouped together (since
they came that way to you first,
that's simple), so that they can
be easily distributed as well
(have rubber bands for multiple
sales per order)!
Most authors/illustrators
will send the order form back
with the bundle of books purchased. Teachers will love it
that you group the filled orders
by classroom and bring them to
the school all boxed up in that
way (if you are not taking pay-

Illustration by Jenny Scott.
ments and signing the books on
the spot. I would advise avoiding the on-the-spot sales scenario in a large school setting,
because it doesn't work! Too
many kids waiting, too many
teachers worried about instructional time lost).
One more idea: When you
schedule a school visit, book a
visit to a nearby bookstore for
the next night or soon thereafter, offering signings. Let kids
know (at the end of your program) that you will be appearing there next, so if they want
to come back to see you and get
a book then (in case they are
not receiving one through the
school order forms), you will
be available to sign them. This
makes the distribution of books
(back in the classroom) less
traumatic and drums up some
follow-up business for you if
you are still going to be in the
area. If you can do neighboring districts/schools and cover
a few days in one locality, with

an evening at a local bookstore,
you will probably have a financially happy result!
Hope that is of help to you!
•••
Elizabeth McBride writes
from Grand Ledge, where she
also runs a large elementary
school library for more than
600 students in six grade
levels. Her writing has been
published in Grand Traverse
Woman, Intergeneration Day
Storytelling Contest, Children's
Writer, and the following literary magazines: Scintilla Magazine, Third Wednesday, Dunes
Review, Red River Review,
Seeding the Snow, and Poetry
Breakfast. She is a Fellow of the
National Writing Project, and
an Affiliate of Amherst Writers
and Artists. She has a Bachelor's degree in Psychology from
Hope College and a Master's
degree in Family Studies from
Michigan State University and
is certified in Trauma and Loss
in Children.

Mentor Texts
By J O A N N E S H E R
The audience for your picture book is – or
could be – wider than you think. Not only are
both adults and children listening to and reading
them, but teachers are using them as well – to
teach their children writing strategies, comprehension strategies, and more! The use of picture
books as mentor texts in elementary schools is
gaining in popularity. Knowing about this practice, and what teachers are looking for in books of
this nature, can give you ideas for working these
qualities into your current project.
The way we envision our books being used
in the classroom isn’t always the way they are
being used. Picture books are not just for story
time anymore – teachers are using our books to
teach something other than our story. Through
studying picture books and narrative non-fiction,
students are learning the craft of writing, reading
comprehension strategies, the function of nonfiction writing conventions, and other reading
and writing techniques. Exciting, isn’t it?
So, what are teachers looking for when they
select a book to be a mentor text for a lesson in
their classroom? Many of the same things editors
are looking for, of course – but they may be looking at them from a different perspective. According to SCWBI-MI member Elizabeth McBride,
who has run a large elementary school library for
18 years, these texts are chosen “to demonstrate
qualities of effective writing and illustration, to
exemplify elements of writing craftsmanship,
and solicit thinking processes that support solid
comprehension.”
McBride spoke at March’s West Michigan
Meet-up in Holland on the topic, sharing a variety of current and older picture books that have
been used for these purposes, as well as resources
and topics teachers might choose in teaching.
A book like PIGGIE PIE by Margie Palatini,
for instance, could be used to teach about the use
of inference, the rule of three, and text-to-text
connections. Non-fiction picture books – which
are particularly popular right now because of
Common Core – can be used to teach, among

other things, the function and use of non-fiction
text conventions such as: tables of contents, indexes, charts, captions, headings, sub-headings,
underlining, and glossaries.
Does your story use dialogue especially effectively? Fourth graders could study it to learn how
to better phrase speech in their fiction. Did you
populate your book with metaphors, similes, and
allusions? A lesson on the use of literary devices
could refer to your story for demonstration.
There are a number of sources for mentor
texts and lessons, if you are looking for examples
and/or resources for your own use. SCWBI-MI’s
own Shutta Crum has articles on teaching plot
structure and literary techniques through picture
books on her site www.shuttacrum.com. Traits
writing expert and researcher Ruth Culham
Ed.D. of the Culham Writing Company is a good
resource, as well as Lucy Calkins, Debbie Miller,
and several others. To see which books are recommended to support the lessons teachers use to
teach writing and reading comprehension, search
for “Mentor Texts” on teaching resources such as:
• www.busyteacherscafe.com
• www.educationoasis.com
• www.readingrockets.org
• www.Teacher2TeacherHelp.com
• www.writingfix.com
The picture book market is changing, just like
the rest of the book market. While you may not
be writing your manuscripts for the expressed
purpose of serving as a mentor text, keeping this
possibility in mind as you write and/or revise can
only help give your work a wider reach.
•••
SCBWI-MI member Joanne Sher is a Jew by
birth, a Christian by rebirth, and a children’s
writer by gift. A native Southern Californian,
she now lives happily in West Michigan with
her husband and two school-aged children. She
is also a freelance editor, the blogger at http://
faithwriters.com/blog/ and posts monthly at
www.jewelsofencouragement.com/, www.thebarndoor.net/and http://internetcafedevotions.
com/. Visit her at www.joannesher.com.

Illustrations By R O B E R T J O H N S T O N

Illustration By V I R G I N A R I N K E L

Illustrators! Email your artwork submissions to Mitten
co-editor Jodie Fletcher at jodellafletch@gmail.com

Dear Frida Pennabook,

Dear Frida:

I have been writing for 10
years, and I’m still not published.
Non-writers don’t get it, and
they’re always saying things like,
“Why don’t you just self-publish
like everyone else?” or “Just finishing a novel is a big accomplishment. Good for you!” How should
I respond to this kind of thing?
Frustrated in Flushing
Dear Frustrated:
As we who create children’s
books know, ours is not (necessarily) a financially viable career
choice. Nor is it something that
non-writers or non-illustrators
ever truly understand. So one possible response is to smile politely
and change the subject. After all,
we will likely be asked these kinds
of questions (and even more condescending ones) repeatedly, year
after year, family party after social
gathering. Best not to get swept up
in the impossible task of explaining what goes on inside our very

jumbled heads.
Another way to handle it is to
be very blunt in your answers. For
instance, I occasionally say that
writers are dreamers who are, in
fact, a little bit mentally unhinged
and do not always make rational
choices. Then I twitch a little,
pretend to look a bit paranoid, and
mutter something about being off
my meds too long. Usually, they
walk away.
But if you really want to deal
with the questions honestly, the
best thing to do is remember that

your career choice is as valid as
any doctor, lawyer, brick layer,
or super model. For the question
on self-publishing, you could say
something like, “For some people,
self-publishing works quite well,
especially if they have the time,
energy, and money to pour into
hiring an editor, getting the book
into print, then marketing it,
contacting the major retailers, and
doing all the work themselves. I’ve
decided to pursue the traditional
path in the hopes that I can have a
partner in that whole process.”
Essentially, talk about your
career as if it were legitimate (because it is). Answer the question
as if it were the silliest one you’ve
ever heard (because it might as
well be). And never, ever apologize
for choosing this path of creating
for children. We know it has many
rewards, and only one of them is
measured by titles in print.
Have a question for Frida?
Email Mitten co-editor Kristin
Lenz at kristinbartleylenz@gmail.
com and she will pass it along to
our esteemed expert.

Keep up with local and regional events, including the fall
conference on Mackinac Island, by
checking out the website michigan.scbwi.org,
liking the www.facebook.com/ScbwiMi and by
following on Twitter https://twitter.com/SCBWIMichigan.

