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“The characters spring to life....[in 

this] big serious work of historical 

investigation and imagination; the 

tale has never been told this well.”

- from the Kirkus’ review 
for Jefferson’s Sons  

Q: You wrote an entertaining blog post 
last year claiming that you’re a person 
who lacks patience, yet you stuck with 
Jefferson’s Sons through four long years 
of research, writing, and revising. That 
sounds like the work of a very patient 
person! How did you stick with it? 
A: Honestly, in the same way I stuck with 
the process of becoming published for the 
first time:  I didn’t know when I started 
how long it was going to take me. Fortu-

Kimberly Brubaker Bradley had just returned from a 
trip to Africa in mid-July of 2011 when she began re-
ceiving rave reviews for her latest book, Jefferson’s 
Sons. She noted in her blog at the time that the 
starred review from Kirkus was perhaps “the best 
review I’ve ever received.” No small matter for an 
author who’d already published more than a dozen 
books and garnered plenty of praise. In this issue of 
BorderLines, Kimberly talks about the experience of 
writing Jefferson’s Sons and the ways she’s pres-
sured herself to take on challenging projects.

nately! Because here’s what I’ve learned: 
the time will pass anyhow. It took me nine 
years from when I first started sending 
manuscripts to publishers until the publica-
tion of Ruthie’s Gift, and if I’d known at the 
onset it would be nine years, I might have 
felt that it was too long, that I was going to 
have to work too hard, and that it wouldn’t 
be worth it. But nine years later it was 
worth it. That’s how it was with Jefferson’s 
Sons, too: I knew at the onset I was going 
to have to do a ton of research. I wasn’t 
surprised by the complexity of having so 
many characters covering such a long span 
of time. (The first chapter originally had 38 
named characters. Think about that. Thirty-
eight real historical people thrown into the 
first 19 manuscript pages. Of course we had 
to winnow that down, or our average reader 
would have dropped over dead). 
 But I loved my first draft, and my 
second, and my third, and it about killed 
me when my editor kept sending it back. 
(Also, her first comment, upon reading 
the first draft: “This is great!  But I’m not 
sure about the first-person narration. Let’s 
switch it to third.” Ouch. Gotta love the 
five-word ‘suggestion’ that has you rewrit-
ing the entire book.) Except that with every 
draft it got better.  And then I had to redo 
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SCBWI members have access to the latest issue of 
BorderLines through the SCBWI website <http://www.
scbwi.org/>. Past issues are free to the public on the Mid-
south site <http://www.scbwi-midsouth.org/>.

In addition to the above volunteers, Evelyn Christensen, a 
Kentucky author and SCBWI member, moderates a listerv that 
shares information about the children’s publishing industry. Many 
SCBWI Midsouth events are announced on this listserv. To join, 
contact Ev at evelyn.christensen@gmail.com 

Midsouth Kidsbook Listserv

Midsouth Continues Tradition
of Conference Book Drive 

The 2012 Midsouth Fall Conference will again include a compo-
nent of public service as participants have been invited to bring 
new or gently used children’s books to donate to a nonprofit 
organization. According to member David Arnold, who is coordi-
nating this year’s drive, all genres are needed, from picture book 
to young adult. However, the book drive cannot accept textbooks, 
reference books, and overly worn books.
 This year’s drive will benefit a Nashville organization known 
as Book ’Em. Founded in 1989, it has distributed more than a 
million books to underprivileged children of Metro Nashville and 
surrounding areas. The organization’s mission is grounded in the 
idea that every child should have an opportunity to experience the 
joy of owning and reading books.  
Learn more online at http://www.bookem-kids.org/ or contact Da-
vid <iamdavidarnold@gmail.com>.
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The days dwindle for me as regional advisor. I look back and 
remember what led up to these years of service. What inspired 
me to want to champion this marvelous organization as a regional 
leader?  
 Perhaps it was the camaraderie that enveloped me at the first 
Midsouth Spring Conference I attended in 1999, where I met 
Grace Howell, who became my first critique partner. Confer-
ences were in the spring back then, and Cheryl Zach was the 
regional advisor. The Midsouth emitted an air of inclusion that 
made people feel welcome, even this newbie who knew very little 
about the children’s book industry. But with success in writing for 
magazines, I wasn’t positive I even wanted to write books, and I 
didn’t return to a Midsouth conference for three years.
 By then, Tracy Barrett had taken on the role of Midsouth RA, 
and under her leadership I learned and sought to learn more. The 
newly formed Midsouth_Kidbooks listserv inspired me. Candie 
Moonshower, Patricia Wiles, and Linda Ragsdale took me under 
their wings and taught me the secrets of coordinating events. 

When I joined the Midsouth Fall Conference team of coordina-
tors, I began to get acquainted with more and more amazing 
people. 
 That’s when I really embraced the opportunities to let my 
writing grow. And along with my writing, my horizons grew. 
I met Patsi Trollinger, Sharon Cameron, Ruta Sepetys, and 
Howard Shirley. We formed an online critique group that would 
influence my writing and my future. 
 When I became RA and Patsi committed to being my ARA, 
Susan Eaddy joined Sharon Cameron as my conference co-
coordinators. Sharon’s organizational skills and Susan’s artistic 
abilities enhanced both the conference and the region. Howard 
offered his technical savvy. Amanda Morgan, Rae Ann Parker, 
and Bethany Griffin began to blog our conferences live. Kristin 
Tubb organized a book drive. Later, Courtney Stevens Potter 
joined the conference coordinators. The region grew, and along 
the way, I grew. 
 I feel like a child who has grown up as a direct result of the 
Midsouth and the common bonds we share through the SCBWI. 
This outstanding organization has nurtured me. I am grateful to 
every member in our region, for you have let me lead you these 
last three years. You have invited me into your lives. And I am 
the better for it. 
 To those of you who haven’t felt nurtured yet by the SCBWI, 
I ask you to throw yourselves into service. Volunteer. Encourage. 
Get to know your leaders and step out of your comfort zones so 
that you, too, can experience the exhilaration of soaring with the 
SCBWI. This organization is great at offering education about 
the industry of children’s publishing. But it is more than that. 
SCBWI is a family, waiting to embrace you if you will let it.
Long after I retire as regional advisor, I will still be around. I 
am not going anywhere. I cannot imagine walking away from 
this organization. I plan to continue working with the Midsouth 
conference coordinators as I encourage and support Kristin 

O’Donnell Tubb in her 
new role as my regional 
advisor. Please join me as 
I applaud her willingness 
to lead the Midsouth!

