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THE LEARNING SIDE
SCBWI MD/DE/WV SUMMER CONFERENCE, 
McDaniel College, Westminster, Maryland

July 7-8, 2007

By Deanna Williford 


This incredible conference certainly lived up to its theme, “INFORMATION, INSPIRATION, AND NOT A WASTED MINUTE.”  Every minute was filled with charming, witty presenters; a variety of critique venues; networking opportunities; and the all important cookie break in the afternoon!!  As a first time attendee, I was overwhelmed with the excitement and passion the presenters emitted as well as the volume of information and helpful advice to be gleaned from them. 


In her keynote address, Nancy Werlin gave her musings on the 10 most frequently asked questions she receives as a YA author.  She operates under the premise that answers involve layers of thought in the level of truth you give you the questioner.  To the question, “Where do you get ideas?” she tells teens, “ideas are everywhere!”  But to adults, she explains that they really come from our “personal basement.”  As an “ex-teenager,” Ms. Werlin remembers those feelings of not belonging, wanting to be grown-up, feeling different, and her own lack of maturity and confidence.  Tapping into those subconscious domains gives her direction and a wealth of writing material.


Henry Holt representatives Laurent Linn and Robin Tordini’s fascinating talk was full of visuals related to why it takes 1 ½ to 2 years to get a book published and into bookstores.  Using Los Gatos Black on Halloween as an example, Mr. Linn, an art director, walked us through his choosing an illustrator to present the “feel” or ethnicity of the text (he advised all illustrators to get a gallery on their websites) as well as the many revisions often involved with cover design.  While this is happening, Robin told of the editor’s department working on catalog copy and reviewers’ checklists as well as a promotional tip sheet and audio tape (of anecdotal aspects of the book) for the sales reps to utilize.


Laurent Linn returned later to address “Illustrating Picture Books.”  Again, his visuals really helped us see the entire printing process and how they assure correct color even though the book is printed in another country.  In addition to giving us a 101 course in the “Anatomy of a Picture Book” with the different genres, Mr. Linn showed us the careful planning and symbolism that goes into creating a jacket for the book.  (One of his best tips, I thought, was for any action in the illustrations to flow from left to right – just as a reader reads text.)


A panel of Jennifer Emmett (National Geographic Society Editor), Mona Kerby (author and SCBWI Regional Advisor), and Heather Owings (public librarian) gave many suggestions during the “Working with an Editor and Researching Your Book” session.  Some resources included: Proquest Historical Newspapers, local town historians or newspapers, Enoch Pratt Library, and states’ archives.  Ms. Owings described how the “reference interview” an information librarian conducts with you can really target a source for your research.  “Ask Us Now” is a program that can e-mail  sites directly to you and can be accessed from your home with your library card and PIN number.  Dr. Kerby advised listeners to see the book as going through an evolution and the “art of doing things again is wonderful!” 


During a break-out session Ms. Emmett shared more information on the very competitive non-fiction market.  Her suggestions in choosing a subject included targeting schools’ curriculum needs, being mindful of upcoming anniversaries 2 years in advance of the event, picking up on an archeological discovery or exhibit opening, and jumping on the currently popular narrative nonfiction wagon. She also advises just following your own passion or looking for an everyday topic but writing or showing it in a new innovative light.


In “After You Get an Agent,” literary agent Jennie Dunham described agents as “benevolent parasites”!  She explained her role as a writer’s agent but cautioned she is not a manager or editor and doesn’t handle publicity for the client or his work.  She also suggested checking out an agent by requesting a list of his clients and the products sold.  Making sure the agent is a member of A.A.R. (Association of Authors’ Representatives) will assure you receive timely payment.  With 87% of Americans wanting to write a book and Ms. Dunham receiving 10,000 query letters a year, she advises making sure that the agent you choose has a passion for your work and that he really “gets” you and will, hence, work passionately in your best interest. 


Sunday morning, Linda Oatman High provided comic relief with her “memory lane” childhood moments, captured in the form of a slide show, demonstrating how to get inspired by “Falling Into Toilets:  Plunging Your Life for Picture Book Ideas.”  She gave us a whole range of ideas from recalling your memories of teachers who did mortifying or embarrassing things to your quirky relatives or neighbors you’ve known through the years.  Those memories can be a springboard for a story idea or the addition of a small vignette to add a bit of pizzazz to your book!  Ms. High claims “the best book makes you laugh, cry, and feel.” 


