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Hello, Writer!
I see you. You want to write a picture book because you have fallen in
love with the charm and magic of the genre.
Picture books are easy to read, but they are seldom easy to write.
The simplest ones often hide the most sophisticated craft. Good,
really good manuscripts emerge from writers who are skilled, who
understand craft and process, and who are able to take ideas from
vague notion to fully fledged work. The happy news is that you can
learn the skills involved and become such a writer.
Several of the elements that go into making a good book are
mysterious and might even seem magical, but others can be
isolated and then refined through practice so that both your process
and product are better. The five practices below give you a taste of
some of the processes you can use to hone your writing craft.
My name is Simone Kaplan, and I have edited picture books for
more than twenty years. While working in traditional publishing, I
edited the work of authors at the height of their success and authors
at the beginning of their careers—some of whom have gone on to
win awards and achieve fame. As an independent editor and writing
coach, I’ve coached people who had a dream but no experience,
and I’ve helped them find the heart of their story and develop their
ability to tell it. Some of them have gone on to be published, and
some have won awards.

Along the way I have learned a great deal about the best processes
and practices, and have discovered methods and exercises that help
develop writing proficiency. Although picture books have a different
set of requirements from other kinds of writing, many of the tools and
practices I have learned support good writing no matter what the
genre. I have selected a few of them here and am sharing them with
you in the hope that they will help you on your journey to becoming a
successful picture book author.
You can find me at www.picturebookpeople.com, where I talk more
about the content and craft, process and practice of writing picture
books. And if you find these practices helpful and would like to talk
about working together, you can set up a time to talk with me here:
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practice #1

Articulate Your Why

W

riting is not easy. It never was and never will be. Sure,
there are moments when the writing flows, you get great feedback,
and agents express interest. But inevitably there are times when you
can’t seem to find the words or the story, when agents pass on your
manuscript, when the demands of your nonwriting life tug at you, and
you wonder whether you should just give up. It’s at times like those
that you need to know your why.
Your relationship with your writing life is like any other relationship.
When it’s going well, it’s exhilarating and energizing. When it’s not
going well, it can be demoralizing and depressing.
That’s when it’s helpful to remind yourself why you fell in love in the
first place. What you need is an articulation of your why: your personal
statement of purpose, of why you do what you do.

So sit down and think about why you want to write picture books.
Here’s a list to help you articulate your why. Use it to get you started,
or ignore it altogether and write what you’re moved to write.
Make lists of:
Five things you love about picture books
Five reasons why picture books matter to the world
Five reasons why picture books matter to you
Five picture books you love
Five things you love about each of those books
Five reasons why you want to write picture books
Five reasons why you want to write for children
Once you have your lists, you can edit them into a paragraph, write
them into a poem, or simply type them up and print them. Then put
the document somewhere both accessible and visible. Read it often to
remind yourself of the importance of your work and why you do it.

You can see my why after Practice #5.

practice #2

F

Themed Freewriting

reewriting is a useful technique that should be in every writer’s
toolbox. It’s a wonderful exercise for getting out of your conscious
mind and into a state of creative flow. If you do this first thing in the
morning, it can set you up for a day of creativity.
Freewriting is described by Brenda Ueland in her classic If You
Want to Write, first published in 1938, and then by Julia Cameron in
The Artist’s Way (1992). The practice is best done first thing in the
morning, before your conscious mind has a chance to wake up fully
and you still have access to your sleepy subconscious creativity. Here’s
how it works.
You choose a number of pages to fill. (Julia Cameron suggests three;
I do two.) You decide what works for you, but once you’ve made a
decision, stick with it. The practice is best done using old-fashioned
paper and pen, so choose a notebook that you love and a pen that
flows. Then, writing as fast as you can, without lifting your pen from
the paper, without stopping to stare into space or pausing to phrase
something exactly the right way, just write. Write until you’ve filled the
assigned number of pages.