Genetta Adair

Photos:  Genetta Adair says 
these are just a few of the 
Midsouth friends and mentors 
who’ve helped her soar in the 
years since she joined SCBWI. 
Counter-clockwise, beginning 
with photo at left: Tracy Bar-
rett and Patricia Wiles; Grace 
Howell; Sharon Cameron, 
Ruta Sepetys, Howard Shirley, 
and Patsi Trollinger; Susan 
Eaddy; Candie Moonshower 
and Shirley Amitrano;  Kristin 
O’Donnell Tubb; Howard 
Shirley and Courtney Stevens 
Potter; and Linda Ragsdale.  
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Conference sneak preview: The Editor-Author Relationship

The Midsouth held a “Back-To-
School Workshop: School Pre-
sentations” event on June 16th in 
Brentwood, TN. Midsouth author 
Kristin Tubb led a 2 ½ hour inter-
active presentation by discussing 
school visits, the best ways to 
book them, the materials to 
use, and how to connect with 
readers. Niki Castle, the events 
manager of Parnassus Books 
in Nashville, explained how 
authors may work with local 
bookstores to sell their books 
prior to school visits. The 
nineteen attendees (including 
three from Alabama) gave rave 
reviews.

Event information provided by Ge-
neta Adair, regional advisor for the 
Midsouth. 

Midsouth Workshop on 
School Presentations

S_BWI
 Did your mind automatically fill in the blank above with a C? 
If so, you might say that writer (me) and reader (you) collabo-
rated to make a word or a title. On a different level, this is what 
happens when an editor and author work on a novel: they collab-
orate to fill in the blank spaces together. Writer Kristin O’Donnell 
Tubb and her editor Liz Szabla will speak on this aspect of craft 
during our upcoming fall conference. As a tiny preview of that 
talk, Liz says: “Since we’re talking about collaboration, what bet-
ter way than for two of us, an author and her editor, to collaborate 
on this presentation. Kristin and I aren’t soft-pedaling any of this, 
and we hope writers will come away with a clear picture of the 
revision process. Because it is a PROCESS.”
 Kristin adds: “A good editor is an engineer, able to identify a 
story structure’s strengths and weaknesses. She or he also is able 
to communicate those issues to a writer in a way that allows the 
writer to explore the best ways to bolster the story. I feel very 
lucky to have an editor/engineer like Liz Szabla inspecting my 
stories. She can pinpoint what needs work but allows me loads of 
flexibility in strengthening those sections.”
 In a different way, the Midsouth Fall Conference will also 
host another dynamic author/editor duo this year. Instead of this 
author being on faculty with her editor, though, she will be a 
conference attendee. Her editor will be discussing her book in her 

presentations. Martha Mihalick and Bethany Griffin combined 
their creative powers to produce Bethany’s novel, Masque of the 
Red Death. Bethany says, “I think the great thing about working 
with Martha is that she loved the book as much as I do. But her 
love for the book didn’t blind her to its flaws, and she worked 
nonstop to make it better. I feel as if every suggestion she made 
helped to improve the book. Something unique is that she wrote 
notes directly on the manuscript and drew little hearts all around 
the love scenes. When the revisions became hard, I’d go back and 
look at those scenes for encouragement!”
 There are words all authors can learn from in the collabora-
tive effort: love, listen, explore, process, and my favorite, trust, 
which Martha speaks to below.
 “The author/editor relationship is all about collaboration and 
trust. And it’s a conversation. Both sides have to talk and to listen, 
and consider what the other’s saying. Bethany’s so receptive, and 
I always trust that she thinks about every point I bring up and 
why I’ve brought it up. Then she goes and works her magic and 
each revision comes back stronger—often in ways I couldn’t have 
imagined. That surprise is the best, because it means the story is 
becoming more and more fully realized.”
 The two author-editor teams represent the future teams all 
authors hope to join one day. Ha_py Wr_ting to you al_. 

Courtney Potter Stevens, who contributed this piece, is one of the coor-
dinators of the 2012 Midsouth Fall Conference. She recently received a 
contract from HarperCollins for her debut novel, Faking Normal.

Photos, above: Presenters were 
Niki Castle and Kristin Tubb. 
Participants included Hester 
Bass, Kelly Bills, Beck McDow-
ell, Shirley Amitrano (back-
ground), and Shellie Braeuner 
(foreground).

Autography Party Open to the Public
The autograph party at the 2012 Midsouth Fall Conference 
will be open to the public. Members unable to attend the 
conference – and anyone in the area interested in children’s 
books – may come to the Hilton Garden Inn on Friday eve-
ning, September 14, to purchase books and get autographs 
from faculty speakers and Midsouth authors. The event 
begins at 7:30 p.m. on the Ninth Floor of the hotel. The 14 
authors include four from other regions (one is Dan Yac-
carino, our keynote speaker) and three Midsouth members 
serving on the conference faculty this year (Tracy Barrett, 
George Ella Lyon, and Kristin Tubb). Another participant 
is Bethany Griffin, whose editor will be on faculty. The 
complete list of participants includes:

 Tracy Barrett
Sharon Cameron
Angela Cerrito
Kelly Creagh
Bethany Griffin
George Ella Lyon
Katie McGarry

Judith L. Roth
Ruta Sepetys
Martha Bennett Stiles
Patsi Trollinger
Kristin O’Donnell Tubb
Kristi Valiant
Dan Yaccarino
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New Releases by Midsouth Authors 

