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A Note from the Editor 
 

Hello Writers and Illustrators! 

 

As you might have heard, this will be my 

last ACORN issue as the editor. It has truly 

been a joy to work on this publication and 

get to know so many of you through your 

articles and illustrations and good news. It 

has been an honor—thank you!  

 

I cannot say enough how fantastic my 

experience has been as a volunteer for our 

region—I attending a panel at a Spring 

Spirit conference, years ago, and the 

panelists encouraged us to get involved in 

any way possible, that it would open doors 

and invite new friendships and 

opportunities. They were so right. So with 

my last note as the editor, I’d like to pass 

that advice along—get involved with the 

region in any way you can. Volunteer at the 

Spring Spirit conference, or organize an 

event in your city, or share your brilliance 

and creativity in other ways. 

 

We’re a great crowd—thank you for 

everything! 

Beth 
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An Interview with Our New Co-ARAs, 
Bethany Telles and Nikki Shannon 
Smith! 
 
What genre do you write? 

Bethany: I write picture books, but am 

conjuring up some ideas for chapter books, 

too. 

Nikki: I write picture books, chapter books 

and young adult-- nonfiction and fiction 

(contemporary and speculative). 

 

 
Nikki Shannon Smith 

 

How long have you been a member of 

SCBWI, and what made you decide to be 

an ARA? 

Bethany: I have been a member for almost 

five, wonderful years! I decided to put my 

name in the hat for ARA because I honestly 

wanted to help our region out in any way 

possible. I love to get my hands dirty, and to 

work with people who are new to writing. 

So, really, I wanted to be an ARA for totally 

selfish reasons. ;) 

Nikki: I joined SCBWI in 2007 and have 

been a member ever since. I started 

volunteering almost immediately, and have 

taken on various responsibilities over time. I 

love being a part of an organization 

designed to support people who create for 

children. I'm a teacher, so  learning and 

helping other people learn is part of who I 

am. Being an ARA lets me do all of the 

things I love in a way that fulfills me and 

hopefully benefits others. SCBWI has given 

me so many opportunities, and giving back 

feels natural. 

 

What is your particular role as ARA? 

Bethany: I'm mainly the marketing/social 

media gal, here, but I'm also working with 

Nikki to bring our awesome critique 

sessions a little further north, in our region. I 

will be writing annual reports, grants, etc. 

(the fun stuff!), as well as assisting Bitsy 

and Nikki in any area(s) they might need. 

Nikki: I'm the Critique Carousel 

Coordinator, so I plan and facilitate our 

monthly critique group meetings. I help with 

as many tasks as I can, including Spring 

Spirit, coordinating volunteers, planning 

smaller workshops/presentations, and 

assisting Bitsy and the rest of our regional 

team (Rose and Bethany) as needed. 

 

 
Bethany Telles 

 

What is your biggest writing success so 

far? Challenge? 

Bethany: Success? Getting published in a 

newer market, and landing an agent...twice. 

Challenge? Finding the actual time to 

write.    

Nikki: My biggest success so far has been 

getting published. I might actually be my 

own biggest challenge. I don't always 

prioritize my writing time, I make excuses, 

and that whole self-doubt and fear thing can 

be a beast. 
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What do you do in your spare time? 

Bethany: Do mothers truly have spare 

time?? I love to do outdoorsy things with my 

boys, gather fantastic items for Halloween 

decorating, and eat popcorn. Yes, popcorn! 

Nikki: I don't understand this question. 

What is this spare time? In my time that is 

not technically spare, I watch movies, read, 

hang out with my family and stare at the 

computer screen. 

 

What are your must-haves when you are 

writing? 

Bethany: I have a specific pomegranate 

green tea that I have every single time I sit 

to write, and I have to start my writing 

process with pen and paper.  

Nikki: I need something to drink while I 

write. It can be water, tea, coffee, wine... I 

also need my favorite uni-ball pens and 

something close to complete silence.  I 

usually burn a scented candle. I used to need 

Junior Mints, but I kicked that habit. 

 

What are you reading right now? 

Bethany: My TBR list is so long, that I just 

now finished WONDER (R.J. Palacio) and 

EL DEAFO (Cece Bell) at the same time. Of 

course, one day I'll finish PILLARS OF 

THE EARTH (Ken Follett), but I might be 

85 when I do. 

