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SCBWI Canada West Introduction and News
By Anita Miettunen

Welcome to the latest issue of The Western Tale Spinner! We have another newsletter brimming with 
announcements, members’ illustrations and good news, and feature articles. Included is a profile of Nancy 
Vo, our former Illustrator Coordinator and now the 2019 SCBWI Crystal Kite award winner for Canada. 
Congratulations, Nancy!

Since the spring, our Canada West chapter has been active with regular regional meet ups and as you’ll 
read in this newsletter, Nicolette Little, a new member in Calgary, is interested in starting a critique group/
social meet up in Calgary. Thanks to everyone who volunteers to coordinate these critique groups and 
socials! You can find the leaders’ contact information on our website. 

This July in Vancouver, in partnership with the Historic Joy Kogawa House (JKH), we co-sponsored a well-
attended panel, also open to the public, on diversity in Canadian children’s literature. Moderated by SCBWI 
Canada East member, Nadia Hohn (who was a summer writer-in-residence at JKH), the evening also 
featured SCBWI Canada West members Raymond Nakamura and Mahtab Narsimhan, and Victoria-based 
writer Robin Stevenson. Special thanks to Executive Director Ann-Marie Metten at JKH for coordinating 
with us.

In early August, about a dozen Canada West members attended the SCBWI LA conference where we were 
mesmerized by the quality of the keynote speakers, panels, and break-out sessions. The organizers brought 
in top talent and I thought it was one of the best SCBWI conferences I’ve attended. Ken Kilback (our 
former RA) attended a writing workshop 
led by Australian writer Mem Fox and has 
captured some fabulous thoughts about 
“rhythm, reading aloud, and finding the 
right word” in his article on page 05 of this 
newsletter. 

Thanks to everyone who contributed to 
this newsletter, especially Ken Rolston for 
the snazzy layout. Read On!

Anita Miettunen 
Regional Advisor (RA)

Annely So 
Assistant Regional 
Advisor (ARA)

Ken Rolston 
Illustrator Coordinator 
(IC)

Sue Macartney

http://www.anitamiettunen.com/
https://canadawest.scbwi.org/critique-groups/
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SCBWI Canada West Announcements

After over three years of service, Jennifer Barr, our Assistant Regional Advisor (ARA) is stepping down from 
the regional team. Jenny became our Regional Advisor (RA) in 2016, and then in 2017, became ARA, a role 
she helped create and which greatly contributed to keeping our chapter on track. She routinely assisted 
with general communications and updating our website. And it was thanks to Jenny’s initiative as RA that 
we first began organizing mini-workshops in the Vancouver area, featuring keynote speakers or instructors. 
This smaller-scale model has been cost-effective and popular. Thank you, Jenny, for all you’ve done for our 
chapter! We’re glad to know you still plan to stay engaged with our local meetups whenever you have time. 

You can see more of Jenny’s work on her website.

We are excited to announce our new SCBWI Canada West ARA, Annely So. 

BIO

Annely is an outdoor educator and art instructor living on Vancouver Island, 
BC. She is often outside adventuring or sketching the world around her. She is a 
writer, visual storyteller, and maker of picture books and comics. Her whimsical 
illustrations are created or built from a variety of tools and materials including 
found objects, scraps, fabric, wood, wool, as well as traditional mediums. Annely 
has been an SCBWI member since 2013 and has co-coordinated SCBWI events 
on Vancouver Island since 2017. A warm welcome, Annely!

You can see more of Annely’s work on Instagram.

Akemi Ito

https://www.frecklesandscribbles.com/
https://www.instagram.com/annelyartandillustration
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New Newsletter Editor Needed!

We are looking for a new editor with strong writing and 
organizational skills to help keep our SCBWI Canada West 
newsletter going. Beginning in 2020, I will no longer be 
available for this role. Ideally, one person would coordinate 
1-2 newsletters a year, working with volunteers to help with 
the graphic design (layout) and proofreading. Depending 
on the level of interest, the editor role could also be shared 
or rotated. Please get in touch if you are interested! You can 
email me (Anita) at canadawest@scbwi.org.

SCBWI Canada West Announcements

Calgary Area Meetings

A warm welcome to Nicolette Little, a new member in 
Calgary who has stepped up with an interest in organizing 
meetups or possible critique sessions for members in 
her area. Nicolette has a background in teaching post-
secondary literary, writing, and media studies and 
published her first picture book, A Toot in the Tub, with 
Newfoundland’s Flanker Press in 2018. Please email 
canadawest@scbwi.org if you’d like to be added to the 
Calgary distribution list for possible future meetings, and 
please note your area of interest in writing and illustrating 
for children. Thank you, Nicolette, for initiating this activity!