Good News

July: 
Holding on to Zoe by George Ella 
Lyon (Farrar, Strauss, Giroux–young 
adult fiction, hardcover and e-book).
Sailing to Freedom by Martha 
Bennett Stiles (Henry Holt–middle 
grade/historical fiction, hardcover 
and ebook).
Pushing the Limits by Katie Mc-
Garry (Harlequin Teen–young adult 
fiction, hardcover and e-book).
August:
Enshadowed by Kelly Creagh (Si-
mon & Schuster/Atheneum–young 
adult/paranormal romance, hardcover and ebook.)
September: 
G is for Grits: A Southern Alphabet, illustrated by Alison Da-
vis Lyne (Pelican Publishing–picture book, hardcover; text by 
Nikole B. Bethea).
The Dark Unwinding by Sharon 
Cameron (Scholastic Press –young 
adult/historical/steampunk, hard-
cover and e-book).
October: 
Experiment 38 by Charles Suddeth 
(4RV Publishing – young adult/sus-
pense, paperback).
November:
Dark of the Moon by Tracy Barrett 
(Graphia Books – young adult his-
torical fiction/fantasy, paperback).
The Legend of Ghost Dog Island by Rita Monette (Musa Pub-
lishing - middle grade/historical fiction, e-book).

Genetta Adair  won the WOOP grant for her novel, The Vanish-
ings, a story about the poor who live and work in the massive 
toxic dump of Guatemala City. Genetta will use the money to 
travel to Guatemala to research and experience in person what she 
is writing about. This grant competition is offered by SCBWI to 
regional advisors, assistant regional 
advisors, and illustrator coordina-
tors. WOOP is an acronym for Work 
Of Outstanding Promise.
 Sharon Cameron’s novel, The 
Dark Unwinding, released nation-
wide September 1 in all major book 
chains and Walmart. The book had 
strong pre-publication reviews 
from Kirkus (“a thoroughgoing 
delight”) and VOYA (“a ripping good 
read with the drama, intrigue, and 
romance of a Victorian pot-boiler”). 
The publisher is Scholastic Press.
 Evelyn Christensen was fea-
tured in an interview published in the August issue of Children’s 
Book Insider. The article by Kimberly Hutmacher delved into 
Ev’s success in getting published in the education market.
 Susan Eaddy has been selected by SCBWI for a 2012 
Magazine Merit Honor Award for illustration. The selection was 
made on the basis of her illustration, “Pancake,” for Babybug 
magazine. See the art on page 12 of this 
newsletter and view an online video. 
http://preview.tinyurl.com/8vrxz32
 Kathleen Fearing’s book, Voyage 
of Dreams, was released in May by 
Celtic Cat Publishing. Set in Ireland in 
1903, the book follows 16-year-old Tess 
as she makes a painful decision about 
whether to leave her native country.
	 	Bethany	Griffin and Katie Mc-
Garry received good press during Book 
Expo America, held in June in New 
York City. In a roundup article about 
books for children and teens getting 
special attention during BEA, Publishers’ Weekly said: “Big fall 
books for Harlequin Teen include Katie McGarry’s debut novel 
Pushing the Limits, which has been getting ‘some great praise,’ 
according to director of marketing Amy Jones, including inclu-
sion on the ABA’s Indie Next List of summer children’s title.” 
The same article quoted Sandee Roston of HarperCollins as 
saying that publisher was excited about the level of enthusiasm 
shown by BEA participants for HarperTeen’s Dark Days titles. 
According to Roston, lines began to form two hours ahead of 
a scheduled booksigning for authors of those books, including 
Bethany.

(Good News continues on page 6)

The Tennessee Association of School Librarians 
(TASL) has added a new event to its annual confer-
ence - a joint fundraiser for the TASL scholarship fund 
and SCBWI. Eight authors from Tennessee who are 
members of the Midsouth will chat with librarians 
in small groups about their latest books and writing 
for young people. The authors to be included in the 
October 25 event are Tracy Barrett, Sharon Cameron, 
Susan Eaddy, Helen Hemphill, Ed Sullivan, Jennifer 
Trafton, Kristin Tubb, and Jessica Young.

Librarians to Host Author Event
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 Rebekah Harris was a featured speaker during Creative 
Writing Days at the 2012 Virginia Highlands Festival held in 
Abingdon, VA. The Festival annually attracts nearly 40,000 
visitors to southwestern Virginia and northeastern Tennessee. 
Rebekah writes young adult fiction, teaches at King College, 
and is enrolled in the brief residency MFA program of Spalding 
University. <http://www.rebekahharris.com>
 George Ella Lyon was the subject of a two-page arts feature 
story published in the Lexington Herald-Leader on July 26. 
The article touted her success in publishing two new books in a 
single year. Those books are Holding on to Zoe (Farrar, Strauss, 
Giroux), a young adult novel, and She Let Herself Go (Louisiana 
State University Press), a collection of poetry. George Ella is the 
author of several award-winning picture books and will serve on 
the faculty for the 2012 Midsouth Fall Conference. 
<http://www.kentucky.com/2012/07/26/2272141/george-ella-
lyon-has-two-books.html>
 Alison Lyne is the illustrator for 
G is for Grits, A Southern Alphabet to 
be released this month (September) by 
Pelican. The text is by Nikole Bethea.
 Cheryl Mendenhall’s illustra-
tions for the Chinese folktale, “The 
Paper Boat,” appear in the September 
2012 issue of Highlights magazine. 
Cheryl says her Marco Polo-themed 
promo piece that won the illustration 
contest at the 2010 Midsouth Fall 
Conference may have landed this job. (Art on page 10.)
 Rita Monette’s middle grade novel, The Legend of Ghost 
Dog Island, will be released in e-book format by Musa Publish-
ing in November. 
 Courtney Stevens Potter (writing as Courtney C. Stevens) 
earned a significant mention in Publishers Weekly with the an-
nouncement that HarperCollins Children’s Books had offered 
her “a major two-book deal” brokered by agent Kelly Sonnack. 
The first book, Faking Normal, is Courtney’s YA debut and is 
tentatively scheduled for publication in 2014. The second book, 
currently untitled, will be a stand-alone novel. 
 Ruta Sepetys’s next YA novel, Out of the Easy, was high-
lighted in a June 15 edition of Entertainment Weekly with an 
interview and sneak peek at the cover. The publication date is 
projected for February 8. Ruta has set this story in New Orleans 
in 1950, and her protagonist is a bright young teen who wants to 
escape the confines of a city where her mother has worked as a 
prostitute. Ruta’s interview article is available online:
<http://shelf-life.ew.com/2012/06/15/out-of-the-easy-ruta-
sepetys-cover-reveal-interview/> In other recent news, Ruta was 
featured in The City Paper, which is based in Nashville, in an Au-
gust 5 story about her successful move from the music industry 
into writing. The article was written by a new Midsouth SCBWI 
member, Kim Greene.

