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A Note from the Editorial Desk 
 
Dear reader, 
 
As we’re about to leave 2012 behind, what 
are we taking from it? How did the year 
change us, make us grow as writers and 
illustrators? 
 
2012 brought both tears and smiles in my 
life: tears caused by the losses of so many 
beloved souls—a writer friend and many 
family members, but also smiles as we 
cheered for each other at local schmoozes, 
conferences and in virtual spaces such as 
Facebook, Twitter and in this newsletter.  
 
I don’t know about you, but I am proud of 
and grateful for our tribe of artists. I’ve seen 
you persevere in your writing and 
illustration endeavors despite self-doubt and 
rejection letters; I’ve witnessed your hard 
work pay off when Beth and I compiled the 
good news of your book release or school 
visit for the ACORN; I admired our 
community generosity manifested by a wide 
array of forms: grants, auctions and 
donations for disaster victims, advice and 
encouragements... 
 
2012 has also been interesting for our 
newsletter. Indeed, this year Beth and I 
received a record-breaking number of more 
than thirty submissions of articles and 
illustrations. We congratulate Carol Petersen 
for winning the half-priced Spring Spirit 
Registration. Carol contributed two articles  
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to ACORN and consequently got a double 
entry in the drawing. Congratulations to 
Susan Gutierrez for winning the SCBWI 
California North/Central New Logo Contest, 
which graces the header of ACORN, and to 
Robin Howard for winning the Spring Spirit 
Conference Logo Contest. 
 
Beth and I wish you a warm and happy 
holiday season, as well as all the literary 
success you can handle in 2013. 
 
Happy reading, 
Beth and Nathalie, your ACORN co-editors 
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Holiday Mixer in Fresno: An Evening 
to Remember 
Amy Dixon 
 

Over the sounds of holiday cheer, a digitized 
voice rang out, “Pay no attention to that man 
behind the curtain. I am the Great and 
Powerful OZ!”  But there were no men 
behind curtains or frightening pyrotechnic 
displays. Instead, there was Angelica 
Carpenter, standing behind her children’s 
literature themed Christmas tree, showing 
off her trove of ornaments.  The lovely 
hostess captured the crowd with Dorothy 
and her beloved traveling companions, who 
kept company on the tree with even the most 
feared furry foe in Oz, the winged monkey. 
Next to him hung Miss Alice in her blue 
frock.  And next to her, a Wild Thing. There 
couldn’t have been a more perfect setting for 
the 2012 Fresno Holiday Mixer. 
 
Delicious conversation flowed as freely as 
the food and drink that filled the tables. 
Tidbits about agents and submissions were 
accompanied by heartfelt inquiries about 
families. Discussions about the state of the 
publishing industry joined hands with talk 
about the craziness of the holiday season. 
The feeling in the room was that of being 
with kindred spirits, ones that were pursuing 
the same dreams, while balancing the same 
joys and burdens of life.  
 
Doug Hansen, author and illustrator of 
MOTHER GOOSE IN CALIFORNIA and 

the upcoming AESOP IN CALIFORNIA, 
says he made time for this local event in 
order to connect with fellow artists. “I was 
looking forward to a pleasant evening in a 
charming, sparkly, holiday environment 
with loads of nice people with a shared love 
of children's literature - and that's just what I 
experienced. There's been a surge of 
children's book-related activity in Clovis and 
Fresno, based around events by our local 
independent book stores that inspired me to 
meet more of my colleagues…it's important 
to any creative person who often works in a 
solitary way (like me), to get out once in a 
while and see what others are doing!”  
 
The evening ended with enthusiastic talk of 
the upcoming Spring Spirit conference and 
its power-packed faculty. The room was 
filled with gratitude for the region’s 
leadership and their hard work in producing 
such quality events. But there was even 
more excitement when details of the 
Children’s Booktoberfest at Fresno State on 
October 5, 2013 were revealed. After all, 
Fresno is home. And as Frank Baum so 
memorably wrote, “No matter how dreary 
and gray our homes are, we people of flesh 
and blood would rather live there than in 
any other country, be it ever so beautiful. 
There is no place like home.”  
 

