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Myrna Foster has written for 
newspapers and sold six poems 
to Highlights High Five. She writes 
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grade, and young adult novels. She 
has three kids, too many cats, and a 
moody parakeet. 

Revising Your Manuscript 
By Cynthia Mun, Regional Advisor 

In the eight years since I switched careers to become a writer, I’ve learned that 
impatience has become my enemy. It was a great friend in the corporate world because 
it kept me productive, but as a writer, it hindered my ability to create wonderful stories. 
It kept me from fully understanding what is required to revise a manuscript. 
 
With my first manuscript, it took a year to write and another year to rewrite. I revised it 
as many times as I received feedback from readers. It was an ongoing process. I was a 
hamster on a treadmill, crunching out page after page and reworking them. Every 
reader had different comments. I realized I needed serious writers who labored over 
words, plot, characters, just as I did to give feedback. On the other hand, I never took 
advantage of professional critiques by published authors.  
 
When I thought my manuscript was finished, I finally paid for a professional critique 
with Chris Eboch through a SCBWI conference in Las Vegas. She opened my eyes. My 
first ten pages came back completely covered in red ink. Every single page! That’s 
when I understood the value of a professional critique from another writer who had 
been published. My critique partners were great and provided good feedback, but none 
of us were published. It helped to see what someone who had revised many manuscripts 
of their own and also read many other writers’ work could see. 
 
After reviewing Chris’s comments, I realized that my writing style incorporated passive 
voice. No one had mentioned that before. Write using active voice. Find stronger verbs. 
I scoured the shelves for all the books on writing. My favorite became Stephen King’s 
ON WRITING. (There are many out there. After reading most of them, I think they say 
the same thing.) 
 
More months passed after having queried and receiving no requests. I was desperate 
and hired Emma Dryden. At the time she didn’t know that I was going to give up 
writing altogether if she said I couldn’t write. She read my entire manuscript and gave 
me pages of notes. It boiled down to the fact that I needed to rewrite the entire story. 
The good news was that she thought the story was good and worth my time, but the 
revision discouraged me. She also said that the manuscript lacked emotions.  
 
Emma told me to put the manuscript aside. She said to let it rest so that I would have 
fresh eyes to review it. She told me to interview all of my characters to fully understand 
who they were. She gave me a complete list of what needed to be done. My eyes glazed 
over. It seemed like a lot of work and the work was very different from the fun, creative 
process of writing a new story. I couldn’t do it. Instead, I started a new story. Actually, 
I started a few new stories but didn’t complete them. I was practicing, but what she said 
about lacking emotion bothered me. 
 
Luckily, I attended the SCBWI conference in New York where Ellen Hopkins who was 
the Regional Advisor for the SCBWI NV at the time invited me to join her group of 
friends from Nevada for cocktails. Suzanne Morgan Williams, Terri Farley, and Emma 
Dryden were there as well. We discussed politics and books. I snuck in a question about 
emotions in children’s books and Ellen revealed an insight. Ellen convinced me that I 
was avoiding the subject of emotions purposely, and because of it, I needed to write the 
book that I feared. She was right. I scrapped the manuscript I was writing and cried for 
a month completing my new manuscript.  
 
(Continued on page 2) 
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(Revising Your Manuscript. . . continued from page ) 
 
This time, I submitted the manuscript to the NV Mentorship Program. I didn’t want this 
manuscript to suffer the same fate as the first. I knew I needed help because I was 
inexperienced in the revision process. As my mentor, Jenny MacKay completely took 
apart my manuscript and showed me why it didn’t work or where it worked but how I 
needed to knit it together. Some pages had line-by-line notes. She methodically 
dissected the entire manuscript into components: voice, characters and character arcs, 
dialogue, plot, tension, pacing, setting, color, sounds, smells, language, emotion, 
marketability, uniqueness, and so many other components that I hadn’t considered as a 
whole when I wrote the manuscript the first time. Emma had commented on the same. 
And these things all had to make sense to each other. It was work. It wasn’t the fun part 
of writing the story but the analytical part of asking all the questions. 
 
