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Regional Events  
PRECIOUS MCKENZIE - 
Regional Advisor, Montana
montana-ra@scbwi.org 

Your team of regional volunteers has been very 
busy planning events for you for this spring. 

On March 5, 2022, your ARA Joann Howeth is 
hosting a Zoom event with illustrator Eric 
Castleman. The event is scheduled for 
2pm-3:30 MST. To learn more about Eric's 
stunning art, visit ericcastleman.com/.  This 
webinar is for SCBWI Montana members ONLY. 
Please email Joann Howeth by March 3 to 
receive the Zoom link. Her email is montana-
ara@scbwi.org.

We are also planning an online illustrator event 
for May. We are still finalizing the specifics, but 
watch for an email soon with more details.

Something else for you to mark on your 
calendar: The Montana Kid Lit Festival is being 
held June 8-11, 2022, at the Billings Public 
Library. While this is not an SCBWI sponsored 
event, you’ll probably see some familiar faces 
on the schedule! The event is sponsored by 
Humanities Montana, the Billings Public Library, 
and the Writer’s Voice. 

Happy writing and illustrating!

Announcements
Big News at SCBWI 

SCBWI has a new Executive Director. 
After fifty years of guiding this 
organization, Lin Oliver is stepping 
down, and Sarah Baker has been 
selected to take on the role. 

The Society of Children’s Book Writers 
and Illustrators Board of Directors 
elects Sarah Baker as the organization’s 
new Executive Director for a renewable 
two-year term as of February 1, 2022. 
Baker previously held the role of 
associate executive director and has 
worked for SCBWI since 2011. The 
SCBWI Board formed a transition 
committee composed of three members 
of the board to oversee the transition 
plans.

Baker remarked, “Alongside our 
members, I hope to make improvements 
that are rooted in community feedback 
and good process so that our changes 
are lasting and meaningful…”

You can read more at scbwi.org 
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May 14 – 15, 2022 

Your Regional Team is very excited to be 
planning a special weekend for illustrators. The 
event will include presentations by an 
awesome roster of art directors and art agents 
discussing topics about the business of being a 
professional illustrator. There will also be the 
opportunity for you to ask all the questions 
you’ve had about breaking into this field. The 
frosting on the cake will be the opportunity for 
you to submit your portfolios for critiques. 

As plans become finalized, more information 
and registration details will be posted on our 
Instagram and Facebook pages. 

Mark your calendars! It’s going to be a colorful, 
stupendous, spectacular event!!! 

Artwork by SCBWI member Santral Lusin

ILLUSTRATOR EXTRAVAGANZA
Spring 2022 • Virtual Conference 

Reminders
You can keep track of our regional 
events and upcoming webinars on 
our Facebook and Instagram pages. 

SCBWI Headquarters is also updating 
their website to include all of the 
webinars o ffered in the ent i re 
international organization. You will find 
the list here www.scbwi.org/regional-
webinars/.

If you are a current SCBWI Montana 
member, we'd like to share your good 
news. 

If you had a kid lit book published in 
2021, email me your brief bio, a two 
sentence blurb about your book, and 
an image of your book's cover. 

We want to share your good news on 
s o c i a l m e d i a ( F a c e b o o k a n d 
Instagram). We have a lot of talented 
folks in Montana and it is time to 
celebrate you!

montana-ra@scbwi.org

Coming Soon!
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Open Grants and Awards

The Ann Whitford Paul Grant 
The Ann Whitford Paul – Writer’s Digest 
Manuscript Award is an annual award given 
to a Most Promising Picture Book 
manuscript.  This grant is currently open for 
submissions until April 10. 

Winners will be selected in two categories: 
Fiction and Nonfiction. The two winners will 
each receive a $1000 grant to encourage the 
development of an excellent picture book 
manuscript. 

Bulletin Art Spot
Did you know submissions for the Bulletin Art 
Spot are accepted on an ongoing basis? 

Each issue of the Bulletin features a winning 
“Art Spot” illustration. The art spot winner 
receives $100 for their winning piece. Each 
issue of the  Bulletin  also features many 
pieces of spot art submitted from members. 
Members receive $50 for each piece that is 
used. SCBWI retains only the first-time 
rights, the artist keeps all other rights to use 
the art.  All SCBWI members are eligible to 
enter by submitting one or more spot 
illustrations following the guidelines.

Crystal Kite Award 
Submissions are open for the 2022 Crystal 
Kite Award. Members have until March 31, 
2022 to submit their PAL book published 
in 2021 for this peer-given award. 

