








Poet songster Jack Prelutsky (Scranimals, If Not 
For the Cat, Wild Witches’ Ball, Dog Days: Rhymes 
Around the Year, The Random House Book of Poetry 
for Children) and illustrator extraordinaire Doug Cush-
man (Easter Mice!, What Grandmothers Can’t Do, 
Inspector Hopper’s Mystery Year, Aunt Eater series) 
talk about writing, sketching, singing, and their newly 
published collaborative work, What a Day It Was In 
School!

Doug: Well, Jack, after knowing each other for 20 
plus years, we’re finally together on a book, What a 
Day It Was In School! The first question I’m sure you’re 
always asked is: where do your ideas come from? 

Jack: Ideas come from everywhere. They come 
from things I remember, from my childhood, from 
reading books, newspapers, and magazines, from 
my dreams, from conversations, from things that hap-
pened to friends and relatives … everything! My secret 
is that as soon as I have an idea, I write it down.

Doug I always have a sketch book with me as well. 
Sitting in a café, plane terminal, museum – almost eve-
rywhere I see people that can be turned into interesting 
characters. I have a whole shelf of sketchbooks to refer 
to if I need a character for a new book.

How do you begin a new book? Is there a typical 
writing day?

Jack: I don’t have a typical writing day. Sometimes 
I go for weeks or more without writing a poem, and 
sometimes I can’t stop, and write around the clock.

Doug: Sounds familiar. I try to draw something every 
day, even if it’s just in my sketch book, to keep from 
getting rusty. When I begin a new project, I have a zil-
lion little drawings scattered around the studio, trying 
to get the look of the character just right. It’s especially 
difficult when I’m writing the book as well; text and pic-
tures must be perfectly matched. Only then am I ready 
to show it to somebody. Who is your first reader when 
you finish a manuscript? 

Jack: I show almost everything I write to my wife 
Carolynn before submitting it to a publisher. She’s often 
saved me from sending ‘garbage’ to them. I’m sure that 
I’ll show her this interview before I send it.

Doug: As visual as your poems are, I recall get-
ting stuck for an idea with a couple of them. My mind 
was a complete blank! I ended up drawing the little cat 
character with different props over and over in differ-
ent situations in my sketchbook until an idea began to 
form. For me, just drawing the character without any 
goal loosens up my imagination, similar, I guess, to free 
association. Do you have any tricks or methods to help 
overcome writer’s block? 

Jack: I could build a house out of my writer’s blocks. 
When I do have writer’s block, I either move on to an-
other manuscript, or do something completely different 
… like take a long walk or go to a movie.

Doug: How often do you rewrite? 
Jack: I’m a compulsive rewriter … almost nothing 

comes out right the first time, and usually not the sec-
ond or third time either. There are poems that I’ve re-
written over a hundred times, even years after I began 
them.

Doug: Do you read everything out loud?
Jack: Not only do I read all my poems out loud to 

myself, I often set them to music and sing them. 
Doug: Yes, I’ve seen your presentations and I know 

you’re an accomplished guitarist and singer as well, 
coming out of the old coffee house circuit in New York 
City during the sixties. Have any of your poems begun 
as a song or melody?

Jack: The poems always 
begin as poems … the lyrics 
come first. Once in a while, 
the words and music seem 
to come out together. But 
I can’t think of an instance 
where the melody came 
first.

Doug: Editors tend to 
keep the author and illustra-
tor separate while both are 
involved in the book. Have 

you had any experience in working with an illustrator 
on a book?

Jack: I haven’t met many of my illustrators, but there 
have been exceptions. I’ve usually become friends with 
those I’ve met, such as Garth Williams, Arnold Lobel, 
Ted Rand, Peter Sis, Petra Mathers, and yourself.

Doug: Do you and your editor discuss the choices 
before hand? 

Jack: When I began, about forty years ago, I had 
no say in who would illustrate my books. However, as 
I developed a track record, I’ve been consulted more 
often, and now my editors always ask for my input. 
That’s how you were chosen to illustrate What a Day 
It Was In School!

Doug: How often do you see the illustrator’s work in 
progress for a book ie the dummy, sketches etc? Are 
you consulted for any changes? 

Jack: I do get to see my illustrators’ sketches and 
finishes, and though I’m consulted for changes, I never 
suggest any unless I notice something really egregious. 
I did seven books with Arnold Lobel, and only made six 
suggestions. I’ve been fortunate to work with wonderful 
illustrators, all of whom know what they’re doing.

Doug: Do you think interest in poetry books for chil-
dren is strong?