The experience changed my writing and me. It was hard work, but I completed it. 
When I queried, I received requests and an offer, which I ultimately didn’t accept. 
 
The revision process required that I rewrite a significant part of the manuscript. I fell in 
love with my words and hated getting rid of them. To write a good story, I had to focus 
on the overall story and on writing better words. I labored over scenes, rewriting them 
multiple times. This went on for months. Having a mentor was priceless. 
 
If I had been an English major and written novels from an early age, my learning curve 
would have been different. I decided to become a writer anyway. With English as my 
second language, I had so much to learn. This might not be the case for many. On the 
other hand, writing is a skill that can be acquired. 
 
After eight years of practicing, I’d learned what it meant to revise. I still prefer having 
my work critiqued by another experienced reader. I recently completed a manuscript. 
Several agents requested the full manuscript. One agent passed, indicating the middle 
was terrible. I asked the agents who hadn’t read it yet to pull it from their read pile. I 
applied for the NV Mentorship program again. I had also hired Eric Elfman before the 
Mentorship Program to provide feedback on my manuscript. Then, I was admitted to 
the Program, and Axie Oh was my mentor. With feedback from the agent, Eric, and 
Axie, I realized I had to rewrite more than fifty percent of the book.  This time I wasn’t 
daunted.  
 
It took two months to rewrite my manuscript. No Facebook, no Twitter, no lunch dates, 
or anything else. Axie was impressed. She gave finishing comments but told me much 
of it was now cosmetic. In the last week of April, I queried seven agents to add to the 
three that had requested it earlier. I had two more requests for fulls within the first day 
of querying. I’m uncertain if this is a happy ending or not. Keeping my fingers crossed. 
If it’s not, I’ll keep working on my craft because I’m a writer.  
 
Here are some tips I’ve learned along the way for revising: 
 

1) Do a search of conjunctions: and, but, or. If your pages are filled with them, 
consider rewriting those sentences to cut down on them. When Axie told me 
to do this, I noticed my manuscript was filled. Try it with other frequently 
used words as well. 

2) Interview your characters. Emma Dryden has an interview checklist for 
protagonists that’s really helpful to begin the dialogue. It’s sometimes as 
mundane as what might be their favorite color—or as insightful as what 
secrets they’re protecting. 

3) Jenny suggested that I review each scene for a variety of senses – the smell, 
taste, touch, sound, sight, and how the characters are feeling. I’m not 
squishing every sense into every scene, just making sure to include more 
than one kind. 

4) Ellen said you have to attack the thing you don’t want to write about. If you 
don’t, you’ll be stuck in the same place. It doesn’t mean that’s what you 
have to publish, but recognize what keeps you from progressing. It freed me 
to write better. 

5) Sometimes you have to be mean to your characters. Axie told me that I 
didn’t push my characters enough and that things always worked out. She 
suggested replotting to have my characters struggle more. 

6) Eric told me that I didn’t create enough tension. This was related to what 
Axie said about my characters who weren’t struggling. Pacing requires 
expectations and struggles.  

7) Robert McKee’s STORY helped me understand plot better. I also attended 
his seminar, which is almost what is in his book. If you don’t want to spend 
the money on the workshop, read his book thoroughly. 

 
(Continued on page 3) 

~   Writer Roundup   ~ 
 
Still waiting to hear back from that last query letter? Not 
sure if your submission is up to snuff? Give a critique 
group a try! A fresh perspective not only awakens new 
ideas and reveals previously unseen plot holes, it also 
toughens your skin and bolsters the ego. A writer's critique 
group can help out even the seasoned booksmith. 
 
If you're interesting in finding one in your area, here is a 
current list. 