Lois Szymanski gave a succinct introductory summary of what to do for the “Not Yet Published Writers.”  She published 100 articles before she wrote a children’s book and considers that a good place to start along with creating an “Idea File.”  This file holds newspaper articles, funny stories that happen to friends, even dreams!  (Keep that pad and pencil near the bed!)  Always keep in mind that revision can help polish your piece and make it shine!  Joining a writer’s critique group or starting one of your own can be helpful.  Self-promotion can be done by speaking to school groups, giving conference talks, or even creating a fan club for your character.


A zealous Alexis Barad, HarperFestival editor, got us excited about “How to Break into Novelty Books” and create a book that is also a toy, of sorts.  This extra “layer to the experience” makes them sell well.  Less expensive than picture books, and the fact that stores tend to put them out on a table so they are easily seen, helps them to be a spontaneous purchase.  Ms. Barad advises a prototype made by the author can help the editor to understand your vision right away.  Novelty books that sell well are about holidays, seasons, pets, babies, or anything trendy.


Farrar, Straus and Giroux  assistant editor Lisa Graff’s talk, entitled “Slush Hour,” gave hints to help your manuscript get out of the slush pile.   Of the 80 books her company publishes annually, only 1 or 2 come from the slush pile.  She, alone, receives 100 unsolicited manuscripts daily.  Some of her hints include:  seriously following guide lists on the publisher’s website, doing research to find books similar to what you write and contacting the same publisher, requesting publishers’ backlists, and writing to the editor specifically by name or even sending the manuscript to someone lower on the “totem pole.”

     What a gem of a gathering!!   
Deanna Williford received the Jack Reid scholarship for illustration to attend this conference.  She has been teaching deaf children, hearing children, and horses for the last 30+ years in Howard County.

BUSINESS SIDE

In the interest of providing many points of view on the dedication needed to get a book published, I’ve decided to give voice to those who decide to self publish. Ed.

I DID IT!

By Trudy Sauri

I gently peel back the cover and gaze at the wondrous creation.  I run my fingers over a perfect face.  I examine every space and indent; I marvel at the perfection.  I recognize a piece of myself in the shapes and distinct coloring of this tiny, pristine body.  With pride, I say, “I did it!”  I produced this miracle.  And it’s mine.  I want to hold it, admire it, and carry it with me always.  I also want to present it to the world.  Yes, my first book is born.


Okay, so it’s not the conventional birth of a book.  But the conception and gestation of this book is much the same as yours.  I, too, believed I could tell this story long before I even knew how I’d do it.  I put it down on paper and then began the years of study, learning from masters, multiple re-writes, more critiques and yet, another almost perfect manuscript.  Then the day came; it was the day I could do no more, alone.  I had to find a partner to make this dream come alive.  So I did my research and wrote the query letters and mailed them.  I waited for the right one to come along.  Soon some suitors appeared in my mailbox or at SCBWI conferences, and I happily mailed my precious manuscripts off to them.  I knew the right one was there, just waiting for this unique concept that only I had envisioned and only I could produce.


But then, gradually, my heart began to break.  One fine rejection after another came.  They praised my idea and wished me luck.  They let me down easy.  I just did not fit their list.  Deep down, I knew I was asking a lot.  My vision reached beyond one book and one genre.  Who could embrace such a needy partner?   


Oh, I knew that I could take a different approach, change my product and wait.  I had a good story.  I knew that.  I knew that with more work and perseverance, I could find a worthy collaborator, one step at a time.  But, I’m not getting any younger.  I wanted my book now!  Even with compromise, it could be a long, lonely wait.  And there is no guarantee that I’d find the right one.  No.  Time was up.  I knew what I had to do.   I had to go it alone.  I had to self-publish.


I look down at my masterpiece again.  What took me so long to do this, I think.  If only I knew years ago what I know now.   This feeling of accomplishment and pride is every bit as real as it would be if someone else had made my book.  Sure, maybe there would be validation, or glory or book signings; but no one can take this precious gift away from me.  This is my baby! This is my first born book.