 
 

Amy Dixon writes from 
her home in Clovis, CA in 
between play dates, soccer 
practices, and training for 
her next race.  Her first 
picture book, Marathon 
Mouse, debuted on Sky 
Pony Press’s Fall 2012 list. 
www.amydixonbooks.com/ 
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Interview with Newberry Honor 
Author Gennifer Choldenko 
Natasha Yim 
 

Gennifer 
Choldenko is 
the award-
winning author 
of many books, 
including her 
best known and 
much-loved 
Newberry 
Honor novel,  Al 
Capone Does 

My Shirts. Born in Santa Monica, California, 
she currently lives in San Francisco with her 
family and a German Shepherd named Sasha 
who is, Gennifer says, “bath-averse, but 
skunk-smitten.” In addition to middle grade 
novels, she has published several picture 
books including, Louder Lili, Moonstruck, 
and How to Make Friends with a Giant. She 
is currently at work on the third book of her 
Al Capone trilogy, Al Capone Does My 
Homework, due to be released in summer 
2013. 

 
Natasha Yim: Did you get published first, 
or get an agent first? How did you find 
him/her? 
 
Gennifer Choldenko; I got published 
first. My first book was a picture book. After 
that book was sold and I had written a 
number of other projects ready to sell, I got 
an agent. She wasn’t a keeper though. After 
two years with her I moved on. I have had 
my current agent for fourteen years. Her 
name is Elizabeth Harding and she is a vice 
president at Curtis, Brown, Ltd. in New 
York. I found Elizabeth via SCBWI. That’s 
the short story. I will tell the longer version 
in December. [Editor’s note: Gennifer told 
us the longer version at our Davis Holiday 
Mixer. It involved taking two weeks to craft 

a personalized query letter to another agent, 
who then recommended Gennifer to 
Elizabeth, which turned out perfectly!] 
 
NY: Tell us a little bit about your writing 
process. Do you write every day? How 
many hours a day do you spend writing? 
Do you write from an outline or just dive 
right in and see where your characters 
take you? 
  
GC: I try to write 5 hours a day, with no 
internet breaks, 5 days a week. (I’m allowed 
to check my email on my iPhone, but I can’t 
answer emails during my writing time unless 
there is a dire emergency.) On Sunday I 
generally write for two hours while my 
daughter is in Orchestra rehearsal. Some 
weekends I can sneak in a little more time if 
my daughter has a sleepover. When I do 
school visits, I don’t write at all. Maybe an 
hour in the morning and that’s it.  
I do outline, but I never stick to my outline. 
The outlining process helps me generate the 
macro view of the story in my head. It’s a 
step in the process, but never an end in and 
of itself. The true answers come from the 
characters. The act of writing generates 
them.  
 

 
 
 
NY: How long does it generally take you 
to complete a first draft? 
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GC: I’m guessing you mean a first draft 
you’re willing to show anyone – which for 
me is not a first draft. That’s a hard question 
to answer as it depends how much research 
is involved and how challenging the novel 
problem is. The range is say: three months 
to three years. 
 
NY: What is your advice for new writers 
trying to break into children’s 
publishing? 
  
GC: The best way to get published is to 
concentrate on improving your skill set. 
There is a great deal of craft involved in 
writing novels. The talent part is not under 
your control. The craft part is something you 
can improve in big dramatic ways.  
 
NY: Your main character in Al Capone 
Does My shirts has such a great voice. 
What are your tips to other writers on 
finding the right Voice for your 
characters? 
  
GC: For me, voice boils down to two things. 
The first is believing I have the voice inside 
me. I have to trust that there is a unique 
voice which perfectly reflects the character 
I’m trying to bring to life. The second is 
patience. I have to write my way to the 
voice. Once in a while it will pop out for fun 
and for free. But generally I have to work 
hard for it. It can take months to get the 
voice to snap in place. Wow, what a great 
day it is when this happens though! Worth 
every minute of the work. 
 
NY: Here’s a question many writers want 
to know: once you’ve been established as 
a bestselling and Newberry Honor 
author, do you have projects that still get 
rejected? 
  
GC: Yes and no. I also write picture books 
and I definitely have picture book 

manuscripts rejected. Usually the way it 
happens for a novel is that it’s put under 
contract before I begin writing. Typically 
what I do is put together a list of lots of 
novel ideas and then I work with my editor 
to figure out which is the best idea to pursue. 