Jack: There are many more children’s poetry books 
now being published than there were when I began. 
Not only that, I think that the general quality is improv-
ing.

Doug: My tastes tend to run to some of the older po-
ets like Emily Dickinson and E.A. Poe though Langston 
Hughes is a favorite and some of Dorothy Parker’s little 
poems are fun. And, of course, there’s your work. I’ve 
even attempted to write some poems of my own. Do 
you have any advice for novices wanting to write poetry 
books for children?

Jack: Sure. First of all, if you’re interested in writ-
ing, get yourself a notebook and carry it with you all 
the time. Second, whenever you have an idea, and you 
will have ideas, write that idea down immediately. I can 
almost guarantee that if you don’t write down an idea 
as soon as you have it, you will forget it, and it will be 
gone for good. Third, write about what you know. Don’t 
start out by writing about purple creatures from distant 
planets. Write about yourself, your family, your pets … 
the things you know best. And most important of all, 
PRACTICE! Write as often as you can … the more you 
write, the more you’ll improve.

Doug: Anything else you’d like to add? Is there a 
question you always wanted to be asked?

Jack: I’ve always wanted to be asked why I didn’t 
become a movie star. Of course, when I look in the mir-
ror, I know the answer.

Doug: Moi aussi! Thanks, Jack. So, shall I open this 
Côte du Rhône or will you?

4Expression - SCBWI France - Spring 2006

A Conversation between Jack Prelutsky 
and Doug Cushman

Friendly Collaborators

P
IC

TU
R

E
 B

Y TO
M

IE
 D

E
 PA

O
LA

Doug Cushman and Jack Prelutsky will be 
presenting their new book What a Day It Was 
In School! at the International School in Paris 
on 11 March 2006. For further details contact 
Doug on aunteater@aol.com
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When I fi rst began writing fi ction, I was very bossy 
with myself. I set out a plan for my novel and outlined it 
in advance, down to the level of the chapter. I even set 
up an exact timetable to work by. One week per chap-
ter. Then a month or so for revision. And then…voila! 
A novel.

Ha!
Right away, my plans began to unravel. The time 

schedule went fi rst. Then, plotting problems began to 
creep in. The outline I’d made didn’t always make sense 
when I actually wrote my way through it. Worse yet, that 
outline, manufactured in a state of cold logic, was sterile. 
Once the juices got fl owing and my characters opened 
themselves up to me, better ideas kept popping into my 
mind. When I could, I shoe-horned the new ideas into 
my plot outline. But if they didn’t fi t, I just let them go.

I was determined to follow the plan I had made. I grit-
ted my teeth and forced my way through. 

When I fi nished the story, I read it over from the be-
ginning. 

Ouch!
It was dead. No life, no joy, no surprise, no spontane-

ity, no quirkiness, no subtlety, no grace. Dead.
I chucked it out and started over.
The problem, I think, is that business about the left and right brains, or about the 

subconscious and conscious minds. Well, I don’t know if those labels apply exactly. 
But somehow you have to use the bossy, wants-to-be-organized-and-in-charge part 
of your brain when you’re writing; and somehow you also have to use the sort of 
mysterious and unpredictable part, the part from which all the good, juicy stuff comes 
bubbling up. And if you don’t do it right, they can get in each other’s way. 

It’s true that some authors do manage to produce perfectly workable outlines 

ahead of time and profi tably stick to them throughout the 
writing process. But for me, the most creative part of my 
brain was active only when I was writing, and not at all 

when I was planning.
By a stroke of good fortune, I was asked to join a cri-

tique group with Eloise McGraw, author of three New-
bery honor books, including the stunning Moorchild.

One day, while chatting in the car on the way home 
from a meeting, Eloise gave me the most valuable tip 
I’ve ever heard about how to deal with this problem.

Again, there are other methods. But this is the one 
that seems to work best for me.

Eloise suggested that when I was stuck for some 
reason, or didn’t know what was going to happen next, 
or had some other question to which I didn’t know the 
answer… I should not just think up or invent an an-
swer. I should not bully it through. I should wait for the 
right answer to come. 

Every day, Eloise told me, she would sit in front of 
her computer and pose questions to herself about her 
book. If the answers came, great. She’d write them 
down. But if they didn’t, she would just let the ques-
tions hang there. She would go about the activities of 
her daily life, and sometimes an answer would come 
while she was cooking or doing her artwork or driving. 
But if the answer didn’t come, the next day she would 
just pose the question again. And she would keep pos-

ing the question, not answering it, until one day, the answer would just be there. 
It always comes, eventually. It does!
This level of faith was diffi cult for me at fi rst. I wanted to make something happen. 

