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A Note from the Editorial  Desk 

 

 

“Imagination is more important than 

knowledge. For knowledge is l imited to 

all  we now know and understand, 

while imagination embraces the entire 

world, and all  there ever will  be to 

know and understand.”  –  Albert 

Einstein 

 

Dear friends,  

 

Have you ever wondered what you do 

right or wrong when you apply to a  

writing grant or contest? Then you’ll  be 

happy to read the art icle by SM Ford, 

who was one of the judges for our 

regional SCBWI Los Angeles 

Conference Grant.  SM kindly broke 

down the judging process for us, 

pointing out details that  might be easy 

to miss when we fi l l  out our 

application, but that  make a  major 

difference to the agent ,  or editor 

reading our work.  

 

Did you miss our 2014 Spring Spiri t  

Conference? Or did you at tend i t ,  

(hopefully) had a great  t ime in your 

sessions, but are now dying to know 

what happened next door? Beth and I 

thank the conference volunteers who 

helped us satisfy our curiosity, by 

emailing pictures and summaries of al l  

the sessions they attended.  

 

Last  but not least ,  this  issue of ACORN 

is my last  contribution to our region as  

the newsletter co-editor.  I warmly 

thank Beth Hull  for becoming the co -

editor at  a crucial  t ime in my life,  for 

her amazing edit ing skil ls and her 

posit ive spiri t .  I thank you all  for the 

inspiration that  you’ve been to me and 

will  continue to be,  through the 

richness and the imagination I get  to 

admire in your work.  

 

Happy imagining;   

I look forward to  

seeing you at   

one of our  

SCBWI’s events.  

 
Sincerely,   

Nathalie   
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Judging LA Conference Grants 

SM Ford 

 

            It’s always interesting seeing what 

others are writing. And I love it when I get 

to the end of a first page and wish there was 

more. But I thought it also might be helpful, 

not only to those who submitted, but to 

others, to know common problems I found 

when going through the grant submissions. 

 

 The first I noticed was genre 

labeling. In the children’s book world, we 

usually mean picture book, chapter book, 

middle grade, YA novel, etc., which actually 

refers to the audience. Sometimes you’ll see 

an additional label such as fantasy, magical 

realism, science fiction, contemporary, 

historical, etc. Some submissions did not 

indicate audience by their genre label. 

Others, more interestingly, had additional 

labels, but the first page of text didn’t fit the 

description. In other words, it shouldn’t 

require a label to know I’m reading 

fantasy—it should feel like fantasy. If it 

doesn’t, then perhaps the writers need to 

look at their first pages again. 

 

 Editors and agents don’t expect 

perfect in a manuscript, but mechanical 

errors on the first page are indications of less 

care elsewhere. Punctuation and 

grammatical errors included run-on 

sentences, missing commas and misplaced 

modifying clauses. 

 

Other mechanical errors related to 

formatting. One manuscript didn’t have 

indented paragraphs, making it harder to 

read. The more common was extra spacing 

after paragraphs. Probably agents and 

editors don’t care so much about this as I do, 

but it does mean writers aren’t getting as 

many lines for a full page. It probably means 

these writers aren’t aware of the nasty trick 

that Word uses as a default: adding 10 pts 

after a paragraph. This makes it look like a 

triple space after a paragraph versus a 

double. (Directions to fix it below.)  

 

 My critique group teases me about 

being the ―as‖ Nazi. I admit it—the overuse 

of ―as‖ drives me crazy, but I learned it from 

Deborah Halverson also known as Dear 

Editor (www.deareditor.com). And, yes, 

some submissions overused ―as.‖ "As" is a 

word we often use to show things happening 

simultaneously. Yes, in real life they do 

often happen at once. However, in writing 

it’s easier to just think of things happening 

one at a time since we read them that way. 

Sometimes you can take "as" out and break 

the sentence into two sentences. Other times 

you might want to use another preposition, 

e.g. when, while, or reorder the sentence so 

it isn’t necessary. Often when people use 

"as" they don’t keep the events in 

chronological order. When it is used with a 

"said" and an action, simply take out the 

dialogue attribution and use the action. You 

can’t not use "as," you just don’t want to 

overuse it.  