 Martha Bennett Stiles has been honored by the Kentucky 
Department for Libraries and Archives, which selected her new 
book, Sailing to Freedom (Henry Holt, 2012), to represent the 
state in the National Book Fest to be held in Washington, D.C. 
According to a KDLA representative, the annual Fest will attract 
thousands of librarians, school teachers, and children to the mall 
in late September. Many will be eager to see the books honored 
by individual states.
 Kathy Witt’s children’s book, The Secret of the Belles (Dog 
Ear Publishing, 2009), led to an opportunity for her to write the 
narrative portion of Atlanta, Georgia: A Photographic Portrait, 
issued this year by Twin Lights.
 Barry Wolverton has launched his career in children’s books 
in fine form, earning praise from Kirkus for his fiction debut, 
Neversink (WaldenPond Press/HarperCollins, 2012). He now has 
a three-book deal with Walden Pond Press, which will issue The 
Vanishing Island in 2014 as the first book in a trilogy.

Good News, continued from page 5

Art, above: Alison Lyne created this composite of finished 
cover art alongside early character sketches to show a bit 
about how sketches become part of a “visual dialog” that 
moves toward the final product. As Alison explains: “I cre-
ated these imaages for a middle-grade, historical novel, The 
Graveyard, by our own Midsouth member, Rosalyn Ramage. 
I did sketches in pencil and tweaked in Photoshop. I also did 
five black and white ink drawings of critical scenes for the 
book’s interior.”  http://www.lyneart.com/



Midsouth’s First 
Illustrator Day Is 

Huge Success
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Art, above: “Matt Wakes Up” by Kris Sexton. Kris used black Prisma-
color pencil and Photoshop to create this scene for the work assigned in 
advance of Illustrator Day. She says that Laurent Linn’s pre-workshop 
critique prompted her to show Matt’s interests by including more details 
in the room, and to give the dinosaurs looking in the window a style of 
their own that indicates they’re make-believe. For a look at art from 
another participant in Illustrator Day, see Meridth Gimbel’s selection on 
page 11.  Visit the Midsouth Illustrator’s Blog to see even more. <http://
midsouthillustrators.blogspot.com/>

Want to join the Midsouth Kidbooks listserv? 
Contact moderator Evelyn Christensen

 via e-mail <evelyn.christensen@gmail.com >.

Don’t miss the Midsouth Illustration Blog,
 http://midsouthillustrators.blogspot.com/

By Susan Eaddy

Editor’s note: The region is grateful to 
Midsouth Illustrator Coordinator Susan 
Eaddy for organizing our first Illustrator 
Day. Here is Susan’s report on the highly 
successful event.
 
The first Midsouth Illustrator Day, held 
June 2 in Brentwood, TN, drew rave 
reviews from participants. Laurent Linn, 
art director at Simon & Schuster, led the 
session. Participation was limited to twelve 
full participants and fifteen partial. (The 
‘full’ spots sold out within 24 hours after registration opened.) 
Full participants did all of the illustration work assigned by 
Laurent in advance. Partial participants did not prepare, but had 
the opportunity to watch and listen to his instruction on the day of 
the workshop.
  The goal was for each full participant to create a finished 
picture book illustration by going through a speeded-up version 
of the process an illustrator goes through under the guidance of 
an art director when creating art for a picture book.  
  About two months prior to the event (April 6), Laurent 
provided a dummy picture book manuscript (without art) and 
the following instructions: Each artist was to create character 
sketches and choose one spread for a complete illustration.
  On April 27, the spread sketches went to Laurent for 
critiques, which were returned to participants on May 14. That 
gave participants a little more than three weeks to finish their 
final art for the workshop day.
 The schedule that day was organized down to the minute 
to ensure that Laurent could complete the planned instruction 

and individual critiques. The schedule included a general intro, 
15-minute critiques of each illustration in a group setting, and 
lunch, as well as eight paid portfolio reviews (10 minutes each), 
held before and after the workshop. 
   Participants brought copies of their final artwork, but also 
had provided digital copies, which were projected onto a large 
screen, which Laurent critiqued in the order they appeared. That 
gave everyone in the room a giant-sized view.
 Visit the Midsouth Illustrator’s Blog to see some of the final 
pieces. <http://midsouthillustrators.blogspot.com/>
 

On August 13th, SCBWI members from 
Nashville gathered for their city’s first Schmooze 
(photo, right).. It was a great time for getting 
to know one another a little better. The group 
discussed everything from the LA conference 
to book deals to the superiority of goat cheese 
on tacos! SCBWI members and prospective 
members are invited to attend future Schmoozes. 
Watch the Kidsbook listserv and the SCBWI 
Midsouth website <http://scbwi-midsouth.org/> to 
learn dates and times.

Nashville Members Gather for Schmooze
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Bradley, continued from page 1

The last –  and fifth – time my editor sent it back....

