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Dear SCBWI Long Island Family,

     This is a time for resolutions. A new start. A new energy.

     But if you’re like me, you’re affected by the external—the continuous pandemic, global warming, unrest, 
malice, and chaos. It’s enough to bring us to our knees. How do we transcend these things and concentrate on 
our craft and accomplish our resolutions?

     Community is paramount. We must reach out to each other, work with each other, comfort one another. 
Only artists understand artists.

     And we must focus on our vision, casting the grim world out.

     I believe SCBWI Long Island helps with both of these necessities, and I’m proud to have established this 
chapter for you. You’ve received my email that I’m stepping down in March, but our chapter will continue to 
flourish. I know this because of your spirit and your love for not only craft but for your fellow creatives. Keep 
relying on your inspiration and your friends, and you will triumph—over and over.

     
     Yours in Kidlit and Kidart,
     Selene

Selene Castrovilla is the Regional Advisor for the SCBWI Long Island chapter.                 
She is an award-winning author of picture books and YA novels. She has an MFA 
from the New School in New York City. “Selene is a writer worth watching,” said 
Jacqueline Woodson, 2018 Newbery Honor winner. 
https://selenecastrovilla.com/

https://selenecastrovilla.com/
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    Welcome to the winter issue. We hope this issue provides you with a break from the hustle and bustle of 
the holiday season and that all of our readers have plenty to celebrate. If your celebrations are related to your 
work for children, do please send them in to us. We love to have a full celebrations page in Kid LIt News.

     We’re also always looking for spot art and article ideas as well as volunteers. Are you interested in learning 
about the layout and design side of publishing? Have you always wanted to be a reporter? Do you have a great 
tip that won’t make a full article or an idea that will improve our newsletter? We’ll find a way to include your 
work and you. Just send a note with your content, ideas, or avilability to scbwilinewsletter@gmail.com  We’d 
love to hear from you.

     The editorial team thanks the dedicated authors and artists that have made this issue possible. And we ap-
preciate the support of our chapter officers. We couldn’t have a Kid LIt News without you.  We’re also grateful 
for our readers. Without an audience, we have no purpose.

     May the new year be filled with the light of our creativity and may it bring us all success in whatever we 
attempt.

    —The Newsletter Editors

   Debbie Vilardi               RM Rivera                 Stephen Martin     JoAnn Vergona Krapp   Laurie Kutscera

©Ronald Denenberg/
RenaiassanceStudio
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     Francy Judge first learned to draw by watching her tal-
ented father do pastel portraits. She went on to graduate 
from FIT in Manhattan with a degree in illustration and to 
study writing. Her award-winning poems and short stories 
have been published in magazines and anthologies. Francy 
illustrated the cover of her debut novel Randi’s Steps, which 
placed as a finalist for the National Indie Excellence Award.

     Thanks for illustrating the cover of this edition of Kid LIT 
News. Tell us about your inspiration for creating it and what 
tools you used.

      In my hometown, Long Beach, I love watching wind surf-
ers. Bears tubing with kites became a silly twist for the winter 
scene. An iceberg became a hot cocoa stand. 
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© Francy Judge

     I transferred my pencil sketches into Photoshop 
where I redrew the best original on an XP-Pen 
tablet, colored it, and added lots of texture layers.  

     How did you become interested in SCBWI, and 
are you a member of other organizations?
     While working on the draft of my first novel, 
I searched online for an editor and discovered 
SCBWI was an excellent resource for writers and 
illustrators. After a children’s magazine published 
one of my poems, I joined as a PAL member. I’m 
glad I did. I have learned so much and received 
support to persevere after rejection.     

     I also joined Faithwriters to enter their weekly 
contests for inspirational short stories. It forced 
me to write better, concise stories and meet dead-
lines. I have writ-ten 250 short stories and poems.

    That’s a lot of works. Tell us about your writing 
process?
     Many of my children’s stories came from writ-
ing prompts. I would jot down any crazy idea that 
came to mind until I found one I liked. It’s doo-
dling with words. Two of my novels began as short 
stories. After writing outlines and first drafts, I 
edited them many times before sending them to 
my editor. Then I edited again. And again. I edited 
Randi’s Steps for over a year.
 