Northern Nevada (Sparks Area) 
 
            Who: Middle Grade-Young Adult Novelists-Picture 
Book Writers & Illustrators 
            Where: Please contact Kim Harnes 
at kimharnes@gmail.com for location info. 
            When: Every Saturday, except holidays, 3-5pm. 
            Notes: Email Kim with questions and to make sure 
the meet is on. Cancellations do occur. 
  

Southern Nevada (Las Vegas & Boulder City Areas) 
            
            Who: SCBWI Boulder city Critique Group, all 
genres 
            Where: Please contact Lisa Hallet 
at Clkhallett@embarqmail.com for location info. 
            When: Every third Tuesday of the month, 6:30pm. 
  
            Who: SCBWI Vegas Einstein Critique Group, all 
genres 
            Where: Einstein Bros 
Bagels http://einsteinbros.com 
            When: The 1st and 3rd Sunday of every month, 1-
3pm. 
            Notes: Email Tina Kirchner at acelv@cox.net for 
details or go to the Meetup page for SCBWI Vegas. 
  
            Who: SCBWI Vegas Illustrators & Picture Book 
Critique Group 
            Where and When: Please contact Ken Lamug 
at nevada-ic@scbwi.org for location info. 
  
            Who: SCBWI Vegas Summerlin Critique Group 
            Where: Coffee Bean on Towne Center and 215 
            When: Last Wednesday of the month, 4:30-6:30pm. 
For 2017: 4/26, 5/31, 6/28, 7/26, 8/30, 9/27, 10/25, 11/29 
            Notes: Email Stephanie Espinoza at  
forestjournal@yahoo.com for more info. 
  
            Who: Quarterly Critique Group, all genres 
            Where/When: These larger critique groups will be 
held as announced. 
  
   If you are interested in leading or starting a new critique 
group in your area, please contact Kim Harnes 
at kimharnes@gmail.com. 
 
Megan Kellermeyer	joined SCBWI in 2016, but she's been 
writing about far off lands and people since her teens. She 

has created and maintained websites 
like www.zomboo.com for local 
businesses for over eight years and 
sometimes writes for the late-night 
TV show, "Zomboo's House of 
Horror Movies." Known online as 
Jade Griffin, she is both writer 
and illustrator for the 
webcomic 56shards.com, which has 
been running for over seven years. 
Whether writing, drawing, or 

delighting in the screams of people exiting the home haunt she helps 
put on every Halloween, Megan is constantly creating and is 
working toward the publication of her first middle-grade novel. 
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Author Ity 
By Megan “Jade Griffin” Kellermeyer 
“Fast Pitch” 

 
We are all pitchers on the mound of our own field of play. As authors, we throw out that initial pitch, polished and spiraling toward an 
outcome we have already put our best intentions and skills behind.  It hurtles along into a dark and often foreboding outfield of agents, 
editors, and scouts. Our eye is always on the ball because there will come a time when we have to become the catchers on our team. 
Ideas pitched forth can come barreling back in the form of rejections, but don't lose heart. We need a sturdy stance and a belief in 
ourselves that what might be sent our way is acceptance. When that happens, we have to be ready to switch positions once more and 
gear up for further revisions, a game plan for promotions, and of course our own personal happy dance. 
	
   It may take many games of pitching and catching before we celebrate a win for our team. Always work at perfecting that pitch. Go 
read, study up on a favorite author, or look into a completely different genre just for a fresh perspective. Whatever the method used 
between games, remember that belief in ourselves is just as important as refining our technique. The power, after all, is in the player, 
not the game.	
 
 

 
(Revising Your Manuscript. . . continued from page 2) 
 
There are many free online resources for revising your manuscript. Try them out. If you’re like me and you want to go through it with someone else, 
apply to the Nevada Mentorship Program for 2019-20. I won’t be applying any more. I think I’ve got the process down. 

 
Make one fix at a time. It was overwhelming for me to try to fix everything. It is a process. I finally know what it means to let your manuscript rest. I 
also know that revision doesn’t mean changing a word here and there. It’s a complete rewrite. 
 
