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Dr. Long:…We are very honored to have a distinguished panel here tonight to reflect on the 
documentary we’ve just shared.…So here’s our panel tonight: Ted Delaney is the director and 
co-producer of “Library of the Early Mind.” He’s an award-winning author, journalist, and 
filmmaker. He’s a past winner of the O. Henry prize for short story writing, and he has published 
two books of fiction, the novel “Warp & Weft” and the collection, “The Drowning and Other 
Stories.” He has published short stories and nonfiction regularly in The Atlantic and others. 
Heather Hebert is one of the very known owners of Children’s Book World; it’s the children’s 
bookstore in Haverford, which is the sponsor of very exciting author and illustrator 
events.…And Matt Phelan is an author and illustrator of the Newberry award winner, “The 
Higher Power of Lucky” and its sequel, “Lucky Breaks.” And he’s also a graphic novelist. His 
graphic novel, “The Storm in the Barn” shows one family’s struggle during the Dustbowl and 
won the prestigious Scott O. Dell award given to a praise-worthy historical fiction book 
published for children or young adults. Also watch for “I’ll Be There,” a picture book by Ann 
Scott, illustrated by Matt. It’s coming out next week. The first question is probably a Matt 
question. We were interested to know what is the future of graphic novels and are we going to be 
headed more and more in that direction?  
 
Mr. Phelan: I think it’s a really exciting time for graphic novels. When I first had the idea for 
“The Storm in the Barn,” it was, like, 2005 and I was talking to an art director and I said I had 
this idea for a graphic novel, and she’s like: “Matt just stop talking. We’re not going to do it. 
Nobody does it. Forget it. We tried it before and it doesn’t work.” And then “Bone” came out, 
rather it was redone in the last decade. Then everybody’s interested and “The Storm in the Barn” 
got off the ground. What’s happening now, I think in the last couple years is the comics world 
realizing that kids like graphic comics, too, and they’re making graphic novels for kids. Great. 
And then you have the children’s illustrator world with people like me, with publishers saying 
we want to start doing graphic novels, too. So what’s exciting is more illustrators like me are 
going to start working on more graphic novels. What’s also interesting about that is comics 
almost have a certain style. I don’t want to say generic but there’s a look to comics. But for 
children’s illustration, you take five different illustrators, there’s going to be five totally different 



books. They’re going to look different. They’re going to have a different medium, drawing style. 
There’s almost an “anything goes” approach to illustration in children’s publishing. That’s the 
norm. They don’t want you to look like someone else, they want you to do your own thing. And 
they’re very open about that. They’re open within each book. You know I could go from 
watercolor and say, “I want to do this book in pastel,” and they’re like, “That’s a cool idea. Why 
don’t you do that?” That sort of approach to work is going to come into graphic novels, so what I 
think is going to happen is you’re going to see a lot more graphic novels that have different story 
sensibility but also look different. You’re going to see the variety you see in picture books come 
into graphic novels. It’s pretty similar really. A 32 page picture book or a 200 page graphic novel 
telling the story through your visuals is essentially the same process.  
 
Ms. Hebert: Something that I’ve found interesting is when the publishers first started selling 
graphic novels to bookstores they sold them as “These are great for your reluctant boy readers.” 
And all of a sudden what happened is readers are readers and will read anything. Soon it wasn’t 
just reluctant boys or just reluctant girls. It was boys and girls who just loved reading. And I 
think the publishers caught on to that and are definitely building on that so that the novels, like 
Matt was saying, publishers are will to take risks and break out of that “this is just for a reluctant 
boy” mode.  
 
Dr. Long: There was a large portion in the documentary about censorship and we had a question 
about that as well this afternoon. Where do you see the future of challenged books go? This is 
biased, but are people going to wake up and start challenging books? 
 