 

 I also found in a number of 

submissions that the description of the book 

was more interesting than the first page 

itself. In some cases, the first page made me 

want to read on; in others, not. In some, I 

think the writer needed to get into the action 

or tension quicker. Or maybe it was to make 

me care more about the character. These are 

tough to accomplish in 250 words, I know. 

 

 Several submissions were in rhyme. 

There was near rhyme, which some editors 

are okay with, but others aren’t. Sometimes 

the text was forced to make a line rhyme. 

The rhythm needs to be spot on, too. 

 

           Feedback is hard. So is not winning a 

contest or scholarship. But maybe one or 

two of these suggestions will improve your 



 

 

 3 

manuscript for the next time someone sees 

it. 

 

 

 

Removing the Word default of 10 pts after a 

paragraph. 

1. First, changing the default for all 

new documents… 

a. Open a blank document 

b. Go to Paragraph on your 

menu bar – in some versions 

you’ll click on the word 

Paragraph, in orders, you’ll 

click on the arrow 

c. In the pop-up box, find 

Spacing 

d. Go to After: and change 10 

pts to 0 pts  

e. Click on the Default box and 

now all new documents 

won’t have these extra spaces 

2. Second, fixing it on existing 

documents… 

a. Open the document 

b. Select the entire body of text  

i. Depending on your 

version this can be 

done by: 

1.  clicking Edit 

on the menu 

bar and 

choosing 

Select All 

2. Or by 

highlighting 

the text with 

your mouse 

and cursor 

c. Follow 1. b. c. and d. above 

  

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 editor 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. 

 
·      The editor welcomes your 
comments, feedback, and questions! You 
may contact the editor at 
acornnewsletter@gmail.com  
 

CONGRATULATIONS to 

Kiersti Torok of Roseville 

and Laurie Bayramian of 

Manteca for capturing our 

judges’ attention. Laurie and 

Kiersti will each receive a 

$1,000 grant to help with 

tuition, lodging and travel 

expenses associated with the 

LA Conference. This year 

the challenge was judged by 

two of our RA pals in other 

regions.  
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Picture courtesy of Elizabeth Stevens Omlor 

 

2014 SPRING SPIRIT CONFERENCE 

RECAP: PART I 

 

How to Craft a Winning Nonfiction 

Proposal / Susan Goldman Rubin 

By Suzi Guina 

 

With warmth and encouragement, 

author Susan Goldman Rubin shared some 

tips with early-birders about how to get 

started writing nonfiction.  Using many of 

her own books as examples, she told stories 

of immersing herself in the research and the 

serendipitous connections that followed.  

―It’s the golden age of nonfiction,‖ she said. 

           Tips: Start with a subject you feel 

passionate about. 

Look at the source notes from other 

writers and read, read, read. 

Include primary sources: interviews, 

documents, photographs. 

Begin the writing with what’s most 

intriguing—perhaps a story that emerges 

from the research. 

Compose a snappy title: ―A snappy 

title can sell a book.‖ 

Conference attendees: be sure to 

read Susan’s handouts for this session for 

more tips and a lengthy bibliography of 

examples. 

 

PLOT: the Secret of Powerful Narrative 

NF / Susan Goldman Rubin 

By Jeri Chase Ferris 

 

Award-winning NF author and 

biographer Susan Goldman Rubin stressed 

the need for ―someone to worry about,‖ 

dramatic scenes, cliffhangers and more as 

we develop the plot line for our NF. Rubin 

used Elizabeth Partridge’s FREEDOM 

WALK to illustrate dramatic opening scenes 

and first lines. Emotion is key. She used her 

own FREEDOM SUMMER to demonstrate 

opening lines and evoking emotion by using 

quotes (never, never made up dialogue in 

NF). Speaking of quotes, she referenced 

Russell Freeman, a ―master at sources,‖ as 

someone whose bibliographies should be 

studied for form and content.  

           Tips: Use all five senses; always look 

for the conflict; begin and end your book 

with the same person/idea/thought to create 

a satisfying conclusion. 

 

  

PRO: How to Develop a Low Budget 

Book Launch Plan / Annemarie O’Brien 

By Jeri Chase Ferris 

 

 Annemarie O’Brien, author of 

LARA’S GIFT, has an MBA in business, 

teaches writing, has worked all over the 

world, reads manuscripts in German and 

Russian for several publishers, and spoke to 

us about how better/best to connect with our 

audience. She elaborated on three points:  

1. How to identify our audience;  

2. How to build that audience;  

3. How to engage that audience. To 

identify the audience, we must think: Who 

will want to read my book? What is the 

theme of my book? How did my book come 

to be and why should anyone care? What is 

the heart connection of my book? What 

makes it special? For example, the theme of 

LARA’S GIFT is ―never give up,‖ its 
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audience is those who love dogs, are 

interested in Russian history and/or war. 