     Where do you find inspiration for your writ-
ing?
     From life. I worked in a nursing home for elev-
en years and could fill endless pages with the in-
teresting characters there. I think it’s important to 
incorporate unique experiences into our writing. 
For a college poetry class, I wrote a poem weav-
ing my job experience painting mannequin faces 
with preparing for a wedding. This poem won first 
place in the Writers’ Digest Annual Writing Com-
petition and was published in their collection.

     Do you have a creative space where you 
work?
     My space has evolved according to my situa-
tion, but it’s usually at my bedroom desk. When 
my kids were young, I often stayed up until 3 AM

 to write or paint while they slept. If I fell asleep on my 
keyboard, my Yorkie jumped on my legs to get me to go to 
bed.     

     Do you get feedback while you’re creating?
     For my writing, I love getting feedback from my editor, 
friends, and family. My husband, my father, and my grown 
kids are all talented artists who help critique my illustra-
tions. And lately, the SCBWI illustrators’ group has helped 
me tremendously.

     What is one favorite piece of writing or art you’ve 
created?
     Randi’s Steps will always be a favorite because it is 
filled with bittersweet memories. I put a lot of heart into 
it. I also illustrated the cover three times. It’s a never-end-
ing project.

https://www.faithwriters.com/
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© Francy Judge

Stephen Ingram is the assistant illustrator coordinator for SCBWI Long
Island. Find his work at @stepheningram.com.

    What are you working on now?
     I’m finishing a draft of my third novel and working on the characters and book dummy for another picture 
book. I take my time and try to be happy with any amount of progress. It adds up to a finished project 
eventually.

     Thanks for interviewing me. I hope my experiences encourage someone else in some way.
     
     You’re welcome. It’s been a pleasure. To learn more about Francy, go to https://www.francesjudge.com/, 
https://www.doodle-stories.com/, and https://www.francysnewmorning.com/.

https://stepheningram.com/
https://www.francesjudge.com/
https://www.doodle-stories.com/
https://www.francysnewmorning.com/
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    Critique groups are essential for an author’s 
journey to publication. As writers, we’re often too 
close to our work to see the bigger picture or catch 
mistakes. Critique groups allow others to read our 
manuscripts with a fresh perspective and provide 
editorial suggestions. Using each other as a sound-
ing board for questions and ideas is invaluable. 
 
     Critique groups can have many forms. Some 
meet online while others meet in person. Some 
use platforms or email to submit critiques while 
others ask authors to print and bring manuscripts 
to in-person meetings. Most limit the length of the 
work to be presented. It’s up to the members or 
coordinators to determine how the group will func-
tion, and this may evolve over time. 

     SCBWI Long Island has helped members find 
local writing critique groups. The group that I vol-
unteered to run started in January 2018. All group 
members were unpublished authors with varying 
degrees of writing experience. We started with a 
handful of members and evolved as the group grew. 

     My group started with in-person meetings in a 
reserved room at Panera Bread once a month. We 
bonded over soups, salads, and manuscripts. Mem-
bers also joined a closed Facebook group where, 
a week before the meeting, they’d submit their 
manuscripts. Those planning to attend the meeting 
would print the manuscripts and write critiques by 
hand. Our rules were to submit the whole man-
uscript for picture books or up to 12 pages for a 
novel. If a chapter was a page or so over, that was 
fine. We were flexible. 

     At the in-person meetings, we discussed each 
manuscript and, at the end, gave our marked-up 
printouts to the author. We found much value in 
face-to-face meetings, which tended to facilitate

richer discussions than what online-only comments 
could offer. For example, when one member provided 
feedback, another member often “piggy backed” off 
it and thought of new ideas. 

     Of the almost thirty members in the Facebook 
group, only about ten were active, which was man-
ageable. Not everyone consistently came to the 
meetings, and that was okay. When they did attend, 
they contributed their insights. Each had strengths 
no matter their level of publishing experience. We 
encouraged constructive criticism in order to move 
the process forward. This style proved to be effective 
at helping people to improve their craft.