Mr. Phelan: I have a book that was banned. That was pretty cool actually.  “The Higher Power 
of Lucky” or some people know it as the scrotum book. I was at a book expo in New York, a big 
one, and they had a display, you know, Banned Book Week, and they had all these chains and it 
was really cool. And “Lucky” was there. And I had to really put it together: “Oh, the banned 
book club—that’s pretty cool.” As you saw in the film, censorship and banning is unfortunately 
going to be with us as long as there are human beings and books. When I read the manuscript for 
“Lucky,” it’s on the first page—“dog,” “scrotum”—and I remember thinking, “Oh you don’t see 
that word too often in a book, any book.” You know, if you read the book, you know it’s not 
about that. And as an illustrator, it did not strike me as an incident that I needed to illustrate. As 
an illustrator you tried to find those things that stick out, and I didn’t read that and think, “That’s 
something I need to draw.” I didn’t think about it at all until after the award happened. I was at a 
lunch with Susan Patron, the author, and the publisher and they were talking about it. They said 
the Scholastic Book Club might not take the book. And I at first was like, “What are you talking 
about?” And they were like, “Scrotum.” I was like, “Really?” And he was like, “Yes, just watch.” 
Two weeks later my friend called me and was like, “Are you watching ‘The View’?” And I was 
like, “No.” They had the cover behind Barbara Walters. It was one of the most surreal things I’ve 
ever seen. I was very surprised and I got e-mails and calls from journalists asking if I’d like to 
comment about this and I was like, “No,” and I think by not commenting…it’s just kind of 
ridiculous. But unfortunately it keeps going and I’ll go to schools and librarians will take be 
aside and say, “We have all your books, well, except for that one.” And I think, “It didn’t win the 
Newberry Medal by accident. It’s a really good book.” But there’s not much you can do about 
that. And another one…And one thing surprised me even more than the scrotum. I have gotten e-
mails and people have come up to me at signings and they’ve said, “You know, I really enjoyed 



‘The Storm in the Barn,’ but why did you have to write ‘damn’?” And the first time somebody 
asked that I thought, “What part is that?” At one point one of the adults says, “damn dust.” And 
it didn’t occur to me. I didn’t know that was a curse word and still considered a curse word. My 
editors didn’t as well. There are definitely people who have taken the time to write me long e-
mails about my using of that word in the book, which…They’re hard to answer, those e-mails. I 
was at a conference, a teachers conference, and Lois Lowry was the speaker. She’s a great 
speaker. She’s fantastic. And she had a “damn” in her book, too. Her stories are great. And how 
she dealt with “damn.” And I was like, “I don’t even know how to answer.” It comes out of 
nowhere. It’s never what some people have accused Patron of…It’s not a clear idea that I am 
going to create controversy and my book will be sold and stuff like that. I don’t think that’s ever 
the case. I certainly don’t think “damn” did that. I think Susan picked “scrotum” obviously on 
purpose but for the character of Lucky. It wasn’t because… 
 
Dr. Long: I think I did read a conversation with Susan where she said she was going to put the 
word in the second book, “Lucky Breaks,” just because she’s going to put it in. 
 
Questioner: On the same topic as the whole “damn” and “scrotum” issue, how do you think the 
public is going to respond if this movie we just viewed is more widely circulated and they find 
out that the illustrations in “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” are phallic in nature? 
 
Mr. Delaney: You know, the whole film was really more about the process, how this work 
comes to be. And I suppose that some agree I guess about saying that some people seeing this 
film are, like yourselves, people who have a level of sophistication and understanding what’s 
behind that. You know I’d like to think that kind of opens up more interpretations of the work, 
lets you see it differently. It’s not just one thing. It’s magic but it’s many other aspects. 
 
Ms. Hebert: I don’t really have much to add but, when I did see the book, that wasn’t what came 
to my mind. So I don’t think that’s what will come to most kids’ minds. 
 
Mr. Phelan: I kept thinking about the Mickey Mouse version. 
 
Questioner: I would like to know where the grand idea for the film came from because you’re a 
writer, correct? So where did this wonderful idea come from? 
 
Mr. Delaney: I actually had been working on a series of different films all about storytelling 
because that interests me. My first one was about an author, Andre Dubus, the elder whose son is 
a well-known author as well, and about his process. I’m also doing a short film about 
advertising, the stories advertisers tell us about ourselves and our culture. And so that was 
already afoot when I read an essay in The New Yorker by Allen Gopnik, which was in October 
of 2009 probably, about what the kind of underlying story was. Instantly I became interested in 
that as part of storytelling, and the phrase in it that really caught my eye was that it was a library 
of the early mind. I asked Gopnik if it would be okay to use that as the title. He was happy to do 
it. So that really prompted it, and Steve, who worked with me on this project, as I mentioned 
earlier—he’s my former student; he’s a student of mine from back in the early nineties—he’s 
published a variety of books that are about children’s books in terms of the technical aspects. I 
think he’s published about six or seven books. So he became interested in working with me on it. 



But my interest as sort of all-encompassing is the process of storytelling. I should mention this 
because it is probably the opportune time to talk about Gopnik that if anyone read that essay, it is 
really interesting. And it was something that I really wanted to have in this film. But the rights 
that you have to purchase to show these images are so expensive. There’s the Morgan Library in 
New York, as I recall, they wanted $5000 per image to put in the film, so we just cut the whole 
background thing. So as much as where it all began, we didn’t have any of that in the film.  
 
