
Michael Cooper: Award-winning 
nonfiction and the thrill of discovery

BorderLines

Number 82, Summer 2012

SCBWI-Midsouth
Regional Advisor
Genetta Adair

Asst. Regional Advisor
Patsi B. Trollinger

Illustrator Coordinator
Susan Eaddy

FEATURED IN THIS ISSUE

1

(story continues on page 4)

From the Regional Advisor

Good News

2012 Midsouth Fall Conference

The Newbery Selection Process

Grant and Award Deadlines 

Why Reviews Matter

Calendars

3

6

9

10

12

13

14

Complete contents listing
on page 2.

Artists Featured 
In This Issue

The following SCBWI artists 
and illustrators contributed 
work for this issue. 
Kristi Valiant - page 9
Alison Lyne - page 11.
 

 

Midsouth member Michael Cooper is one of the 
most respected nonfiction authors in the world of 
children’s books. After more than twenty years of 
writing and a Golden Kite Award (2004), he still 
loves the thrill of discovering facts and ideas.

Q: Your first children’s book was pub-
lished more than twenty years ago. Could 
you tell us how it came about? And do you 
like to read the same types of things you 
write?

A: Racing Sled Dogs (Clarion, 1988) was 
my first book. It grew out of a travel arti-
cle I wrote about Alaska. I thought of that 
first book as another freelance assignment 
and didn’t know that I would become a 
fulltime kids’ book writer. As for reading, 
I sample a bit of everything, but nonfiction 
has been dominant because I enjoy it. I’m 
always looking for article or book ideas. 

Q: Many writers will envy your ability to 
sustain a relationship with one publishing 
house (Clarion) over many years, consis-
tently producing outstanding books for 
them. How did you make this happen?

A: I have been quite fortunate to publish 
so many books with Clarion. I published 

Photo, right, by Sam Luna

my first two books with them. When the 
editors there weren’t interested in my third 
idea, which I thought was pretty good, 
I sent it to Virginia Buckley at Penguin/
Viking. As soon as she received my letter 
she called, and we worked out the contract 
details on the phone. I published several 
books with Virginia. After a reorganiza-
tion at Penguin/Viking, Virginia was 
out of a job. During the months she was 
unemployed, Clarion accepted one of my 
proposals. A few weeks later and unrelated 
to me, Virginia joined Clarion as a senior 
editor. In my experience, writers who 
write books that sell well are embraced 
by their publisher. [Editor’s note: Virginia 
Buckley is among the most revered edi-
tors in children’s publishing, having edited 

“My first book ....grew out 

of a travel article I wrote 

about Alaska. I didn’t know 

that I would become 

a fulltime kids’ book writer.”

- Michael Cooper



BorderLines is a newsletter of the Midsouth Region of the 
Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators (SCBWI), 
published four times each year: March, June, September, and 
December. The newsletter is offered online at no cost to SCBWI 
members <www.scbwi.org/>.
 The newsletter contains helpful articles for those who are 
interested in children’s publishing. It features tips for writers and 
illustrators, industry news, information on events in the Midsouth 
Region (Tennessee and Kentucky), “Good News” from our re-
gion, and illustrations provided by SCBWI and Midsouth artists.
 BorderLines welcomes queries and submissions that meet 
formatting requirements as stated on the Midsouth website. Dead-
lines are January 15 (for the spring issue), April 15 (summer), 
July 15 (fall), and October 15 (winter). The newsletter editor and 
Midsouth regional advisor reserve the right to make final deci-
sions about content and to edit articles so as to meet space and 
style requirements.
 No payment is made for items that appear in the newsletter. 
By submitting your work, you are granting to BorderLines the 
one-time right to publish your work. Each contributing author 
and illustrator retains the rights to his or her work. No article, 
photo, or piece of art that appears in the newsletter may be 
reprinted in any form, including blogs and websites, without the 
express written consent of the creator. 
 The content of this newsletter does not represent the opinions 
of or endorsements by the international offices of SCBWI.
 Submit queries: trollinger@kycom.net
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To submit art to BorderLines, send a j-peg as an e-mail attach-
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size to 200 KB or smaller; include a brief artist’s statement. For 
articles, send a query to the editor. All content should be related 
to writing and/or illustrating for children and teens.
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Contribute to the Next Issue of BorderLines

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, Kristin O’Donnell Tubb, a 
Tennessee 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 Kristin  <ktubb@comcast.net>.

Midsouth Kidsbook Listserv

Get the Scoop on School Visits 

The Midsouth will host a school presentation workshop in the 
Nashville area on Saturday, June 16, 1-3:30 pm. The cost is $10 
for SCBWI members and $15 for non-members. Author Kristin 
O’Donnell Tubb will discuss ways to book school visits, recom-
mended materials, expectations of teachers and librarians, and 
ways to connect with readers. Mary Grey James, manager of 
Parnassus Books, will discuss ways to partner with bookstores to 
sell books at school events. For online registration and details, go 
to the Midsouth regional website <www.scbwi-midsouth.org>. 
Click on Back-to-School Workshop in the Upcoming Events box 
in the upper right corner.



From Your Regional Advisor: Practice and patience to get it right
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In preparation for a family vacation in the mountains of East Ten-
nessee, I’ve been practicing my fly fishing casting. This morning, 
I was struck with the realization that a comparison can be made 
between that popular outdoors sport and the craft of writing for 
children. Sound strange? Perhaps. Yet, both require skill, prac-
tice, and patience. Both can produce exhilarating results as well 
as frustration, too. 
 I delight in the whisper of a fly fishing line whisking through 
the air, back and forth over the angler’s shoulder until the fly 
lights on the water. The goal is to land the fly as natural as pos-
sible. Casting a nearly weightless fly requires techniques different 
from other forms of casting. Similarly, writing and illustrating for 
children requires different techniques from other forms of writing 
and illustrating. 
 I see our BorderLines newsletter as a booklet of advice from 
people who are on the same journey and who offer their experi-
ences, advice, and encouragement to other writers and illustra-
tors. I hope you’ll enjoy this summer issue, which is chock full of 
interesting articles ranging from a Kentucky librarian who served 
on the selection committee for the Newbery Award to why book 
reviews are important to a book’s sales. The feature story intro-
duces Midsouth member Michael Cooper who won an SCBWI 
Golden Kite Award for nonfiction and who enjoys research to the 
extent that he researches more subjects than he writes about.
 The SCBWI offers numerous events to help hone our craft. I 
was thrilled at the sellout attendance of the recent Master Class 