Just do it! But I have learned, over time, to be more or less comfortable in more or 
less of a fog. A state of uncertainty. A state of not knowing what the heck I’m doing or 
precisely where the heck I’m going.

Oregon poet Kim Stafford once quoted a jazz musician as saying, “Creative peo-
ple are comfortable with not knowing … yet.”

I like that!
I fi nd that the answers that come this way – by asking and waiting for the answers 

– are nearly always right. What a relief not to have to force things anymore!
It’s true that I still don’t have much luck trying to outline an entire book all the way 

to the end. But now I can sketch out a very rough map to guide me on my way. And 
it’s nearly always reliable. As to fi lling in all the details …  I’ve learned to be reasonably 
comfortable with not knowing  … yet. 

Meet the author: Susan Fletcher

The Wisdom of Waiting

Susan Fletcher is the author of seven novels, including the Dragon 
Chronicles (Dragon’s Milk, Flight of the Dragon Kyn, and Sign of the Dove) 
as well as Shadow Spinner and Walk Across the Sea. Her next novel, The 
Alphabet of Dreams, will come out from Atheneum/Simon & Schuster in 
the summer of 2006.

WORDS ACROSS PICTURES 
& PICTURING WORDS

Saturday-Sunday
25-26 March 2006
Bologna Children’s Book Fair Grounds

A craft-based two-day conference 
in English sponsored by
the Society of Children’s Book Writers & 
Illustrators (SCBWI) and the
 Bologna International Children’s Book Fair

Workshops, Talks, Discussions:  
• Creating and Manipulating Your Characters
• Writing a Synopsis: Standalones and Multi-volume Series 
• Authentic Adolescent Voice (when you’re no longer a teenager 
and don’t have one)   
• Co-editions and their impact on the creative process 

Featuring: Author Scott Westerfeld (Peeps, So Yesterday, 
Midnighters series, Pretties series); Author Justine Larbalestier 
(Magic or Madness); New York Times Bestselling-illustrator 
Doug Cushman (What Dads Can’t Do, Aunt Eater series); 
animator and illustrator Sara Rojo Pérez (No hay nada como el 
original, Sopa de Sobre studio); many international editors.

Only 95€ for SCBWI members until Feb 15! 
115€ Non-members

More information and registration at www.scbwi.org
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Before our Before-Bologna Conference: speakers Justine Larbalestier 

and Scott Westerfeld talk about writing novels for teenagers

Novels: it’s all about stamina
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SCBWI: How and why did you 
begin writing YA?

Justine: The idea for the Magic 
or Madness trilogy had been brew-
ing for a long time, but the opportu-
nity to write it didn’t come until Eloise 
Flood was offered her own imprint, 
Razorbill, at Penguin USA. She was 
looking for inventory, so I pitched her 
my trilogy idea. She was interested 
but needed to see a proposal and 
fi rst three chapters pronto. I put eve-
rything else aside and went to work 
writing and rewriting them over and 
over. Luckily, she liked the partial 
enough to buy the whole trilogy. A  
lucky break for a fi rst-time novelist.

I’ve been reading YA for a long time. Obsessively, 
when I was a kid, but I stopped when I considered 

myself too grown up for them (at age thirteen!). I took 
them up again in my twenties when a friend, Lawrence 
Schimel, introduced me to Philip Ridley’s In The Eyes 
of Mr Fury and the many books of M. E. Kerr. I was 
hooked. The idea of writing one of my own occurred to 
me pretty early on.

Scott: At the end of a long ghost-writing project, 
one which had almost destroyed my brain, I had the 
idea for Midnighters. It came out of nowhere, and was 
clearly a young adult idea: about a group of teens in a 
small town where time froze at midnight every night.

I had already ghost-written some choose-your-own-
adventure books for kids (Goosebumps, if the truth be 
told) so I knew some people in the business. I took the 
concept to 17th Street Productions, who developed 
that idea with me. Once I started writing YA, I found 
myself enjoying it too much to stop.

SCBWI: Not having kids of your own and no longer 
an adolescent yourself, what do you do to fi nd or recre-
ate an authentic teenage voice in your fi ction?

Justine: Like many people, my teenage years 
weren’t exactly fabulous. They are etched deep in my 
memory, accessing them is dead easy. It’s being an 
adult that’s hard.

