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Cynthia Leitich Smith, Author, Faculty, Vermont College MFA Program
A Constellation Celebration: Hooray for the Stars You Are!

Congratulations to all participants for continuing your writing education. I have continued to learn, throughout my 15-year career, by writing in various genres – picture books, short stories, novels, series and more. Marketing, speaking and teaching has further broadened my experience. Those who coast will soon become obsolete. It takes effort just to keep up with changes in publishing and internet marketing. 

My assignment was to inspire you. My favorite book is Art and Fear.

Books matter because:

· They inspire

· They educate

· They entertain

· They are shared

· They drive other media

· Readers use imagination

When I was young, I read the Newbery awards books like a brand. I studied journalism, then went to law school.  [Showed slides of many titles]

I love hearing from readers about what my stories have meant to them. It is worth dedicating your professional life. 

To succeed, you must read like a writer. Reading counts as writing time. Kathi Appelt inspired me at an Austin SCBWI conference. I learned about art and text. Gained humility and perspective.  None of us know what we don’t know until we know it, you know. 

See how the work of author Paula Danziger evolved and improved over time. Commit to improving over time. 

I envy beginners, who are just beginning their ‘writing apprenticeship’. The story behind your stories begins now. Where will you be ten years from now? What steps will you take to get there?

Take your writing seriously, even when others don’t. “Id love to practice law, if I only had the time.” Be your own champion.
Craft is the golden key. Publishing changes. Nothing about publishing matters if the craft is not there. Art first, last, and always.

Outlining vs. Diving In

Character sketches first

Write the whole thing and rewrite

Revise as you go

All of these are the ‘right’ way to write!

One constant: writing is about rewriting.  I think of picture books and short stories as containable. For longer stories, I plan first. I take photos of settings.  Write first draft (35-75k words). This is my discovery draft. Then I delete the file and START OVER. Don’t build on a shaky foundation. The best, strongest elements will rise again. 

[Recommends Purple Crayon website]

Harold Underwood once picked one paragraph from a 25k-word novel. 

Use critiques. Don’t defend or argue. Don’t ignore the good stuff. Use your sense of humor and optimism. Take note of feedback.  Wait three days, then pick it up again. 

Don’t panic in response to predictions, such as ‘picture books are dead’ or ‘fantasy is dead’. Write from the heart. 

Celebrate every success, even small things. Rejection is part of creative life. Small joyous moments help you weather the rest. 

My website is especially for writers: http://www.cynthialeitichsmith.com/index.html
A resource for the heart. Also includes resources for the head: articles, books, etc. 

I am happy to be part of the community of writers, this ‘creative tribe’. Learn, have fun, stretch yourself. Go forth, write! Illustrate! Shine!

Ruta Rimas, Assistant Editor, Balzer & Bray/Harper Collins Publishers
What Makes a Book Great?
The Balzer & Bray imprint was founded in May 2008. Publishes classic books for all ages, including If You Give a Mouse a Cookie…. They are on their second list – Winter 2010. There are two publishers and three editors. Want to develop authors, not just publish books. [Showed examples of titles, including SCBWI authors – this could be us!]
What makes a book great? 

· Reader learns something

· Makes you think in a new way

· Transports you to a new experience

· Has resonance, think about it for a long time after reading

· Unforgettable character

Recommends Reading Like a Writer by Francine Prose.

Did analytical exercise/demonstration on short excerpts. 

Excerpt from Not a Box by Antoinette Portis. Demonstrates how punctuation conveys frustration. The rhythm and tone of the questions reveals what is going on, with no tags at all. 
The Book Thief by Markus Zusak

Narrator is Death. Interesting:  Unusual use of white space in novel. ‘Nothingness of life’. Death sees life as nothing. Description of boy’s lips as an object, but train as lifelike (galloping).  

Use of interruption:

‘No one noticed.

The train galloped on.

Except the girl.’