Questioner: I think one of the great things about the documentary was that there were so many 
topics. And so many authors had so many great things to say. When you were going around 
interviewing all these people did you have an idea of where you wanted to take this or did you 
did just put them on camera and say, so children’s books, what do you think? What made these 
people say what they said? 
 
Mr. Delaney: It kind of goes both ways. It definitely started as a simple premise, which is 
“What’s a story behind a story?”—whether it be an illustration or a children’s book. “What’s the 
story behind this?” So as I interviewed different people, of course I was most interested in the 
most interesting stories to me. Jack Gantos, that’s an interesting story. David Small. And I must 
admit you know there were other authors who wanted to do interviews, but, with no offense to 
them, there wasn’t a story behind the story. (On “Baby-Sitters Club” author Ann M. Martin) 
From what I read…I read a little bio where she said when she’s not writing children’s books, she 
likes making children’s clothes. And that sounds great, but it didn’t have that kind of … thing 
behind it. So I went looking for that and just saw where the conversation went. Later, once I had 
a bit of critical mass and had a sense of what I was going to do, you know, with the later 
interviews, you prompt it, you’re saying something like “Chris Van Allsburg said this. What do 
you think?” Because, you know, that will plug in and follow and allow you to have that kind of 
process. So toward the end it’s definitely moving toward trying to really get in to the unexpected 
sources of these works, and, you know, where people just kind of went with it. I will say as far as 
the process I mentioned earlier, the first cut of the film was three and a half hours. You can’t just 
nibble away to make it 85 minutes. And the primary thing that went was Young Adult. My 
reasoning was that the relative difference between Young Adult literature and literature is small, 
that you’re almost talking about the same themes. I was sorry to lose all that because it was a lot 
of good stuff. And then the rights issue was huge—just who we could afford. Like, David 
Small—he has a good chunk of the film both because he is interesting and because he could get 
Norton to let us use the images. There was another section about “The Little Engine That 
Could.” And Larry Marcus, the critic, talked a lot about it being one of these Depression-era 
fables about persistence, not unlike “Seabiscuit”; it was kind of a “Seabiscuit” for children. But 
because we couldn’t get the rights to use the images, he was only in the film for 20 seconds, 
which I feel really bad about. 
 
Questioner: I was just wondering had you considered interviewing any children when you did 
the film, like, since that was the whole background of that…Were there children interviews? 
 
Mr. Delaney: I will say this is another one of those legality issues. All the children you saw in 
the film were either my nieces and nephews or Steve’s daughter. The only kid who wasn’t was 
the one at the “Make Way For Ducklings” thing in Boston and he’s behind the thing and I’m not 
kidding when I say, I said, “Now, okay, put your head behind so Mommy won’t have to sign a 



legal release.” You have to be so careful about using children. People sometimes very easily say, 
“Sure, go ahead.” You just never know. So part of it was that and the legalities of that. One of 
the things we thought about…We tried to do a little bit of was talking to people—non-authors 
and illustrators—about just their favorite book, just try to get some different unexpected people. 
We did a little bit of that but it wasn’t really going anywhere. I did a book—any baseball fans 
here? Okay. I was co-author with Dustin Pedroia? He’s on the Boston Red Sox. He did a book I 
was like the ghostwriter on. So I got him to talk about his favorite book. And I had a little bit of 
stuff like that but it just wasn’t clicking. And it was something where I had so much material I 
was trying to get from the actual interview subjects so making time for it…But a couple people 
have suggested that to get the kid’s-eye view of what they see and that could have been really 
interesting. 
 
Questioner: Would you be interested in doing a Young Adult literature as you have with 
children’s literature and getting kind of the Young Adult’s perspective on the book as well as the 
author’s? 
 
Mr. Delaney: Yeah, I was just talking to Karen about that. I shot 45 hours of footage. So I’ve 
got a lot of good stuff. At least, I think so. And for all different reasons some of that could be 
used. So I feel fairly certain that I could do a whole new edit just on Young Adult. The other 
option is try to break it out in some way, which wouldn’t be a film in the sense of the medium as 
far as a linear narrative, but it would just be available for what different people have to say. I’m 
on a new project. Steve’s actually working with someone on a project that involves children’s 
literature. My project isn’t children’s literature. But we’re talking about what we might do with 
that. In some way, shape, or form, we want to get this material available for scholars in general. 
 