Scott: I think YA is my most natural age to write for. 
I still have a lot of the same reactions about what’s cool 
and interesting as I did when I was 14 or so. In other 
words, all the issues that were important to me then 
are important to me now.  Why is the world like this? 
What’s really happening at the levels that I can’t see? 
Are we all robots?

I think teens are doing two things at once: question-
ing the world in a radical way, and inventing various 
versions of themselves. My teen voices come out of 
those two problems: What the hell is this world I’ve 
found myself born into and how do I fi t in? That col-
lection of bravura, insecurity, philosophizing, irony, be-
musement, and language play (inventing new words to 
help muddle through all those confl icting emotions) all 
seem to come naturally to me.

SCBWI: Name one book (adult or YA) you wish you 

had written?
Justine: Seven Gothic Tales by Isak Dinesen.
Scott: All the books I wished I could have written 

are actually quite fl awed. That is, I wish I could erase 
them from history and write them myself, but better. I 
wouldn’t mind redoing Gossip Girl and adding some 
vampires, for instance …

SCBWI: Any advice for new writers?
Justine: Write, write, write! And then rewrite, re-

write, rewrite!
Scott: In the 1980s, I followed Kasparov and Kar-

pov in their interminable chess duels, and I remember 
Karpov losing one match due to exhaustion, because 
he wasn’t as fi t as Kasparov. When I joked about that, 
saying that they were just pushing little wooden pieces 
around, a friend chided, “Chess is a sport.”

One thing I’ve realized since then is that writing is 
a sport too; it takes conditioning. You have to write 
every day to build your sentence-level craft. You have 
to write your way out of hundreds of plot-tangles and 
character breakdowns to develop suffi cient problem-
solving refl exes. And until you’ve written a novel in one 
focused stretch, you can’t build up the muscles it takes 
to keep 80,000 words of plot and character arcs in your 
head, which is a hard, hard thing to do. Someone who 
writes “every once in a while” is like someone who 
plays chess by mail. It’s much easier, but they don’t 
really develop the stamina that it takes to fi ght their way 
through diffi cult problems.

All of which only means I’m giving the advice every-
one gives new writers: Write. Till it hurts.

Justine Larbalestier is working on a YA fantasy trilogy, 
in which the door of a house in Sydney opens onto a 
street in New York City. She has also edited a schol-
arly collection of feminist science fi ction, Daughters of 
the Earth (Wesleyan University Press, 2006) and her 
fi rst book, The Battle of the Sexes in Science Fiction 
was nominated for the Peter McNamara Convenors’  
Award, the William J Atheling Award and the Hugo 
for Best Related Book. Scott Westerfeld is the author 
of fi ve novels for adults and six for young adults. The 
most recent are Peeps (Penguin) and Pretties (Simon 
& Schuster). His books have won the Philip K Dick 
Special Citation, the Aurealis Award, and been named 
NY Times Notable Books of the Year. His YA novel 
So Yesterday (Penguin) won the Victorian Premier’s 
Award in 2005. He has contributed nonfi ction to Nerve, 
BookForum, and the scientifi c journal Nature, and pub-
lished short fi ction on scifi .com and in the Magazine of 
Fantasy and Science Fiction. 

Justine and Scott will be speaking at SCBWI’s 
Before Bologna Conference. They were inter-
viewed by Lawrence Schimel. 



March 11 “CREATION: A Morning of Song & Ink” 
Jack Prelutsky and Doug Cushman at the Interna-
tional School of Paris, 13 rue Beethoven sponsored 
by SCBWI France. Contact Doug Cushman for de-
tails: AuntEater@aol.com.

March 18 SCBWI France presents “Working 
from Childhood: A Picture Book Workshop” with 
Jan Ormerod, award winning author and illustrator 
of over seventy picture books, published in twenty 
countries. For all levels of writers and illustrators. 
Event will take place in Paris. For details contact 
Bridget Strevens-Marzo : b@bridgetstrevens.com

March 23 SCBWI British Isles, presents an 
evening in its Professional Series: “Writing on Com-
mission.” Amber Caraveo, senior commissioning 
editor at Working Partners, will discuss how writ-
ers can develop their writing career by ghost writ-
ing. Limited places available! Please RSVP to Sara 
Grant: murray_in_london@hotmail.com 

March 25-26 SCBWI/Bologna Fiera Day-
Before Conference: “Words Across Pictures 
and Picturing Words” at the Children’s Book 
Fairgrounds, Bologna, Italy. A craft-based 
full-day conference in English. More info at: 
www.scbwi.org/events.htm or contact Law-
rence Schimel: scbwispain@hotmail.com