on Plot with Cheryl Klein that our region co-hosted with SCBWI 
Carolinas in Asheville, NC. You can see pictures from that event 
on page 13. Some of Cheryl’s presentation is available on her 
blog. If you couldn’t attend the event but want to glean her advice 
on plotting, search online for her name and the word “plot.” 
 Many in the Midsouth don’t know Karyn Henley, a Nashvil-
lian who has published 100 books. You can read about her and 
her writing fear on page 7. Similar to what Cheryl Klein men-
tioned in Asheville, Karyn believes that authors should, “Go all 
the way through your first draft before you start re-writing …” 
Another prolific author in the Midsouth is George Ella Lyon, 
whose eighteen books for children include an SCBWI Golden 
Kite winner. She’ll be on faculty at the next Midsouth Fall Con-
ference, so you might want to read the article about her on page 
8.
 The Midsouth Fall Conference is just around the corner. With 
an amazing faculty of ten professionals, including three from the 
Midsouth, this event will help you take your writing and illustrat-
ing from ordinary to extraordinary. If you plan to attend, you’ll 
want to register early to secure your spot. The event has sold out 
for the past three years. Read the conference brochure and make 
notes of which presentations you’d like to attend before begin-
ning your online registration.
 I hope to see you there!
    Genetta Adair 

SCBWI Midsouth member Kristin O’Donnell 
Tubb has agreed to succeed Genetta Adair as 
the incoming Midsouth Regional Advisor of the 
SCBWI. She will officially take office on Octo-
ber 1st when Genetta retires. Genetta will remain 
active in the Midsouth and will continue to work 
with the conference coordinating committee.
 Kristin is the author of Selling Hope (Feiwel 
& Friends/Macmillan 2010), which won a 2011 
Crystal Kite Member’s Choice Award. It is a 
finalist for the 2012 National Homeschool Book 
Award. Her previous book, Autumn Winifred Oli-
ver Does Things Different (Delacorte Press/Ran-
dom House 2008), was selected by the Tennessee 
State Library to represent the state of Tennessee at the 2009 
National Book Festival and has been nominated for the Volunteer 
State Book Award (2011-2012 list). Her fantasy debut, The 13th 
Sign, will be released in January 2013 from Feiwel & Friends. 
 A respected author, Kristin also has exceptional administra-
tive skills and is a proven leader. Her service to the SCBWI over 
the years shows her level of dedication to this organization and 
her steadfast commitment to our region. In the past decade, she 

Midsouth Leadership Change: Welcome Kristin Tubb
has volunteered her time to organize writing 
events for Midsouthers, coordinate optional 
critique groups at fall conferences, moder-
ate the Midsouth_Kidbooks listerv, and lead 
workshops for the Midsouth. She will be on 
faculty at this year’s Midsouth Fall Con-
ference, co-presenting with her editor Liz 
Szabla to discuss the editor/author revision 
experience.
 Genetta said, “I have every confidence 
that the growth in the Midsouth Region will 
continue and thrive under Kristin’s leader-
ship.”
 As with all of the SCBWI regional 

positions, the job of regional advisor is voluntary.  Genetta added, 
“I am grateful for Kristin’s attitude of servant leadership and her 
willingness to offer her time to our region.” 

For information on a school visit workshop 
to be led by Kristin Tubb and Mary Grey James, 

see page 2.
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Book covers, above: Michael Cooper’s book, Indian School, was 
published by Clarion (1999). The Double V Campaign had been 
published by Dutton the preceding year (1998). Both books earned 
strong reviews and solidifed his reputation for excellence in bringing 
to light untold aspects of American history.

books by authors including Katherine Paterson and Gary 
Schmidt.]

Q: More recently, you extended your list of accomplish-
ments by securing contracts with the notoriously competi-
tive children’s book division at National Geographic. Any 
information you’d care to share about how those deals 
came about? 

A: I’ve been extremely lucky my whole adult life meeting 
talented and helpful people. Nancy Ferensten (an editor 
in the kids’ book division at National Geographic) and I 
are both members of a terrific organization called The Children’s 
Book Guild of Washington, D. C. The Guild has monthly lunch 
meetings where guest speakers include agents, editors, writers, 
and illustrators. Soon after I moved to Washington and joined 
the Guild, I met Nancy at one of the lunches. My apartment and 
home office were near National Geographic’s offices, so after 
lunch Nancy and I rode the Metro together. Apparently, she was 
already familiar with my work, and at the end of our short com-
mute she asked if I’d be interested in doing a book for her. [Ed. 
note: Michael was a longtime D.C. resident and continues to have strong 
ties with the capital city.]

Q: You’ve accompllished something else unusual for a nonfiction 
writer - securing an agent. How did you connect with an inter-
ested person?

A: An editor at Scholastic knew that I might be interested in an 
agent, and she suggested Ken Wright. He had been an editor at 
Scholastic and lost his job during a major reorganization. He im-
mediately joined Writers House in Manhattan, and I was one of 
his first clients. He’s terrific.

Q: For part of the past decade, you have written a great deal 
about ethnic groups whose contributions to America’s wars and 
her history had gone unrecognized, including Native Americans, 
African-Americans, and Japanese-Americans. What has drawn 
you to these areas of history?

A: I wrote about Japanese Americans and Africans American 
because there wasn’t much available about them in the 1980s and 
1990s. Also, when I was studying history in college there was an 
emphasis, mostly brought about by the U.S. Civil Rights Move-
ment, on minorities. I was influenced by that, too. 

Q: What can you tell us about your general approach to re-
search? Any favorite and least favorite aspects?

A: I enjoy research, and I research a lot more subjects than I 
write about. Ideas come from everywhere. For example, a friend 
at the Library of Congress just the other day sent me a link to a 
small museum in Connecticut that recently acquired some of the 
personal papers of an 18th-century English preacher who was a 
friend of Benjamin Franklin. This individual influenced religious 
leaders in the American colonies, helping to bring about the first 
Great Awakening. 