Nikki: I'm reading The Sittin' Up by Sheila 

P. Moses. On my nightstand waiting: I'll 

Give you the Sun (Jandy Nelson), The Boy 

in the Black Suit (Jason Reynolds), 

American Boys (Jason Reynolds and 

Brendan Kiely), The Red Pencil (Andrea 

Davis Pinkney). 

 

Many, many thanks to you both for taking 

the time to answer questions and let us get to 

know you better! 

 

 
 

 

 

Nonfiction Notes—Getting Started 
By Connie Goldsmith 
 

So you’re new to writing! Welcome. You’ve 

done the very best possible thing you can 

do: you’ve joined SCBWI. Congratulations 

on making the right decision. While many 

new and pre-published writers say they want 

to write darling picture books or the next big 

YA novel (hoping it will be optioned for a 

movie), I encourage you to think about 

trying nonfiction. At least 70% of published 

books are nonfiction. Talk to teachers about 

the new core curriculum that emphasizes 

nonfiction reading and writing for all grades. 

Talk to librarians about what they see as 

unfilled needs in juvenile nonfiction. Take a 

walk through a large bookstore and compare 

the space devoted to nonfiction books to the 

fiction area. And remember many nonfiction 

books—such as the ones I write—are for the 

school and library market, and are not sold 

in bookstores. 

 

Whether you decide to tackle nonfiction or 

fiction, there are a few things to think about. 

Here are four tips for the fledgling writer 

(and perhaps for the more experienced as 

well) 

1. Invest. Realize you’ll have to invest 

time and money in your new career, 

just like you did when you prepared 

for your first career. It took time and 

money to become a teacher, a 

librarian, a tech expert, or a nurse (in 

my case). You can’t just walk into a 

classroom and say, “I’ll take over 

this class because I really want to 

teach,” or, “I want to defibrillate this 

patient because I saw it on TV and it 

was really cool.” No, there’s a lot to 

learn first. And writing is no 

exception. Go to conferences, join a 



 

 

 4 

critique group, attend writing classes 

at local schools, get your hands on 

SCBWI’s, The Book: The Essential 

Guide to Publishing For Children 

(free to download or available by 

mail for cost of postage and 

handling), listen to SCBWI podcasts 

prepared by top children’s writers 

and editors, read books on how to 

write, and read books in your genre. 

Many books. Many, many books. 

2. Do Business. Realize writing is a 

business. Some people may just be 

interested in writing for fun, and 

that’s fine. But for many of us, we 

need to earn at least a little bit of 

money. Know that you’re entitled to 

a whopping number of tax 

deductions. Some are obvious, such 

as your hardware and software, 

office supplies, postage, conference 

costs, and subscriptions and dues to 

professional organizations, such as 

SCBWI. Others are less obvious like 

your Internet service, your office 

furniture, and your mileage to and 

from events. Ask your tax advisor if 

you qualify for home office 

deductions. I do, and that allows me 

to deduct a percentage of my 

mortgage, my home insurance, my 

utilities, repair and maintenance 

(even my housekeeper, if I had one).  

3. Keep Records. You’ll need 

meticulous records if you intend to 

use some of your expenses as tax 

deductions. But how about your 

submissions? Keep records of those 

as well. Track what you write, where 

you send it, and when. Chart 

manuscripts, queries and proposals. 

Calendar your submissions so you’ll 

know when it’s time to follow up. 

Use a paper system or a digital 

system, whichever works for you.  

4. Enter Contests. Enter writing 

contests. You’ll be surprised at how 

many opportunities are out there. To 

begin with, SCBWI offers a number 

of grants and awards, as well as cash 

prizes for works in progress. My first 

book, Lost in Death Valley: the true 

story of four families in California’s 

Gold Rush, was the nonfiction work-

in-progress runner up in 1998. That 

encouraged me to continue polishing 

and submitting my manuscript, 

ultimately published in 2001. 

Writer’s Digest offers an annual 

writing contest, as do many other 

organizations. Local and state 

writing clubs have writing 

competitions, as do some Friends of 

the Library groups. Google writing 

contests and see what you find. And 

be sure to include wins and 

honorable mentions in query letters.  

 

As with any career, the more time and effort 

you put into it, the more you get out of it. 