You can read more about the guidelines and 
submission process for these awards at 
scbwi.org

New SCBWI-MT 
Scholarships for 2022

Update for the scholarship applications:  
The window to apply for these scholarships 
is still open. Please visit the Montana 
regional page (here) on the SCBWI website 
to apply. 

The SCBWI-MT Regional Team is pleased to 
announce the Student Scholarship Award 
and the BIPOC Scholarship Award. One of 
each of these scholarships will be awarded 
per year. The winner will receive one year’s 
membership to the SCBWI. 

To be eligible for the Student Scholarship, 
applicants must be enrolled in either a two-
year or four-year collegiate program, be 18 
years of age or older, and a current resident 
of the state of Montana. 

To be eligible for the BIPOC Scholarship, 
applicants must identify as BIPOC kid lit 
creators, be 18 years of age or older, and a 
current resident of the state of Montana.

For more information and to apply visit: 

https://montana.scbwi.org/

Artwork by Jenn Prinzing 
on Instagram @nachofied 



Time to celebrate some of our 
illustrator members 

At the beginning of 2022, I reached out to the 
Montana illustrator members and asked if I could 
include some of their artwork. I’d like to take some 
time to share some of their pieces and websites. I 
encourage you to reach out to them too! 

ILLUSTRATORS’ CORNER!

Artwork by Jensen Collins
on Instagram @jennypennypaper

Artwork by Ashley Mitchell
on Instagram @artwithmissmitchell
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Artwork by Jensen Collins
on Instagram @jennypennypaper
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Residing in Belgrade, Michele Corriel is an 
award-winning author of fiction, nonfiction, and 
poetry. She is also an art historian, art 
consultant, curator, and assistant teaching 
professor at MSU. In her spare time, Michele 
leads writing workshops and is a frequent 
speaker at writing seminars.

But before we get into all of that, I want to go 
back to the beginning.

Michele, I know you’re from New York City. 
What was it like being raised in a big city?
Growing up in NYC offered me a lot of 
opportunities to listen to music, see art, listen 
to many perspectives, live in a very diverse 
community, and not be afraid to put myself out 
there. Before moving out West, I managed a 
rock club and had my own poetry performance 
band.

Have you always had an interest in 
writing?
Yes! I read at an early age and I think once I 
got the idea of what a book is supposed to be, 
I was off and running! When I was in High 
School my English teacher entered one of my 
poems into the American Pen Women’s 
young poets contest and I won! I got to read 
my poetry in front of a lot of people and got so 
much validation for my writing that I knew it 
was something I needed to do.

Would you describe yourself as a 
storyteller (thinking fiction here), or have 
you always been more interested in writing 
about facts?
I believe in a strong narrative no matter if it is 
fiction or non-fiction. My background is in 
poetry, so for me, voice is everything. 

Interview with Michele Corriel M.A., Ph.D. 
By Joann Howeth, Assistant Regional Advisor, Montana
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With a double major in Journalism and 
Political Science, where did you complete 
your under-graduate studies? And what were 
you hoping to do with your degrees?
While I was still in NYC, I started an arts 
magazine, called Cover Arts New York. I was the 
executive editor and publisher. The magazine 
survived three years under my direction, and 
when I left NYC, I handed the reins over to my 
partner who kept the magazine running for 
another five years. It was while I was at the 
magazine that I learned a few things. One, I 
loved the instant gratification of seeing my 
writing in print (with newspapers it comes 
out the next day or the next week). 

I also discovered the importance of 
journalism in making a difference in the 
world – and that was a major part of my 
decision to get my degree in journalism. 
I also learned that poets make the best 
art writers. It is only through language 
that you can express the creative 
process in a way that does justice to 
the arts. I have continued that work in Montana, 
where I have been an art writer for the last 17 
years. It has always been plain to me that I 
could not make a living just writing poetry, so I 
make my living (like many other famous New 
York School poets) through using my poetic ear 
to write about art. 

I know you started out as a journalist.  Where 
was that first desk job?
I went to the New School for Public Research 
and majored in Journalism, but halfway through I 
got very burned out in NYC and decided to 
transfer to Colorado, where I ultimately got my 
degrees.  

When I moved to Montana, I worked at The High 
Country Independent Press, where I covered 
many meetings (school board, planning board, 
city council, town council, health board, water 
quality board, county commission meetings, 
etc.) and got to write about stories I felt were 
important. I also wrote a weekly column. When 
the paper was sold, I decided to try my hand at 

freelancing, and I’ve been freelancing ever 
since. 