“Despite its descriptions of dust 

and drought, this book is anything 

but dry....the text’s strength 

is the very human face it puts 

on the overwhelming tragedy 

of the Dust Bowl years.” 

 From a School Library Journal 
review of Dust to Eat, which won 

a Golden Kite Award in 2004

 The first thing I did was look up the fellow on Wikipedia. 
While many editors don’t want writers to use Wikipedia as a 
source, I find it helpful for providing an overview of a subject. 
Plus, the list of sources and further reading for each Wikipedia 
subject points me to other sources of information. Next, I usu-
ally go online to reserve a few books at my public library. After 
browsing through those and checking to see what has been writ-
ten recently about the subject for my target audience, which is 
usually ages 9 to 12, I decide if the subject is worth pursuing. If it 
is, I either buy used books online or get more library books. Us-
ing these sources, I develop a proposal. If the proposal is accept-
ed, I seek primary sources to supplement my secondary sources.
Research in all phases is exciting because it’s a treasure hunt. 
First you’re looking for the big prize, a subject to write about. 
Then you’re looking for an interesting angle. Then you’re hunt-
ing for excellent and (one hopes) untapped sources. And while 
combing through your sources you’re looking for good quotes 
and anecdotes. With each discovery, I feel a little thrill.  

Q: Any observations about the future of juvenile nonfiction? Do 
you see traditional books disappearing in favor of e-books, apps, 
and other electronic formats?

A: The nonfiction market is a tough sell right now. For nonfiction 
trade books, about three quarters of all sales are to schools and 
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libraries. Budget constraints have curbed their book 
buying. I’m fortunate to have a book with MacMil-
lan coming out next year. 
 As for the future of printed books, I’m pretty 
sure they’ll be around for a good while. There is 
an article about that in a recent issue of either The 
Writer or Publishers Weekly and the consensus 
seems to be that printed books will survive as part of 
a mix of ebooks and other media.

Q: What’s next on your agenda? 

A: Right now I’m exploring historical fiction. While 
I teach basic fiction and nonfiction writing, I’ve 
never written fiction so it’s a bit daunting. 

The outline, questions, and background research for this article were 
developed by Patsi B. Trollinger.

Slave Spirituals and 
the Jubilee Singers 
(2001) was another in 
Michael’s long list of 
books with Clarion. 

Michael’s early career in nonfiction involved freelance work 
for magazine articles and film documentaries. This 1991 
photo shows him (far right) working with an Australian film 
crew shooting a documentary about social services. He was 
their schedule planner. Says Michael: “We were in a public 
housing development notorious for its drug problems. The 
lady we were interviewing was leading the fight against the 
drug dealers, and she was guarded around the clock by a 
group of Black Muslims.”

The Bologna Book Fair and Beyond
One convent, one clay mouse and Lin Oliver with a butcher knife

The Bologna Book Fair is a venerable tradi-
tion among professionals in the children’s book 
industry. Agents and editors attend to meet 
talented authors and illustrators. The best in the 
business - authors, illustrators, publishers, and 
editors - offer programs. And permeating all the 
working and networking, there is an atmosphere 
of festivity and goodwill.
 Midsouth member Susan Eaddy decided 
some years ago that she simply had to partake 
of the Bologna experience at least once, and she 
made good on that plan earlier this year. Her 
creative blog <http://claythings-susaneaddy.
blogspot.com/> details some of the hilarity that 
can ensue when an artist attempts to carry a delicate piece of 
three-dimensional art (Susan’s beloved Quiet Mouse made of 
polymer clay) on a transatlantic flight. The blog also reports on 
Susan’s desire to save money by renting a room in a convent and 
her experience watching SCBWI president Lin Oliver wield a 
butcher knife for a ceremonial cake-cutting. On a more serious 
note, Susan agreed to share a bit of her professional experiences 
in Bologna by answering a few questions for BorderLines.

Q: Why were you so interested in going to Bologna?

A:Years ago, I worked for someone in educational publishing 
who went on a regular basis, apparently to negotiate foreign 
rights. As I learned firsthand, that is the essence of the Book Fair 
- editors and publishers are trying to sell foreign rights to some 
books and acquire rights for others.

Q: You had the distinction of being one of 30 
SCBWI illustrators chosen to have your work in 
a portfolio display in Bologna and subsequently 
were invited to offer an Illustrator Showcase. 
How did the Showcase work?

A: It sounded daunting but turned out to be 
straightforward. I took samples of my books, 
some portfolio artwork, and cards with specific 
information on who handles foreign rights for 

each of my publishers. Editors and publishers who saw the show-
case could talk to me, look at the books, and take one of the cards. 
I also set up my iPad to play videos of me working and to offer 
images of my portfolio. If I’d made plans earlier to attend, I could 
have attempted to set up individual sessions with art directors for 
several publishers. I did manage to get one portfolio showing with 
the art director from Bloomsbury, and I took the time to look at 
the booths of every publisher in attendance. If something looked 
like a good fit for my work, I asked for a business card from the 
Art Director.

Q: Any results?

A. It’s too early to know, but the trip was well worth the opportu-
nity to get acquainted with international members of SCBWI.

Visit Michael Cooper online at: http://www.michaellcooper.com/ 

Photo, left: Susan Eaddy promoted her books and art 
during an Illustrator Showcase at the Bologna Book 
Fair. SCBWI had a strong presence at the prestigious 
international event.