 I wanted to throw myself off the bleachers

 into a lake. I expressed this in a text 

to my husband. He texted back, 

“Don’t be afraid 

to be really really good.”

the research, twice, to look for little nitpicky details that I didn’t 
need to know until the manuscript was nearing completion. (Was 
Joe Fossett literate? Was Sally Hemmings?) The last –  and fifth – 
time my editor sent it back, I found out while I was sitting at the 
top of very tall bleachers at the World Equestrian Games, and I 
wanted to throw myself off the bleachers into a lake. I expressed 
this in a text to my husband. He texted back, “Don’t be afraid to 

(story continues on page 9)

little about the progression of your career and how these varied 
projects have unfolded? 
A: My three science books were by an editor who knew my back-
ground. Most of the other titles are simply me pursuing whatever 
topics catch my interest. The Lacemaker and the Princess had its 
roots in a biography of Marie Antoinette; after I read it, I thought, 
“I still don’t really understand the French Revolution.” So I kept 
reading, and then started writing. Jefferson’s Sons came about 
when I got annoyed with the docent on a tour of Monticello – I 
knew there were parts of the story he was deliberately downplay-
ing– and so I started reading everything I could about Jefferson 
and the Hemmings family. Weaver’s Daughter originated in the 
birth of my son, which after 27 hours of labor became the sort of 
medical crisis he and I would not have survived if it had hap-
pened 200 years ago. 
  My three picture books – Favorite Things, The Perfect Pony, 
and Ballerino Nate – were all written specifically for my son, my 
daughter, and one of my daughter’s good friends. I didn’t set out 
to write about so many different topics; it’s somewhat unusu-
al. I’m lucky in that I have financial freedom, due to my hus-
band’s job, to write about whatever I want, rather than whatever 
my publishers want or whatever we think will sell best.  I hope 
my books will sell well – they usually do, though not always 
– but I don’t have to worry about paying the light bill if they 
don’t. This is pretty huge for a writer. It takes a lot of pressure 
off.

be really really good.” Every day, I tried not to be afraid. 
  My Angel of Patience helped. That’s a little angel figu-
rine, mentioned in my blog, that my agent gave me some years 
ago. She’s got her knees under her chin, and her arms crossed, 
and you imagine (she has no facial features) that she’s scowling. I 
knew I needed patience. I’ve always said that one of my greatest 
weaknesses as a writer was an unwillingness to write sloppy – to 
get in and make a big mess and THEN sort the story out. Well, I 
didn’t get a choice with Jefferson’s Sons – it was a big mess, and 
it took a long time to sort out.
 
Q: As many authors know, Kirkus reviewers often are stingy with 
their praise, but they were indeed generous in talking about Jef-
ferson’s Sons. Did that surprise you, or did that book seem filled 
with a particular degree of promise while you wrote? 
A: Let me confess: I love Kirkus, and I love bad reviews (as long 
as they’re not aimed at my own books). I live in a small town and 
my kids attended a small school; both town and school had very 
limited library budgets. If reviews weren’t honest, how could 
such libraries spend their money wisely? They’d end up buying 
dreck written by famous people, instead of startlingly good debut 
novels.
  Okay, off the soapbox. It’s always a difficult thing to wait 
for your first reviews. You love your book the way you love your 
children, regardless of flaws. But I admit I had pretty high hopes 
for Jefferson’s Sons. It’s an interesting topic, at least in my mind, 
and I thought I had handled it in a way that was both child-appro-
priate and honest. And the novel did get better with every draft – 
so, by draft six, I was hoping it was pretty good.
 
Q: The list of children’s books you’ve published is incredibly var-
ied: science books (Energy Makes Things Happen), a humorous 
chapter book (Ballerino Nate), and historical novels with settings 
that range from Versailles (The Lacemaker and the Princess) and 
the Tennessee frontier (Weaver’s Daughter). Could you talk a 

Photos, below: Kim Bradley’s books explore genres and topics rang-
ing from science for the very young to historical fiction for preteens 
and teens.
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The outline, questions, and background research for this article were 
developed by Patsi B. Trollinger.

Bradley, continued from page 8

Q: Your website bio mentions that you majored in chemistry at 
Smith. When did you first have an inkling that you might want to 
be a writer?  

A: When I was a sophomore at Smith, my roommate, who was an 
English/Classics double major, convinced me that we should both 
take an Education seminar on children’s books. It was a litera-
ture survey class (not writing) and I took it because 1) my friend 
asked me to, 2) it looked easy, and 3) I liked children’s books, 
which I’d never really stopped reading. Anyhow, we joined this 
class of about 100 students, which was taught by none other than 
Patricia MacLachlan during the year she won the Newbery for 
Sarah, Plain and Tall. Before the semester ended, I’d written my 
first picture book manuscript and given it to her. It was of course 
totally unpublishable, but I still have the manuscript because of 
the single word Patty wrote across the top:  “Lovely.” She called 
me aside after the next class and asked if I was serious about be-
coming a writer. Before my analytical brain could say, “Of course 
not, I’m going to be a doctor,” I blurted out, “Yes.” Patty got me 
into an SCBWI critique group that met every month in Hatfield, 
MA, and I started learning the technical parts of the craft.
 
Q: Looking back on your career from this vantage point, is there 
any advice you’d give to persons starting down the path toward 
writing children’s books? 
A: It’s not easy. If you think it should be easy, you’re doomed. In 
the old days apprentices studied a craft for seven years before 

expecting to earn any money doing it, and I think that’s pretty 
close to realistic for most of the writers I know. There are the oc-
casional geniuses, who don’t need my advice; they’ll be fine. For 
the rest of us, perseverance and the belief that you have some-
thing important to say are the keys to success. Self-publishing is 
still not widely respected and is not really an easier and certainly 
not a more lucrative path than sticking it out with mainstream 
publishers. 
 
Q: Anything else you want to share? 
A: Recently I found something I’d written as a child that said, “I 
wish I lived where there were mountains.” I don’t remember writ-
ing or thinking that, but now I do live where there are mountains, 
and I love them. In the last week I’ve found new homes for two 
Angora goats that were making us all crazy and bought one new 
horse, so the number of animals on our farm underwent a net 
decrease – very rare for us. I’m blessed to be where I am, doing 
what I love, and I try hard not to forget that when my current 
novel is making me crazy.  (I can’t talk about that novel yet.  Too 
new.) 
Learn more about Kim by visiting her website:
 http://www.kimberlybrubakerbradley.com/

