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Using Improvisational Comedy Techniques in Writing 

Our Keynote Speaker will demonstrate how the techniques of improvisational 

comedy can be applied to all genres of writing. During this lively presentation, 

conference attendees will have the opportunity to try out their own improv skills.  

Chris Grabenstein is the author of the New York Times Bestseller and 2014 ALSC 

Notable Book Escape From Mr. Lemoncello’s Library, recently optioned by 

Nickelodeon to become a movie. Chris is also the co-author with James Patterson 

of the #1 Bestsellers I Funny, I Even Funnier, and Treasure Hunters.  He is the 

critically acclaimed author of over twenty other books, a playwright, screenwriter, 

and former advertising executive and improvisational comedian. Winner of two 

Anthony and three Agatha Awards, Chris wrote for Jim Henson’s Muppets and co-

wrote the CBS-TV movie The Christmas Gift starring John Denver.  

www.ChrisGrabenstein.com  

Children’s Track 

Character Assassination 

What element do readers connect with the most?  The character. They are the 

human element that reaches out to us and pulls us in. In this talk we’ll whip your 

main and supporting characters into shape by examining their likeability, 

relatability and internal consistency. Using a handful of exercises and talking them 

through as a class, you will walk away from this discussion with the tools to 

improve your characters and, by extension, your manuscript as a whole.  

http://www.chrisgrabenstein.com/


Sara Sargent is an Editor at Simon Pulse, an imprint of Simon & Schuster, where 

she edits Jennifer Echols and Deb Caletti.  Most recently she was at the Balzer & 

Bray imprint of HarperCollins Children’s Books, where she launched debut authors 

Rosamund Hodge, Sangu Mandanna, Mercy Paul, and Kiki Sullivan.  Prior to her 

time at HarperCollins, Sara worked at Waxman Leavell Literary Agency and 

interned with Miramax Books and Hyperion Books for Children.  Sara has a 

Masters in Journalism.  She can be found on Twitter @Sara_Sargent and on her 

website at www.sarasargent.wordpress.com  

Flashlights Under the Covers 

How to ratchet up tension so kids never want to put your book down. 

Chris Grabenstein (see biography listed above)  

Finding Your Voice 

What is that elusive quality that editors are always looking for in submissions?  A 

great voice. We’ll talk about the fundamental elements of developing a clear, 

strong, authentic voice that not only grabs readers’ attention but stays true to 

who you are as a writer.  

Wendy Loggia is Executive Editor at Delacorte Press, an imprint of Random House 

Children’s Books.  Wendy has worked with some of the most talented authors 

writing today and edits middle grade and YA fiction.  She is the editor of Teardrop 

by Lauren Kate; Hexed by Michelle Krys; Being Sloane Jacobs by Lauren Morrill; 

Don’t Even Think About It by Sarah Mlynowski; and the romantic thriller The Here 

and Now by Ann Brashares, to name a few.  

First Page Session 

Sara Sargent (see biography listed above) and Bridget Smith will critique first 

pages submitted by those attending the children’s track.   

Bridget Smith is an associate agent and all-around assistant at Dunham Literary, 

Inc. Previously she was an intern at Don Congdon Associates, worked at a 

secondhand book store in Connecticut, and evaluated short story submissions for 

http://www.sarasargent.wordpress.com/


Tor.com under Liz Gorinsky and Patrick Nielsen Hayden.  She graduated from 

Brown University in 2010.  While there, she studied anthropology and 

archaeology, worked as a radio DJ, fenced on the varsity team, and helped design 

an experiment that she later performed in microgravity at NASA, so it’s fair to say 

she has pretty wide-ranging interests.  Currently she reads, runs, and watches 

more television than is probably good for her.  She reads both adult and children’s 

books.  

Poetry Track 

The Place These Words are Coming From 

Poems are shy creatures, mysterious as unicorns. Where do they come from? In 

this workshop, I’ll discuss the points of origin for some of my work, with an eye 

towards sparking generative ideas for your future poems.  