Robyn Leavens

Twitter: @NicoletteLittl6
Instagram: nic_little_writes
Facebook: 
@nicolettelittl6
@ATootInTheTub

mailto:canadawest%40scbwi.org?subject=New%20Newsletter%20Editor%20Needed%21
https://www.flankerpress.com/author/nicolette-little
mailto:canadawest@scbwi.org
https://twitter.com/nicolettelittl6
https://www.instagram.com/nic_little_writes/
https://www.facebook.com/nicolettelittl6
https://www.facebook.com/ATootInTheTub/
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Mem Fox: On Rhythm, Reading Aloud and 
Finding the Right Word
by Ken Kilback

Once upon a time, yet not so 
very long ago, there was an 
Australian woman and her first 
published picture book. Their 
names were Mem Fox and 
Possum Magic. 

Now, Fox’s illustrious career 
currently spans nearly 50 
children’s books. As she shared 
at the 2019 SCBWI Summer 
Conference, there are three 
related elements those of us 
writing for children need to 
focus our craft on—rhythm, 
reading aloud, and finding the 
right word. 

When we write for children, our 
focus must be on connecting 
with the heart of the child. 
The rhythm of 
language, Fox 
said, is what 
draws a child 
to return to a 
story over and 
over again. The 
rhythm of the 
opening and 
closing lines of 
a story must be 
particularly tight 
and beautiful, the 
one capturing 
and holding the 
reader’s attention, the other 
infusing the reader with a 

deep sense of satisfaction or 
contentment. 

Fox’s one caveat is that rhythm 
must not override 
the story, it must 
not be distracting 
to the reader. A 
writer’s primary 
focus is on 
the character, 
followed by “the 
precise choice of 
words and the 
correct rhythmic 
placement of 
those words.”1 
Every story, 

whether in prose or poetic form, 
has rhythm. And that rhythm is 
found through word choice, with 

the depth of emotional impact 
on a child directly related to the 
quality and arranged flow of 
those words. In addition, Fox 
reminded us that children don’t 
have to understand every word 
we use, for we’re teaching them 
to read and love reading through 
the use of rhythmic language. 

Rhythm can’t be taught, Fox 
pointed out, but it can be 
caught, which is why she’s 
committed to reading every draft 
of her stories aloud. “I have to 
speak each word I write aloud,” 
she said, “because we’re making 
music with the words.”2 

However, it’s not enough that 
we read each draft of our own 
work aloud over and over again. 
We must also do the same with 
published books. By reading 
books aloud, we discover the 
myriad ways possible of using 
language, we become steeped 
in the rhythm of language, and 
we can ultimately infuse our 
own writing in original and 
emotionally impactful ways 
through our own rhythmic word 
choices. 

But how exactly are we to read 
aloud, whether it’s someone 
else’s or our own work? With 
animation, of course! In Reading 
Magic, Fox describes different 

1 http://www.memfox.com/for-writers/for-writers-20-dos-and-20-donts/
2 Writers Intensive, 2019 SCBWI Summer Conference
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ways our voices can engage 
listeners through the rhythm of 
the words we’re reading. Indeed, 
she says, the rhythm of the 
language will dictate whether 
to read loudly or softly, fast or 
slow, with a high-pitched voice 
or a low one, and whether and 
to what extent to pause. “The 
fire of literacy,” she writes, “is 
created by the emotional sparks 
between a child, a book, and the 
person reading.”3 

We must therefore read our 
manuscripts aloud accordingly, 
seeking to discern whether our 
word choices and rhythmic 
language match the emotional 
impact we wish to convey. If we 
notice a disconnect between 
our use of language and our 

intended emotional impact, 
or if we notice a disruption in 
the rhythmic flow of a phrase, 
sentence, or paragraph, then we 
experience what Fox describes 
as “dissatisfaction,” a feeling of 
“essential discomfort that will 
eventually lead us back to the 
manuscript to attempt yet again 
to craft our work to perfection.”4 

That sensation of dissatisfaction 
properly arises only when we 
have a rich understanding of 
the rhythmic use of language 
through the many stories we 
read aloud. That understanding, 
in turn, allows our own writing 
to become that much more 
informed and allows us to better 
catch what works and what 
doesn’t. 

Ken Kilback teaches 
kindergarten in Vancouver and 
also writes reviews of picture 
books for Canadian Children’s 
Book News magazine.