JUST WRITE even if you find you have nothing more to say or you feel
blocked. DON’T STOP.
Write whatever comes to mind in no particular order.
Don’t try to organize or edit your thoughts.
Don’t worry about grammar or punctuation.
Write what’s on your mind even if it goes something like this:

This is so annoying, I have nothing new to say, I’ve said everything
there is to say, oh wait, maybe there is a glimmer of a thought, I can
get to a deeper level of thinking here. I sure hope so because I’m not
enjoying this. At all. It’s like that time when . . .
It’s as simple and easy as that! But if you do it consistently, you’ll find
that your words flow more freely, your thoughts are more accessible,
and your creativity is more attuned.
The practice is easily adapted to themed writing.
The process of themed writing is very similar to freewriting in that you
write without filter for a set interval. Unlike freewriting, though, themed
writing starts with the intention of going deeper into a specific topic or
area to excavate images and ideas.
It doesn’t need to be done first thing in the morning; it can be done
any time of the day or night when you want to explore an idea, wrestle
with an issue, find fresh ways to articulate something, or gain insight
into character or plot.

Instead of writing for a set number of pages, you choose how long
you wish to write. Ten to fifteen minutes seems to be a perfect length
of time for most people. And while morning freewriting is best done
with paper and pen, this exercise can be done using the computer.
Decide which element of your narrative you want to focus on. Set
a timer, and then—without lifting fingers from keyboard or pen from
paper—write until the timer goes off. JUST WRITE even if you find you
have nothing more to say or you feel blocked. DON’T STOP.
Write what’s on your mind even if it goes something like this:

I don’t know what my character could have been thinking. Why would
he push his sister off the mat? Well, duh, obviously because he was
angry with his dad for telling him that he wasn’t doing the push-ups
correctly. Well, yes, he was angry with his father, but why was he so
angry? His reaction seems excessive for the situation. I think it might
be because he’s the kind of person who has a very clear sense of the
way things should be and is quite tough on himself. . . . How does that
look for a five-year-old? I guess it shows itself in. . . .
The idea is to get your thoughts down and keep going deeper. You
might surprise yourself with what you find—insights, phrases, ideas—
all of which can make your work richer and more interesting.

practice #3

Read a Poem a Day

T

here’s something about poetry that says: Pay Attention! Poems
have a way of bringing us back to the present moment. They offer a
lovely, distilled way to experience joy and wonder. With their concise
language, compression of idea, and often adherence to form, poems
have a great deal in common with picture books. Reading a poem can
prime your creative pump, sensitize you to the magic of language, and
remind you of the multitude of subjects about which you can write.
When I worked at HarperCollins, I read one of Shakespeare’s sonnets
every morning before I started my workday. Reading a poem a day
is a wonderful way of immersing yourself in all that is good about the
writer’s craft. So buy an anthology of poetry, subscribe to an email
service that sends a poem a day, or read a collection of poems by one
particular poet.

You can, of course, binge-read an entire collection, but still, read
one poem a day. Read it slowly. Read it out loud. Read it multiple
times. You can do this with any poetry, but I recommend that you
read children’s poetry. It’ll ignite delight and make you wonder at
words . . . and it just might lead you to your next picture book idea.

Here’s a favorite poem to inspire you.

Adventure
By Anonymous
Here’s an adventure! What awaits
Beyond these closed, mysterious gates?
Whom shall I meet, where shall I go?
Beyond the lovely land I know?
Above the sky, across the sea?
What shall I learn and feel and be?
Open, strange doors, to good or ill!
I hold my breath a moment still
Before the magic of your look.
What shall you do to me, O book?

practice #4

Object Writing
Writing that involves all the senses is more compelling and engaging.
Developed by songwriting teacher Pat Pattison, the practice of object
writing will help you develop the ability to observe and describe—two
extremely valuable skills.
Look around the room and pick an object: a pen, a sofa,*
a book, a cup.
Or look out the window and pick an object: a tree, a dog,
a bench, a ball.
Or open a dictionary and choose the first noun you see.
Set a timer for ten minutes and then describe your chosen object
using your five senses: sight, sound, taste, smell, touch.
Focus on those five. You can write about the sixth sense if it feels
appropriate, or add proprioception. Pattison lists two more senses:
body and motion. You decide how many senses you want to engage.
*Don’t know what a sofa sounds like? Sit on one and listen.