[slide] Word by Word analysis of your WIP

Choose excerpt. What is successful? Why? How does it support the story?

What words are inappropriate? 

Sentences. Where the Wild Things Are by Maurice Sendak.

One 77-word sentence. Very powerful, has natural pauses but no commas. Sentence is an arc – the whole story. Even sounds are relevant: ‘magic trick’ Hard c sound when story changes. 

Charlotte’s Web, by E.B. White
Sentences are mundane with simple verbs at first, builds up. ‘Breath into lungs’, beautiful images, End with ‘Another miracle’.

Take your own sentence. What makes  you love it?

Paragraphs. ‘Literary Respiration’

Coraline by Neil Gaiman

Paragraphs get shorter as the pace quickens. Observing what new world is like. 

Maniac Magee by Jerry Spinelli

Transition from innocence to knowledge.

Choose 3-6 paragraphs. How is it breathing?

Voice. 

Don’t Let the Pigeon Drive the Bus

The store never says that the pigeon is angry or upset. You experience the pigeon, rather than being told what the pigeon is like. 

How I Live Now, by Meg Rosoff
Crispin, the Cross of Lean, by Avi

‘I halted and peered ahead.’ Just the word choice sets the scene.

Octavian Nothing, by M. T. Anderson

Title page conveys his voice. 

Your Manuscript.

Try writing one scene from a different voice, or from a different character.

John Gardner: “It’s the sheer act of writing, more than anything else, that makes a writer.”

Patrick Collins, Creative Director, Henry Holt Books for Young Readers
From Concept to Cover
Henry Holt publishes about 80 titles per year, a mix of picture books, middle grade, and YA. There are four people in the design department and seven in the editing department. Their office is in the Flatiron Building in NY. [Showed some images of the office.]

The process of developing cover art for First Boy by Gary Schmidt
We usually receive the manuscript and jacket summary, and sometimes a one-page description of plot, characters, setting, etc., plus any direction from the editor on the cover. This boy was a dairy farmer with his grandfather. Discovers secrets about his past. He is followed, there is drama. Turns out he is the illegitimate child of the female President of the United States. The Governor of New Hampshire knows and wants to expose him. 

Key elements include suspense, mystery, the dairy farm, politics. The design team wanted something photographic and iconic for the cover. They began by searching stock photo agency sites. Found images of an old milk bottle, Presidential seal, cows and lots of  other random ideas. 

The publisher, editor, director, marketing director and designer meet to solicit input, then the designer continues to try things.  Midway through this process, the book received an honor, and Patrick had to add text to the cover to reflect this.  After meeting again with everyone, had to start over. 

They hired an illustrator who submitted some grainy black and white sketches. [showed examples]. These were shot down because they were too ‘Hardy Boy-ish’. The team wanted to shoot for something more Tom Clancy-ish. A hard-hitting, blockbuster style of cover.

In the end, they came back to the first image of milk bottle and presidential seal, with red, white and blue. 
Next example was  Desert Crossing by Elise Broach.

Wanted to use same illustrator as with first book, but the sketches came out looking like they were targeted for a younger audience. Decided to follow the trend of photographic art instead, like many YAs. Patrick found a photo of a car on a desert road and ‘comped’ it up. Played with smaller titles, then larger, and also with the colors. Showed a clear example of how font can give an impression of the story. Scrolling font made the story seem like a romance. Gritty font conveyed action and drama. 

The market for novels is huge, and  the book cover really does have to compete for attention in the bookstore. Many people are involved in the process to come up with a marketable, appropriate cover. 

Sara Crowe, Agent, Harvey Klinger, Inc. Agency

Hitch Your Star to the Right Agent

Sara represents Varian Johnson’s new book, My Life as a Rhombus.
There is a ‘right’ agent, editor, and house for you.  Agents are becoming the only route to editors these days.  How to get an agent? All of my book deals started with a letter or an email.  Keep your communications professional and courteous, and be persistent. 