Additional Bologna photos on page 14.
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Good News

http://midsouthillustrators.
blogspot.com/

Visit the Midsouth 
Illustration Blog
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Dark of the Moon, a novel by Tracy Barrett, was a finalist in 
balloting for the Crystal Kite Award. The book was published by 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.
 Skila Brown, a longtime Midsouth member, has sold her 
debut middle-grade novel, Caminar, to Candlewick. This is the 
same novel for which Skila won the SCBWI Work-In-Progress 
grant. Skila is temporarily residing in Guatemala and, upon 
returning to the U.S., will be moving to Indiana. She hopes to see 
Midsouth friends at the fall conference.
 Evelyn B. Christensen has launched a new e-zine, Writing 
for Children’s Magazines, offering tips to persons interested in 
the magazine market. Learn more online at: http://evelynchris-
tensen.com/mags.html
 Donna Driver has written Don Coyote, a children’s musical 
with a witty modern take on the classic tale of Don Quixote. The 
special production will be presented June 29 and 30 at The Larry 
Keeton Theater in Donelson, TN, under the direction of a young 
man, Ben Dassau, who has been diagnosed with cerebral palsy.
 Helen Hemphill serves as director of the Highlights Whole 
Novel Workshop, coordinating the work of editors, agents, and 
veteran authors who guide participants to the next level with their 
writing. At one of the recent workshops held in March, another 
Midsouth member, Karyn Henley (see page 7), served as a fac-
ulty member, as did former Midsouther Alan Gratz. 
At an upcoming workshop in July, Helen will serve 
on the faculty. For more info, visit the Highlights 
Foundation website.
  In other news from Karyn Henley, her new-
est novel, Eye of the Sword (WaterBrook Press) was 
released in March.
 Cate Hart and Rae Ann Parker (photo, right) 
presented a workshop entitled “Writing YA Romance” 
for the Music City Romance Writers in Franklin, TN, 
in mid-March.  

 Ruta Sepetys’ debut novel, Between Shades of Gray (Pen-
guin Young Readers Group), has received another honor with a 
SCBWI Crystal Kite Award.
 Charles Suddeth has two books under contract with 4RV 
Publishing. Experiment 38, a YA thriller, will appear in October 
2012. Spearfinger!, a picture book, is set for January 2013.

 Barry Wolverton launched 
his middle grade debut novel, 
Neversink (Walden Pond/Harper-
Collins), with a book signing at 
The Booksellers at Laurelwood 
in Memphis in early April.

March: Eye of the Sword by Karyn Henley 
(WaterBrook Press–young adult/fantasy, 
paperback). 

July: Sailing to Freedom by Martha Bennett 
Stiles (Henry Holt–middle grade/historical 
fiction and Underground Railroad, hard-
cover).

September: The Dark Unwinding by Sharon 
Cameron (Scholastic Press –young adult/his-
torical/steampunk, hardcover and e-book).

October: Experiment 38 by Charles Suddeth (4RV Publishing 
– young adult/suspense, paperback).

One the of the most popular features of National Public Radio 
is its ongoing series, “This I Believe,” which features from-the-
heart commentary by people from throughout the United States. 
Midsouth member Wendy Lawrence was honored to have her 
essay chosen for broadcast in 2007 and then doubly honored 
with its selection for publication this year. The piece, entitled 
“Motherhood Is Real,” appears in the new book, This I Believe: 
On Motherhood (John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2012), edited by Dan 
Gediman. 
 The piece offers a tribute to Wendy’s mother – and all moth-
ers – who give their children the confidence to take risks. As 
Wendy notes in one section (quoted at right), risk-taking was 
essential when she began to consider a career in writing. Wendy 

has worked as a middle school teacher and principal. She now is 
a parent who blogs on mothering and books.
 <http://wendylawrence.org/>

The Power to Believe in Risk-Taking

 “My mom complimented me on my first basket in bas-
ketball, even though I scored it for the wrong team. Her 
belief in that basket powers my heart today as I—forever 
the girl running the twelve-minute mile—train for another 
triathlon, knowing that I will still be slow and not even con-
sidering that I should care. Her belief opens my lungs as 
I jump off the ledge of an established career to follow my 
dream of being a writer. With one compliment, my mom 
gave me the confidence to tempt failure. I still believe in 
those two points.” - Wendy Lawrence 

(copyright: Johy Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2012)
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By Shellie Braeuner

The prolific writing career of 
Karyn Henley began in 1979, but 
she is best known for The Begin-
ners Bible, published in 1997 by 
Zonderkidz. This simple book 
brings the stories and message of 
the Bible to very young children. 
The book remains in print and has 
been translated into seventeen lan-
guages. Karyn now has more than 
100 publishing credits, including 
picture books, novels, Christian 
curricula, and parenting guides. In 
addition, Karyn is an accomplished 
songwriter, with nearly 300 songs 
available on iTunes and a Dove award nomination. 
 I caught up with Karyn to talk about her career, her new 
book, Eye of the Sword and her decision to join SCBW (before it 
even had an “I”.) When I mentioned her impressive list of pub-
lished work, she laughed. “Well, I didn’t do it all at once,” Karyn 
said. “You do a little bit at a time and it adds up.”

Q: When did you start writing?

A: I began writing when I began teaching, right out of college. I 
majored in early childhood, and my husband and I moved out to 
L.A. My first job was in kindergarten, and my favorite part was 
reading to the children. And I thought: I could do this. I started 
writing picture books and my first book came out in 1979, the 
same year that I had my first child, so I had two babies that year! 
The book was called Hatch and was about all the different kinds 
of animals that hatched from eggs: birds, alligators, snakes, and 
the like. It was named an Outstanding Science Book for 1980. 

Q: When did you join SCBWI?

A: I joined SCBW that same year. It wasn’t SCBWI yet. They 
had some illustrators as members, but they hadn’t added the letter 
yet. At the time, I lived in L.A., so I was able to go to the annual 
conference. The speakers were Tomie DePaola and Jane Yolen.

Q: What changes have you seen in SCBWI over the years?

A: Well, it has expanded enormously! However, SCBWI has 
always been inspiring. It’s great to be part of a group that honors 
and supports those who write for children.

Q: How has publishing changed?

A: There are a lot more people involved in writing for children 
now, and there are more learning opportunities. For example, 
when I started writing, there were no master’s programs for 

children’s literature. But I was able to graduate from 
Vermont’s M.F.A. program in 2004. Also, when I 
started writing, children’s authors didn’t need an 
agent; they often worked directly with the publisher. 
But today fewer and fewer publishers will accept 
unagented, unsolicited manuscripts.

Q: Having done so many picture books, why did you 
write a novel?