 

 
 
Cynthia Mun has two decades of experience in strategic and product marketing. As Vice President of Marketing, she 
worked in emerging technology sectors in Silicon Valley and in hospitality in Las Vegas. She launched the first e-Book 
and Pandora.com. She switched careers in 2011 to write children’s novels. 
 
Cynthia immigrated to the U.S. from South Korea as a child. She graduated from Westridge All Girls School in 
Pasadena, CA. She graduated from Yale University and was the first to receive a college degree in her family. 
 
When she isn’t working, she is an active community advocate. She serves on the board of Communities in Schools of 
Nevada, a nonprofit that helps at-risk students graduate. She is the past President and Founder of the Yale Alumni 
Association of Nevada (Yale Club). She is also responsible for Yale undergraduate recruitment for Nevada as the ASC 
Director. 
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Writing a Historical Trilogy 
By Robert Lee Murphy 

THE IRON HORSE CHRONICLES is a 
historical fiction trilogy about the 
adventures of a fourteen-year-old orphan 
who does not want to be forced into an 
unwanted blacksmith apprenticeship. He 
heads west in 1867 on a quest to determine 
his own destiny and becomes embroiled in 
the excitement of building the first 
transcontinental railroad. 

My inspiration for writing the story 
occurred twelve years ago during a visit with my two grandchildren, who 
were then middle-grade students. I was reading NOTHING LIKE IT IN THE 
WORLD, Stephen E. Ambrose’s narrative history about the first 
transcontinental railroad. It occurred to me that a historical novel would be a 
more engaging way to educate my grandchildren about this important time 
period when the way of life of the Native Americans was being destroyed. I 
decided the primary plot would center around historical events, while various 
subplots could pit the fictional characters against one another in resolving 
numerous personal conflicts. 

The trilogy explores the romance and 
hardships involved in our country’s 
westward expansion and encapsulates the 
difficulties faced by those caught up in our 
nation’s “Manifest Destiny.” Will Braddock, 
the hero, learns to rely upon himself while 
working on the Union Pacific Railroad. Will 
constantly battles Paddy O’Hannigan, a 
vengeful thug. Will befriends Jenny 
McNabb, a feisty young lady traveling west 
with her family by wagon train, and he 

frequently risks his own future to ensure her safety. 

I chose third person, omniscient, point of view to allow me to delve into the 
emotions and thoughts of these three point-of-view characters. The action of 
the other fictional characters and the historical personages is seen through the 
eyes of the protagonist, the antagonist, or the significant other. 

While working on my outline, it became apparent that cramming everything 
into a single volume would result in a mammoth book. Therefore, I 
converted to the trilogy format. A particular challenge was to ensure weaving 
adequate backstory into the second and third books, so a reader who did not 
start with the first book could still understand the story line. 

To ensure accuracy, I traveled the entire 
route of the transcontinental railroad from 
Omaha, Nebraska, to Sacramento, 
California. I visited the historical sites and 
museums along the way. I walked the 
ground where the scenes in the books take 
place. Studying historical accounts and 
contemporary photographs enabled me to 
write factually correct incidents located in 
accurately described settings. Doing 
research, I read over 150 books and 
consulted more than 200 websites. 

 

My outline followed an accurate timeline of events to 
ensure I maintained factual continuity. I developed 
my plot so that principal fictional characters would 
participate in the most significant historical events. I 
calculated the time required to travel between 
locations on foot, on horseback, in a stagecoach or 
wagon, or onboard a train. To be realistic, a character 
had to leave a given location in adequate time in order 
to arrive at a desired destination when necessary. 
 
Maps are beneficial in understanding historical 
fiction. Fellow SCBWI member Phyllis Mignard 
converted my crude sketches to beautiful, double-
page, cartographic spreads for each book. 
 
It required four years to complete the first book. Then 
I began the process of querying agents and editors. I 
received thirty-three rejections over the next two 
years. In the seventh year, Five Star Publishing 
acquired the book and subsequently picked up the 
entire trilogy. Five Star publishes hardcover books, 
Wheeler Publishing produces large-print editions, and 
Amazon provides Kindle versions. 
 