What stands out is good writing. (Recommends Bird by Bird, by Ann Lamott) The most important thing your letter must do is describe what is original and true about your book. 
Finding the Right Agent. Know the agents before querying them – what they’ve sold, who they represent, whether their list is a good place for your book. A children’s book list is a community – the books should fit together. Not too much the same, but not too different.  Consider the reputation, the experience of an agent, and the size of the agency. 

You need to have good communication with your agent. Make sure they are passionate about your book. What did they love about it? 

What is an agent?  An editor. The time that an agent and author are working together on a book is like a secret between them. Author needs to present the book in a polished state, but be ready and willing to revise.   

An agent is a matchmaker. They have lunch all the time, searching for the right editor. They must know the editors, the market, and what each is looking for. They watch what is being bought and sold. An agent makes a submission list, with the reason each book is on the list. Then, she sends a pitch letter to the editor. This letter is as important as your query letter.  I do at least three drafts. I must sell the book to the editor, convey why it is special, give a full impression, describe the book in one paragraph.  

An agent is a negotiator. She must know contracts and get the best terms for the author, such as retaining foreign rights, rights to the author’s next book, art, etc. 

She stays out of the revision process, while the author is working with the editor. 
An agent is an advocate.  She understands that waiting is difficult, tries to support the author. She finds out what she can. Authors should not badger their agents. Always ask, ‘when can we talk again?’, rather than just calling every day.

How to Work Best with Your Agent

Takes communication, trust, professionalism, passion for your work.

Author must put effort into marketing her work. Editors and agents will follow the author’s lead. 

Q&A

Q: You say to be choosy in selecting an agent. If we’ve been waiting for years, we are likely to jump at the first one to call us back!

A: You should know the agents’ well before you even query them. You should not query an agent who you would not feel comfortable working with, based your research.

Q: What do Scouts do? 

A: They have lunch with editors and agents. Seriously, they look at markets in other countries.

Q:  How much does an agent edit?

A: Less than the editor at the publishing house. My focus is to make sure that the unique things about the book are clear. Big Picture focus.

Q: If a writer has a diverse portfolio, should they send it all to the agent?

A: Always send just one book. The strongest, the one that fits the agent’s market. 

Q: What do you prefer to represent?

A: Mostly YA, some high-concept picture books.

Q: What is your current project?

A: Varian Johnson’s book, My Life as a Rhombus.
Q: Does a nonfiction author need an agent?

A: Depends on the market.

Q: What is the average time to publication?

A: Varies. From 30 days (unusual) to five years. 

Nancy Ferensten, Editor-in-Chief, National Geographic Children’s Books

Where’s My Crystal Ball? Challenges and Opportunities in the Rapidly Changing Children’s Book Universe

Publishing used to be civilized. Then costs went up and prices did not (as much). The market is changing. Kids are overprogrammed. Authors must know their market. 
Interesting statistics:

· Kids 8 – 18 spend 7.5 hours per day with media

· Kids spent 4.5 hours per day with TV, 2.5 with music, 38 minutes reading printed books

· Girls read 50% more time than boys

· Heavy TV watchers don’t necessarily read less, unless they have a TV in their room

National Geographic (NG) publishes non-fiction for kids. A critique panel of 400 kids guides their content.

· Kids would rather be smart than popular

Kids want:

· facts (they like to know more than adults).

· Kids want photos (reality)

· True and unexpected stories 

· Fun and laughs

NG has a three-prong publishing program

1. Serious reference – communicated in an authoritative, engaging way. This is mostly work for hire for authors.

2. Innovative narrative nonfiction. The goal is to get starred reviews and awards. NG accepts unsolicited proposals for this type of work, and offers royalty contracts. 

3. Fun reference – high energy, low price books for visually-driven fact hounds

What’s Next?

Hard to guess the future, when you only have the past to look at.  December 2009, Amazon sold more ebooks than printed books. 