A: While I was in Vermont, I found myself chang-
ing. I specifically went to learn how to write picture 
books. I worked on three or four picture books with 
my advisor, and they were fine. Then my advisor 

asked what I was afraid of writing. I thought that I wasn’t really 
afraid of any subject. Then it hit me – I was afraid of writing 
a novel. I was afraid of writing something that long. I always 
thought, I can do 32 pages, but how do I sustain a story for 200 
or more pages? I was afraid to fail. I was afraid I couldn’t do it. 
I was afraid I would get lost. So I started that very semester. I 
turned in the beginning of a novel that would become Breath of 
Angel.

Q: Do you have any bits of advice for other writers?

A: Here are my top three:
•  Read and read and read some more of all genres, not just what 
you enjoy. It expands you, and you never know when you will 
pick up an idea.
•  Write. Write. Write.
•  Go all the way through your first draft before you start re-
writing, querying or approaching an agent. It’s like sculpture and 
the first draft is your ball of clay. But you can’t sculpt your story 
if you only have half a ball of clay.

Q: And the last two stories you’ve sculpted have been novels, 
haven’t they?

A: Yes - Eye of the Sword (2012) and Breath of Angel (2011). 
Both were published by WaterBrook Press.

Shellie Braeuner is a freelance writer and editor. Her first picture 
book, The Great Dog Wash, won the Cheerios New Author Con-
test and was named a Best Book of 2010. 

Photo, left: Karyn Henley at a recent booksigning 
in Memphis at The Booksellers of Laurelwood. 

Want to join the Midsouth Kidbooks listserv? 
Contact moderator Kristin O’Donnell Tubb

 via e-mail <ktubb@comcast.net>.

Don’t miss the Midsouth Illustration Blog,
 http://midsouthillustrators.blogspot.com/
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George Ella Lyon: ‘A deep and prolific author’

By Kurt Hampe

A poet, a playwright, and an editor walk into a picture book 
workshop. Does that sound like the start of a bad writer’s joke? 
No, just bad verb conjugation, because all three titles belong to 
one person—the workshop leader. Meet Kentucky super-author, 
George Ella Lyon.  A true veteran of the industry, her twenty-
three books of fiction, poetry, and memoir—including eighteen 
for children and young adults—have garnered dozens of honors. 
She’s earned ALA Notables and the SCBWI Golden Kite. She 
has Publisher’s Weekly, Kirkus, and School Library Journal re-
views to make the proudest author blush.  She is, to quote another 
award-winning author, Marie Brady, “a deep, prolific author who 
writes about things that matter.”
 What you may not know, unless you were lucky enough to 
attend last year’s Picture Book Workshop in Lexington, is that 
George Ella is also a super teacher. She shares her secrets, show-
ing students multiple techniques for turning their ideas into just 
the right words. As one attendee, author and librarian Jennifer 
Hunsicker said, “She presents her material in a memorable and 
effective format for students eager to learn the hard work that re-
ally goes into writing a publishable picture book.”
 Don’t let the promise of hard work scare you, though.  As a 
longtime critique partner, author, and editor, George Ella knows 
how it feels to be on all sides of bringing a story to life. She 
nurtures stories and authors alike. Or, as former HarperCollins 
editor, Heather Henson, puts it, “George Ella is one of those writ-
ers who not only writes beautifully, but explains beautifully the 
creative process, how to take the tiniest seed of an idea and nur-
ture it and grow it until it blossoms into something miraculous.”
 Ready to see if George Ella can help your ideas grow?  Then 
be sure to check out the 2012 Midsouth Fall Conference. (Visit 
the Midsouth website - http://scbwi-midsouth.org/ - and choose 
the link under Upcoming Events.) George Ella is teaching not 
one, but two picture book sessions, helping authors find their 

Book covers, above: George Ella’s picture books have ranged from the 
rambunctious (No Dessert Forever!) to the poignant (Mother to Tigers). 
She also has used elegantly written fiction to explore social and political 
causes, including affordable housing (You and Me and Home Sweet 
Home) and the environment (All the Water in the World). For a complete 
listing of titles, publishers, and release dates, visit George Ella online:  
http://www.georgeellalyon.com/

Ready to see if George Ella 

can help your ideas grow?  Check out 

the Midsouth Fall Conference, where she will 

teach two picture book sessions.

story’s voice and give it the energy to sing. And if you need an-
other push, listen to what Midsouth Illustrator Coordinator Susan 
Eaddy has to say, “George Ella’s workshops have produced many 
talents and she is beloved by her students of all ages.”
 Want to read more about George Ella? You can discover her 
story, a full list of books for children and adults, her music, and 
her environmental work on her comprehensive website.
 <http://www.georgeellalyon.com/>

Kurt Hampe is a former computer ninja who has published short stories 
for young readers and now writes middle grade and young adult novels. 
Visit him online to admire an enviable Hawaiian shirt. < http://www.
kurthampe.com/>

Photo by Ann W. Olson

The Midsouth will host its first Illlustrator Workshop on June 2 in 
Brentwood, TN, featuring art director Laurent Linn of Simon & 
Schuster. The event was designed with options for Full Participa-
tion and Partial Participation, which allows for differing levels of 
preparation and pricing. Watch for a post-event report in the next 
issue of BorderLines. Special thanks to Susan Eaddy, our region’s 
Illustrator Coordinator, for coordinating this event. 