Do you have an idea of the ratio of 
assignment articles you write to the articles 
you freelance?
The process is one of trust. The editors and 
publications I work with know me and know they 
can trust me. Sometimes I pitch them articles 
and sometimes they ask me to write specific 
stories for them. 

You went on to pursue advanced degrees in 
Art History and American Studies/American 

Arts. What launched those interests?
I published two middle-grade novels, a 
picture book, and a young adult cli-fi 
(climate science fiction). One day I 
opened the mail and got my royalty 
check – for $300. I knew something had 
to change. I have always loved art and 
writing about art, so I thought a 
Master’s Degree in Art History would be 
helpful. 

When I found my thesis, The Montana 
Modernists, I knew it had to be a dissertation, so 
I went on and earned my PhD. The Montana 
Modernists will be published as a book this fall 
by Washington State University Press! 
Some of the magazines that have featured 
your work include:
Western Art & Architecture, Big Sky Journal, 
Mountains and Minds, Montana Magazine, US 
Kids, Twist, Montana Parent (where I won a 
national award for my book reviews), Montana 
Living, Home, inflight magazines for Frontier and 

Delta Airlines, and Western 
Home Journal. There were 
others, but they are defunct.  

I also had an interview I did 
with William S. Burroughs 
published as part of a book 
titled Literary Outlaw.

 I loved the 
instant 

gratification 
of seeing my 

writing in 
print.
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Your two MG novels are mysteries – so I 
gather you like reading mysteries yourself.  
Do you have a couple of favorite authors you 
can share with us? 
I am constantly reading. I love historical fiction 
with a twist. I just finished Laura Groff's Matrix, 
which I love, love, love.  I also love Tana 
French’s approach to writing – that is very 
literary but still carries an engaging narrative. I 
have so many favorites I could write an entire 
article on the books I love!

An intriguing aspect of your world is the part 
of your life as an art consultant helping 
visual artists talk about their work. (Michele 
works closely with artists to create an essay 
for their catalogues; Richard Notkin, Sara 
Mast, and Catherine Courtenaye to name a 
few.)   Tell us more about that and how it 
came about.

Because of my art writing, many artists in the 
region know my work.  They often reach out to 
me when they need some writing. The 
consulting came about due to that. I also made 
other connections through my writing, such as 
my current position as Gallery Director for the 
Paul Harris Gallery.  

I love your non-fiction picture book Weird 
Rocks and in fact, not knowing anything 
about you, I assumed you were a geologist. 
But in preparing for this interview, I learned 
that wasn’t the case. 
What drove your interest in writing this book 
for children? 

My husband is a geo-technical engineer, which 
is basically a geologist with a civic engineering 
degree. He collects minerals, rocks, and fossils 
so our house is filled with my art and his rocks. 
The idea came to me one day and I thought, 
“Why hasn’t anyone else thought of this before?” 
I sent it to Mountain Press, because they do the 
Roadside Geology books and three days later 
they sent me a contract! It was really a no-
brainer. 
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Is that what drives your freelance pieces – a 
passion that finds its way into a 
magazine article?
I would say I am very passionate about 
the arts. I believe that literature, visual 
arts, music, architecture, and film are 
vital to our well-being as a society. My 
role is to get artists out in front of 
people, to help others to understand the 
work. Art reflects who we are, and 
without that we are unable to 
understand ourselves. 
Most non-fiction writers say the favorite part 
of a new project is the research stage. Is this 
true for you, too?
I do love research! I can fall down a rabbit hole 
faster than Alice! As with everything I write, the 
more I research a subject, the more passionate I 
get. One thing leads to another and soon hours 
have gone by. It is important to keep good notes 
and every once in while remember what you 
started out looking for.  

Since you write in all three formats of the 
children’s book genre – picture book, middle 
grade, and young adult, I’m assuming you 
r e l a t e t o c h i l d r e n a t a l l a g e a n d 
developmental levels. What is it that you 
want to say to today’s kids? 
Don’t let people tell you what you can’t do. 
When I was growing up my mother wanted me 
to be a florist because she said I’d never make 
any money as a writer. I set out to prove her 
wrong… and I think I did! 