	Advantages of Print

· Portable, no need for electricity

· Durable

· Collectible

· Souvenir

· Inexpensive (entertainment value)

· Shareable

· Familiar 
	Disadvantages of Print

· Limited format (16, 32 pages)

· Takes up space

· Print size is fixed

· Environmentally unsound (9 trees per book?)

	Advantages of Digital

· Any length

· Takes up very little space

· Can be connected (linked)

· Multimedia (animated illustrations, sound, video)

· Text size adjustable

· Searchable 
	Disadvantages of Digital

· Uses electricity

· Dedicated devices are expensive

· Rigid format

· Technology is immature

· Unclear business model (pressure for digital to be free. How to make $)


Trade sales of ebooks are up 176% from 2008 to 2009. Children’s books are lagging now, until a practical children’s reader becomes available. 
Nancy’s prediction

Picture book structure is determined by the printing process. When constraints are gone, books can be any size, shape or length. 

The future kids’ book will:

· Be able to read aloud

· Be downloadable at the library

· Print on demand

· Be interactive

· Be shareable

Schoolbooks will be electronic, too. Teachers will control content remotely. It will have tablet functions. It will interact. Kids can fill out worksheets in it. No more backpacks!

The future book will be portable, high capacity, flexible, and shared. It can be linked to bonus content, other books, social networks, author websites, etc. This will happen sooner than later.  We will need a new definition of book. For example: a book is a story or cache of information comprised of words, pictures, with a clear and intentional organization. 

Kids will always like fun, information and stories. Organizations like libraries will change, the media will change, but writers will always be here. 

Lisa Ann Sandell, Senior Editor, Scholastic, Inc. 

Shining Through the Black Hole: How to Make Your Query Package a Stellar Standout

Scholastic has many imprints but they are not that different. It’s best to find an editor to target, rather than an imprint. Looking for stories with broad appeal and a commercial hook. The picture book market is tough. The Scholastic list is good and focused with very special books, e.g., dinosaur books by Jane Yolen and David books by David Shannon. The illustrations are exceptional and the text is humorous.  
I publish 10 – 13 novels per year. Recent books include Randa Abdel-Fattah’s novels and Shadow by Jenny Moss (SCBWI). 

What are we looking for?

No mature content. 

Teen market surged with Twilight but there is now a glut of fantasy and paranormal. Mysteries and thrillers are about to hit it big. Things like the old Encyclopedia Brown and Nancy Drew will succeed. Looking for a book that has not been written yet. 

Relevance is the most important principle. The story and situations must appeal to readers. Readers must care about your characters. 

Looking for strong and original voices. Need a suspenseful hook on the first page. Compelling story arc. Innovative approaches to boys and children of color.

How to Get Published

Do not send unsolicited submissions. Will accept queries from conference attendees. 

· Do find an agent. 

The Query Letter

Your query letter should convey the style and gist of the book in three-quarters page to one page.  Try writing on the front of an index card: This book is about…

Next, try to fit it on a post-it note.  FOCUS

Your query letter style should be straightforward, show your flair, but not be hokey or personal. Do not market or talk about what you will do to market your book. Do not pose rhetorical questions. Consider sending up to three chapters with your query letter. Find a specific individual to send your query letter to.

· Introduce yourself briefly, only relevant details

· Don’t use a lot of adjectives

· Don’t compare your book to others

· Keep it short. Give key plot synopsis in three to four sentences. Basic story, characters and themes.

· Hit the right tone. Compelling but not too casual. Informative, respectful, professional.

· Be yourself, it will ring true.

Editors look at agented submissions first. It may take six months to read a novel. I do give feedback on manuscripts that I request. 

At Scholastic, when an editor receives a manuscript and wants to acquire it, she sends the book to the book clubs/fairs department to see if they would want to use it. (If book/clubs commits to the book, it is almost guaranteed to succeed and pay out the advance to the author.) Then the editor does a P/L (profit/loss analysis) using in-house software. This includes figuring out how many books to print, the costs, etc. 