One new member recently posted on our 

Facebook page that she questioned the value 

of joining SCBWI because all she was 

getting out of it was the SCBWI Bulletin. 

SCBWI is the only international 

organization for children’s writers and 

illustrators, and the website alone offers 

enough valuable information to make 

membership worthwhile. Other new 

members throw themselves into the 

http://www.scbwi.org/podcasts/member-only-podcasts/
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organization, for example volunteering at 

conferences in exchange for discounted 

attendance fees. If you really want to write, 

you can always find a way. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Member Highlight: Melissa Jackson 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

County: Sacramento  

 

Writer/Illustrator/Both:  Writer 

 

Age group/Genre: YA Fantasy 

 

Pets: An eight-year-old black lab mix, and 

two cats 

 

Favorite book when a kid: My mom says I 

was obsessed with Mickey's Haunted House. 

I made her read it to me over and over and 

over again. 

 

Go-to writing/illustrating snack: White 

cheddar popcorn 

 

Inspiration music: Anything instrumental, 

preferably featuring a fiddle. I often have 

Laura Risk's 2000 Miles playing on repeat.  

 

Favorite book on writing/illustrating: 
Stephen King's On Writing 

 

Favorite piece of advice: "Do what works 

for you." I think it's easy to get too bogged 

down in all the writing advice floating 

around. Really, when it comes down to it, 

you're the only one who can know what's 

best for your story and your characters. 

 
  

 

Upcoming Events 

 

2/13: February Critique Carousel 

Meeting, Redding 

 

3/26: March Critique Carousel Meeting, 

Sacramento 

 

3/26: Spring Spirit Conference, Citrus 

Heights 

 

For more information, please visit our 

regional website! 

Connie Goldsmith writes about 

health, science and history. She has 

fourteen children’s books to her credit, 

with another one due out in 2015. Her 

newest book, Bombs Over Bikini, is a 

Junior Library Guild selection. She has 

had over two hundred articles published 

in various genres including nursing 

journals and adult and children’s 

magazines. She’s a member of SCBWI 

and the Author’s Guild.  

 

http://www.conniegoldsmith.com/
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The Nuts and Bolts of Self- 
Publishing, Part III:   
Reaching Your Market 
By Elaine Russell  
 
The most difficult part of self-publishing is 

getting your book into the hands of your 

target audience—children and young adult 

readers. As I’ve mentioned before, this is 

particularly challenging for picture books 

through middle-grade given that most brick 

and mortar bookstores are reluctant to carry 

self-published books. But there are ways to 

increase your book’s exposure.  

Below I discuss marketing strategies in 

order of success based on my experience 

over the past three years. I also address 

several things I tried that were marginally 

helpful at best. A lot will depend on how 

much time and money you have to devote to 

the marketing effort.  

 

GOOD REVIEWS:  The first step in 

promoting your book is obtaining good 

reviews (honest ones!). It’s great to include 

a quote from a major reviewer on your 

book’s front or back cover. Be sure to put 

links to reviews on your website as well.  

 

Best Paid Reviews:  

1. Kirkus Reviews, an industry leader 

since 1933, reviews books pre- and 

post-publication, providing a nice 

blurb for your cover. If they write a 

negative review, you can opt not to 

have it published. They are 

expensive but well worth it if you get 

a good review. Allow a lead time of 

several months before publication. 

2. Indie Reader is one of the most 

respected indie reviewers, but they 

only review books once published. If 

the review is not three stars or above, 

you can ask that they not publish it. 

Reviews are included in the Ingram 

Book Company’s ‘buy pages’ and 

distributed to libraries and book 

stores worldwide. If you get four 

stars or above, the book qualifies for 

their award program (however, there 

is a separate entry fee for this).  

 

There are numerous other paid review 

companies, some helpful but expensive for 

The California North/Central 
Regional Volunteers 
 
Regional Advisor 

Bitsy Kemper 

Assistant Regional Advisor and 

Monthly Critique Program Manager 

Nikki Shannon Smith 

Assistant Regional Advisor 

Bethany Telles 

Illustrator Coordinator 

Rose Cooper 

Membership Coordinator 

Louis Arredondo 

Newsletter Editor 

Beth Hull 

Publicity/PAL Coordinator 

Jessica Taylor 

Events Coordinator—South 

Suzi Guina 

Twitter Diva 

Angelica Jackson 

Webmaster 

Martha Longshore 

Good News! 

