
The Montana Fall Retreat 
was held this past weekend 
at Boulder Hot Springs, with 
Julie Romeis and Naomi 
Kirsten, both from Chronicle 
Books; Anica Rissi, from 
Simon Pulse; and Priscilla 
Burris, our SCBWI Illustra-
tion Coordinator. We had 
a great turnout and made it 
a sort of combination re-
treat/conference, with 
free time, writing 
workshops, illustrator 
workshops, critiques, 
and lots and lots of 
soaking in the natural 
hot springs. 

    All the presenters 
were wonderful, and I 
will say that Noami 
Kirsten from Chronicle 
was a dream editorð
spending all of her 
free time chatting with 
the attendees and 
truly interested in their 
creative life. Julie 
Romeis was generous 

and passionate about her 
work, as was Anica Rissi. 

    Boulder Hot Springs was 
the perfect environment for 
inspiration and relaxation. 
The natural hot springs 
were enjoyed by all! The 
food was fantastic and the 
rooms were charming (and 
quite reasonable). 

    Our speakers, Anica 
Rissi and Julie Romeis, 
presented engaging talks 
and did individual critiques. 
This year we were able to 
get a grant from SCBWI for 
Priscilla Burris to come to 
the retreat and work with 
our illustrators. 

    Your Regional Advisor, 

For the most part, if you 
want to find out more about 
the main speakers go to 
scbwi.org and you can read 
or follow the blogs of peo-
ple attending. It was a 
chock-full four-day confer-
ence. For my part Iôm going 
to give you a peek into the 
smaller sessions I attended. 
    Anica Ricci is a senior 

editor at Simon Pulse, a YA 
imprint of Simon & Schus-
ter. She formerly worked at 
Scholastic. Her talk was 
called, ñWhatôs wrong with 
your manuscript and how to 
fix it.ò 

¶ The first step in revising 

is to take a step back from 
the work. 

¶ Revising is all about 

figuring out what youôve 
written. 

¶ How to revise? Find a 

routine. Do writing exer-
cises. Stop in a place where 
youôll be excited about get-
ting back to the work. 

¶ How to start? Start with 

tension, something disso-
nant, then raise the tension 
so the reader needs to get 
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Michele Corriel, did a writ-
ing workshop at the begin-
ning of the weekend to get 
everyone started and the 
creativity flowed from 
there.      
    Michele is already plan-
ning next year's confer-
ence. Here's a sneak 
peek: a two-day event, one
-day conference and one-

day writing intensive 
workshop, for those 
people who are very 
serious about their 
craft. Michele has liter-
ary agent 
Sarah Davies of 
Greenhouse Literary 
and Jill Santopolo, edi-
tor from Philomel 
Books penciled in!  
   Stay tuned . . . 

a resolution. Give the 
reader something they want 
to know. 

¶ ñI want to meet your 
characters in real life.ò 

¶ Be careful not to ex-

plain too much too soon. 

¶ Keep the plot moving at 

all times. 

¶ Push the boundariesð

who is your character at the 
start and at the end, and 
how did he/she get there? 

Left to right:  

Anica Rissi, Julie 
Romeis, and Naomi 
Kirsten 
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¶ Truth in characterðteen writing is 

all about being in that moment, so 
donôt concentrate on backstory. 

¶ Think about emotions and sym-

bolism and ticks of a character, make 
universal feelings unique. 

¶ Trust your readers to ñget it.ò 

¶ Read your dialog out loud. 

¶ Name brands are over. 

    Jordan Brown joined Walden 
Pond Press at HarperCollins Chil-
drenôs Books in October 2008, having 
spent his first five years in publishing 
with Atheneum Books/Simon & 
Schuster. His talk was titled, ñNow 
What? Revision.ò 

¶ Make sure the age of your main 

character is appropriate. 

¶ Can kids relate to this character? 

¶ Look at the scenes and reevalu-

ate them for what they are doing to 
build character. 