Gems of Wisdom from the SCBWI Summer Conference
During the international Summer Conference this past August, 
over 1200 attendees from 46 states and 15 countries gathered to 
hear stars in the world of children’s book publishing talk about 
every imaginable aspect of writing, illustrating, and publishing. 
Here are few of their more unusual topics and memorable words.
 • Lying: “I love writing about lying because there are so 
many reasons for why we lie: things we hide or lying to pro-
tect someone. What is fun is to write about when characters are 
caught in their lies.” -  Sara Shepard, author The Pretty Little 
Liars series
 • Surprise: “When writing, we undoubtedly write more into 
our stories than we even know … because we unknowingly want 
to surprise ourselves.” - Karen Cushman, Newbery-winning 
author
 • Voice:  “It’s how a writer makes a character’s specific expe-
rience authentic to the reader.” - Senior editor with both Walden 
Pond Press and Balzer & Bray, Jordan Brown
 • Humor: “There are no secrets to writing humor. It has to 
come naturally. You can’t force funny.” – Chris Rylander, winner 
of the 2012 Sid Fleischman Humor Award  

 • Art: “What makes art? When you follow all the art rules, 
and when you finish with it, at some point you have to keep your-
self open for a curve, an irrationality that will speak to someone. 
An irrational impulse. You can explain the three act structure 
but not the irrational impulse.” - Author and illustrator Eugene 
Yelchin, Newbery Honor winner
 • Inspiring readers: “Write the stories that will give your 
readers more to be a human being with. … If you close a book 
leaving the kid with questions, he will have more to be a hu-
man being with. Give your reader the deeper questions.”  - Gary 
Schmidt, Newbery Honor winner 
 

Photo, right: Midsouth member Ruta 
Sepetys, author of a NYT bestselling debut 
novel, gave a keynote address in Los 
Angeles. She said, “What are you longing 
for? What do you hide? What scares you the 
most? These are our emotional truths. You 
must move from reaction to observation and 
weave those emotional truths into your char-
acters.” (Photo by Rita Crayon Huang.)
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Teaching Children to Write: “Glimpsing Worlds of Wonder”

(continued on page 11)

      Q: What are your underlying assumptions when you set out 
to plan a writing workshop for kids? That is, what are the things 
you value in the process? 
      A: I approach teaching in the same way I approach writing: 
from the fundamental belief that at the heart of creativity is the 
freedom and courage to play. I write children’s books because, 
when my imagination sits down to play, that’s what naturally 
comes out. I teach children because I love catching glimpses into 
the immense worlds of wonder and creativity within their minds. 
Pablo Picasso said, “Every child is an artist. The problem is how 
to remain an artist once he grows up.” Whenever I plan classes, at 
the back of my mind is the desire to whisper into a child’s imagi-
nation: Don’t ever let this part of you grow up completely. Keep 
this freedom. Keep this playful delight.

      Q: Is there a balancing act between encouraging unfettered 
creativity and helping kids think about rules and craft and disci-
pline?
      A: It depends in part on the individual child. Some kids need 
a lot of rules and structure; others are like jack-in-the-boxes 
bursting with enthusiasm when they discover they’re free to cre-
ate on their own. I need to guide the one without squelching the 
other. 

      Flannery O’Connor said, “Art transcends its limitations only 
by staying within them.” Creativity is problem-solving, working 
within and reaching beyond limitations. I think of it as play-
ing inside a sandbox. The shovels and buckets—the tools of the 
craft—are there to enable the play, not control it. The walls of the 
sandbox provide a contained space of raw material, but there is 
no roof above it. 
      As every parent knows, playtime can result in a mess. And 
creativity is about giving yourself the freedom to make a mess, to 
write something bad, to be wrong. Sir Ken Robinson said this in 
his 2006 TED lecture: “If you’re not prepared to be wrong, you 

Jennifer Trafton’s debut novel for middle-grade readers, The Rise 
and Fall of Mount Majestic (Dial, 2010), is a nominee for Ten-
nessee’s 2012 Volunteer State Book Award. In 2011 she founded 
Sleeping Giant in Nashville, a program of creative writing 
classes, workshops, and summer camps for children ages 7-12. 
For this issue of BorderLines, she agreed to share with other 
Midsouth members her insights on teaching -- and admiring -- 
children’s abilities to write and to be imaginative. 

Creativity is about 

giving yourself the freedom

to make a mess.

will never come up with anything original.” To be creative you 
have to be willing to risk making mistakes. But as kids get older 
they learn that they’re not supposed to make mistakes, that there 
are right answers and wrong answers. They don’t want to be 
wrong, so they conform; they stop taking risks.
      Since I’m an independent teacher, I don’t have to give grades, 
and I’m glad. I emphasize this to my students: You will not be 
graded here. There is no “wrong” answer to this particular as-
signment. It’s okay if this girl’s plot is chaotic, her adjectives 
overblown, and her characters cliché; she’s ten years old. She 
wrote an entire story from beginning to end and had fun doing it. 
That’s wonderful! And the more confidence she has to keep writ-
ing—the more deeply she falls in love with stories and poems, 

Art, left: Cheryl Mendenhall’s illustrations 
for the Chinese folktale, “The Paper Boat,” 
appeared in the September 2012 issue of High-
lights magazine. Cheryl says her Marco Polo-
themed promo piece that won the illustration 
contest at the 2010 Midsouth Fall Conference 
may have landed this job.

Learn what’s happening 

with SCBWI in your neighborhood 

and around the world. 

Check the Grants/Awards listing 

on page 12 and 

Calendars on page 14.
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soaking in their forms and rhythms, letting them tumble out of 
her unselfconsciously—the better each one will be. I provide a 
sandbox, give her a shovel, and trust that experience will improve 
her technique—just as it did for me.  
   
      Q: Are you willing to describe one of your class sessions and/
or share a few tips? What’s the best activity or technique you ever 
tried? 
      A: I really believe that delight is essential fuel for learning, 
so I try to make sure that laughter finds its way into the class, as 
well as a healthy dose of silliness, especially in creative expres-
sion—in invented words, in unusual points of view, in madcap 
plots. I’m constantly looking for new activities to jump-start kids’ 
imaginations, and I especially love activities that have a visual or 
tactile quality to them: a locked treasure chest with objects inside 
that make mysterious sounds, a backpack full of items owned by 
a main character whom the kids must invent, storytelling cards 
with evocative artwork, photographs. I have kids draw maps of 
imagined lands then come up with adventures that might happen 
there. For younger kids, especially, I think linking the artistic and 
the verbal is helpful; my class of second graders learned basic 
story structure and then drew the scenes before writing them. 
      I discovered one of my best teaching tools in the book Poem-
crazy: Freeing Your Life with Words by Susan Wooldridge. She 
pastes colorful, energetic words and phrases on tickets and uses 

them as writing prompts and raw material for poems. I’ve used 
word tickets in so many different ways in my writing classes, 
and the results are beautiful and often hilarious. The kids are 
eager to discover new words, or to put together words they know 
but wouldn’t normally think of using. With these basic building 
blocks of words spread out in front of them like literary jigsaw 
puzzles, they build descriptions and poems that have brought me 
to tears.