Barbara Crooker is the author of four full-length books of poetry and twelve 

chapbooks.  Her awards include the Word Press First Book Award, the Paterson 

Award for Excellence in Literature, the 2004 WB Yeats Society of New York Award, 

the Thomas Merton Poetry of the Sacred Award, and three Pennsylvania Council 

on the Arts Creative Writing Fellowships. Her work appears in a variety of literary 

journals and anthologies, including Common Wealth: Contemporary Poets on 

Pennsylvania and The Bedford Introduction to Literature.  She has been a fellow at 

the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts, the Moulin a Nef in Auvillar, France and 

The Tyrone Guthrie Centre in Annaghmakerrig, Ireland.  Garrison Keillor has read 

twenty-one of her poems on The Writer’s Almanac, and she has read her poetry all 

over the country, from Portland, Oregon to Portland, Maine, including The Calvin 

Conference of Faith and Writing, The Austin International Poetry Festival,  Glory 

Days: A Bruce Springsteen Symposium, and the Library of Congress.  

 

Panel Session with Poetry Editors: What We Look For in Journal Submissions 

Gina Larkin is the editor of The Edison Literary Review (edisonliteraryreview.org). 

Her Book, When Gods Play Hide and Seek, was published in 2011.  



Priscilla Orr is the author of Losing the Horizon and Jugglers & Tides, (Hannacroix 

Creek Books) She has been published in Southern Poetry Review, Nimrod, and 

other journals.  She has been awarded fellowships from Yaddo and NJ State Arts 

Council. She is a Geraldine R. Dodge poet and an English Professor at Sussex 

County Community College where she is also the founding director of the Silconas 

Poetry Center and founding editor of The Stillwater Review. 

Tom Plante studied Geography at UC Berkeley. He worked for several newspapers 

and has published Exit 13 Magazine, a poetry journal, since 1988.  Tom works for 

the County of Union and lives with his wife and daughter in Fanwood.   

                                        

The (Un)finished Poem 

French poet and critic Paul Valery once said, “A poem is never finished, only 

abandoned.” Nevertheless, a poet must wrestle with the necessity of coming to a 

point of completion, which can often feel elusive.  In this session, we will learn 

strategies for editing and revision which will help develop the critical eye and ear 

necessary to produce a finished poem.  We will also address the particular 

anxieties inherent to workshopping and identify constructive ways to critique 

both our own poems and the work of others. Participants are welcome to bring 

poems at any stage of completion as we learn to see our own work through an 

editor’s eye.    

Christina Kapp currently teaches writing at The Writers Circle in Summit, NJ and 

Rutgers University-Newark and has previously run writing workshops for the New 

Jersey Writers Society’s Franklin chapter.  Her writing appeared in dozens of 

literary magazines and journals, including Poetry Quarterly, Stone Path Review, 

anderbo.com, Seltzer, Gargoyle, Barn Owl Review and Monongahela Review. 

She began her career with William Morrow & Company Publishers and also works 

as a freelance editor.  



Poetry and Memory 

For poets, memory can have a number of meanings, from the relationship of our 

work to the poets who influence us to the way our memories and experiences 

often become the foundation for our work.  For this session, we will use 

generative exercises to harvest the many facets of our often unpredictable 

memories and explore the ways these recollections can become image and 

metaphor or impose structure and form in our poetry.  In addition to our 

exercises, we will consider examples from a range of poets, including the 

confessional poets of the mid-twentieth century and contemporary poets such as 

Sharon Olds and Brenda Shaughnessy.  

Christina Kapp (see biography listed above)       

Prose Track 

How to Write a Strong Query Letter 

A query letter is often an agent’s or an editor’s first impression of you.  Thus, it’s 

vital to master the art of query writing. Participants will learn the essentials of a 

successful query, including writing an effective hook, honing in on key plot points, 

and avoiding common query mistakes.  Prose track attendees are invited to bring 

query letters, which will be randomly selected for critique during this workshop. 