O’Brien continued with specific helps for all 

her points, using concrete visuals, lists, and 

reference book suggestions. 

             Tips: We must make reader feel 

emotion, empathy, sadness, belonging; if we 

can make people feel, they will share our 

books with others; word of mouth is most 

effective; we must be genuine and sincere in 

all our marketing. 

 

 
Picture courtesy of Beth Hull 

 

Trade vs. School & Library: How to 

Target Your Book for Each Market / 

Deirdre Jones & Tricia Lawrence 

By Louis Arredondo 

 

 Deirdre Jones, assistant editor of 

picture books and novels for middle grade 

and young adult readers at Little, Brown 

Books for Young Readers and Tricia 

Lawrence, agent for the Erin Murphy 

Literary Agency (EMLA), tackled the often 

confusing topic of Trade vs. School/Library 

books. The latter are essentially educational 

books for which the publisher provides the 

writer with very specific guidelines 

including the expected content, voice and 

tone of the book. This is particularly 

important because a majority of these books 

are part of a series that may be written by 

more than one author. In most cases, not all, 

the publishing company retains the 

copyright on the material and pays the 

author a modest one-time fee without future 

royalties. 

 Conversely, Trade books, 

commented Tricia, are more creative and 

authors can ―call more shots‖ during the 

writing/editing process. Deirdre, whose 

company primarily publishes Trade books, 

described these type of books as writing that 

conveys a lasting message by telling a story 

that is not all ―fact, fact, fact, fact‖ (four 

facts; I counted them). These books present 

a ―slice of life‖ to the reader. Nonetheless, 

whether an author writes for the Trade or 

School/Library market, it is ―not just about 

writing good stories,‖ said Deirdre, ―we 

(publishers and agents) have to be able to 

sell the books.‖ Finally, good news for the 

School/Library book writers: with the 

emergence of Common Core standards, 

publishers want more non-fiction books to 

sell. 

 Tips: Writing for the 

School/Library market may not be as 

exciting or lucrative compared to the Trade 

market, but it is great training for writers. 

Typically, School/Library books are not 

―blockbusters.‖ When yours becomes one, 

don’t be bitter if you are not getting any 

royalties. If you see Tricia at another 

conference, ask her about the successful 

School/Library book she authored before 

becoming an agent, or maybe you shouldn’t. 

You guessed it: No royalties! 
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Nikki Shannon Smith (left) & Nikki Grimes. Picture courtesy of 

Elizabeth Stevens Omlor   

 

Beyond Race: The Universality of Story / 

Nikki Grimes 

By Nikki Shannon Smith 

 

In a presentation delivered in both 

prose and poetry, Nikki Grimes’ words took 

wing in our minds and spirits as she 

discussed the importance of multi-cultural 

literature for children in a world of 

increasing diversity. While diversity in 

literature ―just makes sense,‖ also important 

is the universality of story. After all, poetry 

itself is universal. It’s as natural to most 

teens as breathing: it’s in song, rap, lyric, 

music. To write a universal story for middle 

graders or teens, one must understand their 

code, look to the streets, watch them as they 

strive to learn their own truths—reach them 

where they live. All adolescents are 

searching for the who and why of 

themselves. Puberty is colorless. The answer 

is not to separate groups, but to bring people 

together. Any teen can relate to first kisses, 

first bras, arguing family members—no 

matter the background of the character. In 

fan letters to Nikki, teens write about liking 

her poetry, the humor, and the drama in her 

stories, and these letters come from fans of 

all kinds—all colors. Nikki reminded us that 

―the most common denominator is the 

heart,‖ and posed these questions: Who will 

write these stories if not you? When will 

these stories be written if not now? 

And now, as Nikki says, ―It’s your 

turn to start answering the call.‖ 

 

 

                              Picture courtesy of Elizabeth Stevens Omlor 
 

Creating Characters Readers Want to 

Read About / Louise May 

By Nikki Shannon Smith 

 

Louise May spoke of ways to bring 

characters to life, using examples from 

books published by Lee and Low. Well-

developed characters are three dimensional. 