By the time the third book was released in 2018, both 
grandchildren were college students. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Award winning author 
Robert Lee Murphy 
published his first novel, 
EAGLE TALONS, THE 
IRON HORSE 
CHRONICLES—Book 
One, in 2014. EAGLE 
TALONS, the first book 
in the trilogy, follows 
newly orphaned Will 
Braddock’s quest in 
1867 to determine his 

own destiny as he works on the first transcontinental 
railroad. EAGLE TALONS won the Bronze Will Rogers 
Medallion Award for 2015. Book Two, BEAR CLAWS, 
published in 2015, continues the exciting story across 
Wyoming and out to California in 1868, as Will helps the 
Union Pacific in its race against the Central Pacific. BEAR 
CLAWS was awarded first place in the category of fiction 
by the Wyoming State Historical Society in 2016. BEAR 
CLAWS won the Silver Will Rogers Medallion Award for 
2016. In book three, GOLDEN SPIKE, Will thwarts a 
scheme that might have stopped the joining of the railroads 
in 1869 at Promontory Summit, Utah. The first 
transcontinental railroad owes more to Will Braddock than 
the history books reveal. GOLDEN SPIKE was published in 
July 2017. 
 
Murphy graduated from Oklahoma University. 
Following Army service, he worked as a civilian on all 
seven continents. Murphy Peak, Antarctica, bears his name. 
In addition to SCBWI, he is a member of Western Writers of 
America, the Railway & Locomotive Historical Society, the 
Wyoming State Historical Society, the Historical Novel 
Society, Anthem Authors, and the Fort Phil 
Kearny/Bozeman Trail Society. 
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CELEBRATION 
STATION! 

Illustrator Spotlight: David McMullin 
For this edition's Illustrator Spotlight, I'm 
excited to interview David McMullin. I met 
David at my very first SCBWI conference in 
Las Vegas last year. We pored over Judy 
Schachner's character bibles together. But I 
didn't actually get a chance to see David's 
work until our New Year's Resolution Pitch 
Conference in January. I've never seen 
anything quite like it, and it was fun to see 
other artists and industry professionals react. 
 
Thanks so much, Myrna. That's why I love 
those conferences. I always meet at least one 
amazing new writer or artist like yourself. 

 
David, from what I understand, you're both a writer and an illustrator. Could you tell us 
how you came to do both, how long you've been at it, and how SCBWI has been a part 
of that? 
 
I was not a reader, writer, or artist as a child. About fifteen years ago, I left a career as a 
Broadway singer/dancer. I guess to fill the creative gap, a few stories and characters 
jumped into my head, so I started putting them down on paper. At about that same time, 
I took my first art classes. Momentum grew, and in 2014, when I knew I wanted to 
pursue publication, I joined SCBWI. SCBWI has been my number one source for 
community, inspiration, and improving my craft. 
 
That is so cool. Could you describe your art 
process, especially for the illustrations you 
make out of cut paper? 
 
At first I hadn't considered illustrating my 
own books, but with the encouragement of 
my husband, I gave it a try. On a fluke, I 
grabbed some construction paper and a pair 
of scissors and started creating images. It felt 
completely natural to use this medium - like 
I had been doing it my whole life.  
 
I start with pencil sketches until I have 
characters, movement and expression that I 
am happy with. At that point I break the 
pictures down into small pieces and figure 
out the best way to layer the paper to get the 
effects I want. My tools are simple - scissors, 
x-acto blades, card stock, and white glue.  
 
Thank you for sharing your process! You're listed as a PAL member, so you've seen 
some success along the way. Could you tell us a bit about where your work has been 
published? 
 