 

Kristen “K.C.” Held will be celebrating 

the publication of her YA mystery, 

Holding Court, in a conversation with 

Katherine Longshore at the Avid 

Reader in Davis on Sunday, March 6
th

 at 

2 p.m. 

 

Congratulations, Kristen! 
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what you get, e.g. Foreword Reviews, Blue 

Ink. Publishers Weekly and several others 

charge a fee to submit your book, which 

may or may not  get reviewed. Search the 

web carefully to determine reviewers’ 

standing and legitimacy in the industry. Be 

wary of bogus companies where you are 

simply buying a five star review, not an 

honest assessment. These reviews do not 

ring true with readers or anyone in the 

industry. (Amazon is starting to crack down 

on illegitimate paid endorsements.)  

 

Non-Paid Reviews: 

You are unlikely to get reviews from 

traditional places such as big name 

newspapers (except maybe local ones). The 

School Library Journal won’t review self-

published books, and the Library Journal 

rarely reviews self-published works—

however, they now have a new curated 

program (discussed below).  

 

1. Reader Reviews on Goodreads and 

Amazon - Savvy readers look to other 

readers for honest reviews. Don’t be 

shy--ask anyone you know who read the 

book and liked it (friends and family 

included) to write a review for you on 

either or both of these sites. Be sure to 

create author pages on both sites, too. 

You can do this on Barnes & Noble, 

Library Thing, Author’s Den, and 

others, but fewer people post reviews on 

these sites.  

2. Book blogs have blossomed over the 

past five years or so with large 

followings. Many new book releases 

schedule “blog tours.” But as the 

popularity of online blogs have grown, 

it is harder to get them to look at self-

published books. Some blogs state up 

front that they won’t consider self-

published books. Do a search for 

children’s and YA book blogs and 

contact those that seem appropriate. 

3. Associations on a Topic: If your book 

has a special theme or topic, e.g. 

children with disabilities or an 

environmental issue, ask organizations 

related to the topic if they have someone 

who would write a review. My adult 

book deals with the Vietnam War in 

Laos and several veterans’ 

organizations wrote reviews on my 

request. 

 

CURATED PROGRAMS: These are 

programs that create a list of recommended 

self-published books, although they do not 

write reviews per se. They often provide a 

sticker for your cover and sometimes post 

their endorsement on Amazon/Goodreads: 

 

1. Library Journal SELF-e Select, new 

in 2015, is a curated program 

(provides a cover sticker) for 

connecting worthwhile indie books 

to libraries. It is free to submit your 

book online. They send out the list to 

libraries across the country. (I’ve had 

three books accepted.) 

2. Indie BRAG -- BRAG Medallion 

Honoree (provides a cover sticker), 

is a program started last year that 

curates indie books. It costs $25 per 

to submit a book. They post reviews 

on Goodreads and Amazon. 

 

AWARD PROGRAMS: As with paid 

reviews, there are many companies who 

have created award programs—many of 

them to simply make money. Stick with the 

better known, reliable ones, such as Indie 

Reader, Independent Publishers (IPPY) 

Awards, Next Generation Indie Awards, and 

several others—see recommendations on 

award programs from the Association of 

Independent Authors and the Wise Ink 

Blog’s “The Top Ten Awards for Indie 

Authors.” 

 

http://www.independent-authors.com/
http://www.independent-authors.com/
http://www.wiseinkblog.com/self-publishing-2/the-top-10-awards-indie-authors-should-not-ignore/
http://www.wiseinkblog.com/self-publishing-2/the-top-10-awards-indie-authors-should-not-ignore/
http://www.wiseinkblog.com/self-publishing-2/the-top-10-awards-indie-authors-should-not-ignore/


 

 

 8 

Some people think award programs are not 

worth the cost of entering, but I feel that the 

awards I won helped a great deal. An award 

enabled me to sign my adult book at the 

Book Expo America 2014, which was pretty 

exciting. Again, entering contests depends 

on your budget. 

 

BOOK PROMOTIONS: Online giveaways 

or discounted prices may work best for 

young adult books, but might benefit books 

for younger children as well. 