Unlike some of us who write on a whim 
without outlines, I imagine a prolific writer 
such as yourself, is very organized and has a 
schedule with days of the week allocated to 
specific tasks. 
Do you lay out your schedule weeks in 
advance?
Haha! I have an assignment book and I make 
sure to get all my interviews done in a timely 
fashion (which is my secret to not missing a 
deadline). I am very organized, but I do not have 
a writing schedule. I write nearly every day, and 
try to keep all my projects up to date, but I do 

not have a detailed planner with times, 
etc. That would kill me! In actuality, I am 
a “seat of the pants” writer. 
When you run into a snag, how do 
you move through it?  What sorts of 
tactics or inspiration do you use to 
get yourself back on track? 
Depending on the project, I do different 
things. But ultimately, I write through it. 
Whether that means getting input from 

other writers, or journaling, or writing my 
thoughts on index cards and pinning them up on 
a cork board, there is no way around a problem 
– you can only go through it. 

Your website mentions that you’ve won 
many awards. Can you list a few for us?
Every year I wrote for the HCIP, I won awards 
for Investigating Journalism, for my columns, 
and for Best Feature Writing.  

I won an award for an article I wrote about 
bullying in schools, a national award from 
Parenting Magazine for my book reviews, and 

as mentioned earlier I won 
the Young Poets Award 
from the Penwomen of 
America. There are others, 
but I can’t think of them.

Art reflects 
who we are, 
and without 
that we are 
unable to 

understand 
ourselves.



10

S o m e o f o u r 
m e m b e r s w i l l 
remember that 
you were the RA 
for Montana for 
fourteen years - 
from 2001–2015.  

C u r r e n t l y, w e 
have just over 100 

members and one 
fourth of those were 

members during your tenure. You were quite 
dedicated to hold the position for as many 
years as you did. 
What was it about the SCBWI and its mission 
that was meaningful for you?
I just really believe the organization can offer 
writers and illustrators a lot of opportunities. It 
was important for me to hold a conference every 
year and bring in at least one big house editor 
and one agent. I know a few people that got 
books published from those conferences.  

W h a t ’s t h e m o s t m e m o r a b l e e v e n t 
experience from your stint as Montana’s 
Regional Advisor? 

I loved going to the national conferences and 
meeting other regional advisors, sharing ideas 
and experiences. I also got to see a lot of editors 
and agents, big name writers and illustrators, 
and in doing so, I got to understand the 
publishing business a lot better. 
Do you think being a member of the SCBWI 
helped you get your children’s titles 
published?
Yes, I met the publisher of Blooming Tree Press 
at one of the conferences and she signed my 
two middle grade novels. 
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I would like to hear more about the 
poetry dispenser you invented.
About ten years ago (it might have been 
more), I was challenged by a friend to “get 
my poetry out there” and so, knowing it is 
very, very hard to get a book of poetry 
published, I thought why not just go straight 
to the public? I found a paper towel 
dispenser and got a friend to design some 
stick-on lettering that said, “Poetry 
Dispenser, please take one.” Then I had a 
friend weld it to a sturdy stand and put it on 
Main Street in Bozeman. 

The Emerson Center for Culture and Arts 
asked me to put one in their lobby and it 
stayed there for quite a while. After that it 
moved to the library, to MSU, and people 
started contacting me from all over the 
country for one. It was far from a money-
maker, but it was fun. I wanted it to become 
someth ing t ha t wou ld reflec t t he 
community, so once the poetry dispenser 
got traction,  I set up a gmail account. 
People submitted to the dispenser via 
gmail, and I became the curator for it 
choosing the best ones to go into it. It was 
very satisfying to see so much support for 
poetry!

Sunlight on Houses
by Michele Corriel
Edward Hopper once said 
he wanted only to paint
sunlight on the side of a house.

Was it the dry hot slant
that bubbles paint on wood,
the hardening rays that
meld browned pine needles underfoot – 

Or the soft creamy morning light
welcoming a moment
of reflection before coffee and traffic,
before the sheets cool off – 
days’ brave unfolding crinkles.

Maybe it’s the last shot
dusky, fiery, withering -- 
grasping onto the rim
like a serpent to a ship
burning final thoughts
onto the porch.

Years of chasing
sunlight on houses –
how much better can 
a life be
spent.