Questioner: This is a question for…I think all of you could address it. What did you think of 
what Jeff Kinney said? And Matt, do you look at this as your responsibility as an author to make 
the next flashy, fabulous thing to get kids away from toys? I know Heather is a bookseller. I 
know you address this, too, because I don’t look at it as the author’s responsibility, personally I 
don’t, but I just wanted to know what you thought of that. 
 
Mr. Phelan: I think it kind of falls almost into the same category Chris Van Allsburg was talking 
about, like, you don’t sit down and say, “I’m going to write a classic.” I think if you sit down and 
say, “That’s going to make my kids put down their XBOX,” or whatever, I think you’re in trouble. 
That said, you know, I love books. I love having kids find my books and have that book be as 
best as possible. I will say that you know writing for kids you can’t low-ball; you can’t slack off. 
You have to give them the best book you can possibly give them because they’re such a unique 
audience and if you do your job right you will be rewarded. You talk to anybody and you talk 
about a book you read as a kid, your eyes light up and you go, “I love that book.” You ask what 
was the novel about you read two years ago and you’re like, “You know, whatever.” So you’re 
aware of that but I don’t think you’re actually consciously thinking of it. Personally I don’t 
feel…I think I have the responsibility to write the best book I can that will compel kids and make 
them want to read it and maybe make them want to think about something, you know, anything 
that can be an offshoot of a book, like creativity or different stories. But I don’t think about that 
when I’m actually writing.  



Ms. Hebert: I think our job because we can’t sell to kids and their parents is to make the best 
connection we can and hopefully if you connect the perfect book with that child they might want 
to read that instead of playing Wii or Nintendo DS. And that’s certainly…I don’t know if it’s our 
hope that they play it instead of or maybe just in addition to. It’s just about making that 
connection so it excites them and they want to keep reading and when they put that down they’ll 
want to pick up another one. I think also as a parent of small kids, I think about that a lot, too, 
like, I see all the different options that my kids have and I try very hard to make sure that books 
are pretty much everywhere in the house, so when they have that moment of, “What should I 
do?” they see them and sometimes that’s all it takes.  
 
Dr. Long: Something that Heather said that takes it right back to Mrs. Mack. One of her very 
favorite sayings was “If you find the right book for the right kid”—oh no, she never said “kid”; 
she would have said child—“If you find the right book for the right child at the right time, you’ll 
create a reader.” And I think that was something we all remember her for. Are there any other 
questions? 
 
Questioner: For those of us who are writers or would love to write children’s books in the 
future, how important is it to have an MFA in children’s literature. I know there are some 
programs. How important is that in publishing? And do you have any advice for those who wish 
to get into publishing? 
 
Dr. Long: That kind of fits in with one of the questions that was asked this afternoon. So how 
much control do you have over the illustrations? How much control does the author have over 
the illustrations and vice versa? 
 
Mr. Phelan: As far as the MFA program, I think their value is, if it makes you a better writer, 
than it’s going to be well worth it. And there’s some wonderful programs and I only hear great 
things about, say, Vermont. That experience is supposed to be wonderful and a lot of great 
writers come out of that. But it’s not necessary. It’s not a thing where you have a resume and you 
say, “I got this MFA whatever.” It comes down to the work. They’re going to read your 
manuscript and they probably don’t care if you just got out of kindergarten.  If it’s fantastic, 
they’re going to want to do it. There’s wonderful things about MFA programs and if that’s what 
makes you a great writer than that’s going to be worth everything. As far as breaking into 
publishing, it’s a big…I always tell people when they ask…I get emails every once in a while 
and it’s a question of doing the work A, getting it done, and then getting in front of the right 
people. It’s almost…It’s kind of that simple. There’s a lot of good time and things like that that 
are involved. There are things you can do that will increase your chances of having those things 
happen like the Society of Children’s Books Writers and Illustrators is this organization that 
has…They have these events where they bring editors and illustrators and authors there, and 
editors and art directors come and review your work and that’s how I got in. I spent five years 
trying to put together a portfolio because I wanted to be a children’s book illustrator, and I spent 
five years drawing and throwing things out just trying to get twelve pieces and I realized it was 
just going to go on forever. I was never going to be satisfied. And this Society of Children’s 
Book Writers were having a convention near me. I saw it. I signed up for it. It said for 30 dollars 
extra you get a portfolio review. I said, “Okay that’s my deadline. It’s June now. October’s my 
deadline to put together twelve pieces just to have something, show up, and see what happens.” 



