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A Note from the Editorial Desk 
 
Hello Kidlit Lovers! 
 
Ah, January. I can taste the goals and 
resolutions in the crisp, dry air. It can be so 
invigorating to create challenges and goals, 
whether they’re writing-related, to 
experiment with a new genre, or more 
randomly to learn how to split firewood. I 
could spend hours outlining goals and 
creating timelines and vision boards—and I 
have—but no matter what I do or don’t do in 
pursuit of my goals, this January feeling is 
the same: we’ve got a bright new year ahead 
of us and my Big Goal is that we take 
advantage of, and make, opportunities for 
our writing and illustrating passions. 
 
And don’t forget to register for the Spring 
Spirit Conference—there will be many 
opportunities for our writing and illustrating 
passions! 
 
Best, 
Beth 
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2013 Contributors Drawing 
 

When you submit an article or 
illustration to ACORN, you’re 
automatically entered in a drawing 
for a chance to win a 50% discount 
on our Spring Spirit’s April 
Conference. Your entries multiply 
according to the number of 
submissions.  
 
Congratulations to 2013 ACORN 
Drawing Winner Lou Ann 
Barnett!  
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SCBWI California: North/Central Presents 
The 2014 DIGITAL MENTORSHIP 
PROGRAM: PICTURE BOOK EDITION 
 
With a few words from amazing 
mentors. 
Beth Hull/Nathalie Mvondo 
 

 
 
It’s 2014! Can you imagine a better way to 
start the year than having the extraordinary 
opportunity to work on your beloved picture 
book manuscript with a world-class mentor?  
 
SCBWI California: North/Central did it 
again, and this time for picture book writers 
and illustrators of all regions. For the modest 
amount of $350, a writer-illustrator is 
offered the unique opportunity to hone his or 
her craft with the full attention of a private 
mentor, someone who has years of 
experience as a published writer/illustrator, 
someone who knows what it’s like to work 
hard at your craft and yet to doubt your 
skills, someone who can help you 
understand how to best market your work in 
today’s competitive industry. All this for six 
months, from the comfort of your home. 
 
Altogether our picture book mentors have 
had starred reviews for their work, won 
awards, been to the White House, with 

several of them teaching writing and 
illustrating children’s books at a college 
level. Doesn’t your picture book manuscript 
deserve the best care you can afford? If your 
answer is yes, we have good news: there is 
still time to register for the program, but do 
so quickly. The deadline is January 15th, 
noon sharp Pacific time. 
 
For this month’s round-up, we asked some 
of the Digital Mentorship Program/Picture 
Book mentors a question: Mentoring is a 
two-way relationship. While we know you 
have much to offer the writers you work 
with, what are you hoping to gain from 
the experience?  
 

 

 
 
 

Author/Illustrator Mike Boldt, from 
the Canada West region, responded, “I 
enjoy seeing how people create, problem 
solve and process. I find it challenges me 
to look at things in different ways than I 
normally do, which in turn helps me 
grow as both a writer and an illustrator.” 
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We warmly thank the mentors for their 
generosity through the time they devote to 
their mentees for the next six months. It’s 
with great excitement that we await the fruit 
of their collaboration. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Holiday Mixer to Remember 
Carol Riggs 
 
 
On December 5, I attended the 2013 SCBWI 
Holiday Mixer in Sacramento. As a recent 
transplant from the Oregon SCBWI, I wasn't 
sure what to expect. For two hours I braved 
strange and convoluted roads to get there, 
arriving with my stash of cream cheese 
pinwheels, my soul filled with a mix of 
eagerness and introverted apprehension.  
 
I must say, there was no need to worry. I've 
always found children's writers to be a 
welcoming, supportive bunch, and this 
region is no exception. Smiles, easy 
introductions, and hugs abounded. The 
magical phrase, "What do you write?" 
opened up many intriguing conversations. 
(Try that if you're ever tongue-tied at one of 
these events.) I did already know two writers 
from online connections, and enjoyed 
meeting them in person. One brand new 
contact even turned into a critique partner, to 
swap manuscripts. The food was varied and 
delicious and plentiful—enough to feed a 
burgeoning army of writers.  
 

 
 
As the featured speaker, Karen Sandler 
gave an inspiring and informative talk, 
describing her writerly journey. Never give 
up, people! Her tale encouraged us all to 
persevere. I loved her description of how she 
periodically shelved and then recycled 
certain novels, turning previous 

Author Rick Walton, from the 
Utah/Idaho region, responded, “I find 
that working with upcoming writers, 
helping them improve their work, 
helps me improve my writing and my 
teaching. The more I help others, the 
more I learn about what makes a 
great picture book and why. I also get 
a huge thrill when people I have 
worked with get their books 
published--they are my grandbooks.” 