 

When first releasing a book, consider doing 

a giveaway of 10-20 copies through 

Goodreads and/or on a popular book blog. 

When you mail books out, ask the winners 

to write a review if they like it. Some will 

respond, others won’t. 

 

There are a growing number of online 

businesses that sponsor book discounts or 

free books. Readers sign up to get notices on 

the daily specials in different book 

categories: 

 

1. BookBub – This is the most popular 

site with huge email lists (now in 

other countries as well) of readers 

looking for discounted books. I had 

great success selling my adult book 

through this program. They are very 

selective in the books they 

recommend and look for good 

reviews on Amazon and Goodreads, 

as well as awards or other 

endorsements. Some other programs 

include Kindle Daily Deals, EReader 

News Today, eReader Nation, and 

The Fussy Librarian.  

2. School Visits – This may be the best 

way to get exposure for books for 

younger children. Put together a 

presentation (the SCBWI website 

provides guidance on this), create a 

brochure (put it on your website), 

and contact all your local schools 

and friends who teach. Do the visits 

for free to start and offer to sell 

signed books to the kids at a 

discounted price. Ask teachers to 

spread the word to others. 

 

LIBRARIES: The best entry to this market 

will be through the Library Journal’s SELF-

e program. But make sure to donate several 

books to your local library and, if you have a 

picture book, ask about volunteering to read 

at “story time” at local branches. Also if the 

library has author events like Sacramento’s 

“Authors on the Move,” ask how you might 

participate.    

 

BOOK SIGNINGS:  Your local 

independent book stores (e.g. Avid Reader 

in Sacramento) may be willing to host a 

book signing when you release your book. 

Other independent stores in other towns may 

be open to signings, but it’s difficult to get 

them at larger bookstores, particularly 

Barnes & Noble.    

 

SOCIAL MEDIA: I am a bit of a 

Neanderthal when it comes to using 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, etc., but other 

authors are very active on these sites. Social 

media can help get your name out, but don’t 

inundate people with postings about your 

book. Use these sites to post information on 

many topics and only sometimes bring up 

your book when you have a new review, 

award, or event.  

 

LESSONS LEARNED:  As the old saying 

goes, there’s no such thing as bad publicity, 

but there can be costly, ineffective publicity.  

 

1. Paid Ads - I’ve tried paid ads on 

Goodreads, in book catalogues, and 

even in one major newspaper. I also 

advertised via an email blast to 

libraries across the country through 
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IBPA. I don’t think any of these 

generated many sales. I chalk it up to 

experience and at least my book 

covers and titles had some exposure. 

2. Displays at Book Fairs – For a fee a 

number of companies, e.g. Foreword 

Reviews, IBPA, offer to display your 

books in their booths at major trade 

book shows, such as the American 

Library Association’s Annual 

Conference, Book Expo America, 

and book fairs in London, Frankfurt, 

and China, to name a few. I have 

done this a couple of times and saw 

little to no results.  

3. There are numerous companies 

trying to sell you marketing tools, 

webinars etc. Be your own judge, but 

I haven’t found any of them to be 

that helpful. 

 

Marketing a self-published book is hard 

work, but concentrate on things that 

generate the best results and fit within your 

budget. Most of all, don’t get discouraged. It 

takes time for people to find your book and 

spread the word.  Good luck! 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    

 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

About ACORN 

ACORN is the newsletter for the 

California North/Central region of the 

SCBWI.  

 ACORN is published online and is free 

to members of SCBWI. 

 The editors and regional advisor 

reserve the right to make decisions 

about content and to edit submissions. 

 No payment is made for articles or 

illustrations, but contributing authors 

and illustrators are entered in a 

drawing for half-price registration for 

our Spring Spirit conference. 

 Each contributing author and illustrator 

retains the rights to his or her work. 

 News about book releases and signings 

may be passed along. 

 No article or piece of art may be 

reprinted in any form without the 

express written consent of the person 

who created it. 

 We love you and welcome your 

comments, feedback, and questions! 

You may contact the editor. 

 

 

 

Elaine Russell writes fiction for 

children and adults, including the 

Martin McMillan middle grade 

adventure series, the YA novel 

Montana in A Minor, and adult novel 

Across the Mekong River. She lives in 

Sacramento and has been an SCBWI 

member for twelve years. 

mailto:acornnewsletter@gmail.com