Region to Host Illustrator Day 
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Art, above: Be Brave, Willa Bean This piece was contributed 
by Kristi Valiant, who says: “This illustration is from the book, 
Be Brave, Willa Bean (Random House), part of a chapter book 
series about a messy-haired cupid.” Kristi, who serves as RA for 

the Indiana region but frequently participates in Midsouth events, 
has illustrated a number of other books. Her debut as an author/
illustrator, Penguin Cha-Cha, comes out in 2013 from Random 
House. <www.kristivaliant.com>

The 2012 Midsouth Fall Conference will take place at the Hilton 
Garden Inn-Vanderbilt in Nashville (same location as last year’s 
2011 fall conference) on Saturday and Sunday, Sept. 15-16. Pre-
conference intensives are scheduled for Friday afternoon, Sept. 14, 
for an additional fee.  
 Pitch Sessions will be offered by agent Sarah Davies. Paid 
manuscript critiques will be available via face-to-face sessions at 
the conference with faculty members or in a written format from 
other editors not present at the conference. 
 An illustrator contest and a fiction manuscript contest (in three 
categories) will be offered again this year. To obtain guidelines for 
either of these, go to the regional website <www.scbwi-midsouth.
org> and click on 2012 Midsouth Fall Conference in the Upcom-
ing Events box at the top right of the screen. Then select a link 
to the desired guidelines for detailed information. Because of the 
confusion about formatting last year, sample manuscript page 
links and a FAQs document link are also included at that site.
 A detailed conference brochure is available on the Midsouth 
website <www.scbwi-midsouth.org> and registration opens 
Wednesday, June 6. Study the brochure before registering, and 
sign up early. This conference has sold out three years in a row!
 The four intensives offered on Friday will feature the follow-
ing presenters and topics: “The Art of Revising a Picture Book” 
(Victoria Rock, editor at Chronicle); “How to Prepare Success-
ful Live Presentations” (Dan Yaccarino, author/illustrator); “The 
Construction Zone: Building an Authentic and Complete World 
for Your Story” (Martha Mihalick, editor at Greenwillow); and
 “Hands-On with an Art Director: Creating Character, Dummies 
and Beautiful Art” (Martha Rago, art director at HarperCollins).

The faculty roster for the 2012 Midsouth Fall 
Conference is as follows:
Sarah Davies – Agent, Greenhouse Literary
Stephen Fraser – Agent, Jennifer Di Chiara Literary
Martha Mihalick – Editor, Greenwillow Books
Victoria Rock – Editor-at-Large, Chronicle Books
Liz Szabla – Editor-in-Chief, Feiwel & Friends
Martha Rago – Art Director, HarperCollins
Tracy Barrett – Award-winning author
George Ella Lyon – Award-winning author
Kristin O’Donnell Tubb – Award-winning author
Dan Yaccarino – Award-winning author/illustrator

Meet the Faculty

Schmoozes and Local Gatherings
• Nashville area – Monday, Aug. 13, 7-9 p.m., in Brent-
wood. Contact: Rae Ann Parker (raeannparker@bellsouth.
net) or David Arnold (iamdavidarnold@gmail.com).
• 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.
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For many children’s authors, the Newbery Medal is a coveted award 
shrouded in a bit of mystery. But one Kentucky librarian, Peter Howard 
of the Louisville Free Public Library, has penetrated that mystery. He 
agreed to share his expertise with BorderLines readers.

Q: We hear that you’ve served on the Newbery committee. 
A: Yes, I served on the 2012 Newbery selection committee of 
the American Library Association. This is the committee that 
just recently awarded the Newbery Medal Award to Dead End in 
Norvelt by Jack Gantos. We also chose two honor books: Inside 
Out and Back Again by Thanhha Lai and Breaking Stalin’s Nose 
by Eugene Yelchin.

Q: How were you chosen to do that? 
A: Some librarians are elected to serve on the Newbery commit-
tee, some are selected, and some have the Newbery thrust upon 
them. I would fall in the last group. When I was first asked, my 
initial reaction was to say, “That’s a lot of reading; I don’t know 
if I can keep up!”

Q: Can you summarize how the process worked? 
A: First, you clean out your apartment or house to make room for 
all the books publishers will send you. Then you spend the year 
reading as much as you can. Each month, you send the rest of the 
committee a list of suggestions—good books you’ve read that 
you think may be contenders. Toward the end of the year, you 
send in your official nominations. This is how we create our short 
list of contenders. At the American Library Association mid-
winter meeting in January, you meet all day for two days. You 
discuss each book on the short list and cast your votes.

Q: Who nominates books? 
A: Although anyone may suggest books to the committee, the 
committee members make the nominations based on the books 
they read. Publishers, of course, are eager to suggest their books 
and are generous in sending copies to committee members. I 
received over 450 books!

Q: How did the committee deliberate? 
A: Imagine being locked in a room with 14 of your best friends! 
Except, they are not really your friends—they are all experts in 
the field of children’s literature. We discuss each book in detail, 
going over the criteria—the pros, the cons, what we like or dis-
like. This decision is not made lightly. Each of us had to come 
prepared for critical discussion.

Q: Were you given specific criteria? 
A: The five basic criteria are interpretation of the theme or con-
cept; presentation of information including accuracy, clarity, and 
organization; development of a plot; delineation of characters; 
delineation of setting; and appropriateness of style. Throughout 
the discussion, we kept going back to these criteria. In addition, 

Photo, above: Peter Howard. (Photo by Ruth Ann Gipe, a graphic artist 
for the Louisville Free Public Library.)

The Inside Scoop on Excellence: Choosing a Newbery Winner

we asked ourselves, “What makes this book distinguished? How 
does this stand out among the rest?” For a fuller explanation 
of the award’s criteria, I suggest your readers go to this link on 
ALA’s website: http://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/
newberymedal/newberyterms/newberyterms

Q: What was the most difficult part of the process? 
A: Evaluating literature is an objective mental exercise. However, 
our reaction to literature is often subjective and emotional. I may 
like a book because of the emotional response it brought to me. 
Perhaps I relate to the characters in a personal way; or I find the 
plot or setting of personal interest to me. I may walk away think-
ing, “Wow, that’s the greatest book I’ve read!” But, when I look 
at it objectively, I might have to say that the book, although I love 
it, does not fit the criteria as well as others. I think each of us on 
the committee had to “let go” of books that were our personal 
favorites but knew was not the most distinguished book overall.

Q: The most rewarding part of the process? 
A: Knowing that I was part of a great team that carefully and 
thoughtfully chose the most distinguished children’s book of the 
year. Each of us left the room knowing with certainty that the 
three choices we made were the best.

Q: Apart from that committee, what qualities do you think consti-
tute a sure mark of excellence in a children’s book? 
A: I believe a book for children should be honest and respectful 
of a child’s intelligence. We often assume a child will not or can-
not understand a concept when, in fact, they know more than we 
think they know—and probably more than we know ourselves!