     Our methodology worked well until the pandemic 
hit. Suddenly, we could not meet in person and had 
to pivot to online. Members submitted their manu-
scripts to a shared Google Drive folder where others 
could access them and then electronically annotate 
with their remarks. Manuscripts still needed to be 
submitted a week prior to the face-to-face meeting, 
which was now scheduled via Zoom video conferenc-
ing. 

     This new process worked out well. It was conve-
nient because no one needed to drive or print out 
dozens of pages. Most of all, people were happy they 
could come together safely. The biggest change—and 
this was a good thing—was that with virtual meet-
ings, we could accommodate more members from 
across Long Island who joined us because long drive 
times were no longer a factor. 

     Flexibility and adaptability have been mainstays 
in my writing critique group. As the group grew, we 
implemented time limits for each person’s critiques 
to ensure everyone’s manuscript could be discussed. 
If our group continues to grow, I may need to make 
adjustments again. 
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Maria Adcock is the author of It’s Chinese New Year, Curious George! (Fall 2022 
/ Clarion Books) and is represented by The Seymour Agency. She is the founder 
of Bicultural Mama, an award-winning multicultural parenting blog and has 
made guest appearances on The Dr. Oz Show and been featured in Bloomberg 
News. She resides on Long Island with her family. Find her blog at BiculturalMa-
ma.com and follow her on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Pinterest.

     Most of all, we became a community. When we shared our manuscripts, we shared our vulnerabilities, 
hopes, and dreams. Reading and discussing these brought us closer—just what we hope our books will do with 
our readers.

     To find a critique group, current members of SCBWI LI can contact the Critique Group Coordinator, 
Pam Jones-Nill, at pjonesnill@gmail.com.
 

https://www.biculturalmama.com/
http://BiculturalMama.com
http://BiculturalMama.com
https://www.facebook.com/mariawenadcockauthor
https://twitter.com/biculturalmama
https://www.instagram.com/biculturalmama/
https://www.pinterest.com/biculturalmama/
mailto:pjonesnill%40gmail.com.%20%20?subject=
mailto:pjonesnill%40gmail.com.%20%20?subject=
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     Annette Schottenfeld, an SCBWI PAL member, 
has two picture books under her belt, Obi’s Mud 
Bath (Spork/Clear Fork Publishing), illustrated by 
Folasade Adeshida, and Not So Fast, Max: A Rosh 
Hashanah Visit with Grandma (Kalaniot Books), 
illustrated by Jennifer Kirkham.

     Annette is a passionate children’s book author 
who believes in empowering young people, pro-
motes environmental causes, and can dance hip 
hop!

    She is also a registered dietitian and creator of 
the Uglie Muffins. Maybe, someday, Annette will 
bake them for us! But for now, I’m interested in her 
publishing journey.

     Annette, tell us about yourself.
     Hi, I’m thrilled to be here! As a child, I spent hours 
with my nose in a book and jotting down stories of 
my own. When I got older, I continued putting pen to 
paper. Whether I was writing on health and nutrition 
as a registered dietitian or keeping a journal as a new 
mom, I knew words mattered. 

     How did you feel when you found out you were 
becoming a published author?
    I bounce my story ideas and eclectic characters 
off my family. We all did a happy dance. My dream 
was finally becoming reality! I was overcome and felt 
blessed and grateful that the editor believed in me 
and my work.

     What were the inspirations for both your books? 
     The seed for Not So Fast, Max was planted when 
my kids were younger. During outings to the apple 
orchard, their grandma shared childhood memories 
of the Jewish holidays. New traditions grew out of 
these special days, and I became inspired to write 
about them.

     Finding a way for Max to learn that good things 
are worth waiting for, adding interesting details (such 
as the grandma, Savta, visiting from Israel), and 
providing backmatter about Rosh Hashanah were all 
part of crafting the story. Jennifer Kirkham’s warm 
illustrations added another layer. 

     My book journey for Obi’s Mud Bath began when 
a news article caught my eye. In Zimbabwe, a rhino 
named Mark got his snout stuck in a tire and couldn’t 
eat or drink. The scene kept playing in my mind—this 
little rhino full of determination, exhausted, and then 
finally free. I envisioned a captivating picture book 
that could give back by helping the environment. 
And let’s face it, who doesn’t love a cute rhino story!