¶ Be ruthless. 

¶ Look at the main thread of the 

work and decide if what you have is 
important. 

¶ On the smaller scale: What is the 

character fixating on in a single 
scene? Is the description adding 
something to your character? Whatôs 
important to your character? What is 
the story he/she needs to tell? 

¶ The editorôs job is not to make the 
writing better or point the story in a 
direction, but to keep the authorôs vi-
sion and get it where it needs to be. 

¶ You need to ask yourself what the 

story is about; not in terms of plot but 
in terms of character. The characters 
should always drive the plot. Plot 
needs to be thought about in terms of 
how it draws out the character. What 
does the character need to figure out? 

    Wendy Loggia is executive editor 
at Delacorte Press, an imprint of Ran-
dom House Childrenôs Books. The 
focus at Delacorte is almost exclu-
sively on Middle Grade and YA nov-
els. Her talk was called, ñUsing the gift 
of feedback.ò She had seven exam-
ples from rejection letters and told us 

what they really mean. 

¶ ñNice writing but no story.ò Good 
writing isnôt enough. For a first novel, 
it may feel unfinished. You still need a 
good plot. 

¶ ñToo similar to other novels Iôve 
worked on or too similar to novels in 
the marketplace.ò She said (and oth-
ers did as well) they are tired of books 
about vampires and wizard schools. 

¶ ñI donôt know who the reader is for 
thisò or ñToo quiet.ò Both mean that 
the work is not commercial enough, 
and the editor canôt sell the book to 
the marketing department. A success-
ful book means a book that sells. 

¶ ñThe writer seems difficult to work 
with.ò She said she reads blogs and 
Googles writers, and advises people 
not to ñovershareò on your Web site. 

¶ She said sheôs read manuscripts 
where sheôs loved the concept but 
couldnôt connect with the voice, so it 
gets rejected. 

¶ She sees a lot of people submit-

ting manuscripts too early, before 
theyôre ready. Thereôs still too much 
that needs to be done to the work for 
her to buy it at that point. 

¶ ñWill not stand out on our list.ò 
Random House is a large house and 
a book really needs to be able to 
stand out in the crowd. Editors are 
looked at very carefully. They have to 
show a profit and loss on every book, 
so even a mid-list book has to be 
very, very special. 

    Steven Fraser is a literary agent 
with Jennifer De Chiara Literary 

Agency in New York City. Fraser used 
to be an editor with various houses 
including Simon & Schuster and 
HarperCollins. He gave a talk on ñthe 
state of the market.ò 

¶ The market is very cautious right 

now. Publishers are buying books 
with the attitude: ñIs this book essen-
tial to our list?ò 

¶ Itôs an era of no mediocre books. 
Fifteen to twenty years ago too many 
books were bought and there was a 
glut. Now, there are no mid-list books. 
Publishers want books that will be 
best sellers. They want great books 
that can become television series or 
movies. 

¶ Publishers want commercial vi-

ability and literary integrity. 

¶ Editors are being let go; Harper-

Collins fired all their executive editors 
two years ago. So there are fewer 
editors with more work. 

¶ Heôs been hearing things like, 
ñTwo years ago I wouldôve bought this 
book, but not now.ò Editors have to be 
really in love with a book before 
theyôre going to buy itðespecially 
picture books. 

¶ Things will change, but at this 

time these are the limitations. 

¶ Less demand for ñquietò books. 
What they want are books with en-
ergy, even a bedtime book needs to 
have high energy. 

¶ There is a demand for funny 

books. 

¶ Middle Grade books will always 

be around and so will the 12-year-old 
girls who live in books. 

¶ Historical Fiction: As time goes by 

the canon of historical fiction gets big-
ger because they donôt go out of print. 
Ask yourself if the story really needs 
to be set in that time period; can it be 
contemporary? He also warned to 
stay away from the 1960ï1980s. 