-- Michele Corriel

11
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I believe you are also actively involved with 
the Bozeman Public Library and are part of 
the committee that brings in guest speakers 
for the Children’s Festival of the Book. (I was 
able to attend one of your events and was so 
impressed.) 
For 13 years now, the library has brought in 
some impressive children’s book authors 
and illustrators – including artists like Brian 
Floca, David Shannon, and Lois Lowry. 
What is the mission of this event?
I’ve been on the board for the Children’s 
Festival of the Book since it started, coming on 
with my role as Regional Advisor and 
representing SCBWI. It is so important for young 
people to meet these authors and illustrators, to 
know anyone can write/illustrate a book, and for 
them to realize these are real people living in a 
diverse world. 
Has it worked as a community builder? 
I would say, YES! We have widened our role in 
the kid lit community. Nearly all children’s 
writers/illustrators know about our little festival.  

What hobbies do you like to do that take you 
out of your cerebral world?
I must admit that I love golf. There is no room for 
other thoughts when you golf. It takes 100-
percent concentration.  

Since you specialized in American art, who 
are a couple of your favorite artists? 
I will have to say the Montana Modernists! Bill 
Stockton, Isabelle Johnson, Robert DeWeese, 
Gennie DeWeese, Frances Senska, and Jessie 
Wilber. I’ve written a book about them, and it will 
be published by Washington State University 
Press, due out this fall! (I’m very excited about 
this as I have been working on this book for four 
years.) 
This has been wonderful, Michele. Thank you 
so much. 

Check out Michele’s website at:
https://www.michelecorriel.com

The Children’s Festival of the Book is a free event 
devoted to children’s books  that allows kids and families 
to hear award-winning, popular children’s authors and 
illustrators and includes writing and illustrating contests 
to  foster children's creativity. The Festival is made 
possible by the Bozeman Public Library Foundation, 
Humanities Montana, Country Bookshelf, MSU College of 
Education, Health and Human Development, Magpie 
Guesthouse, Audrey Haight, Jane and Bill Quinn, and 
others who value the importance of children’s writers and 
illustrators. All who love children’s books are invited!
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Montana Sparks!
Jeanne Bowman came up with the most 
wonderful idea to highlight our illustrators.

Inspired by the New Mexico "Enchantment Show" 
and Erika Wilson's "Montana Two Step," we are 
organizing a physical exhibition showcasing the 
work of our authors and illustrators.

Here is how it will work:

1. Illustrators will make a single piece of artwork 
based on the word CURIOSITY.

2. The artwork will then be assigned to an author 
(or authors- I know we have more authors than 
illustrators in this region) who will then make 
a ONE PAGE  story or poem to accompany the 
artwork.

3. Physical Artwork (prints are preferred but 
originals will be accepted) will then be delivered 
to the Billings Public Library in June (more details 
will be forthcoming) and the stories will be 
displayed next to the artwork. 

In order to participate please EMAIL Jeanne 
Bowman your name, contact information (best 
way to reach you and alternates), and if you are 
an author/illustrator. Please put MONTANA 
SPARKS SHOW in the subject line. Send emails 
to  jeanneillustrates@gmail.com by  FRIDAY, 
FEB 28TH to participate.

The deadlines for each stage are as follows:

ILLUSTRATORS  will need to submit a quick 
Work In Progress snapshot of their artwork to 
Jeanne by MARCH 10TH so that she may assign 
them to the authors by MARCH 14TH.

AUTHORS will begin writing once they receive a 
digital image of an illustration in progress 
on March 14th

ALL  artwork and stories need to be completed 
by April 30th

Further details about delivery of artwork, etc will 
be forthcoming.
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Craft Corner 
BY TIFFINY SPIRE
NEWSLETTER COORDINATOR

DEAR WRITER, YOU’RE DOING IT RIGHT 
By Becca Syme
Copyright 2021 

Be c c a S y m e i s a 
Montana author and 
writing coach. She has 

a Mas te r ’s degree in 
T r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l 
Leadership and uses her 
knowledge and expertise 
to coach writers and other 

creatives through her online 
program the Better Faster 

Academy. She also runs a 
video cast on YouTube called The Quitcast. 

For several months, I’ve been doing a deep 
dive into my personality type. It’s been 
fascinating learning what “makes me tick.” So, 
when perusing book reviews online, I was 
excited to find a book on writing that takes into 
account personality types. 

Don’t get me wrong, this book 
doesn’t ask you to take a 
personality test. It doesn’t make 
you question whether you’re an 
introvert or extravert. But the 
author does repeatedly point out 
that we, as creatives, are each 
inspired and motivated in different 
ways. Different kinds of things trip 
us up and keep us from moving 
forward. And so, our paths will 
(and should) look different. 