March 27-30 International Bologna 
Children’s Book Fair, Italy. For more info: 
www.bookfair.bolognafiere.it

April 7-12 Join Alan Durant on a residen-
tial writers’ course in northern France. For further 
details contact Alan Durant at alan@durant1234.
fsnet.co.uk, by phone on 07944 374734 or visit his 
website at www.alandurant.co.uk

May 6 SCBWI British Isles. “Illustrators’ Day 2006: 
Picture Books for Writers and Illustrators.” A one-
day event of workshops and talks with individual 
portfolio reviews by children’s book professionals, a 
panel on current children’s illustration issues, and 
an open exhibition for all attending illustrators. Pub-

lished and unpublished alike are guaranteed to find 
guidance, inspiration, and ideas. For further details: 
www.britishscbwi.org

May 20  SCBWI France brings you a Fiction Plot 
and Character Workshop with Caroline Lawrence. 
Caroline Lawrence is the author of the Roman Mys-
teries series (Orion Children’s Books). To be held at 
the International School of Paris, 13 rue Beethoven. 
For further details contact Emma: pergolea@club-
internet.fr

May 25 SCBWI British Isles brings you as part 
of their Professional Series: “Hooking the Reader,” 
Sarah Hughes, editor at Penguin, will share her 
insights into grabbing an editor’s and the readers’ 
attention on the first page. Please RSVP to Sara 
Grant at: murray_in_london@hotmail.com

August 4-7 Annual SCBWI conference in Los 
Angeles. Details at www.scbwi.org 

October 14 SCBWI France brings you a workshop 
with famed children’s book author Tomie dePaola in 
Paris. Details on www.kidbookpros.com

November 11 SCBWI-BI’s fourth annual Writer’s 
Day in Winchester, featuring speakers and semi-
nars with the pros. Individual manuscript critiques 
will be offered. Get advice, inspiration and ideas for 
developing your craft, meet fellow professionals and 
learn what’s new in the children’s book marketplace! 
For details: www.britishscbwi.org

Rendez-vous
MARCH TO NOVEMBER 2006

NEWSLETTER POLICIES
SCBWI France is the French chapter of The 
Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illus-
trators, which is based at 8271 Beverly Boul-
evard, Los Angeles, California 90048, USA. 
For further information about SCBWI check 
the website at www.scbwi.org  Writers: Con-
sider submissions on topics about the writing 
process, the writing craft, techniques of illus-
tration, creativity, marketing your work, school 
visits, bilingualism. News of book sales, critique 
groups, experience with publishers is welcome. 

Illustrators: If you’d like to submit illustrations 
to appear in the newsletter please contact our 
illustration coordinator, Bridget Strevens-Marzo 
at b@bridgetstrevens.com. Book Reviews: It 
is SCBWI policy to review only “how to” books 
on writing and illustrating, or books of criticism 
on children’s literature. Advertisements: 
SCBWI France Expression will accept classi-
fied ads for writing and illustrating-related busi-
nesses. A business card sized ad costs $10 or 
10 euros. Advertising is also available on the 
SCBWI France web site and email list. Contact 

Leslie Greene at leslie@kidbookpros.com for 
details. Subscriptions: Members in the Eu-
ropean Union receive the annual newsletter, 
SCBWI France Expression, as part of their 
membership. All others may subscribe for $10 
US. Non-SCBWI members may also subscribe 
for $15 US. SCBWI France Expression comes 
out in March. Any SCBWI member may re-
ceive Expression OnLine, which is published 
as-needed (daily, weekly, monthly, etc). To sub-
scribe to Expression OnLine, please send an 
email to bpteditor@yahoo.com
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A word from 
our new RA – 
Leslie Greene

Welcome everyone to an abundant program 
of events for 2006. I’d like to take a few words to 
introduce myself as the new Regional Advisor for 
France.

A decade ago I was developing my first book 
project. Having been a visual artist for 20 years, 
constructing the dummy wasn’t a problem. But what 
to do next? 

I didn’t know how to get it into the hands of 
publishers. I saw an ad in FUSAC (France USA 
Contacts) for a SCBWI meeting and went. It was a 
serendipitous moment to discover the budding of a 
supportive children’s book network in Paris. Since 
then, I’ve gained lots of expertise and shared in valu-
able communication at the many SCBWI events I’ve 
attended.

Now I look forward to taking responsibility to help 
perpetuate the panoply of activities SCBWI offers 
us. I welcome your help on existing projects and 
look forward to hearing any suggestions you have 
for new projects which will continue the dynamic of 
stimulating and professional events.
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