¶ Books for Teens: They are having 

their heyday. Thanks to ñTwilightò 
theyôre on an upward swing. They 
need to be edgy but not just in terms 
of the teen who murders his parents. 
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ñPlot needs to be thought about 
in terms of how it draws out the 

character. What does the 

character need to figure out?ò 



Franci McMahon, SCBWI member 
from Boulder, Montana, was awarded 
a four-week writerôs residency at 
Hedgebrook on Whidbey Island, 
Washington, this spring. Six women 
writers stay in separate cottages, 
meeting in the evenings for dinner 
and readings or discussions. 
 
This spring I spent four weeks living 
inside a writer's dream world. Nancy 
Skinner Nordhoff in 1988 imagined 
and financed Hedgebrook, on Whid-
bey Island in Puget Sound, which is 
now a non-profit. Hedgebrook offers a 
writing retreat for six women, each 
with her own cabin. The  
application is rigorous: out of 514 can-
didates I was one of a lucky 40 
awarded a residency this year.  
    This carefully intentional community 
provides everything to support the 
writing process: comfortable space in 
a handcrafted cedar cottage, organic 
meals prepared by a delightful chef, 
and solitude. The six of us gathered in 
the evening, little Red Riding Hood 
baskets in hand, walking down to the 
farmhouse. Dinner was followed by 
reading or discussions about writing. 

We then placed our prepared lunch 
and selections for breakfast in our 
baskets and followed the dark path 
through the woods back to our cabins. 
Those of us who drank coffee re-
charged our fresh-ground Hedge-
brook Blend for the next morning.    
    Each day I rose at five-thirty, lit my 
little wood stove, drank strong coffee, 
and wrote until early afternoon. After 
a walk along the beach or through the 

woods I worked on revisions until time 
for dinner. The library, full of Hedge-
brook books by alumnae, entertained 
and inspired me with such novels as 
Sherri Smith's new YA novel Flygirl. I 
was in good company.  
    For more information or to 
download an application, go to 
hedgebrook.org. 

~ Franci McMahon 

your pitch before you write. 

¶ Larger than life characters: use 

description to reveal character. Show, 
donôt tell. The primary revealers are 
conflict and dilemma. 

¶ Dialog: think of whatôs not said. 

¶ A high-stakes story: What do your 

win or lose? Think big! 

¶ A deeply felt theme: What is the 

reader left with at the end of the 
story? Embed this into your story. Do 
NOT preach to the reader or try to 
educate. The best books tell us about 
ourselves, not about your characters. 

¶ A vivid setting: make the setting a 

character in the story. 

¶ Alchemy: Voice. Be a musician. 

Use language as music. Play with it. It 
has cadence. Learn to hear it. 

¶ Persevere. Writing is 50 percent 

inspiration and 50 percent perspira-
tion! 

 ~ Michele Corriel 

 

It should be hip. It should be poignant, 
funny, dramatic. Do something fresh. 

¶ There are good things going on in 

the publishing marketðamazing 
things! 

    Sarah Davies (pronounced Davis) 
is a literary agent with the Green-
house Literary Agency. She was a 
publisher in London for nearly 30 
years before moving to the U.S. in 
2007 to launch her agency. She 
talked about her recipe for a 
ñbreakout novel.ò 

¶ An inspired concept: know the 

market and then forget it. Write the 
story that fills you with passion. Know 
your audience. Seek out a truly 
unique and clever concept. Work on 

 

Hedgebrook: A writer's dream world   
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ñThe best books tell us 
about ourselves, not about 

your characters.ò 
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Brenda Bowen, who left Harper-
Collins in February, is moving in a 
new direction, signing on as a literary 
agent at Sanford J. Greenburger As-
sociates, beginning July 6. Bowen will 
represent authors and illustrators of 
childrenôs books for all ages 
(preschool to teen) as well as, in her 
words, "graphic novelists, animators, 
and maybe a surprise element or 
two." She says her client list will "start 
fairly small and dedicated, and then 
weôll see."  