And I showed up. And I got the fifteen minute review and we didn’t even get through the first 
fifteen minutes. She said, “Well I really like this. Can you send this to me on Monday?” And I 
said, “Yeah.” So that actually happened very quickly. But if I hadn’t done the other things, if I 
hadn’t done the work, if I hadn’t gone to the event and signed up for the portfolio review, I never 
would have met that director. So it’s all these little things. And she also had a book that she 
immediately saw my style to work with. She was looking for someone; she didn’t know what it 
was going to be; she saw my work and said, “Hey I think this guy can do it.” I got my first two 
books from that same art director. The first book was a picture book and while I was working on 
that they were trying to find an illustrator for a book called “The Seven Wonders of Sassafras 
Springs,” and she couldn’t find anybody. And one day she was paging through my portfolio. 
This was months later. And I had some black-and-white pictures of a kid in the Depression, in 
overalls, which were really sketches for “Storm in the Barn.” And she said, “Hey, you can do 
black-and-white kids in the Depression.” And that’s how I got that. It’s a combination of 
different things. It’s like that Woody Allen saying that 80 percent of success is showing up. That 
was how I first broke in but I also was contacted by an editor from SlushPile, where you mail 
something in without an agent, without anything. They literally have piles of stuff. Someone 
picked out one of my samples and they called me from there. Another publisher called me 
because one of her authors saw my work online and said, “Hey, you should check out this guy,” 
and it wasn’t because “Hey, he should illustrate my book,” it was “Hey I like this guy’s stuff you 
should check it out.” And she looked at it and liked it. And she emailed me. So if I didn’t have 
that portfolio online that wouldn’t have happened. If I didn’t do this or show up at that 
event…So you have to try all different things. But the bottom line is you have to do the work 
first. And luckily that is the part that is completely under your control and relatively cheap. And 
that’s what I tell people. The main ingredient is what you’re going to show to them and that’s the 
one thing you absolutely have control of. You don’t have control of your luck or someone 
looking for that kind of book. You have control over making the best book you can at that stage. 
As far as control over an illustrator, from an author’s standpoint, you have almost none. A lot of 
people say, “I have I have a manuscript that I want to submit, will you do my illustrations?” And 
I say, “No.” But it’s a good thing because you don’t need illustrations; they don’t want you to 
have illustrations. The publisher always chooses the illustrator after the manuscript has been 
edited and worked over and stuff like that. They know different illustrators and they want to pair 
things with the right person. If you’re sort of a higher-up author, they’ll say, “We’re kind of 
thinking of AB and C illustrators. What do you think?” And you probably chime in, but, still, the 
decision is always the publishers. So I tell writers who don’t have illustrations, “You’re in luck; 
you don’t need them.” I always thought that it must be pretty nerve-racking for authors to send in 
their book and think, “Who are they going to sign to me?” There’s only been one author that I 
never heard from—because usually after the book’s done you get an e-mail from the author and 
then you’ll get to meet them at the book signing. There’s only been one author that I’ve never 
heard from but of course I immediately was convinced that she hated everything I did and I don’t 
know. I have to assume she did. 
 
Questioner: I have a question regarding e-readers. They’ve had a huge impact on the literary 
world and I was curious: How or if there are any changes for an author and an illustrator in 
regards to electronic books. 
 



Mr. Delaney: I have a book coming out in September—a novel coming out in September. My 
last novel came out in ’05. It is amazing to me the difference in perception of what we’re doing. 
And part of the publisher’s  perspective is that the paper-and-ink book is essentially a marketing 
device for downloading the book because he’s convinced that an e-book is an impulse buy. 
People are more likely to click and download it than physically search it out. The text, in 
particular, fiction…I have a Kindle and I think it’s fine because a novel is a linear reality. And so 
you click through it and read it. I hate reading short story collections or nonfiction books because 
it is so hard to move around. So I think it’s just part of the landscape now, and having just 
finished a number of books on the Kindle, better that I read it on the Kindle than to have never 
had a chance to buy the book at all. 
 