I also chose this book to read and 
review because I feel like it has a 
timely message for us kid lit 
creators. Syme wrote this book in 2020 and 
revised it in 2021. She ties many of her points 
directly to things many people (especially 
creatives) have faced due to the pandemic.  

Dear Writer, You’re Doing it Right is the fifth 
book of Rebecca Syme’s Quitbooks series. 
While this book was written for writers, most of 
the key points can be applied to illustrators as 
well. 

I found the first third of the book the most 
helpful. With chapter titles like “Stalling out on 
the Creative Highway,” “Being Stuck,” “Being 
Blocked,” and “Being Burned Out,” I think it was 
the most relatable for my current situation. 

Syme asks some hard-hitting questions (in a 
gentle manner) with the goal of really getting to 
the bottom of why a writer (or illustrator) is 
stalled out. The answers to these questions 
lead us to the appropriate next steps that will 
help us get back on track. 

Syme very clearly differentiates between 
writer’s block and burnout. She uses a clever 
automobile analogy to demonstrate the 
difference between being stuck (like a car stuck 
in the mud that just needs a little push or tug), 
being blocked (like in a major traffic jam in the 
middle of L.A.), and being burned out (like a 
car broken down on the side of the road that 

requires major repairs before it can 
get going again). 

The author points out that each 
type of problem is caused by 
different factors and requires 
different solutions. 

“Part of the reason it’s important to 
differentiate between these states 
is because the way to fix them is 
different.”

When we, as creatives, find that 
we’re not making progress on a 
project, we need to analyze the 
situation. Are we stuck and just 
need a little prodding? Is there 
someth ing go ing on in our 

environment that has us blocked? Or is our 
creative car majorly burned out and in need of 
repair? 

Are we stuck and just 
n e e d a l i t t l e 
prodding? 

Is there something 
g o i n g o n i n o u r 
environment that has 
us blocked? 

Or is our creative car 
majorly burned out 
a n d i n n e e d o f 
repair? 

14
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Syme uses several chapters to present a 
nuanced look at each of these situations. She 
considers different personality styles and 
different working styles, and then she 
presents actionable steps for all types of 
creatives.  

After her deep dive into why you’re not 
writing/creating, Syme moves on to talk about 
why you’re not selling. This makes up the 
remaining two-thirds of the book. The author 
explains the common problems her clients 
face in the book market. (She’s reportedly 
coached thousands.)

There are myriad reasons why a book doesn’t 
sell or why it doesn’t seem to be doing as well 
as its creators feel it should. Some of those 
reasons are caused by external factors that 
are completely out of the author’s control. 

Sometimes the book isn’t selling because of 
decisions the author has made that are 
having a negative impact on the book in its 
market. This is what Syme brings to light for 
us. She doesn’t beat around the bush here. In 
each remaining chapter, the author asks 
direct questions to get us to really analyze 
what’s going on. 

• Are you taking the good advice that is 
being given to you?

• Are you taking bad advice?
• How do you know what advice is good 

for you?
• Are you creating for the wrong 

market?
• Are you creating to a trend?
• Are you creating what you love?
• Are you trying to compete with others 

when you shouldn’t?

Syme’s goal is to get us to look at our 
motivations behind our decisions to help us 
identify any flawed thinking. 
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I want to highlight just two of the common 
problems the author addresses. 

Many authors (and I would assume illustrators 
too) see the success of another in their field 
and try to figure out the formula for that 
success and replicate it. Sometimes that 
works. Sometimes we can make ourselves fit 
into another person’s pattern of success. But 
oftentimes we can’t. 

Humans are uniquely individual beings. 
There’s a good chance that what worked for 
one person won’t work for another. We need 
to find our own pattern of success. Syme 
encourages us to take a good look at who we 
are and to ignore the success patterns of 
others so we can move forward in our career 
in a way that actually works. 

Syme also reminds us that even two people 
who create in a similar way can be at two very 
different levels. A level one author is going to 
have different problems and pressures than a 
level five author. The steps the two need to 
take toward future success will look very 
different. 

At the end of each chapter, the author 
suggests a tool to help us take some next 
steps on our journey toward success. 

Syme’s final chapter in this book was 
disheartening, at least at first. She runs the 
numbers and concludes there’s only so much 
money to be made in the book-making 

industry. But there are many many people 
trying to get a piece of that proverbial pie. 
When you look at the numbers she’s laid out, 
it doesn’t seem like a good industry to try to 
break into. Is this journey even worth taking? 

Only you can answer that question.  