Twitter: @KennethKilback

Selected Works of Mem Fox

• Possum Magic, 1983

• Wilfrid Gordon McDonald Partridge, 1984

• Hattie and the Fox, 1986

• Koala Lou, 1988

• Feathers and Fools, 1989

• Tough Boris, 1994

• The Magic Hat, 2002

• Harriet, You’ll Drive Me Wild!, 2003

• Where is the Green Sheep, 2004

• Guess What?, 2007

• Reading Magic: Why Reading Aloud to Our Children Will Change 
Their Lives Forever (Updated & Revised Edition), 2008

• Ten Little Fingers and Ten Little Toes, 2008

• This and That, 2015

• Roly Poly, 2019

• The Tiny Star, 2019 

3 Reading Magic: Why Reading Aloud to Our Children Will Change Their Lives Forever. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing 

Company, 2008, p. 10.
4 www.memfox.com/for-writers/for-writers-even-more-advice/

https://twitter.com/kennethkilback?lang=en
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Good News from Our Members

At the 16th annual Victoria Book Prize Gala, October 9th, author-
illustrator Aidan Cassie (Salt Spring Island, BC) was awarded the 
2019 Victoria Children’s Book Prize ($5000) for her debut picture book 
Sterling, Best Dog Ever (Farrar, Straus and Giroux). Her book also 
won the Funniest Children’s Book Award: Oy Vey! The Joan Betty 
Stuchner Award; was a finalist for the 2019 BC Book Prize: Christie 
Harris Illustrated Children's Literature; and was listed in the Toronto 
Library’s Top Ten List for children’s books (0-5yrs): "First and Best 
2018". It is also a finalist for the 2020 Chocolate Lily - BC Reader’s 
Choice Children's Book Award. Recently, she launched her second 
book, Little Juniper Makes It Big (Farrar, Straus and Giroux), about 
a feisty raccoon who feels too small for everything. Congratulations, 
Aidan!

photos by: Kathy Macovichuk

https://www.victoria.ca/EN/main/residents/culture/city-of-victoria-butler-book-prize.html
http://www.joanbettystuchneraward.org/news/
http://www.joanbettystuchneraward.org/news/
https://kids.tpl.ca/ready-for-reading/books/booklist/first-and-best
https://kids.tpl.ca/ready-for-reading/books/booklist/first-and-best
https://www.chocolatelilyawards.com/2018-2019-shortlist
https://www.chocolatelilyawards.com/2018-2019-shortlist
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George M. Johnson’s (Kamloops, BC) first picture book, Marisa and 
the Mountains (a finalist in the San Francisco Writing Contest), is 
now available for pre-order and will be published by Simply Read 
Books in February 2020. 

Marisa does not like living in the mountains: they spook her, swallow 
the sun, and make riding her bike difficult. Only after she travels to 
the prairies to spend time with Rosie, a cousin she has never met, 
does Marisa realize how special her home is.  

Website: https://georgemjohnson.com/

Kirsten Pendreigh (West Vancouver, BC) is delighted to announce 
that Ripple Grove Press has bought her debut picture book, Let the 
Baby Push the Buttons! This funny and suspenseful story features 
two headstrong, button-pushing babies from opposite sides of town. 
If they don’t get to push buttons, terrible tantrums erupt. One fateful 
day, the two babies face off at a midtown crosswalk. Dan Shanahan 
will illustrate. Expected publication date is for 2021.

Website:  kirstenpendreigh.com 

Twitter:  @kpiependreigh  

Author-illustrator Sue Macartney (Victoria, BC) is thrilled to announce 
her debut picture book, Benjamin’s Blue Feet (Pajama Press) will be 
published in spring 2020. Packed with humour and heart, this is a 
playful, jovial story about self-image and self-worth, told through the 
eyes of Benjamin, a blue-footed booby coming of age in his flock’s 
world of diving, swimming, and fishing.

Akemi Ito

https://georgemjohnson.com/
https://www.kirstenpendreigh.com/
https://twitter.com/kpiependreigh
http://www.suemacartney.com/
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Sabrina Chamberlain-Parks (Whitehorse, 
YT) has published Gimme Gimme, an 
e-book whose theme touches on what 
species need for a healthy environment to 
play and grow. This book is a great Earth 
Day and Climate Strike read.

Website: https://sabrinasartdotblog.
wordpress.com/

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/
sabrinaparks795/

https://sabrinasartdotblog.wordpress.com/ 
https://sabrinasartdotblog.wordpress.com/ 
https://www.instagram.com/sabrinaparks795/
https://www.instagram.com/sabrinaparks795/
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Interview with Nancy Vo Winner of the 
SCBWI Crystal Kite Award (Canada)
by Sara Donnelly

Nancy Vo is the recipient of 
the 2019 Crystal Kite Award 
Canada for her debut picture 
book The Outlaw (Groundwood 
Books.) Her unique and 
beautiful creation is the first 
tale in a wild west-inspired 
trilogy that now includes the 
recently published The Ranger 
and currently in the works 
The Priest. With degrees in 
Architecture and Fine Arts, and 
a minor in Chemistry, Vo was 
first inspired to illustrate and 
write children’s books in 2011. 
She lives in Vancouver with her 
husband and two daughters 
and works as a facility planner. 
Recently, she took time out of 
her busy schedule to answer my 
questions.