 
 

 

Holiday Mixer in Davis: An 
Evening with Gennifer Choldenko 
Beth Hull 
 
Illustrator RA, Kris Aro McLeod, graciously 
opened her home to host the Davis Holiday 
Mixer. SCBWIers chatted and caught up on 
the year’s events, and then Newbery Honor 
winner, Gennifer Choldenko, gave an 
inspiring talk about her path to success. 
Although it took her seven years to publish 

another book 
after the 
publication of 
her first, she 
didn’t give up 
and refused to be 
a one-trick pony. 
 
After Gennifer’s 
talk, Co-RA 
Catherine Meyer 
announced the 
Spring Spirit 

Conference logo winner and displayed the 
logo, which elicited oohs, ahhs, and 
applause. Congratulations Robin Howard! 
Then Catherine unveiled the conference 
agenda, which elicited further oohs and 

 

 Natasha Yim is the author 
of Otto’s Rainy Day, Cixi, 
The Dragon Empress, 
Sacajawea of the Shoshone. 
http://www.natashayim.co
m  
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ahhs. Afterward, writers and illustrators 
circulated, beckoned by the tables laden 
with appetizers and desserts. Gennifer 
signed copies of Al Capone Does My Shirts 
(I just read my copy—it’s brilliant), and 
there was general festivity and 
merrymaking. 
 
Many thanks to Kris, Gennifer, and our 
regional staff for putting on this event! 
 

Editor’s	  Interview:	  Andrew	  Harwell,	  
of	  HarperCollins	  
Beth Hull 
 

Heartfelt thanks to 
Andrew Harwell 
for granting 
ACORN an 
interview. Andrew 
joined 
HarperCollins 
Children’s as an 
associate editor last 
summer, and 
formerly worked 

for Penguin Young Readers. Andrew will 
speak at the Spring Spirit Conference on 
April 6, 2013, in Rocklin, CA. 
 

Beth Hull: What are you looking for? 

Andrew Harwell: With the exception of 
Dan Gutman’s uproarious My Weird School 
chapter book series, I edit middle grade and 
young adult novels exclusively. In middle 
grade, I love books with humor, heart, a 
unique spin on magic, or some combination 
of all three (Diana Wynne Jones blends 
these three qualities perfectly, and it’s no 
coincidence that she’s one of my favorites). 
I love sweeping series with expansive 
world-building, like Redwall or Harry 
Potter, and I love character-based 

standalones that make you cry because 
humanity is so beautifully perfect and yet so 
perfectly hard (see Okay for Now, Wonder, 
or The Magician’s Elephant). I’m a genre 
guy in YA, too, from thrillers and mysteries 
to sci-fi and fantasy. I grew up loving Lois 
Duncan, and now some of my favorites 
include Kelly Link, Margo Lanagan, and 
Holly Black. I also like realistic 
contemporary stories that hit hard – think 
A.S. King or Sara Zarr. 

 
BH: What is something uniquely "you" 
that you bring to your work with writers? 

AH: What a fabulous question. In college, I 
double-majored in German and a program 
unique to the University of Chicago called 
Fundamentals: Issues and Texts, which 
emphasized the great books and the power 
of multiple close readings of those texts. As 
an editor, I prize my ability to completely 
immerse myself in the rules, themes, and 
possibilities of the worlds I’m inhabiting 
with my authors; instead of just pointing out 
what doesn’t make sense or what feels slow, 
I try to help my authors see all the angles of 
what could be on the page. My authors tell 
me they’re happy to have suggestions like 
these; little do they know it’s more fun than 
work for me.  

 
BH: Could you please share a favorite 
picture book, a favorite middle-grade 
novel, and a favorite young adult novel? 

AH: Favorite picture book: all these years 
later, it has to be The Stinky Cheese Man by 
Jon Scieszka and Lane Smith. I read that 
book so many times in elementary school, 
and it began my love with meta-fiction, 
fractured fairy tales, and unreliable narrators 
– all major influences on me to this day.  
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Favorite middle grade novel: This is a tough 
one. I have loved so many middle grade 
novels, picking one feels like a betrayal to 
many others. But today, for variety’s sake, 
let’s go with The Golden Compass. Flawed 
characters, thematic richness, a unique 
world – and one unforgettable scene 
involving the Aurora Borealis. Genius!  

Favorite young adult novel: Is it cheating to 
say Dangerous Angels by Francesca Lia 
Block, since it’s technically a collection of 
five closely related novellas? Sorry, I’m 
going to say it anyway. Block exemplifies 
one of my favorite pieces of advice for YA 
writers: be daring. Block wrote “Weetzie 
Bat” in 1989, and yet it still raises eyebrows 
twenty-three years later. At the same time, it 
still rings true.  