 



 
 

 4 

disappointments into later successes. Her 
story was not one of instant publication, but 
of dogged slogging and repeated attempts. 
She improved. She continued to write. She 
morphed with the times, rewrote ideas, and 
revised. Even after initial publication, she 
still met with rejection. That in itself is 
encouraging—rejection is part of the writer 
game, and we will encounter it at all levels, 
whether we're previously published or not. 
Karen pushed onward and broke into further 
publication. She now has a total of 22 
novels. Like I said: inspiring.  
 

 
 
For another highlight of the evening, we 
were treated to free (!) copies of Ms. 
Sandler's YA novel, TANKBORN, and 
she signed them for us. Also available for 
perusing and purchasing were tables of our 
region's published authors' books. Score! 
More writerly-type excitement.   
 
Kudos to all who planned, set up, and 
participated in this event. Here's the 
summation of my experience wrapped up in 

concrete action: once I reached home, I 
promptly got online and signed up for the 
April SCBWI conference. This kind of 
interaction is what encourages me to write 
for months on end, hunched over my 
keyboard and filling up various Word 
documents. If you're attending in the spring, 
I'll be looking forward to meeting you!  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Carol Riggs is a YA 
writer represented by 
Kelly Sonnack of the 
Andrea Brown 
Literary Agency. She 
is a longtime member 
of SCBWI, and has a 
degree in Studio Arts. 
She lives in Magalia, 
California, with her 
hubby. Her "nest" is 
now empty of pets 
and children, so she 
fills it with the 
characters from her 
novels. 

CALL FOR SUBMISSION 

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? Send it to us!  

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! 
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From Short Story to Novel  
(In 60,000 Words) 
Sherry Shahan 
 
Some years ago I wrote a quirky short story 
about teens in an Eating Disorders Unit of a 
Los Angeles hospital. Sort of “One Flew 
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest” meets “Love 
Story.” Then titled “Iris and Jim,” it quickly 
sold to a major literary journal, ZZYZVA. 
Later, a London publisher included “Iris and 
Jim” in their YA anthology, and 
subsequently in their Best of collection. In 
total “Iris and Jim” has been published eight 
times worldwide. There’s just something 
about this offbeat love story .  
 
My agent encouraged me to expand “Iris 
and Jim” (now titled Skin and Bones) into a 
novel. At the time I had more than 35 books 
published with well-known New York 
houses. Still, I spent months weighing the 
pros and cons of such a daunting 
undertaking. 
 
Pros: 
• The short story would serve as an outline 

since the basic story arc was in place. 
•  Each character already had a distinctive 

voice. 
• The setting—a metropolitan hospital—

was firmly fixed in my vision. 
• The story’s tone would lend itself to a 

longer format, particularly when 
developing quirky dialogue. 

• The subject matter had proven itself to 
be of interest to readers.  

• Proven ground is attractive to editors and 
publishers, as long as the topic is 
approached in a fresh way. 

  
Cons: 
• The story would require an additional 

60,000 words. 
• I’d have to create new characters. 

• Every character would require a 
convincing backstory. 

• I’d have to develop compelling subplots. 
• Every scene would need emotional 

subtext. 
 
One voice in my head said, “Can you handle 
spending a year with teens suffering from 
such a dangerous disorder?” Another voice, 
the louder, stupider one said, “Sure, as long 
as you maintain the offbeat humor.” 
 
During the first draft I encountered a 
number of unexpected obstacles. For 
instance, how could I keep up the 
idiosyncratic tone without the narrator 
sounding flippant? Eating disorders 
(anorexia, bulimia, over-eating, etc.) are 
serious, and in too many instances, life-
threatening. It took several drafts before the 
tone felt balanced. 
 
More than one anorexic in my story figures 
out how to beat the health care system. After 
all, they’re experts at manipulating parents 
and each other, as well their environment.  
Yet I worried about Skin and Bones 
becoming a how-to manual for those still in 
the throes of the disorder.  
 
On the other hand, I knew I had to include 
information about the potentially grave 
consequences associated with the illness. 
But I didn’t want to sound didactic. 
Sometimes I sprinkled facts into farcical 
scenes. Other times statistics emerged in 
dialogue between ranting patients. Either 
way, disseminating information felt more 
organic when slipped in sideways, and never 
straight on. 
 
More than one person in my critique group 
questioned the validity of males with eating 
disorders—even though experts estimate 
that 10 million adolescent males suffer from 
the illness. Extensive research helped me 
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develop a realistic backstory to explain why 
my protagonist had slipped into this 
dangerous abyss. 
 
Each revision (some 10 drafts in all) brought 
new challenges, some of which required me 
to step away from the hospital and my 
characters. I sometimes spent days away 
from my computer and returned to my work 
with a fresher perspective. 
 
Shortly after Wendy McClure at Whitman 
acquired the manuscript I received a list of 
astute questions, including: 
• What’s inside Jack (Bones) that 

predisposes him to anorexia? (This 
needs to be a recurring motif throughout 
the book, whatever it is.)  