(continued on page 11)
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Q: What are some of your all-time favorite books among New-
bery winners ….and among books not named for the award? 
A: I have so many favorites I am hard pressed to choose! I would 
definitely say, among the Newbery winners, A Wrinkle in Time 
and From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler stand 
among my favorites. That may be because my 5th grade teacher 
read them aloud to us in class. Reading to children is a great way 
to leave an impression on them! Among non-Newbery books, The 
Little Prince is my all-time favorite. Of course, it could not win 
the award because it was originally written in French. (Newbery 
winners must be written in English and published in the United 
States.)

Q: Why should authors care about awards such as the Newbery, 
Printz, and National Book Award? 
A: Everyone wants to be loved and recognized for what they 
do. If I were an actor, I’m sure I’d want to win a Tony or Oscar. 
Awards tell us what we, as a collective society, value and accept 
as exceptional. From a purely monetary point of view, anyone 
who wins the Newbery award is pretty much set for life. New-
bery winners rarely go out of print, so that’s a life’s worth of roy-
alties to collect. On a more philosophical note, awards encourage 
us to strive for excellence.
 
More about Peter Howard: His career began in the first grade when 
he opened a lending library in his family’s pantry. He is now the Teen 
Services Supervisor for the Louisville Free Public library, where he 
coordinates system-wide programming and services for young adults.  

Art, above: Grubby Girls Unite! Alison Lyne says of 
this piece: “I did this for self promotion, and it served 
as the precursor for a picture book. Along with other 
Midsouth illustrators, I am developing a dummy for a 
paid critique at our fall conference. I created this im-
age with a combination of repurposed acrylic artwork 
and Photoshop techniques.”

At the Midsouth Media Training Work-
shop held March 31, Mimi Bliss of 
Bliss Communications explained how 
authors and illustrators can develop 
their story angles, establish talking 
points, and cultivate media coverage. 
Her instructions on preparing for inter-
views included tips on how to stay fo-
cused on talking points, how to sit and 
what to wear, and ideal use of make-up 
for television cameras. 
 Mimi concluded the workshop by 
offering five volunteers an on-camera 
mock interview. Attendees enjoyed 
watching each progress from a good 
interview to a great interview under 
Mimi’s tutelage. Her experience as a TV reporter and media 
trainer prepared the attendees to speak with confidence and cred-
ibility.

Media Training Event: Ideal Prep for Interviews
    Veteran author Karyn Henley 
said of the workshop: “Although 
I’ve done many media interviews, 
I had never had any media training, 
so I jumped at the chance to find 
out what I could do better. I was 
not disappointed. Not only did I 
learn how to turn unwanted ques-
tions into a positive lead-in for my 
talking points, but I also learned that 
the most interesting ‘angle’ for an 
interviewer is not the book, but the 
author. Recently I was interviewed 
on both radio and TV, and I defi-
nitely felt more confident!”

Photo above: Sharon Cameron was one of five attendees to participate 
in a mock interview and receive feedback from Mimi Bliss. Sharon hap-
pened to be dressed in clothing that met some of Mimi’s recommenda-
tions for interview apparel: solid bold colors, tailored clothes, no hats or 
scarves.

Newbery, continued from page 10



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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Book Launch Award
The 2012 Book Launch Grant is available to PAL and full 
members of the SCBWI for a book with a publication date 
projected during the 2013 calendar year. Two grants of $2,000 
awarded annually for book promotion that may include launch 
events, book tours, curriculum materials, book trailers, and 
website development. Selection based on strength of marketing 
plan, demonstrated need, and quality of the book. Applications 
must be submitted through an online form available online 
<www. SCBWI.org>. For 2013 books, applications are due 
between June 1 and July 1, 2012 (no later than midnight on July 
1, Pacific time. Requirements stated on the SCBWI website. 

Golden Kite Awards
SCBWI annually presents the Golden Kite Awards to recognize 
excellence in children’s literature. Eligible books must be written 
and/or illustrated by SCBWI members and submitted to the 
SCBWI office between June 15 and December 2 in the year of 
publication. The awards program offers cash prizes of $2,500 
to author and illustrator winners in four categories: Fiction, 
Nonfiction, Picture Book Text, and Picture 
Book Illustration. Winners also receive an 
expense-paid trip to Los Angeles to attend 
the award ceremony at the Golden Kite 
Luncheon at SCBWI’s Summer Conference 
in August and a lifetime membership in 
SCBWI. Selections are made by a panel of 
judges consisting of children’s book writers 
and illustrators. For details, consult the 
SCBWI website. The 2012 fiction winner: 
the Midsouth’s own Ruta Sepetys for 
Between Shades of Gray.

Sid Fleischman Humor Award
SCBWI presents this award each year to an author whose work 
exemplifies the excellence of writing in the genre of humor. To 
be eligible, a book must have been written by an SCBWI member 
and submitted to the office between June 15 and December 2 in 
the year of publication. Additional instructions are available on 
the SCBWI website.

Crystal Kite Member Choice Awards
The Crystal Kite Awards program of SCBWI recognizes great 
books from fifteen SCBWI divisions around the world, chosen 
by a vote among SCWBI members by regions and divisions. 
These are the only peer-given awards in publishing for young 
readers. Each member of SCBWI is allowed to vote for their 
favorite book from a nominated author in their region that was 

published in the previous calendar year. To 
be eligible, a book must have been written 
and/or illustrated by an SCBWI member 
and issued by a PAL-level publisher. A 
new book automatically is placed on the 
annual ballot after the member updates 
his/her SCBWI online profile with the 
required information and checks the box 
“I wish to have this book considered for a 
Crystal Kite Award.” One of the winners 
in 2011: the Midsouth’s own Kristin Tubb 
for Selling Hope and, in 2012, Ruta Sepetys for Between Shades 
of Gray.

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.

Jane Yolen Mid-List Author Award 
From June 1 through Sept. 1, any SCBWI member may nominate 
an SCBWI author who has published in the past but has not 
recently sold a book. The winner will receive $2,000, and two 
honor recipients will each receive $500. Jane Yolen, who funds 
this award program, hopes the grants will help boost the careers 
of well-reviewed authors who find themselves stalled in their 
careers. Nominations only; no direct applications. 