    

ñBrenda Bowenôs deep knowledge of 
the childrenôs industry and her exper-
tise as a publisher will be a magnet 
for authors and artists,ò said Heide 
Lange, v-p of Greenburger, in a state-
ment. ñWe are thrilled to have Brenda 
join us, and see this as a way to fur-
ther our reach into childrenôs books.ò 

    ñWith publishers being asked to do 
as much or more with fewer re-
sources, publishers are going to look 
to outside agencies to do what they 
do, to get authorsô works out there to 
the larger public," said Bowen, who 
will be the agency's children's book 
specialist (the agency does already 

Simon & Schuster Children's has 
hired Fiona Simpson as editorial di-
rector of Aladdin. She was most re-
cently an executive editor at Scholas-
tic in the trade paperback and licens-
ing group, and has been working with 
Fourth Story Media on their Web com-
ponent for the Amanda Project.  

~ Publishers Weekly (7/25/09) 

represent some children's authors 
and illustrators). "[Greenburger] has 
been finding homes for authors for 
over 80 years. I like their portfolio. 
They have Kafka, Dan Brown, and 
Fancy Nancyðthatôs a pretty good 
combination." 

    Although her focus will be on the 
childrenôs and teen market, she says 
she would like to investigate repre-
senting adult fiction and nonfiction 
writers "once I get my sea legs." 
Down the road, Bowen also plans to 
start a ñchildrenôs packaging ventureò 
within Greenburger. "Thatôs so I can 
provide publishers material they might 
not have the time or resources to de-
velop in-house," she said. "And also 
authors sometimes have ideas that 
are too large in scope for a single au-
thor to develop. They like to join with 
others, so I can help facilitate that. " 

    Bowen is a 28-year industry vet-
eran, having served as v-p, editor-in-
chief, and associate publisher of 
Global Books at Disney; executive v-p 
and associate publisher at Simon & 
Schuster Books for Young Readers; 
and editorial director at Scholastic 
Press. In 2007, she moved to Harper-
Collins to found the Bowen Press im-
print, which Harper closed in Febru-
ary, just as the imprint was about to 
debut.  

~ John A. Sellers,  

Publishers Weekly (5/28/09 

Fiona Simpson, 

Aladdin editorial director  

Bowen to Join Greenburger Agency 

Timed for the Comic Con in San 
Diego, even though it's now more of a 
movie show than anything else, 
Abrams announced the title and cover 
of Jeff Kinney's next book, Diary of a 
Wimpy Kid: Dog Days. They will print 3 
million copies for the October 12 lay-
down.  

    Kinney says, "It takes Greg out of 
the school setting for the first time. It's 
been a lot of fun to write about the Hef-
fley summer vacation."  

    Abrams says they have over 20 mil-
lion Wimpy Kid books in print in the 
U.S. 

    Scholastic announced the acquisi-
tion of more graphic novels in the Bone 
series from Jeff Smith at the show, as 
well as an "expansion of the Bone 
world," the Quest for the Spark Trilogy, 
with publication starting in Fall 2010. 
The publisher says they have more 
than 4.5 million Bone books in print. 

    Away from the Con, Simon Pulse 
announced today a Fall release of The 
Secret to Teen Power, a version of 
Rhonda Byrne's bestselling The Secret 
for teen readers by Paul Harrington, 
producer of The Secret film.  

    They say they will print 500,000 cop-
ies for a September 15 laydown, and 
S&S will release the book in the U.K., 
Canada, and Australia as well, along 
with a Spanish-language edition for the 
U.S. market and a French edition for 
the Canadian market.  

~ Publishers Weekly 

More Wimpy Kid and 

Bones, and a new Secret  

 

ñWith publishers being 
asked to do as much or 

more with fewer resources, 
publishers are going to 

look to outside agencies to 
do what they do, to get 
authorsô works out there to 

the larger public.ò 

 