Sara: First of all, 
congratulations on being 
chosen for the 2019 Crystal 
Kite Award! How did you 
find out about this wonderful 
recognition?

Nancy: Thank you, Sara. 
I received the news in late 
spring from another Sara - 
Sara Diamond, the Awards 
Coordinator of SCBWI. It was 
a nice email to find in my 
inbox. Then, I heard from Anita 
Miettunen, our Regional Advisor. 
She’s been on this journey 
since before The Outlaw, so it 
was another nice email. It is a 
good feeling to be recognized 
by peers, many who are also 
amazing creators.

Sara: What first inspired 
the idea for your story The 
Outlaw?

Nancy: The Outlaw was a 
confluence of inspirations. 
In 2013, I attended my first 
SCBWI conference (Western 
Washington) where I attended 
sessions led by Mac Barnett 
and Sophie Blackall. Mac said 
write about what interested us 
personally rather than trying to 
write for a mythical children’s 
audience. Sophie had us 
drawing shadows. I had also 
finished reading The Sisters 
Brothers by Patrick DeWitt. So, 
I made this illustration when I 
returned home:

But I didn’t have a story yet. 
When I finally put words to the 
illustration, it was Eli from The 
Sisters Brothers who became 
the basis for the main character, 
the outlaw.

Sara: Can you tell about how 
you first got into writing and 
illustrating books?

Nancy: Hah! It really started as 
a coping mechanism. When 
my youngest was an infant, she 
was a crier. A screaming crier. 
She is lovely now, but I think 
in the old days they would say, 
“Your baby has colic.” I started 
a sketchbook of my daughter 
thinking that she must see this 
from a different point of view. 
That was how I created my first 
picture book mock-up. It was the 
important first step. Afterwards, 
I signed up for courses to learn 
more about picture books and 
was hooked.

Sara: What is your creative 
process?

A lot of times it’s just finding 
the time and space to create. 
That said, there’s probably a lot 
that goes on behind the scenes 
when I’m not actually creating, 
when ideas are percolating or 
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images are seeping into my 
subconscious. 

Sara: Where and when do you 
do your work?

Nancy: When I need to meet a 
publisher’s deadline to deliver 
final drawings, I take time off 
from work, rent out a studio, 
then start drawing. The studio 
provides the structured space 
and time for me to create. 
When I do my work at home, it 
happens on the family’s dining 
table, which means I can’t leave 
the work there for more than 
hour-long stretches, and there 
are distractions.

Sara: The Outlaw is part of a 
trilogy. How are the stories 
related?

Nancy: The Outlaw is book one 
of the Crow Stories trilogy. The 
trilogy is not a series because 
a series implies sequential 
telling. The books are related in 
that they could be thought of 
as stories that take place before 

urbanization in North America.

Sara: How has the response 
been for The Outlaw, have you 
received other recognition so 
far?

Nancy: I’ve been happy with the 
responses so far. I think of The 
Outlaw as quietly successful. 
There are so many amazing 
picture books being made right 
now, and I’m happy that mine is 
out there too. A lot of the credit 
goes to the publisher because 
they did the heavy lifting of 
getting the picture book into the 
hands of reviewers, librarians, 

and booksellers.

Sara: Can you share any 
tips for writers hoping to get 
published?

Nancy: My best tip is READ a 
lot. Read all kinds of books and 
of course read picture books. It’s 
good to know how stories work, 
and how stories with pictures 
and words fit together. Some 
books are better than others. 
The only way you’ll learn the 
difference is to read a lot.

Sara: Is there anything else 
you’d like to convey?

Nancy: It was 2011 when I 
decided to make picture books 
and now, eight years later, I 
am grateful for the community 
of people that I get to work 
with. I am grateful to so many 
individuals who have inspired 
me to do better.

Sara Donnelly is a BC-based 
writer and journalist.

Akemi Ito
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Sue Macartney

Miscellaneous Photos

Vancouver 
Island
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Edmonton

Robyn Leavens
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Vancouver

Pub night to celebrate Jenny’s 
time on the regional team, and 
to celebrate Nancy’s Crystal Kite 
award.

Critique day at the 
Historic Joy Kogawa House
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Vancouver

Crit-nic in the Park.

Portfolio Review
at Elisabeth’s