We should get to know them through a point 

of view that reflects their age, time and 

place. Their approaches to their problems 

and the way they change throughout the 

story will give them a depth that will make 

readers care about them. Create a 

memorable portrait of your character 

through their language and through your 
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own. Use imagery and active verbs, and 

avoid stereotypes. Really flesh out your 

characters by revealing their thoughts, 

showing their actions and reactions, 

relationships, dialogue and motivations. 

Even the character’s name can tell us 

something about him or her. Louise brought 

these ideas to life for attendees by showing 

images and reading passages from books 

such as THE CAN MAN by Laura E. 

Williams, IRENA’S JARS OF SECRETS 

by Marcia Vaughan, and HONDA: THE 

BOY WHO DREAMED OF CARS by 

Mark Weston.  

              Tip: Even in non-fiction, you can 

add documented details about the person’s 

motivations, hopes, background and actions 

that show depth of character to create a three 

dimensional person that readers can relate 

to. 

 

 

Character Design / Dan Yaccarino 

By Nathalie Mvondo 

 

Emmy-winning author/illustrator 

Dan Yaccarino inspired to greatness when 

he put his experience in the publishing and 

television industries to the service of his 

audience. Among other gems, he advised to 

stay true to the characters of your story, 

without worrying about publishing trends, 

and stressed on writing animal characters as 

if they were people, to make them more 

relatable. 

              Tip: Think ahead, think 

merchandizing as you are preparing and 

drawing your characters, for a smooth 

transition from books to toys. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Setting as Character / Deborah Davis and 

Susan Goldman Rubin 

By Rosi Hollinbeck 

 

Deborah and Susan let us know right 

away they had different ideas about whether 

or not setting could be character in a book 

when they began preparing for this 

presentation. They gave many examples to 

prove the point that setting could, indeed, be 

a character, a nearly palpable entity that 

affects the arc of the story. There are four 

ways setting can become character: by 

compelling action, by giving comfort, by 

frightening or challenging, or by reflecting 

character development. Some of the books 

they used for examples were THE REAL 

BOY (by Anne Ursu, Walden Pond Press, 

2013), HOLES (by Louis Sachar, Dell 

Yearling, 2000), and HATCHET (by Gary 

Paulson, Simon & Schuster Books for 

Young Readers, 2006) in addition to their 

own books.  

              Tip: Ask yourself: How key is 

setting to your story? Does the setting play a 

lively, vital role in your story? In the end, 

they agreed setting can become character. 

 

 

Marketing the #!@? out of Yourself / 

Bitsy Kemper 

By Erin Dealey 

 

 Not every editor or agent looks at 

your social media "platform" first before 

reading your manuscript or checking out 

your portfolio, but once you have that 

contract and need to market your book, 

Twitter can be a helpful tool.  With over 280 

million users on Twitter, and 500 million 

tweets a day, Twitter is one of the ways 

authors and illustrators can build their 

"brand."  The effervescent (and really nice 

gal) Bitsy Kemper calmed the fears of 

would-be and newbie Tweeters, and 

provided info including how to get people to 

Tweet Tweet! Do you have some 

good news, a favorite writing quote, a 

book signing, or some other tidbit of 

information or advice that would be 

relevant to our region’s followers? 

Email your tweet, in 140 characters or 

less, to Bitsy Kemper, our Twitter 

Diva! If your tweet is time-sensitive, 

please give her at least 24 hours’ 

notice.   

 

mailto:Bitsy@BitsyKemper.com
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follow you, plus important Do's and Don'ts 

of content (Do NOT just sell, sell, sell your 

book!) and retweets. For a look at her power 

point, see (Add link to her power point 

here.)  

              Tips: Search key #hashtags for 

followers.  

To develop relationships with your 

followers, ask questions about their tweets.  

 

 

Structure and Plot/ Deirdre Jones  

By Erin Dealey 

 

Delightful and knowledgeable, Little 

Brown assistant editor Deirdre Jones used 

the book, WHAT WE FOUND IN THE 

SOFA AND HOW IT SAVED THE 

WORLD (by Henry Clark/Little Brown 

2013) to show participants how to 

effectively structure a plot's beginning (Only 

a few chapters of "set up."), middle (Create 

the catalyst that ignites the problem from 

which there's no going back.), and end 

(Again, only a few chapters of resolution.).  