Kim Perel joined Wendy Sherman Associates in January 2009.  After graduating 

from Syracuse University’s S.I. Newhouse School of Communications, Kim worked 

in the editorial department at Forbes magazine and later as a copywriter and 

freelance journalist.  While pursuing an MFA degree at The New School in New 

York City, Kim joined WSA and fell in love with the idea of championing emerging 

talent and helping writers through the process of getting published. Kim is 

enthusiastic about discovering fresh voices. She is drawn to voice-driven fiction, 

novels that illuminate an unknown world, and true-to-life characters.  She looks 

for queries that provide fresh insight or a wide lens that captures life at a certain 

period in time.  She also loves humor, memoir that tells a unique story, and 

journalistic non-fiction.  



Top Ten Reasons for Rejection:  

The Common Mistakes That are Holding You Back 

 

Every book is different, but unagented submissions often have the same mistakes 

time and again. Learn to identify these weak areas in your manuscript and how to 

fix them so you can turn that full request into an offer of representation.  

Katie Grimm was born in Colorado and is a graduate of Bowdoin College. She 

joined Don Congdon associates in 2007 as the assistant for the agency. Now in 

addition to growing her own client list, she manages the agency and handles 

subrights for select agency clients and Estates.  She focuses on vivid literary fiction, 

transportive historical fiction, up-market women’s fiction, cohesive short story 

collections, and lurid mysteries and thrillers with exotic or historical settings.  In 

young adult, she is actively seeking both contemporary and fantastical high-

concepts rooted in history with a touch of romance. In middle grade, she looks for 

novels with a timeless or classic feel with a strange twist. Most importantly, she is 

hooked by fiction with emotional resonance and longevity, and in her opinion, this 

requires an authentic voice, relatable characters, and a twisting plot that keeps 

her intrigued. For non-fiction she is looking for memoirs that reveal greater social 

issues or incorporate outside research, narrative non-fiction about history that 

reveals the darker side of human nature, popular/weird science, and other off-

beat topics explored thoroughly.  She is also a member of the AAR Programming 

Committee and SCBWI.  

Cooking the Book: How to Use a Pitch to Focus Revision 

A pitch isn’t just a tool to hook an agent or editor: it’s a distilled version of your 

story that can give you better insight into the manuscript.  In this workshop, we’ll 

look at the pitch as a lens for revision.  We’ll see how writing a pitch forces us to 

isolate the elements that drive the story, then how to use those elements to 

formulate a revision plan.  

Bridget Smith (see biography listed above)  



First Page Session 

Katie Grimm (see biography listed above) and Michelle Richter will critique first 

pages submitted by those attending the prose session.  

Michelle Richter is an Associate Agent at Foreword Literary. She has a degree in 

Economics with a minor in Russian from the University of Massachusetts at Boston 

and left a career in finance and banking for publishing.  She joined St. Martin’s 

Press editorial department in 2006 after obtaining a Masters in Publishing from 

Pace University. While at St. Martin’s, Michelle edited MELISSA EXPLAINS IT ALL by 

Melissa Joan Hart, among others, and worked on a variety of fiction and non-

fiction. 

Michelle is primarily seeking fiction, specifically book club reads, literary fiction, 

and well-crafted women’s commercial fiction, thrillers, and mysteries (amateur 

sleuth, police procedurals, and smart cozies). Her favorite authors include Laura 

Lippman, Harlan Coben, Richard Russo, Tom Perrotta, Chelsea Cain, and Gillian 

Flynn.  For non-fiction, she’s interested in fashion, film, television, science, 

medicine, sociology/social trends, and economics for trade audiences.  She has a 

soft spot for fiction and non-fiction in and about Boston Massachusetts, Ireland, 

and Russia.  