 Q: What do you believe that you should be giving and the 
kids should be receiving when you teach?
 A: A friend recently pointed me to this wonderful quotation 
by Madeleine L’Engle: “The creative impulse, like love, can be 
killed, but it cannot be taught. What a librarian or teacher or par-
ent can do, in working with children, is to give the flame enough 
oxygen so it can burn. As far as I’m concerned, this providing of 
oxygen is one of the noblest of all vocations.” Teaching humbles 
me almost to the point of terror. I may have a young Shakespeare 
under my care; the slightest whiff of foul air could quench that 
spark of beauty or divert it to something destructive. L’Engle 
reminds me of my most important task: Fan the flame and get out 
of the way. Let the beauty breathe. 

Visit Jennifer Trafton online at: http://www.jennifertrafton.com/

Art, above: Meridth Gimbel used watercolor and Corel Painter to create this spread as part of her participation in the Mid-
south’s first Illustrator Day, which featured instruction by Laurent Linn, art director at Simon & Schuster. Each attendee was 
challenged to create character sketches and a complete spread for a picture book text that featured a child’s playful visit to 
the library. See complete article and another illustration on page 7.



SCBWI Grant/Award Deadlines
SCBWI sponsors a substantial program of grants and awards for its 
members. Following is a selected list of items that have deadlines in the 
next three months. However, dates and requirements may change. For an 
accurate and detailed listing, consult the SCBWI website <www.scbwi.
org/Pages.aspx/Introduction>.
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New Grant Will Encourage
Ethnic Minority Writers 

and Illustrators

For a complete list of grant and award programs, consult the SCBWI 
website. Details are available for the Student Illustrator Scholarships 
(free conference tuition) and Member of the Year Award (service to 
SCBWI), along with other honors.

Amber Brown Grant
Deadline: Applications may be submitted between Nov. 1 and 
Dec. 31. Description: A grant program that honors the memory 
of beloved author Paula Danziger by providing funds to help a 
school host a guest author or illustrator. Any school may apply, 
but preference is given to schools that otherwise could not afford 
this privilege. SCBWI members may inform and encourage 
deserving schools to apply for this grant.

Crystal Kite Awards
Deadline: SCBWI members should regularly update their 
member profile on the SCBWI website to ensure that new books 
are eligible for these awards. Annual deadline for eligibility is 
Jan. 31. Description: Awards given by vote of SCBWI members 
each year to honor the best books published by fellow members. 
To be eligible, a book must meet PAL criteria and be cited in the 
member’s online profile on the SCBWI website.

Golden Kite Award/Sid Fleischman Humor Award
Deadline: All submissions must be RECEIVED no later than 
Dec. 3, 2012. Description: Golden Kite statuettes and Honor 
Book plaques are awarded to SCBWI members for outstanding 
work in fiction, nonfiction, picture book text, and picture book 
illustration. One book each year is selected for the humor award.

Magazine Merit Awards
Deadline: Entries must be submitted on or BEFORE Dec. 15 of 
the year in which the article is published.
Description: These awards are for outstanding authors or illustra-
tors of original magazine work for young people in four catego-
ries: fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and illustration. Among the recent 
winners: the Midsouth’s own Susan Eaddy for her illustration, 
“Pancake,” which appeared on the cover of the September 2011 
issue Babybug magazine. (See art below.)

On-The-Verge Emerging Voices Award
Deadline: Entries must be submitted no later than Nov. 15. 
Description: Annual grants aimed at encouraging writers and 
illustrators who are members of an ethnic minority and have 
a ready-to-submit completed work for children. Two winners 
selected each year; each receives an all-expense-paid trip to 
the SCBWI Winter Conference in New York, a year of free 
membership, and an SCBWI mentor. 

Student Illustrator Scholarships
Deadline: The application deadline is Dec. 1 to receive a 
scholarship to the winter SCBWI conference in New York. 
Description: The Student Illustrator Scholarships are awarded 
to four applicants each year. The award provides funds to attend 
either the SCBWI Summer Conference or the Winter Conference.

The SCBWI has announced the creation of the On-The-
Verge Emerging Voices Award. Aided by funds from Martin 
and Sue Schmitt of the 455 Foundation, the award pro-
gram offers annual grants to two writers or illustrators who 
are from an ethnic minority and have a ready-to-submit 
completed work for children. The purpose of the grant is 
to inspire and further the emergence of diverse writers and 
illustrators of children’s books.
 Applications will be judged by an SCBWI commit-
tee. Each winner will receive an all-expense-paid trip to 
the SCBWI Winter Conference in New York, a year of 
free membership, and a SCBWI mentor for one year. This 
year’s deadline for submission is Nov. 15. Winners will 
be announced Dec.15. Detailed submission guidelines are 
available online. <http://www.scbwi.org>
 SCBWI Executive Director Lin Oliver said of the new 
award: “Every child should have the opportunity to experi-
ence many and diverse points of view. SCBWI is proud 
to contribute to this all-important effort to bring forth new 
voices.”  Donors Sue and Martin Schmitt stated: “While our 
country is made up of beautifully varied cultures and eth-
nicities, too few are represented in the voices of children’s 
books.  We hope to encourage participation by those not 
well represented.” 

Art, below: “Pancake” by Susan Eaddy.
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Midsouth members in a variety of locations often gather 
for Schmoozes (social events that offer networking 
opportunities) and critique groups. To learn about 
Schmoozes in your area (or to host one), see page 7 or 
contact Shirley Amitrano <shirleyamitrano@yahoo.com>. 
For information on critique groups, contact Kurt Hampe 
<kurt@kurtdaniellavender.com>.