Mr. Phelan: Heather and I drove up together and we had a long discussion about e-readers. I 
haven’t had any…No one’s said anything to me about it yet. I haven’t started out a book and had 
anyone say, “Okay, now, how is this going to look on an iPad?” or anything like that. I 
think…I’m not even aware of any of my books being on an e-reader. I think some of the novels 
that I’ve illustrated are available. But something like “Storm in the Barn” has not become an e-
reader text and I think that’s sort of technology because comic…Comics kind of work okay on 
those things, you know, it’s something to do with how to view a panel and stuff like that. As far 
as creating books, no one yet has told me I have to think about that while I’m creating a book. 
It’s still being considered like, “We’ll deal with that at the end.” That’s probably going to 
change. I’m not against e-readers per say. I am definitely in the camp that loves books and I 
don’t think they’re going anywhere because that experience, especially for a small kid, it’s 
tactile. But I think the e-readers would be something else. I personally would be more interested 
in creating something for that machine than have them take “Storm in the Barn” and jerry-rig it 
so it fits. So I’m not against it. I think it would be more interesting to create something from 
scratch that’s going to use all that interactivity. I think that will happen. But right now 
everyone’s running around like crazy not knowing what’s going to happen. 
 
Ms. Hebert: I guess the one experience that we’re having in our store, which is children’s books 
only, is that parents do not want their kids in front of another screen. So there’s definitely 
resistance there. When you think of children’s books, you think of pop-up books and you think 
of board books and you think of touch-and-feel books, and these have so many elements that you 
just won’t ever be able to capture in an e-book. So fortunately in children’s publishing, it’s not as 
hot and heavy an issue as it is in Young Adult and up to Adult.  
 
Mr. Delaney: I’ll add as a P.S. onto that saying, ironically, what’s the first thing I do when read 
a really good book on my kindle?—go buy the actual book. So in some ways it becomes a 
reverse promotional device because people my age want to have the actual book. It’s interesting 
because what’s going to come after the iPad? 
 
Dr. Long: I just have to admit that I am very much a hands-on book person, too; however, the 
weekend when the Newberry award was announced I couldn’t get a copy, a hardcopy of the 
Newberry award winner, so I went on my iPad, downloaded it, read it that weekend. I did the 
same thing though. I went out and bought a copy. But it was very nice to be able to do that very 
quickly. 



Questioner: In the film it mentioned that if books don’t sell they are shredded. And I was 
wondering if as illustrators and authors, you are notified when that happens. And I know 
publishing was talked about before, but if you have any suggestions on researching 
publishers…It’s just…There’s so many to choose from. How do you decide where to submit 
your work? 
 
Mr. Phelan: It’s a dark, sad little clause in contracts that if your book drops below a certain 
number of sales they are obligated to contact you and give you a chance to buy them at, like, a 
deep discount, at like 60 percent off. You still have to buy them, but it’s a deep discount. I’ve 
had one book go out of print. And it’s a sad letter you get. You feel bad for the publisher because 
you the person writing it doesn’t want it to go out of print. So you get a chance to buy like 50 of 
them or whatever you can afford. And then I suppose they do get shredded or I don’t know what 
happens to them. You wish they could be donated.  
 
Dr. Dornish: Excuse me. Don’t some of them get remaindered too? 
 
Mr. Phelan: This is after remaindering. Remaindering is that last ditch where “No one’s buying 
it, so let’s try it for $2.99.” If no one buys it at $2.99, that’s when the publisher sends you the 
letter. You get like a discount off that. I’ve done that. I have boxes of books in my studio. And 
your other question…There’s a book that comes out every year called the “Children’s Writer and 
Illustrator Market.” Writers’ market guides come out every year. They do for different 
categories. And they have a great one for children’s books. It has a lot of great articles and things 
like that. But it also lists all the publishers contact information, what they’re looking for, how to 
submit, publishers, magazines, stuff like that, and it’s like the bible. They update it every year. 
They’ll tell you who reads that agent. So first thing is get that book. Next thing is go to a 
bookstore or a library and look at the books that you love. Find the books you love and look at 
the spine and see who publishes them. Chances are that a couple different publishers are going to 
keep coming up. You know, why not? Go for those guys. Target people that you love; however, 
if you have a book and you find a similar title, go to their competitor. You don’t send a “Diary of 
a Wimpy Kid”-type book to the publisher of “Diary of a Wimpy Kid.” Cause they got one. 
That’s not cynical; that’s more of a business thing. Find the books you love and see who 
publishes them because each house has a personality and they do put out different kinds of books 
and you start to see it and really target the one you want. Oh yeah, and the agent helps. I think 
they have an agent book, too. You don’t need to have an agent before you have a book deal. I 
had a…I think I had eight books that I did all the stuff for on my own mostly because once you 
have one book, especially as an illustrator, more things come from one thing, one book leads to 
another, and I juggled that for a while, so I was doing pretty good by the time I got an agent. I 
did not like talking about money or contracts and I was taking whatever they offered me. My 
negotiation came down to one word: “Okay.” Cause I still couldn’t believe they were paying me 
to do it. So an agent helps with that, with all kinds of complicated things. But certain publishers 
won’t look at your work unless you have an agent, and there’s a catch-22: Some agents won’t 
look at your work unless you have a book published. Again, a really good thing to do is go to the 
Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators events because they always have agents and 
a lot of the people that go to those things have a policy that if you meet them at the conference, 
they will read your submission. It’s a backdoor. Even houses that say “Don’t look at unagented 
submissions”—if you come and sit and listen at their panel, they will give you, like, this free 