I may possibly have become PAL with fewer words than anyone in SCBWI history - 
twenty-five to be exact. Along with my other submissions, I started submitting to 
magazines. The first piece picked up was a poem called HICCUPS for Babybug 
Magazine. Since then, I've been featured in more of their issues, plus a poetry 
anthology (alongside such authors as Jane Yolen). 
 

I didn’t know that we had that in common. Moving 
forward, what are your goals? 
 
Right now, it's all about fighting the good fight to find 
an agent. I'm continuously submitting, and my goal is 
to never have less than 10 active submissions until that 
call comes in. For my writing, I have created the 52 
First Drafts Project, in which I am writing one new 
picture book first draft every week for the entire year. 
(I successfully completed this same challenge three 
years ago.) For illustrating, I'm working on a new 
picture book dummy, using the advice received from 
the agents and art director at our recent Nevada Spring 
Fling. I plan to have that ready within the month. 

 
 
 
 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
David Michael Slater's ALIEN, Book 2 of his Mysterious 
Monsters early chapter book series, was released in March. 
BIGFOOT, Book 1, was just awarded a Bronze IPPY 
(Independent Publishers award) for juvenile fiction. David's 
first work of non-fiction,WE’RE DOING IT WRONG: 25 
IDEAS IN EDUCATION THAT JUST DON’T WORK—
AND HOW TO FIX THEM, was released April 17th.  
 
Jacci Turner’s BENDING WILLOW was a finalist in the 
Wishing Shelf Book Awards 2017. She’s releasing 
SNAPPED, a new YA novel, in May 2018. 
 
Daria Tavoularis was a third place finalist in the SCBWI 
California North Central Spring Spirit Portfolio Showcase.  
 
Congratulations! Let SCBWI Nevada celebrate with 
you! If you have something happy to share from 2017 or 
2018, email your news to myrnabobfoster@yahoo.com. 
 
 
(Illustrator Spotlight continued) 
 
Is there anything you've learned along the way that you'd be 
willing to share with newer members of SCBWI? 
 
We are lucky to have many stellar SCBWI critique groups 
here in Nevada. I've participated in both the Einsteins, and 
picture book groups. The writers involved are amazing, and 
I always come away with fantastic new ideas for my work. 
Join a critique group! 
 
And this advice comes from my performing years... Be 
brave, and take risks. Playing it safe leads to safe writing 
and safe art - neither of which excite a reader or catch the 
attention of a publisher.  

 
Thank you, David! If you'd like to follow David's journey, 
you can find him at www.davidmcmullinbooks.com or 
follow him on Twitter at @davidmcmullinpb. 
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Journey To Publication 
By Ellen Hopkins, Regional Advisor Emeritus 

 
My path to bestselling young adult 
author was circuitous. I was that kid in 
school who loved to write from the time 
I learned how. I won every creative 
writing contest, and all my teachers told 
me I should/would be a writer one day. I 
grew up believing it and focused on 
journalism in college. Unfortunately, I 
met Mr. Wrong, dropped out of school, 
married and started a family, as well as 
jumping into entrepreneurship in my 
early twenties. 
 
That marriage failed, and at not-quite-thirty, I met Mr. Right. He had also just 
exited a bad relationship, so we decided to start over with a move to Lake 
Tahoe. He was working in radio and found a job at a station on South Shore. I 
had sold my businesses and had a little money coming in, so it was time to 
decide what to do with the rest of my life. When John asked, the first answer 
that came to mind was, “Write.” He thought I was kidding. Or crazy. Or both. 
 
Regardless, I jumped into freelance journalism. Great gig. Covering stories 
allowed me to ski free, and as a regular food/wine reporter, well . . . I also met 
interesting people, including Hoot Gibbons, a shuttle pilot who participated in 
the Reno Air Races, and Randy Eaton, who studied wild orcas. The articles I 
wrote about these men and events sparked the ideas for my first two nonfiction 
children’s books. I knew by then I wanted to direct some of my writing toward 
young readers. I just didn’t yet know where I belonged within the kidlit world. 
AIR DEVILS AND ORCAS, HIGH SEAS SUPERMEN published in 2000, 
and were the first of twenty nonfiction books for children. At forty-five years 
old, I was earning a meager living with my writing.  
 