I’ve noticed in the world of kid lit specifically 
that writers and illustrators create for the love 
of the work. So Syme says, “…if the journey 
is worth taking, then we strap on our 
armor and enter battle.” 

I find that encouraging. 

I found the whole book helpful. At just under 
200 pages, it was a quick read. It was direct 
but reassuring. I’m hopeful that because I’ve 
read it, I’ll be able to avoid some common 
pitfalls as I continue my own journey on this 
path of creating kid lit. 

I want to end with what I found to be a 
powerful piece of advice from the author.

“What’s the best thing I can do today? 
Attend the manuscript….That’s the best 
thing I can do today.”

If this sounds like an author you’d like to hear 
more from, check out her other coaching 
books in the QuitBooks series. Or you may be 
interested in her series of cozy mysteries. 

You can find Becca Syme onl ine at 
rlsyme.com. 
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CELEBRATION CORNER!

Chinook: King of the North
Written by P.J. Wesley
Published January 2022 by Bookbaby

About the Book 

Chinook: King of the North is an upper middle-
grade historical fiction novel set in the wilderness of 
northwest Montana.  The climactic ending was 
inspired by a true event that ravaged the 
northwestern part of the United States and Canada 
in 1910.

 
When twelve-year-old Will, befriends a white wolf in 
the wilds of northwest Montana, he unwittingly 
becomes the enemy of unscrupulous trappers who 
will stop at nothing to possess the white wolf's 
valuable pelt. Desperate to protect Chinook, Will 
devises a plan, little knowing it may cost them their 
lives.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
P. J. Wesley lives in beautiful northwest Montana 
where she enjoys hiking, kayaking, wildlife 
photography, and many other hobbies. 

“This beauty of God's creation that surrounds me, 
was my inspiration to write this story along with my 
fascination with wolves and love of history.”

It’s worth taking the time to click over to the author’s 
website. Not only will you find her beautiful Montana 
photographs, but you can also scroll through her blog 
where you’ll learn interesting facts about wolf pups 
and read some fascinating Montana stories that you 
won’t see in the history books. 
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You can connect with PJ online 
at www.pjwesley.com 



CELEBRATION CORNER!
Best Friends Playbook
Written by Annie Downer
Published December 2021 by Chicken Scratch Books

ABOUT THE BOOK
What do touchdowns and tea parties have in common? 
Absolutely nothing. Eleven-year-old football superfan, Hannah 
Taylor, has watched her friends leave the homeschool group 
one by one. It was okay, at first, because she always had 
Beth, her best best friend. They were a team for science 
experiments, for co-op classes, and on the football field.

But just as they're starting sixth grade, Beth's parents put her 
in private school. Now Hannah is the only middle schooler left 
in the homeschool group. She'd better come up with a new 
play fast. The only kids even remotely close to her age don't 
like football, and they don't play sports. They play princess. 
And they want Hannah to join their team.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR (IN HER OWN WORDS)
I’ve often said writing for me is like breathing—if I don’t do it, 
I’ll die!

I grew up in the Rio Grande Valley of Texas, where I spent hot 
summers and brisk falls acting out stories in my awesome 
backyard. My first written story was told in stick-figure 
drawings on pink notebook paper that my first grade Sunday 
School teacher had given me. It was about an orphan girl who 
was rescued from certain doom by a flying horse and a few 
centaurs.

I decided I wanted to be a published author when I was 
twelve. In high school, some writer friends and I formed an 
unofficial writing club and traded characters. (So much more 
fun than Pokémon cards!)

I didn’t realize I wrote for young people until I was sorting 
through brochures for graduate creative writing programs. I 
attended Vermont College of Fine Arts where I earned an MFA 
in Writing for Children and Young Adults.

Fantasy has always been my first love in literature. 
Superheroes and science fiction also hold a special place in 
my heart. My favorite audience is middle grade readers, but I 
enjoy young adult fiction as well.

Be sure you check out Annie’s website to see her resources 
for readers and writers.

You can connect with Annie online 
at awdowner.com/
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FREE WEBINAR 
“ILLUSTRATION FOR WRITERS”

WITH

For Montana Members Only – That’s You!

Join us Saturday, March 5th at 2:00 p.m. 
for a virtual webinar designed specifically, 
but not exclusively, for writers of all kid lit 
formats.

So many writers think they can’t draw. 

“Not so,” says illustrator Eric Castleman. 
“Using basic shapes to tell your stories, 
you can get a better feel for your 
characters and learn to say things 
visually.”  