practice #5

Using Prompts
Musicians practice scales, painters do still-life studies, writers write.
Writing to prompts can be enormously helpful in developing your
skills and stretching your capacity. And sometimes writing sparked by
prompts can grow into publishable manuscripts.
Writing to a prompt helps you in several ways. First it gets you through
the resistance to starting. Once you’ve begun, you get to practice
moving through the “How on earth am I ever going to do that?” phase.
Next you will come to “Oh, look! I’m doing it!” And before you know it,
you’ll surprise yourself with having done it.
This tends to be how it goes with writing, so why not use your practice
to learn the process and show yourself you can do it? My approach
is this: use the prompt to get you started. If it takes you all the way
through to a story that can become a picture book, that’s great. If it
carries you to something else—an insight, an idea—that’s great too. Use
prompts the way they work best for you.

Here are three prompts to get you going. Set a timer for ten minutes
and write.
1. U
 se these phrases in a story:
Once upon a time . . . but now. . . .
2. W
 rite a story that uses these three words and spin them
into a story:
Pie. Tree. Snow.
3. Y
 ou see a child in a coffee shop bite into an enormous
chocolate chip cookie. Will he finish it? What will happen
if he does? What will happen if he doesn’t? Who is he
there with? Why? What is he drinking with the cookie?
Milk, chocolate milk? Hot or cold? Once you know who
your character is and what his situation is, spin a story. It
doesn’t have to be a good story, but it does have to be
cohesive with a clear beginning, middle, and end.

I hope you will find one or more of these exercises compelling.
Remember, the best way to become a more skilled writer is to write.
If you feel stuck in any of the practices, stick with it. You are learning
a lot and refining your craft, which is always time well spent. So write.
Just write. Write Wonderful!

Now, as promised: my why
I have spent many years working in children’s publishing, and my
greatest love is picture books. I love picture books and the people
who create them even more than I love chocolate. And that’s saying
something.
During my years as an editor at major traditional publishing houses
like Henry Holt and HarperCollins, I noticed the same problems, the
same issues, time and again. Reading slush-pile submissions is a bit
like seeing people whose buttons have popped open, or who have
spinach caught in their teeth, and don’t know it. I have wanted to take
writers by the hand and say, “This is what you should do, and this is
what you should not.” I also wanted to say, “If you think about your
manuscript this way, it might help.” Or, “Here are some ways to make
the process easier for you.”
My impulse was to coach authors—all authors—but the constraints of
traditional publishing houses make that difficult to do. Happily, today
I’m in a position where I can do all those things. I help writers avoid
roadblocks, jump puddles, develop skills, and write the best manuscripts they can write.
I have absolute respect for children and want to do what I can to
ensure that they grow into fully rounded humans. I believe picture
books can play a significant role in that process.

I have edited everything from board books for babies through youngadult fiction, but I love picture books and seem to have a natural affinity
for them, so now I focus on picture books only.

Why I Love Picture Books
Because they deliver a great payoff in very little time.
With their combination of images and text, they’re able to offer little
jolts of joy and moments that expand hearts and minds.
They’re compact and concise, they don’t take long to read—and yet,
when done right, they are incredibly powerful.
They’re not easier to write than any other genre, but they are shorter
than most, and shorter forms are easier to finish. This makes them
easier to revise and to learn to do well.
I share insights about the content and craft, process and practice of
writing picture books at www.picturebookpeople.com. There you
can find out more about me and my work, as well as more resources
and articles.
I help people like you bring their books to life. If you’d like to discuss
your hopes and dreams for your manuscript, setting that up is easy.
Simply email me at simone@picturebookpeople.com or
click here to go directly to my scheduling system.
During a free, 30 minute, no obligation call, we’ll get to know one
another. By the end of our talk, we will decide if we’re a good fit, and I
will tell you what options for working together might be best suited for
you. I hope to talk with you soon. Keep writing!
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