• Can you emphasize Bones’ terror in 
terms of what he does (wearing rubber 
gloves) in this scene, rather than what he 
thinks? 

• David (Lard) is a compulsive overeater. 
Semantics aside, what is it about his 
disorder that requires him to be 
hospitalized? Kids aren’t locked up in 
eating disorder units just to lose weight. 

• Group Therapy: I like the idea here but 
it’s not clear what you’re trying to 
accomplish. Is the point that it’s hard for 
everyone to have a healthy body image, 
whether they’re disordered or not? 

 
More general comments: 
• Be careful of re-treading certain 

elements, especially parts where       
Bones despairs over calories.  

• Is there a better way to pace the plot 
points? 

• Re: Parody. Wouldn’t these scenes be 
funnier—and less cartoony—if the 
details came out in dialogue between the 
characters? 

 
It’s important to understand that the pulse of 
a novel is different from a short story. The 

pacing is more generous. The theme more 
layered. You have the freedom of spending 
more time with your characters. This means 
the readers will know more about where 
they’re coming from; the intricacies of their 
motivation, goals, and actions. What might 
have originally been an internal thought can 
become a powerful piece of dialogue. 
 
Since a novel is not just a short story with 
padding, ask yourself, Have I seen this story 
before? Is it truly original? If you answered 
yes then you may have the embryo of a 
longer work. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sherry Shahan 
has 38 books to 
her credit, 
including 
adventure 
novels Ice 
Island (Random 
House) and 
Death Mountain 
(Peachtree). 
Young Adult 
Skin and Bones 
is scheduled 
Spring 2014. 
Visit 
www.SherrySha
han.com 
 

GOOD NEWS! 
 
Congratulatios to Connie Goldsmith 
for the upcoming releases of her two 
books - nonfiction YA - Bombs over 
Bikini: the World's First Nuclear 
Disaster (Lerner) a 2014 Junior Library 
Guild Selection; Traumatic Brain 
Injury: From Concussion to Coma 
(Lerner); both January 2014). 
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Scraps and Imagination 
Trine Grillo 
 
On November 1st, the 2013 Annual Meeting 
of the Arne Nixon Center Advocates* 
featured the delightful children’s book 
author/illustrator Elisa Kleven. Those of 
us in attendance were treated to a small-
plate dinner and Fresno State University 
wines. Best of all, we were able to 
personally meet and interact with Elisa. 
 

 
Picture of Auhtor/Illustrator Elisa Kleven 
 
Elisa spoke of how her imaginative play as a 
child paved the way for her to become a 
children’s writer. As a young child, she 
longed for a tornado to carry her house 
somewhere over the rainbow. She wished to 
spend her days in a barn with friends 
beneath an artful spider’s web, or to float on 
the change of the wind with Mary Poppins. 
Elisa was a Borrower who used found items 
such as postage stamps, lace, cornhusks, 
buttons, and corks to create miniature 
worlds where paper characters lived. 
Everyone had a story and everyone was 
welcome to enter in.  
 
When Elisa was about twelve years old, she 
felt a bit ashamed of her silly imagination – 
until she discovered that one of her favorite 
books, Charlotte’s Web, was actually 

written by a grown man! Her subsequent 
writing and illustrating of picture books 
combined life’s realities with her childhood 
dreams. Her illustrations reflect her collages 
and her watercolor canvases.  She 
consequently calls her stories “stories of 
transformation.” And her characters might 
be anything from a butterfly to a splash of 
paint; a crocodile or a boy.  
 

 
 
“There is nothing like a book,” she says. 
“They are our windows to the world.” 
Meet Elisa and check out her charming 
books at her website 
http://www.elisakleven.com  
 
*The Arne Nixon Center for the Study of 
Children’s Literature, located at Fresno 
State University, lovingly cares for and 
shares with any one interested, over 50,000 
books, manuscripts, art pieces, and other 
primary resource materials.  
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Trine Grillo is a writer for children – 
young and old. She works in an office 
by day and creates stories and poems by 
night. She has written a picture book, 
I’m Not Afraid of That! and a few 
articles and stories for children’s 
magazines. Please visit her at 
www.trinegrillo.com  
 

The California North/Central 
Team 
 
Regional Advisor 
Patricia Newman 
 
Assistant Regional Advisor 
Catherine Meyer 
 
Illustrator Coordinator 
Robin Howard 
 
Spring Spirit Conference 
Coordinator 
Connie Goldsmith 
 
Critique Group Coordinator: 
Rosi Hollinbeck 
 
Membership Coordinator 
Nancy Barnet 
 
Newsletter Editors 
Beth Hull / Nathalie Mvondo 
 
Twitter Diva 
Bitsy Kemper 

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 Beth and Nathalie at 

acornnewsletter@gmail.com 
 

 