A major distraction in the five preceding years was my teenage child falling 
into meth addiction. Watching my brilliant, beautiful daughter lose her dreams 
because of some terrible choices struck something in me. And when she was 
sent to prison, I knew I had to write a book for teens about addiction. Until 
then, writing YA was not even a consideration. But I’d been put on a path. 
 
I started CRANK in prose, but the voice was mine, not “Kristina’s,” and I 

shelved the manuscript. I’d joined 
SCBWI several years before, and that 
summer attended the big conference in 
Los Angeles. There I did a workshop 
with Sonya Sones, whose first verse 
novel had recently published. I’d written 
poetry most of my life, and decided to 
try CRANK in verse. It was a grand 
experiment, and something clicked. I 
was writing YA verse novels. 
 
SCBWI had taught me a number of 

things, including the fact that 2500 words were probably too many for a 
picture book. Also, the value of writers’ conferences and putting an editor’s 
eye on a project. I sat down with a Simon & Shuster editor at a conference. I’d 
submitted a picture book (not 2500 words!) for critique. “This is beautiful 
writing,” she said “but I don’t edit picture books. Do you have anything else?” 
I had ten pages of CRANK with me, all I’d written in verse. She was 
immediately interested and asked me to send it to her when it was finished. 
 
 
 

A couple of months later, I had seventy-five pages 
written. (If that doesn’t sound like much, I was still 
freelancing and writing nonfiction.) I emailed her, 
asked if she’d like an exclusive look. She said yes, 
and not long after sent me a contract for the 
unfinished novel. I was forty-nine when CRANK 
published. It went on to become a NY Times 
bestseller, as have the twelve YA novels that have 
followed. My fourteenth will publish in September, 
and I believe it’s the best yet, as I stepped out of my 
comfort zone and wrote it in second person. And 
with the next book, I’m venturing into a near future 
narrative. Growth is vital, even at this stage of my 
career. 
 
The path to publication will be different for every 
writer. Patience is a virtue here. I’ve had friends 
give up after too many rejections, and I hate bearing 
witness to that. On one hand, I admire those who 
define a goal, devise a plan, and dash to the finish 
line. On the other, I believe a less direct route might 
actually circle you around to where you belong. 
Keep seeking that place. You’ll know when you get 
there. 
 
	
 
Ellen Hopkins is the award-winning author of 20 
nonfiction books for children and ten NY Times bestselling 
young adult novels-in-verse, plus two adult novels. Her 
tenth novel, SMOKE, published September 15, 2013, and 
debuted at the number six spot on the coveted NY Times 
list. 
 
A California native, Ellen has lived in northern Nevada for 
over 20 years and considers herself a “naturalized 
Nevadan.” She lives with her husband, son, two dogs, one 
cat and three ponds (not pounds) of fish near Carson City. 
She is the Regional Adviser Emeritus for the Nevada 
chapter of the SCBWI, and a member of the SCBWI 
International Board of Advisers. 
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Letting Your Voice Out                                 
 By Suzanne Morgan Williams                                        
 Regional Advisor Emeritus and PAL Coordinator 

“I’m looking for fresh, unique voices.” How many times have you heard an editor 
or agent say that? The question that follows is, “Well, what do you mean?” And 
nine times out of ten the answer is, “I can’t tell you that, but I know it when I see 
it.” Okay then. 

What is voice and how do you create one that agents/editors will be enchanted by? 
Let’s start with some basics. 

I think of three kinds of “voice.” Character voice, authorial voice, and certain age 
levels and genres have additional requirements such as a nonfiction or a humorous 
voice. 

The genre’s style can be picked up, like a language, by reading – a lot. You know 
the difference between a poem and an essay on climate change. You’ll soon be 
familiar with the various styles of picture books, verse novels, and well-written 
nonfiction. 