With recommendations for inexpensive 
ways to start painting and drawing, Eric will 
share tools that simplify illustration for the 
non-illustrator. 

“Anyone can do this. You don’t need to 
be a pro.” 

Additionally, Eric will talk about various 
artists and explain why their art styles work. 

SO bring some paper, a pencil, and your 
current WIP, and show up prepared to have 
fun!
 
Contact Assistant Regional Advisor, Joann 
Howeth, at montana-ara@scbwi.org by 
March 3, 2022 to receive the Zoom link.       
 
This session will be recorded, so if you can’t 
attend live but have signed up, you will 
receive the link to the recording a day or two 
later.

photo by Sue Lawrence©2022
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About Montana illustrator Eric Castleman

Eric Castleman resides in Helena, Montana 
and is a children’s book illustrator who is 
best known for the surrealism and nostalgic 

themes in his work. He’s happily married 
and has a wonderful son, 

Gregory. When he’s 
n o t w r i t i n g o r 

painting you won’t 
be able to find 
him because he 
refuses to tell 
anyone where 
he likes to fish. 

He’s worked with 
a n d h a s b e e n 

featured in Highlights 
Magazine, Society of Visual 

Storytelling and Kidlit 411, along with various 
gallery shows for illustrators. Eric is represented 
by Adria Goetz at Martin Literary. 

Connect with Eric on Instagram at  
@ericcastleman or Facebook.

Make sure you visit his website at 
EricCastleman.com
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Illustrators' Corner 
BY JACKIEMARIE BEYER
Illustrator Coordinator 

Hi everyone!

A big thank you to those of you who sent in 
artwork. It was so great to receive all the fun 
pieces in my inbox. I will try to add as much 

as I can to each newsletter. If you don’t see your 
piece here it will show up in another down the road. 
And I will definitely try to implement the 
suggestions and ideas I received. 

In January, I had the honor of attending a virtual 
“sip and sketch” workshop for I l lustrator 
Coordinators (ICs) with the amazing author/
illustrators Paul O. Zelinsky and Pat Cummings. 
The other ICs and I sipped our beverages and 
worked on a sketch of a “cat, a child, and snow” 
while Paul and Pat shared their tips they’d learned 
over their extensive careers.

One of my  big takeaways was from Pat Cummings 
who recommends illustrators buy the SCBWI 

O r i g i n a l A r t A n n u a l 
Exhibition catalog each 
year, pick out some books 
that they like, and send 
p o s t c a r d s t o t h e a r t 
directors, edi tors and 
publishers of those books.

So, I promptly designed 
some postcards, made a 
spreadsheet of the top 40 
books I liked that included, 
author, illustrator, publisher, 
website, address etc. The 
postcards were easy to 
print at my local UPS

21

store for 45¢ each double sided. The hardest 
part has been locating addresses for the 
publishers and others.

I have decided one of my goals as IC for 2022 
is to be able to recognize the illustrators by 
name so when I get an email from you or see 
you on Instagram, I will be able to think, “Oh, 
she wrote that book,” or “His website has 
these great blog posts,” and recognize your 
work on sight. There are roughly 25 illustrators 
listed in the Montana group so that should be 
doable. (I can recognize many of you already!) 
I think this goal will enable me to better serve 
you in the end. 

If you have any questions, suggestions, or 
comments please don’t hesitate to reach out to 
me at montana-ic@scbwi.org. (Although I 
am on both Facebook and Instagram, the 
best way to contact me is always email as I 
check it several times a day 
compared to the socials 
where I log in maybe once a 
week.) 

Again, please reach out 
anytime and let me know 
how I can serve you best 
or just come say “Hi!”

Sincerely,

JackieMarie
montana-ic@scbwi.org
P.S. you can see some of the art I am working 
on for the Illustrator Extravaganza!
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In case you missed it!

The 2022 SCBWI winter conference was 
packed ful l of excit ing informational 
presentations from authors/illustrators, 
agents, editors and inspirational speakers.

It’s not too late to benefit from the conference 
following these tags on Instagram. The 
hashtag #scbwibird is for members who 
attended the conference for the first time so 
even if you didn’t get to watch it’s still a great 
way to connect with other SCBWI members 
and presenters.

art by @MikaylaGunnoe

art by Abby Kim 
@joyfullydrawings
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Some artwork from the 
portfolio showcase winner 

Brizida Magro
on Instagram 

@sweetbeyond