pass. It’s all about getting through that door however you can. And having something good 
beforehand is good. Actually having two or three things is awesome. They’ll say, “Do you have 
any other ideas?” And I’ll say, “Uh, yeah, sure.” If anyone asks you if you have any other ideas, 
always say, “Yes.” You will figure something out. Never say, “No, my only book.”  
 
Mr. Delaney: I did a piece about three years ago for the Atlantic on MFA programs—not 
children’s, just general MFA. And someone used this phrase I liked, “Shadings of perception 
change.” If an agent with a name submits your book, if you’ve just come out of a program, the 
book is the book, but the shading of perception with which someone looks at it will be set up by 
its source. So that’s a good thing. The other part of that with agents—cause I’m like this on 
agents, you know—is that agents make 10 percent and in this era of the way books are made and 
sold agents often live in New York, which is expensive, you know; they can’t make money 
selling books that are only going to have a small press run or only get you a foot in the market. 
So I think agents can almost do more harm than good because they’re looking at “Is it going to 
sell 50,000?—and if it’s not going to sell 50,000, then I don’t want to represent him; there won’t 
be enough money in it.” I think sometimes they’re trying to build their own credentials. And one 
more thing on e-books—think about books, the quality of the paper, the quality of the binding. I 
think that’s going to become more important now. People who love books—that’s what they 
love. So I think that’s part of it, you know. Who’s putting out really nicely done, artistic books. 
 
Mr. Phelan: Candlewick was what I was thinking about earlier. I think it was the “Edward 
Tulane” book by Kate DiCamillo. Around the time I was trying to sell “Barn.” Candlewick was 
one of the people that were interested because I was doing a picture book for them. And I walked 
into a bookstore and they had that (“Edward Tulane”) faced out, and it was one of those things 
where you just want to…“I need to pick this book up.” You know, it was so beautifully done. A 
publisher that pays so much attention to every aspect of the book is really a great place to be. 
When “Storm in the Barn” was sold at auction, which is a terrible way to sell a book, but 
Candlewick wound up getting it, which I was really happy about, and they just do a beautiful job 
and consider everything. When I got the galley book, which is like a test book, the designer had 
taken the end pages which were blank but very subtly at the beginning of the book, the end 
papers are tan and at the end of the book they’re blue. So it’s sort of the dust at the beginning and 
the rain at the end. And I thought it’s just a tiny detail, but they thought about it, and they went 
out and did that. They’re a publisher that thinks about the book as a creative object. So that’s a 
really wonderful aspect. 
 
Questioner: My mom’s a school librarian and I’m student-teaching as a school librarian and we 
only interact with students every day. And we see them come in and browse around and I think 
there’s a kind of skill to knowing when to jump in and help them find something. But in a store 
you have a very different experience. You have whole families sometimes or parents…I was 
wondering if you ever think parents get in the way of kids choosing their own books. 
 
Ms. Hebert: Since none of you are customers of mine: Yes, it does happen often. The parent will 
try to talk for the child. Even more painful is when the parent tries to talk about the child. But 
what we try to do is, you know, we’re polite, this is a parent, and we completely focus on the 
child. We get down, physically get down, to their level and try to get it out of them, ask them 
“What’s the last book you read that you liked?” or “What’s the last book you read that you didn’t 



like?” And we try to make these suggestions to the child and while we’re doing that we also try 
to appease the parent, who inarguably always says their child can read more, better, “They’re 
brilliant.” And, you know, we do explain, you know, at this point in the child’s development it’s 
just the fact that they’re reading and they want to continue and even if they’re reading the same 
book over and over again they’re getting something different every time, and that’s okay. But, 
yes, inevitably, parents tend to get in the way.  
 
Prof. Wanamaker: On that same venue: Last fall there was that article that came out that talked 
about that very thing and that parents were kind of going away from picture books and that sales 
were dropping dramatically because parents were pushing their children into early readers and 
that sort of thing. Are you seeing that in your bookstore? 
 