The editor presents the case to marketing, sales, publisher, finance, etc. Everybody reads the submission before the meeting. 

How to find editors: use guides such as Writer’s Market. SCBWI has a directory, Children’s Literary Marketplace, Scholastic.com

Alexandra Cooper, Senior Editor, Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers 

How is a Book Acquired and Why?

Editors look for balance in their lists, and among the lists within the imprint and publishing house.  Your odds are better if you find an editor who mostly publishes books like yours.  Go to conferences and do research to find the right editor.

The picture book market is tough right now because they are expensive to produce. They are generally printed abroad on heavy paper, with four colors. The book must also earn out an advance for the author and the illustrator, rather than just the author. The market is cyclical and novels are hot right now. Picture books will come back someday.  
Editors are looking for a balance between:

· Picture books and fiction, 
· Established authors and new. Young editors are looking for authors who will become a big success and they continue to work together. 
· Commercial vs. literary. Commercial sells well, literary gets good reviews. Dream is to have both.

Editors/agents are readers. We get to acquire and publish things we are passionate about, but they must contribute to the bottom line. The ideal win-win is an ongoing relationship with an author.
Why would I turn down a perfectly good manuscript?

1. I get too many submissions

2. I have too many in the same category

3. It’s not distinctive enough

Selling the backlist is a big part of a publisher’s business. Must fit and sell. 

Process in Action

You deserve an editor who is as passionate about your work as you are. 

Include your professional writing experience in your query letter, e.g., Ladybug, Highlights.

Looking for voice – original but comfortable. Put thought into word choice. A story that captures and holds readers’ attention.  The editor must love it – she must be able to answer any question that comes up in the acquisition meeting. 

Research can help to determine whether there are any other books like it. For example, if it’s never been written before for a young audience, or if it’s part of school curriculum. 

I usually do two rounds of revision with an author. My first editorial letter presents overall issues, e.g., character dynamics, themes, etc. My second letter includes line editing, fine tuning, tightening of scenes, picky things. For example, changed title of The Lucky Stone to Escaping into the Night, and developed a new cover design. 
Acquisition process to publication usually takes 18 months to 2 years. 

Q&A for Panel of Speakers

Q:  What are your current projects?

A: Ruta: Henry in Love by Peter McCarty, The Doubters by Heidi Ayarbe (about a 17-year-old soccer player who has OCD.

Patrick: Moon Bears (picture book)
Sara: Seeing by Heidi Kling (about tsunami victims)

Alexandra: Amy and Roger’s Epic Detour
Cynthia: Holler Loudly due out Nov 2010 (first draft was 2002)

Nancy: Spies of Mississippi by Rick Bowers (about journalists who tried to undermine the civil rights movement). Shadow by Jenny Moss, The Clockwork Three by M. Kirby (turn of the century kids mystery)

Q: Why don’t you respond to submissions and/or queries?

A: 
Nancy: No time. Sometimes prompts angry responses. 

Q:
How are you compensated?

A:
Agents get 15%, Editors are salaried – no bonus, even if huge success.

Q:
Are you limited to how many manuscripts you can accept?

A:
Limited by workload, balance. No limits from above.  Agents are always looking. We have limited resources we have to spread among books.

Q:  Does author get to give input regarding cover art or illustrations?

A:
Patrick: Depends on the project, and how influential the author is.

Q:  How much physical description should an author include of a YA protagonist?

A:  Depends on the story.

Question about rights
A:  Agents like to keep foreign rights and film rights. There are also audio rights and all kinds of rights, like theme park ride rights and greeting card rights.   If you think an agent will aggressively sell the rights, let her keep it. Otherwise, let the publisher keep the rights. Make sure your agent understands right and can advocate for your interests.

Q: What is ‘high-concept’?

A:  A high-concept story is big crazy idea that you can sum up in one short sentence versus a literary one that is more complex. Hunger Games is an example of a high-concept story. 
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