She pointed out that the conflict at the 

beginning does not have to stay the same all 

the way through. Let it evolve with the main 

character.   

             Tips: Give readers a reason to keep 

reading. (Why should they care?) 

"Revision is key to producing a well-

paced plot." 

 

 

Spring Spirit Session: The Best Ending/ 

Louise May 

By Nancy Barnet 

 

You can create a satisfying ending to 

your story a number of ways, according to 

Louise May, Vice President and Editorial 

Director of Lee and Low Books. She used 

RAINBOW STEW (Cathryn Falwell) as an 

example of taking preceding story actions or 

events to create realistic or natural endings. 

The ending of THE JONES FAMILY 

EXPRESS (Javaka Steptoe), she explained, 

showed how circling back to the beginning 

or middle of the story and using repetition of 

sentence structure, ideas or words can end a 

story well. Let your ending answer a 

question posed at the beginning of your 

story, as in IT JES’ HAPPENED: WHEN 

BILL TRAYLOR STARTED TO DRAW 

(Don Tate, illustrated by Gregory Christie). 

               Illustrator tips: Give the reader 

something to think about at the end. You can 

use artwork to take the story visually past 

the end of the text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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? Send it 

to Beth at 

acornnewsletter@gmail.com! 

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! 

 

Deadline for next issue:  

June 15
th

! 
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A Message from Your Regional Team 

By Beth Hull 

 
 

Another successful Spring Spirit Conference  

has come to an end—but don’t worry,  

we’ve got a few more breakout session 

recaps in store for you in the next issue! For 

me, while a lot of the conference was 

gleaning new insights and tips into craft, the 

most important aspect was the connections, 

whether it was reconnecting with friends 

from far away, or chatting with my critique 

partners, or meeting new friends. So much 

of SCBWI is about support and friendships, 

and that’s why I’m so grateful to have 

worked with Nathalie on this newsletter for 

the past two years. This issue marks her 

third year as an ACORN editor, and her 

enthusiasm and encouragement have been 

contagious throughout. While I’m excited 

for Nathalie as she moves on to focus on 

other aspects of her creative journey, I’m 

going to miss working with her. Please join 

me in thanking Nathalie for her years of 

hard work for SCBWI! 
 

 

GOOD NEWS! 

 

Gayle Pitman’s picture book, This Day in 

June, about an LGBT pride celebration, 

will be released on May 5
th

 by Magination 

Press. 

 

Linda Joy Singleton will be signing her first 

picture book, Snow Dog, Sand Dog on 

Thursday, May 1
st
, at 10:30 at Barnes and 

Noble Citrus Heights (Birdcage Mall). Any 

writer friends who stop by can join Linda 

for lunch afterwards. 

 

Kim Culbertson’s YA novel, Catch a 

Falling Star, will be released by Scholastic 

Point on April 29
th

, and her book launch 

party will be May 3
rd

. 

 

Joanna Rowland’s debut picture book 

Always Mom, Forever Dad, illustrated by 

Penny Weber, will be released by Tilbury 

Publishing House on May 1
st
 for Amazon, 

and May 15
th

 for Barnes and Noble. Her 

book launch is 2 pm on May 31
st
 in 

Sacramento at the Avid Reader on 

Broadway. 

 

A few years ago, Angelica Jackson won our 

regional grant for the LA SCBWI 

conference based on sample pages from her 

darkly funny YA UF novel, Crow's Rest. 

From Angelica: ―I'm happy to share the 

news that Crow's Rest will be published by 

Spencer Hill Press in May 2015! Here's the 

official Publisher's Marketplace 

announcement: 

Angelica Jackson's CROW'S REST, in which 

a girl is determined to reclaim her almost-

boyfriend from the Fae with the help of the 

creature who stole his body in the first 

place, to Owen Dean at Spencer Hill Press, 

in a nice deal, for publication in May 2015 

(World). 

Rights: Rebecca Mancini of Rights Mix 

Thanks so much to SCBWI for helping me 

to improve my craft along the way!‖ 

 

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  

Twitter Diva 
Bitsy Kemper 

 

http://gaylepitman.com/
http://www.lindajoysingleton.com/
http://www.kimculbertson.com/
http://www.angelicarjackson.com/