Schmoozes and Critique Groups

By Beth Dotson Brown

Sabrina feels as if her mother abandoned her when she left the 
children for Dad to raise. Violet still misses her father, who died 
when she was six. Morgan and Paula don’t talk much about their 
feelings, but they create fantasies about the friends and adven-
tures they want to have.
 When these children first came together in an after-school 
writing group, they didn’t know one another. By the end of the 
school year, they had shared their writing, patiently endured as 
they listened to the pieces they didn’t always like, and found 
ways to encourage their peers. They built teamwork and leader-
ship skills and built friendships they’ll carry into high school.
 In some ways, it’s more than I had hoped for when I began 
Writers’ Express, an after-school writing program for middle 
school girls. Knowing that the adolescent years are a tender age 
for girls who are struggling with self-image and peer pressure, 
and an especially difficult time for students who don’t gravitate 
to toward traditional sports or band activities, I began the group 
in Garrard County, Ky., in 2007. Since then, I’ve seen group 
members grow in many ways and the program expand into other 
counties.
 Because this is an after-school group that I want the students 
feel belongs to them, I am a “facilitator” rather than a teacher. 
Yes, there are times when I guide students through writing and 
rewriting their pieces, but they choose their activities through a 
collaborative effort that gives them ownership of the group. 
 The format for the groups is simple. In the beginning of the 
year, we get to know one another through fun “get acquainted” 
activities and responses to simple writing prompts. I then lead the 
girls through brainstorming ideas for:
• The kinds of writing they want to explore
• Other art forms they would like to try
• Possible field trips
• Special activities they might suggest
 Thanks to grant funding, we’re able to bring in at least two 
other artists during the year who introduce the students to the art 
forms they’ve chosen. Painting and clay sculpture have been es-
pecially popular although we’ve also tried activities like African 
dance, dulcimer playing, and book making.
 Our field trips have primarily centered on having lunch with 
a writer whose book I can purchase for each of them. The writer 

gives a writing-related presentation and answers questions, pro-
viding a role model from our own state or region.
 The special activities have been student-initiated service 
projects, such as writing a play, performing it for fifth-graders, 
and staying afterwards to talk about writing and answer questions 
about middle school. One year we created a literary journal that 
we sold to raise money for the local Humane Society.
 The bulk of our time, however, is spent on learning, writing 
and sharing our work. They become better writers, develop confi-
dence in their skills and explore things that are happening in their 
lives.
 If you’re interested in starting an after-school group, here are 
some tips:
• Do work with someone in the school who can identify students 

likely to be interested in the group. 
• Do facilitate fun “get-to-know-you” exercises to create a friend-

ly atmosphere that encourages trust among group members. 
• When you begin to write, don’t force writers to share aloud. 

They’ll eventually encourage one another to share.
• Do use writing prompts. Middle school writers love them. 
• Do use “creativity stations” with a variety of “prompts”, such 

as music, a picture, a first sentence, or an interesting object 
(like a souvenir from overseas). As students rotate through the 
stations, they will uncover at least one new idea for something 
they want to continue to write about.

• Do provide first sentences from which they can write group 
stories. We typically rotate through three writers spending 10 
minutes each on the story with the final person writing the 
conclusion.

• Don’t expect students to want to spend a lot of time on revi-
sion. Most middle school students are not yet at a stage in their 
writing when they’re willing to revise too much if there isn’t a 
grade involved.

  I’ve learned that these groups are about more than turning out 
topnotch young writers. It’s about helping them get through a dif-
ficult stage of life with enough confidence and positive connec-
tions so that when the time is right, they will move on to the next 
step with their writing. 

Beth Dotson Brown is a freelance writer and editor in Lancaster, KY. 
Reach her through www.bethdotsonbrown.net.

After-School Writing Clubs: 
Helping Teens and Tweens in Surprising Ways

http://midsouthillustrators.blogspot.com/
Visit the Midsouth  Illustration Blog

I’ve learned that these groups are 

about more than turning out topnotch 

young writers. It’s about helping them 

get through a difficult stage of life
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Make a Date with SCBWI
Sept. 14-16, 2012, Nashville, TN: 

Midsouth Fall Conference.
Registration details are available on the Midsouth

 website <www.scbwi-midsouth.org>.

Upcoming international SCBWI conferences
14th Annual Winter Conference
February 1-3, 2013 - New York

42nd Annual Summer Conference
August 2-5, 2013 - Los Angeles

Online resources available anytime:
www.scbwi.org

www.scbwi-midsouth.org

Genetta Adair, Regional Advisor
SCBWI-Midsouth
P.O. Box 396
Cordova, TN 38088
expressdog@bellsouth.net
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Midsouth Schmoozes and Local Gatherings
•	Nashville	area – Watch for listerv or website announcements.
•	Louisville	area - First Monday night, every month, at Vint on 
Old Brownsboro Road.
•	Memphis	area - ABC Writers meet on the 4th Sunday of most 
months at the Germantown Library.
 For more information about schmoozes and how to host one, 
visit the regional website <www.scbwi-midsouth.org> and choose 
the Schmooze link midway down the left side.

Neighbor to Neighbor
A brief listing of upcoming SCBWI events in regional 
chapters that border the Midsouth. To obtain detailed 
information or a more comprehensive calendar, visit 
the SCBWI Events page.
 www.scbwi.org/Regional-Events.aspx

Sept. 28-30 Carolinas Region: Annual Fall Confer-
ence (Charlotte).

Oct. 18-20 Southern Breeze Region (Alabama-Geor-
gia-Mississippi), WIK: Writing and Illustrating for 
Kids (Hoover, AL).

Nov. 2-3 Missouri Region: Annual Conference (St. 
Charles).

Art, above: Mary Uhles used watercolor, pencil, 
and Photoshop enhancements to create this art for a 
series of vacation bible school booklets. The editors 
specified a theme of “high energy theme park” and 
were eager to have highly saturated colors. Mary 
says final tweaking of the cover continues.