     I needed a main character filled with drive, play-
fulness, and a belief that anything was possible. 
Hmmm…rhinos love mud baths, and no rain meant 
no mud. The quest for a mud bath became Obi’s end 
goal!

     Since Obi’s Mud Bath is informational fiction, I 
researched the area to ensure cultural appropri-
ateness. Folasade Adeshida mirrored the deeper 
environmental meaning of the text in her fabulous 
illustrations.  
 

https://www.artoffolashade.com/
https://portfoliojmk.tumblr.com/
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RM Rivera is the Illustrator Coordinator for the Long Island SCBWI chapter. RM 
Rivera has illustrated two published children’s books and is eager to publish more. 
When she is not busy with her book projects and volunteering for SCBWI, she is 
walking the beaches of Long Island, drawing, and visiting museums. Please connect 
with RM on Twitter and view her work here.

I will be donating a portion of the proceeds to Water.
org. This charity empowers families around the world 
with access to safe water and sanitation.

     Please share your trials and tribulations on the 
long road to becoming published.
     We put our hearts and souls into our book babies. 
So it can be difficult to stay positive when rejections 
are par for the course. After submitting stories for 
years, I had yet to secure a publishing deal. I began 
to wonder if it was meant to be. 

     Soon after, I learned about The Craft and Business 
of Writing Picture Books at The Children’s Book Acad-
emy and decided to give it my all. The course instruc-
tors, including founder Dr. Mira Reisberg, provided 
a fresh approach. My writing skills and knowledge 
of the book industry got the boost they needed. I 
left the class with a polished manuscript, Obi’s Mud 
Bath, that led to an acquisition from Mira at Clear 
Fork Publishing.

     Then in 2019, at the Jewish Book Council’s An-
nual Jewish Children’s Book Writers & Illustrators’ 
Seminar, editor Lilian Rosenstreich of Kalaniot Books 
expressed interest in Not So Fast, Max during a one-
on-one session. After multiple rewrites, Lili gave it a 
thumbs up!

    Going outside of my comfort zone and focusing 
on what I could control ultimately contributed to my 
success.

     What advice would you give to members who 
might be struggling?    
   Your path is your own. Whether you are pre-pub-
lished or have multiple books to your credit, every-
one goes through slumps. Identify your end goal and 
keep going until you reach it. Don’t stop. Don’t quit. 
Decide you can reach your mud bath!

     How did you find your critique group?
     When I first began to write, I reached out to Long 
Island’s own Bonnie Grubman, who had been my 
children’s teacher.

     Bonnie introduced me to her critique partners.      
These became “my people.” We push each other to 
become stronger writers, cheer our successes, and lift 
each other up when there’s a bump in the road.

    Wonderful! How did SCBWI help you?
    Bonnie also advised me to join SCBWI. I dove right 
in, accessing all its resources and events. The mem-
bers were supportive, sharing tips and advice. The 
Long Island chapter became my SCBWI hub. My writ-
ing skills grew, and I made connections with writers 
and illustrators that I cherish to this day. 

     I’m grateful to this amazing SCBWI community and 
aim to continue paying it forward. 

     Thank you, Annette, for sharing your publishing 
journey.

     You can find Annette on Twitter, Facebook, and 
her website.

https://twitter.com/Rivera11Roberta
https://rmriverastudio.com/
https://water.org/
https://water.org/
https://twitter.com/nettschott
https://www.facebook.com/AnnetteSchottenfeldAuthor
https://www.annetteschottenfeld.com/
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ever commented that the scene didn’t work. It was a 
fine scene, but that didn’t mean it belonged.
     
     The conference gave me some things to look at 
more closely. Were the minor characters presented 
pulling their weight so that they represent some-
thing in the story? I think so, but maybe that could be 
stronger. I may echo the scene later via language to 
help it have meaning. Was the emotion complex and 
layered? I’ll have to look at the whole book for this, 
but I think it is, for the most part, for one main char-
acter and not the other. I needed to do more research 
on where she’s from and decide her backstory even 
though it may not appear in the book. Who we were 
impacts who we are. Is the tension clear? Truth be 
told, it too needs layering. 