 
BH: What advice do you have for a 
seasoned author/illustrator who has been 
submitting for years without success? 

AH: My first piece of advice is to approach 
your submission history like a scientist 
running a complex experiment. Take good 
notes. Make thorough observations. 
Carefully monitor what you’re changing 
from one submission to the next, and what 
you’re keeping the same. Did you the send 
the same query letter to fifteen agents and 
get fifteen rejections? If so, what did you do 
differently the next time? Did three editors 
all give you the same comment during 
conference critiques? If so, how did you 
address the comment before sending the 
manuscript elsewhere? You should have 
ready answers to these questions because 
you should be guiding your career with a 
very purposeful hand. 

I say all this because the goal for every 
writer should be not just to write more, but 
to write better. Be honest with yourself 

about why one submission isn’t working. 
Did agents love the pitch but then have 
problems with the manuscript? Then go 
back to the writing and keep working on that 
idea! Are agents and editors expressing 
reservations before they’ve even read the 
writing? Then perhaps it’s time to move 
onto the next project. 

That said, my second piece of advice is this: 
stay true to your vision. Every agent or 
editor is going to offer you a slightly 
different piece of advice (sometimes the 
advice will vary wildly!). If someone 
suggests a change that doesn’t feel right to 
you, don’t do it – you won’t get anywhere as 
a creator if creation always feels like a 
chore. Try to listen for the advice that makes 
you think, ah ha! That is what my work is 
missing. That is how I want my project to 
be. Following those impulses is how you’re 
going to improve. 
 
BH: What advice do you have for an 
author/illustrator who is just beginning 
his or her journey into the world of 
children's book publishing? 

AH: Focus on your craft, not your concepts. 
We’ve all had that moment where we wake 
up in the middle of the night and go, 
ohmigosh, I’ve got it! Vampires in space! 
I’m going to be rich! But then a month later 
(let’s say it’s NaNoWriMo), when we’ve 
scrambled to throw our Vampires in Space 
book together and get the query out ASAP, 
we’re devastated to see that another book (or 
often a movie) is coming out that very 
month with that very subject.  

The truth is, you can have the most exciting, 
commercial premise on the planet, and if the 
storytelling isn’t there, it’s still not going to 
break out of the pack. Conversely, you can 
take a plot that’s been done a hundred times 
– a good girl falls for a bad boy, for example 
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– and if you tell it with fresh, convincingly 
drawn characters and a unique sense of 
setting, the story can feel totally new again. 
So when you’re at conferences, or at your 
writer’s group, don’t let the focus be on the 
strength or weakness of your premise alone; 
take the time to get your writing right, and 
eventually the rest will follow. 
 
BH: Lastly, do you have a website or 
presence on Twitter that our members 
can use to find out more about you? 

AH: I do indeed. My Twitter handle is 
@andrewasalways. I also have a Pinterest 
board with a more complete list of books I 
like: 
http://pinterest.com/andrewasalways/books-
i-adore/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Submission Guidelines 
 

Do you have an idea for an article? 
Have you recently attended a 
conference or workshop? Do you 
have a piece of art you’d like to 
share?  
Please keep articles between 300 and 
500 words, and include a short 
biography (including website, if you 
have one), and an author photo.  
Illustrators, please send your artwork 
as .jpg files no bigger than 1000 dpi 
in either direction, and send your 
website address as well! 
 
Do you have good news—an honor, a 
publication, or a book signing event? 
Send your good news and articles to 
Nathalie and Beth at 
acornnewsletter@gmail.com. 
 

 

Tip	  of	  the	  Month	  
Nathalie Mvondo 
 
Have you ever had a question 
about licensing, copyright, or 
anything else you've wanted to 
ask a lawyer about?  
 