Trudy Sauri’s cultural stories are being published by Your Culture Gifts.  Her idea of sharing world culture spawned a business, incubated it, and has transformed it into a publishing endeavor.  Look for Part II of this story, “It’s not for Everyone” to learn more about the process of publishing.    Her website is yourculturegifts.com
                                WEBSITES: PRO AND CON
 
                 by  Deborah Paula Clayman a.k.a. Deborah da Costa

     Are you thinking about having a website?  A few things to consider:  1) It is time consuming to develop—even if you are using a professional web designer.  2) It can be very expensive unless you, your child or spouse can do your website. 3) Do you really need one?
     Do you really need a website?   If you want to promote yourself, your books and your presentations, you will appreciate having a website.  If you want to sell your books yourself, you definitely need a website.  If you want friends and family to find out where you will be signing books—a schedule page on your site is great! If you teach a relevant class, a website saves lecture time.  If you have sold at least one book, short stories, articles, etc., a website is appropriate.  If you like to blog, you can add that to your website.  However, if a website is just a means for a giant ego trip—think twice.  Most people go to the site to learn something useful.  If it is all YOU, YOU, YOU and nothing else useful, your site readers will be turned off.
     What should be in your website?  To find out study some good websites.  I read and dissected about 50 of them before I did mine.  I looked at the website lists on our MD-DE-WV site and those on Mid-Atlantic. I also looked at sites for some of my favorite authors.  I found that the typical website has a home page or general introduction, a bio page with relevant info about you, your interests, writing background, etc.  Some people add a favorites page, which is usually of interest to kids reading your site.  Then there should be a book or books page with pictures of your book covers; info about your books, including a list of honors and awards; and snippets of reviews, if you have any.  Special pages for writers and readers add interest as do photos of family and pets.  Ordering info should also be in there somewhere, as well as contact information.  And last, but not least, include a page for your schedule of signings and presentations for those who want to see you at work.
     How much time should this all take?   It took me exactly four weeks developing the page content and working with the web designer on format, style, and then going over it repeatedly to correct spacing, typos, etc.  However, the less you do and the more proficient you are, the shorter the time.  I could have written an entire first draft of a picture book in that time.
     What should it cost?  It should cost nothing but time and registration fees if you do it yourself.  If you are paying a web designer, the fees may range from a few hundred dollars to a few thousand.  Those very cool sites with music, animated films and lots of neat stuff are very, very expensive.  My site : WWW.DEBORAHDACOSTA.COM cost less than $1,000.  Take a look!  My web designer can be reached through my website.  I thought she was very good, easy to work with and reasonable for what I wanted.  She also is an author of books for adults and kids.
Debbie writes children’s books under the name of Deborah da Costa.  Her first book, Snow in Jerusalem, sold quite well and was published in Italian also.  It will soon be available in paperback.  Hanukkah Moon is now in a bookstore near you.


What’s Current in the Market

By Sarah Maury Swan

Sources for this column are Children’s Book Insider, Children’s Writer, Publisher’s Lunch, Harold Underdown’s Purple Crayon site. Contact information for the various publishers can be found in Children’s Writer & Illustrator’s Market 2008 (CWIM) or Book Markets for Children’s Writers 2008 (BMCW) or Magazine Markets for Children’s Writers 2008 (MMCW) or Guide to Literary Agents 2007
(GLA).  Abbreviations are: cb=chapter book; mg=middle grade; ms=manuscript; nf=non-fiction; pb=picture book; YA=young adult 
Changing Scene
Abrams Books for Young Readers/Amulet Books welcomes Amalia Ellison as assistant editor from Delacorte. www.hnabooks.com (CWIM pg. 136; BMCW pg. 98)

Books & Such Literary Agency’s new agent Etta Wilson represents YA and children's books authors with a Christian bent. booksandsuch.biz (GLA pg. 97)

A new publishing company has crept over the horizon.  Boxing Day Books is the creation of editor Paula Morrow—of Cricket fame—and Cricket art director Ron McCutchan.  They have one book out this fall by Barbara Seuling and are not yet accepting unsolicited ms, but check their website for when they will “open the transom” as they put it. They will be based in Princeton, IL. www.boxingdaybooks.com

Chronicle Books added Amelia Anderson  and Amy Achaibou to their designer crew. Kristine Brogno found she missed the company too much and so has come back as children's design director, replacing Sara Gillingham. Look to Julie Romeis as an editor of middle grade and young adult fiction. www.chroniclekids.com (CWIM pg. 148; BMCW pg. 143)

Julie Strauss-Gabel stepped up the Dutton ladder to become associate editorial director. www.penguin.com/youngreaders (CWIM pg. 158; BMCW pg. 177)