Ms. Hebert: Absolutely. That was the article that shook the industry. It shed light onto a very 
important subject which is the fact that there are parents who are reading “Charlotte’s Web” to 
their three-year-olds. And they’re reading that and their realizing that well a three year old really 
hasn’t had contact with spiders and webs, and they can’t even visualize Charlotte so much, let 
alone spinning words in a web. They’re just now learning that now. I mean the whole idea 
doesn’t seem to make any sense—children at six reading Harry Potter. And they’re doing this 
because they see that they can. And the children are so happy to spend time with their parents, 
and if you’ve had children, you know, you could be sitting there with your newborn reading 
them the Wall Street Journal and they’ll look just as pleased as if you were reading “The Hat and 
The Bunny.” It’s just about connecting and at any age most a child just want to connect with 
their parent. So most kids aren’t going to say no to that. It’s up to us and it’s up to librarians to 
reeducate the parents about the importance of the visual art form they have. I was at a conference 
with David Wiesner. He talked about how, when you go into most bookstores, a lot of the picture 
books will be spread face-out in a big section. It’s like taking children to an art museum. It’s that 
kind of exposure and that kind of experience that they have and that’s just as important. And if 
you eliminate that you’re almost cutting off a whole sense. And that’s why I think this film is so 
fantastic because it focused on that and the importance of that and made me—even though I 
know—a believer again in really how necessary this is to keep picture books alive and going to 
as long as a child will read them. 
 
Prof. Wanamaker: And adults who…I think when you talked about the age of a child who will 
read them, it does go way up. 
 
Ms. Hebert: I think if we think about it we all love coffee books. We all gravitate to those 
things. We actually have a section in our store called picture books for adults. 
 
Mr. Pelan: That article was very sad and we hoped that it wasn’t true at all because…But I knew 
that it was about parents making their kid read “Charlotte’s Web.” As a children’s book 
illustrator, picture books are an amazing art form and people who read picture books know that 
the depth of a lot of those stories and experiences of looking at the artwork, there is nothing 
unsophisticated about them. When parents were saying, “Picture books are for babies; they’re 
five now they got to move on.” You pick up the early reader and say, “How is the picture book 
not as sophisticated as that?” So it makes me very sad because Chris Van Allsburg said the 
seven- or eight-year-old was their audience. Someone like Chris Van Allsburg whose books are 



amazing, but you know not for two-year-olds and there are levels for that, too. The picture books 
are not all for every age. So there are picture books for seven- and eight-year-olds. There are 
picture books for two-year-olds. I don’t know how it happens—the reeducation. But I’ve heard 
some things like the Independent Booksellers Association are devoting this year to the year of 
the picture book, really as a retort to that New York Times article. And it’s like, “Let’s promote 
the picture book. Let’s change that thinking.” Cause it’s very sad and disturbing not just because 
I’m a picture book illustrator, just because for the art form. Even though I’m doing graphic 
novels, picture books are still the Everest. That’s the high-point. I’m going to spend the rest of 
my career trying to do the best picture book I can do because for me for children’s literature 
that’s the high point. You know a perfect picture book is an amazing thing. I hope we can reverse 
that trend. 
 
Questioner: I just wanted to add a comment to that and I think maybe as librarians we have 
better control over that just that you know I, of course, as a lot of other people, renamed my 
Picture Book Section the Everybody Section and teach my kids that that’s the Everybody 
Section. 
 
Mr. Phelan: You know it’s funny cause that’s…I…I will always love picture books. I will 
always love illustration. But my real reawaking of love came from in college, and I worked in a 
bookstore and it was the time when Chris Van Allsburg was doing “The Polar Express” and 
“Stinky Cheese Man” came out, and William Joyce and David Small, you know, all these 
amazing books that I was reading as a young adult thinking, “Wow, this is fantastic.” And not 
only were they beautiful, like I said before, all the different styles and also all the different 
subject matters. I said, “This is what I want to do.” I want to work in this realm where you can do 
a book about air and the next book about George Washington, you know, and it’s all in the same 
thing. David Small, his book with Sarah Stewart, “The Garden,” came out I was maybe 24, 25, 
and that book really did change my life. That book just knocked my socks off. And every time I 
read it, I still can’t get through that book without choking up because it’s so beautiful, so 
perfectly done, that as an adult I said, “This is fantastic. This is better than movies or…These 
picture books are amazing.” So calling it the Everyone Section is great. That is a fantastic step in 
the right direction because a perfect picture book can be enjoyed by adults. 
 
Dr. Long: (Conclusion)… 