You could do it for free. 
Indeed, one of the perks of 
being a SCBWI member is the 
discussion board forum, which 
has a "Ask a Lawyer" section, 
among other features. Thank 
you to Attorney Linda Joy 
Kattwinkel for saving the day!  
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Sad,	  or	  Not	  Too	  Sad?	  
Jeanne O. Whitehouse 
 
I was recently asked to write about my job.  
I think I’d rather write about how my job 
has shaped the ways in which I chose what 
to write.  I currently work as a Records 
Assistant at my local police department.  
There, I am exposed to every element in 
society, both good and bad.  Every day is 
different from the next and it seems like I 
always have a good story to tell.  
Unfortunately, I also have a lot of sad ones 
to share.  Every day I witness the goodness 
in people and every day I am exposed to 
testimonies of individuals turned into 
victims by the very people they love. Over 
time I have learned to distance myself 
emotionally from the sad stories and to 
embrace the good.  This is something I 
never thought would be possible for me.  I 
have a pretty tender heart to be in law 
enforcement.   
 One way that I have distanced 
myself from the sadness in my job and 
embraced the good is to write funny and 
nostalgic stories.  Stories that make my 
readers laugh out loud or sigh when they 
recall their childhood.  Don’t get me wrong; 
there is definitely a need for the tough, real 
life stories.  I just don’t want to be the one to 
write them, at least not at this point in my 
life.  Writing is cathartic for me.  I could 
have just dealt with an angry citizen or read 
a horrible report, but it will all melt away 
once I go on my one-hour lunch.  This hour 
has become my solace.  Instead of 
ruminating over my day, I sneak into the 
briefing room, brown bag in one hand, 
computer in the other.  Then, I sit down and 
write something funny or paint a beautiful 
picture with words.  Laughing at my 
ridiculous stories is a release from the stress 
of my job and it works.  I can take that hour 
lunch and write a chapter or more and feel 
like I escaped to a different, more peaceful 

place.  My mind relaxes and the scenery 
pours off my fingertips.   
 Yeah, I could write realistic tales of 
personal struggles and woe, but I won’t.  I’d 
rather let someone else deal with the hard 
stuff.  I’ll take a chuckle over a tear any day. 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

Jeanne O. Whitehouse was first 
published in “Brainstorms and Light 
Drizzles,” a local poetry contest 
publication in 1984.  She is currently 
working on a middle grade novel and a 
self-illustrated picture book.  Jeanne is 
also a frequent contributor of law 
enforcement related articles for her local 
newspaper.  She and her family live in the 
quiet countryside north of Vacaville where 
she writes, records audiobooks, paints, 
beads, and does a multitude of enjoyable 
domestic tasks (you can fill in the blanks). 
 

Fresno Holiday Mixer Photos 
Courtesy of Dorina Gilmore 
 
Davis Holiday Mixer Photos 
Courtesy of Cheri Williams 
 
Thank you! 
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Illustration: Pharaoh’s Boat, by David Weitzman 
 
 

A	  Message	  from	  Your	  Illustrator	  
Coordinator’s	  Assistant:	  Our	  Living	  
Organism	  
Dr. Mira Reisberg, PhD 

 
There are so many 
things I’d love to 
write about – my own 
writing and 
illustrating work, the 
success of the non-

SCBWI Picture Book Academy, the new 
PBA writing wonderful character-driven 
picture books e-Course with Marsha Diane 
Arnold or the upcoming grammar course, 
writing and illustrating tips… Maybe later. 
Right now, I’d like to write about why our 
region rocks as a community and a kind of 
living interdependent organism! 
 
Here in North/Central California we are 
incredibly fortunate to have wonderful, 
warm, hardworking and caring leadership 
and a super talented membership that works 
together to support published and 
unpublished authors and illustrators improve 
their craft and bring their work out into the 

world. This means seeing what would 
benefit our membership, designing, and 
implementing exceptional heart-full and 
helpful programs that take a tremendous 
amount of time and effort to produce, and 
everyone showing up. Folks volunteering to 
help, befriending people who look new and 
intimidated or lost, participating on our 
sweet Facebook page or our Twitter 
universe (follow @SCBWINorthCal) and 
sharing helpful tips, good news, and all sorts 
of goodies with each other all help our 
organism thrive.  
 
I am super grateful to be a part of our 
wonderful organization or living organism 
getting to learn, teach, and grow with 
everyone.  

 

 

The California North/Central Team 
 
Regional Advisor: Patricia Newman 
Assistant Regional Advisor 
Catherine Meyer 
Illustrator Coordinators 
Kris McLeod / Mira Reisberg 
Spring Spirit Conference Coordinator 
Connie Goldsmith 
Critique Group Coordinator: 
Rosi Hollinbeck 
Membership Coordinator: Nancy Barnet 
Newsletter Editors 
Nathalie Mvondo / Beth Hull 
 