Alexis Barad was promoted to editor at HarperFestival, from associate editor.  (Those who attended our summer conference may remember she was a speaker.) www.harperchildrens.com (CWIM pg. 167; BMCW pg. 222)

After 55 years, Walter Lorraine of Houghton Mifflin is capping his red and blue pencils at the end of the year. Here’s hoping he has a productive retirement. www.houghtonmifflinbooks.com (CWIM pg. 169; 235)

Lisa Lyons is now president of Canada’s Kids Can Press for real, having been interim president for a while. www.kidscanpress.com (CWIM pg. 225; BMCW pg. 258)

Emily Hazel is now an editorial assistant at Lee & Low. (CWIM pg. 179; BMCW pg. 266)

There’s a whole lot of shaking goin’ on in the Macmillan camp: Holtzbrinck becomes Macmillan in the US. In December, the new publishing director for Macmillan Children's Books will be Rebecca McNally who is moving over from Puffin. And Macmillan also bought Kingfisher.  http://us.macmillan.com 

Call Rachael Cole senior designer at Random Children's Schwartz & Wade imprint. Stephanie Lane is now a senior editor at Delacorte Children's division.

Robin Corey’s eponymous imprint is due to launch this fall at Random House. So if you have an idea for a  pop-up or other novelty book check her out. www.randomhouse.com/kids;  1745 Broadway, 9th floor, New York, NY 10019

Craig Herman adds another bit to his v-p title—associate publisher at Running Press and Running Press Kids. www.runningpress.com (BMCW pg. 378)

In the Simon & Schuster Children's Publishing group Alison Velea steps up to production editor for Atheneum Books for Young Readers.  Little Simon’s art department has a new face, Leyah Jensen, who comes from Scholastic as associate art director. (CWIM pg. 218; BMCW pg. 274) Aviva Shur and Laura Reddick are now senior and junior designers for the imprint.  Anica Rissi has joined Simon Pulse as editor from her position at Scholastic where she started the Candy Apple line for tweens. (CWIM pg. 208; BMCW pg. 398) Cara Petrus becomes a senior designer for Simon Pulse paperbacks; Lisa Rao becomes an associate editor for Simon Scribbles, Jenica Nasworthy is assisting the management of editorial reprints and Giuseppe Castellano was promoted to art director for Simon Spotlight. Alexandra Penfold was promoted to associate editor at Paula Wiseman Books (CWIM pg. 218) from her assistant editor position. Simon Spotlight Entertainment is out of the children’s division now.  www.simonsays.com 

CONTESTS
Three $1,000 Prizes to Be Awarded in Fiction Contest
Highlights for Children will accept submissions to the publication's 29th annual fiction contest from January 1st to 31st, 2008. The contest is open to anyone interested in writing for children and three winners will receive $1,000 each. Any unpublished fiction 800 words or less story set in the future is eligible as long as it doesn’t glorify war or crime and does not contain violence or derogatory humor. Manuscripts or envelopes should be clearly marked "Fiction Contest." There is no entry form or fee. Authors who wish their work to be returned should enclose an SASE with each submission. The three contest winners will be announced on Highlights.com in June 2008. Winning manuscripts become the property of Highlights and will appear in the periodical at a later date. All other contest submissions will be considered for purchase at regular rates and terms. A list of winners will be sent by mail if an SASE is included with submissions.  For guidelines or additional information, write to: Fiction Contest, HIGHLIGHTS FOR CHILDREN, 803 Church Street, Honesdale, PA 18431. Or check their website. (CWIM pgs. 250 & 342; MMCW pgs. 147 & 337)

GOOD NEWS
Laura Bowers’ Beauty Shop for Rent and Deborah Clayman’s (Deborah da Costa) Hanukkah Moon are selling like hot cakes.  Debbie’s book even beat out a Lemony Snicket Hanukkah book on Amazon for a short while.
WHAT THIS NEWSLETTER NEEDS
     Please feel free to write letters to the editor if you just want to make a comment on what you see in the newsletter, or what you’d like to see, or if you want to just vent on a publishing or writing issue.  If I deem it appropriate, I’ll publish it.  And trust me when I say I’m pretty liberal on what I’ll accept.  If you know of an author in our area who’s doing an outstanding job, but not getting deserved recognition, I’m sure we’d all be happy to hear about that. (Ed.)
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