     I took nine pages of notes on aspects of genre, 
craft, career, and the industry as a whole. Sunday 
morning began with a sampling of fantastic quotes. 
Here are two of my favorites: Nikki Giovanni told 
Kwame Alexander, “I can teach you to write, but I 
can’t teach you how to be interesting.” And Richard 
Peck said, “Our stories are the biographies of survi-
vors.”

     The conference closed with a reminder of who we 
write for and how possible it is to fulfill our dreams if 
we practice and “bet on ourselves” (Vashti Harrison). 
Inspiring, indeed. Here’s to the next fifty years and 
our future successes.

     

    The SCBWI Big Five-OH Summer Conference was 
a harbinger of change. It was Lin Oliver’s last confer-
ence as our fearless leader. It sported a new format, 
one that promised practical advice as well as inspira-
tion and moments of fun. (Lisa Yee played with pigs 
people.) And it left us wondering about a return to 
in-person events while keeping an online element. 

     Books teach us who we are as humans. We know 
that, but we sometimes forget that the work shows us 
who we are as creators and maybe who we were be-
fore we started writing/illustrating, when we snuggled 
under covers with a flashlight or stood at an easel 
and sat in a classroom or library ready to listen, paint, 
draw, sculpt, or read.

     I’m not an illustrator, and I didn’t have time to go 
back to view the Illustrator track, though I wish I did. 
You can learn a lot about creativity from any creator. 
That said, the author track and events for all sure 
delivered. 

     I went into the conference with my own work in 
mind. I try to always have questions. In this case, I 
focused on my novel revision. The scene I wanted to 
look at needed to pull more weight. I had been debat-
ing cutting it, but I wasn’t sure how to feed the back-
story it presents to the reader in another way. And no 
member of any critique group (I have three)      
   

©Ronald Denenberg/
RenaiassanceStudio

Debbie Vilardi is the Kid LIt News executive editor and a global moderator for the SCB-
WI Blueboard. She is a published poet and author of leveled readers produced by pub-
lishers in South Korea, the UK, and the US. She also copy edits for Front Vision, a teen 
sci-tech magazine published in China. Learn more about her by visiting her website and 
following her on Twitter.

https://www.debbievilardi.com/
https://twitter.com/dvilardi1
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Let’s Talk about Character
     I love to draw, and creating a character design is the most enjoyable part of an illustration. It is a messy 
process, with the ultimate payoff of either a standalone piece of art or the birth of a story. To begin, I sketch— 
a lot. This is my first step in refining a look or feel for my character. 

     Once I am satisfied with a sketch, I look to bring the character to life, explaining to myself with notes or with 
design how that character behaves or reacts. It’s now time to put them to the test, placing the character in a 
situation that tells a visual story. In a sense, they are alive on the screen or paper and I am just recording their 
actions for others to see. 

     So, I do more sketching and look for a character to develop.
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     Something about this sketch catches my eye. Is the star broken? Can she repair the star? I decide to focus 
my attention here and refine the idea. 

          I start with the face. I keep the design clean; the less linework, the younger the character. I concentrate on 
a rounded shape for the head, again, keeping to simple design principles. Since I intend the character to be 
wearing a helmet, I constrain the hairstyle and try to keep it close to the head in my final piece.

     Now that I have gotten to know my character a bit, I create a little backstory for myself. She is an Astro child 
looking for falling stars to repair and will need tools and equipment to complete her task. I design a helpful 
robot as an accessory to lend her support. It is also a fun object to create. 
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     I begin designing my character digitally, using my desktop computer to stretch, shrink, and change the look 
until I have a loose design that inspires. 

     I refine my linework, I make sure that I capture a look of concern on her face. She cares about the fallen star, 
so I want the art to emphasize this. 

     The star too has a bit of personality, not as sharp as traditional stars. It’s softer and rounder.  The softness of 
the design gives it a sense of vulnerability. 