Character voice is some combination of the person you’ve created, their time and 
place, and your own facility with language. The more you know about your 
characters, the more you’ll understand what they would and wouldn’t say, who 
they’d say it to, and what, exactly, they’d think about. A common difficulty I see in 
early drafts is characters who sound the same. They use the same vocabulary, 
sentence structures, and intonations. This is understandable – they’re the product of 
one writer – but it’s not realistic, it’s tedious to read, and, if characters speak alike, 
you’ve lost a powerful tool to define them and provide depth to your story. 

• A fix – Read a section of dialogue with two or three main 
characters to a partner. Leave off the dialogue tags. Can they 
tell who’s talking? Can they guess the person’s age, 
background, or emotional state? If they can’t, do some 
rewriting. 

• Or imagine different characters in the scene. If Mother says, 
“You can’t go to camp this year, we just can’t afford it and 
I’m so sorry,” give that line to a big brother who’s maybe a 
little too happy about that. When someone else is delivering 
the same message, you should need to adjust the dialogue to 
their voice. 

But the voice that industry professionals are talking about is your authorial voice. It 
shines through in how you construct your characters, your descriptions, and the 
length and rhythm of your sentences. It is your tone and your honesty. Voice is you. 
In first person novels, it may actually be the same as your narrator’s voice – and 
because of that, it’s not your natural speaking voice – it’s theirs. But the style and 
facility with language is yours. This is the voice that takes a reader away from 
“reading a book” into experiencing a story. It is hard to teach and more difficult to 
define. But you know when you see a Van Gogh painting in a museum or hear  

the Beatles on the radio. A strong voice is identifiable. 
Anyone who reads a lot of manuscripts recognizes 
certain commonplace voices. The more you read 
others’ work the more you’ll spot those too. That’s not 
you. Frankly, often, it’s lazy.	

	
• Write,	write,	write	to	find	your	

voice.	It’s	there	and	it	may	
surprise	you.	You	may	have	
started	to	write	middle	grade	
novels	and	you	discover	funny,	
character	driven	picture	books	
come	to	you	naturally,	or	writing	
Young	Adult	feels	like	you’ve	
come	home.	Chances	are,	when	
your	writing	is	flowing	easily,	and	
you	finish	a	session	feeling	
satisfied,	you’ve	found	your	voice.	
Don’t	fight	that.	It	comes	from	the	
inside	out.	Your	job	is	to	allow	
others	to	hear	it	too.	
	

Editors	and	agents	look	for	a	voice	that	seems	
effortless,	fits	the	story,	feels	honest,	and	mostly,	
leaves	the	reader	with	an	emotional	reaction.	If	you	
can	add	texture	and	beautifully	crafted	writing	to	
that,	all	the	better.	But	skilled	writing	is	flat	without	
a	great	story,	and	a	great	story	comes	to	life	when	
told	in	a	fresh	and	believable	voice.	
	
If	you	watch	the	popular	singing	competitions,	you	can	
pick	out	a	contender	from	the	first	notes	they	sing.	
They	have	a	confidence	you	can	feel.	Editors	and	
readers	recognize	a	strong	voice	in	the	first	few	pages	
of	a	work.	How	do	you	discover	yours?	
	

• Be	brave	–	say	what	you	
wouldn’t	or	shouldn’t.	

• Be	aware	–	know	why	you	are	
writing	this	work	and	what	it	
means	to	you.	

• Be	sensitive	–	find	the	single	
detail	that	frames	and	defines	a	
scene.		

• Be	you	–	tap	into	your	own	
memories	and	emotions	and	
allow	your	readers	in.	

• Be	persistent	–		write	different	
things	until	you	find	that	sweet	
spot	that	works.	

• Be	honest.		
	

We	humans	long	to	be	connected	–	whether	with	
joy,	laughter,	grief,	or	logic.	Write	what	you	feel,	and	
readers	will	follow	you	anywhere.	
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