Amber Brown Grants
Each year, SCBWI chooses two schools to receive Amber Brown 
Grants to cover the cost of hosting a well-known author or 
illustrator for a visit. One runner-up school receives a cash award 
to purchase books. Schools may submit applications between 
November 1 and April 1 according to procedures outlined on the 
SCBWI website. The recipients must be schools that otherwise 
could not afford to host an author visit.  

Tribute Fund
Members and interested friends of SCBWI can make donations 
to the organization’s Tribute Fund to memorialize or honor 
members of the children’s book community. Proceeds from the 
fund are used to provide scholarships to the SCBWI International 
Summer and Winter Conferences for the general membership.  

Lend a Helping Hand To Sustain 
Our Grant and Award Programs  

The SCBWI Awards program is famous for the assistance it renders to 
members, but did you know that you can lend a helping hand? Some 
grants and award programs will thrive if you nominate a deserving 
author, make a financial donation, or identify a needy school that could 
benefit from a free school visit by a nationally ranked author. Here’s a 
quick summary. Learn more by consulting the SCBWI website.



Why Should You Care about Book Reviews?
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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 9 or contact Shirley Amitrano 
<shirleyamitrano@yahoo.com>. For information on critique 
groups, contact Kurt Hampe <kurt@kurtdaniellavender.com>.

Schmoozes and Critique Groups

Editor’s note: At a recent gathering in Central Kentucky, I 
got into an animated conversation with veteran librarian Toy 
Lancaster about the role of book reviewers and reviews in 
children’s publishing. She later sent me such an eloquent and 
thorough e-mail that I requested and received her permission 
to share it here. - Patsi Trollinger

by Toy Lancaster, Coordinator of Children’s Services for the 
Lexington (KY) Public Library. 

I select all of the juvenile and teen books for all six 
branches and our outreach programs. As a team, our 
children’s librarians also are responsible for selecting 
materials such as spoken word [audio books], music, 
DVD’s, and replacement books.
  In terms of book acquisition, we are review driven. Probably 
95 percent of our purchases are selected on the basis of reviews 
that have appeared in Booklist, School Library Journal, Horn 
Book, Kirkus, VOYA, and Publisher’s Weekly. This is done for 
a couple of reasons. First, it helps us find the best books from 
among the thousands that are published each year. We are inun-
dated with calls, emails, and catalogs from publishers, authors, 
and performers. I look through some of the catalogs at the end of 
the fiscal year, but I politely decline nearly all requests for meet-
ings and preview collections. I really count on the journals for 
selection. 
 That being said, I do seek out and purchase materials from 
small or independent presses when the occasion warrants. For 
example, because of our location, Kentucky authors/illustrators 
are always given serious consideration. I also may choose books 
that haven’t been reviewed when I need to balance the collection. 
For instance, in regard to books that offer some aspect of sex 
education, I search the offerings of Bethany House or Zondervan 
to get a Christian point of view that tends to emphasize absti-
nence, a perspective that may be neglected in books from larger, 
mainstream publishers.
 This brings me to a second way that reviews are helpful – 
they help us librarians explain and defend our collections. If a 
customer has a complaint about an item, he or she has the option 
of filling out a Request for Reconsideration of Library Resources 
form.  At the next youth services meeting, the form and the 
reviews for the item in question are thoroughly discussed, and a 
decision is made whether to remove the item from the collection, 
retain it, or move it to another collection. I then write a letter that 

includes quotes from the reviews, informing the customer of the 
decision. 
 Overall, reviews play a vital role in the selection process and 
in defending our collections. For children’s authors, it is espe-
cially critical to have your book reviewed in Booklist and School 
Library Journal. Certainly, you can get out the word about your 
book via your website, contact with your state library association 
or the association that serves school media specialists and teach-
ers. News coverage is great, too, but there really is no substitute 
for reviews in established journals. 

School Library Journal, Booklist, The 
Horn Book and Kirkus are among the most 
respected sources of reviews for children’s 
books. Many public and school librarians 
consult these and other review journals 
while making decisions about purchases. 
In the words of librarian Toy Lancaster: 
“Probably 95 percent of our purchases 
are selected on the basis of reviews that 
have appeared in Booklist, School Library 
Journal, Horn Book, Kirkus, VOYA, and 
Publisher’s Weekly.”

Plotting Master Class with Cheryl Klein
Attracts Capacity Crowd

The April 21 Master Class on Plot with Cheryl Klein attracted 
a capacity crowd to Asheville, where the event was co-hosted 
by the Midsouth and the Carolinas. Participants included 
(below left) Nancy Bailey, Marie Bradby, and Chuck Suddeth 
and (below right) Mary Knight and Rebekah Harris.



The Society of Children’s 
Book Writers and Illustrators

Stephen Mooser, President
Lin Oliver, Executive Director

8271 Beverly Boulevard
Los Angeles, California 90048

Phone: 323-782-1010
Fax: 323-782-1892

Email: scbwi@scbwi.org

On the web: http://scbwi.org

Make a Date with SCBWI
June 2, 2012, Brentwood, TN: Illustrator Workshop, 

featuring Laurent Linn of Simon & Schuster.
(Registration has closed.)

June 16, 2012, Brentwood, TN: 
Back-to-School Workshop: School Presentations,

featuring author Kristin O’Donnell Tubb 
and bookseller Mary Grey James. 

Details and online registration at the Midsouth
 website <www.scbwi-midsouth.org>.

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
41st Annual Summer Conference
August 3-6, 2012 - Los Angeles

14th Annual Winter Conference
February 1-3, 2013 - New York

Online resources available anytime:
www.scbwi.org

Genetta Adair, Regional Advisor
SCBWI-Midsouth
P.O. Box 396
Cordova, TN 38088
expressdog@bellsouth.net
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BOLOGNA PHOTOS: Mid-
south illustrator Susan Eaddy 
(left) attended the 2012 
Bologna Book Fair (see page 
5). SCBWI President Lin 
Oliver (below) showed her 
trademark humor by wielding 
a butcher knife to cut the cake 
provided by international 
members of SCBWI.

Curious about the faculty roster 
for the 2012 Midsouth Fall 
Conference? See page 9.