     I make sure that all three  elements: robot, Astro girl, and star, balance each other in the design, with the 
child taking the center spot. This highlights her as the main character.
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          Now, in the final stages, I color the character, choosing a muted palette, so the color doesn’t overwhelm the 
character, and focus most of the lighting on her face. 

     I’m inspired by the picture. I will fill up pages with additional sketches. I know there’s more to Astro girl’s 
story, and I can’t wait to find out. 

Stephen Ingram is the assistant illustrator coordinator for SCBWI Long Island. Find his 
work at @stepheningram.com.

https://stepheningram.com/


Registration Prices:
SCBWI Members: $150     Nonmembers: $250

Includes all keynotes, panels, special sessions for illustrators, and socials (excludes the 
Portfolio Showcase, and the Up Close With Publishing Professionals breakout sessions)
Event Extras:

You must be registered for the full conference to attend.
Portfolio Showcase: $75

SCBWI Members Only – More Info
Up Close With Publishing Professionals Breakout Sessions: 
$150

If you have questions,  e-mail us at this link longislandny@scbwi.org 

  Check out scbwi.org 
and click on 

scbwi regional webinars 
to find SCBWI webinars 

across the regions in 
the United States and 
abroad. Click here for 

winter conference info.
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SCBWI Members Only – More Info

https://longislandny.scbwi.org/
https://www.scbwi.org/
https://www.scbwi.org/regional-virtual-events/
https://www.scbwi.org/events/winter-conference-2022/
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Accolades and Awards: 
      My Key by Amal was named the Gold Medal 
Winner in the inaugural U.S. Key Colors Illustrators 
Competition. The Key Colors Competition—which 
aims to encourage unpublished authors and illus-
trators to create children’s books—was founded 
by Clavis Publishing in Belgium in 1996 and ex-
panded to the U.S. in 2020.

     The Gold Medal Winner of the competition was 
awarded a cash prize and a publishing contract 
with Clavis. The Silver Medal Winner and Run-
ner-Up also received publishing contracts.

     My Key, which will be published by Clavis in 
November, earned a rave review from Publishers 
Weekly: “Magical developments unfurl one after 
another as sepia tones dominate elegant, classi-
cally drafted panel artwork that subtly transitions 
to color. Nothing stops the protagonist from doing 
what they want to do, and they master every situ-
ation in this exhilarating outing.”—Clavis Publish-
ing

      Jackie Azúa Kramer picture book, I Wish 
I Knew, has been selected Picture Book of 
the 2021 by the Chicago Public Library.

        Acquistion: “Alyza Liu at Simon 
&Schuster has acquired, at auction, Em-
panadas for Everyone, written by Jackie 
Azúa Kramer (l.) and illustrated by Lenny 
Wen, about a girl whose weekend visit to 
her tía’s neighborhood teaches her the 
importance of community—and of empana-
das. Publication is scheduled for summer 
2023.”—Publishers Weekly
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Book Birthdays: Selene Castrovilla’s non fiction children’s books, Exploring Civil Rights: The Begin-
nings, 1951 published by Scholastic, and Seeking Freedom: The Untold Story of Fortreess Monroe and the End 
of Slavery in America published by Caulkins Creek, released 2022. 

Laurie Smollet Kutscera’s picture book, Maya’s Treasure, published by Peter Pauper Press. Released October 
2021.
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    We’d like to give our heartfelt appreciation and thanks to Annette Schottenfeld and Francy Judge for allow-
ing us to interview them and to Francy for designing our cover. A humongous amount of gratitude and love 
to everyone: our writers, our staff, and guests who volunteered and made this eighth edition of Kid LIt News 
fantastic! 

     Contributors retain copyright to their work. All content is copyright ©2021. No copyright infringement is in-
tended. Reuse material only with permission. Kid LIt News is published biannually and is the educational news-
letter of the Long Island, New York region of the Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators (SCBWI), 
the international organization for professionals in children’s publishing.  Learn more by contacting the SCBWI 
offices: 4727 Willshire Blvd, Suite 301, Los Angeles, CA 90048. Phone 323.782.2010  scbwi@scbwi.org.
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