
Q. Julie Rowan – Zoch asked the following: How can I introduce new members in our critique

group to accepting 'negative' (constructive!) comments they might take personally? What if

someone starts right away with comments such as, “I don’t want anyone to tell me how to write.”

A. Sometimes, we don’t have control over how other people will accept our good intentions. I

see being in a critique group as a dress rehearsal of sorts for the submissions process. It is great

preparation for developing submitting muscles and growing the thick skin one needs to cope with

rejections. Sometimes, we can put the most positive spin on things, yet our comments will be

taken negatively. Some people just aren’t ready for a critique group. However, we do need to be

able to read our critique partners. Some have thick skin and others are very sensitive. Critiques

should be offered accordingly.

If your critique group does not have guidelines, it might be worthwhile to develop some for new

people to review before joining the group. An interview process might also be helpful. It might

be helpful, if the group had a couple examples of the type of critiques they offer, so a new person

can decide if the group is a good match for them. In addition, making sure the person is a good

match for the group by reviewing some of their work would be good.

I would say the best thing for someone who tells you what they DON’T want, is to resist being

defensive and ask them what they DO want. I would wonder what that person expects to get out

of a critique group.

Q. Julie also wants to know what to ask for when offering up a manuscript for critique.

A. That is a tough one to answer because it would depend on the writer, the manuscript, and the

writer’s struggles or concerns for the manuscript.

If you are struggling with the beginning, say so. If you are struggling with the arc, say so. If you

are struggling with the resolution, – you guessed it – say so.

Maybe the manuscript you are submitting has taken you in circles because it has had one too

many critiques and you are feeling lost. Share the decisions you are trying to make, and ask for

opinions. If you feel the story is just about ready to submit but you don’t have a lot of confidence

in the area of punctuation and grammar, ask for help in that area. If you feel your character is

lacking something but you can’t identify it, say so. If it is a first draft and all you really want at

this time are general comments on the overall story and theme, say so.

Only you know what you need from a critique.

Q. Sally Phillips wants to know when there is too much description in a story and how would

you convey that in a critique?

A. Too much description includes but is not limited to:



 Anything that could be handled by the illustrator. For example: Unless it is important to

the story, it is not necessary to say that Sally was wearing a yellow dress with red polka

dots.

 Anything that doesn’t serve to move the story forward. Ann Whitford Paul wrote in her

book, WRITING PICTURE BOOKS, “Characters don’t pee in stories.” Meaning we

don’t need every little detail of their lives. Here’s an example: In my sample critique the

text reads: [“I hate rules! I'm going to runaway and find a new home." He spent a short

time in his room before he sneaked into the bathroom. Standing on a chair, he raised the

window and climbed out into the cold night.] You will see my comments if you look at

the sample critiques.

The text in red could be deleted, and the illustrations can show how Bunky left the house,

or show Bunky outside. The reader does not need that level of detail in the text.

 Anything that takes up so many words that it slows the story down and pushes the word

count way up. In this case I would tell my critique partner that this section slows the story

down and doesn’t really serve to move the story forward. Then I might tell them how

many words they could cut by revising the passage.

In my example critique there is a section where the manuscript reads: His shiny red fire truck

glistened in the middle of the table between a cereal box and plate of pancakes. My comment

was simply: This could be shown via illustrations.

Because the next line was: "Why is my fire truck on the table?" he asked. I could have went on to

explain that the reader and illustrator know the fire truck is on the table because Bunky tells us.

Q. Tracey Cox asked: Do you prefer face-to-face groups? Or online groups? What are the pros &

cons of each?

I have only had experience with online groups, so I reached out to friends who have experience
with both. Here is a collective summary of what they had to say. Thanks to Russ Cox,
Julie Siegel Falatko, Sabrina Marchal for their input.

 One of the biggest differences between the two is that people tend to be more honest and

upfront with their critiques in an online group. You do not have the other person sitting in

front of you.

 I love the online groups I belong to. My kids are too tiny for me to be leaving. I once

considered joining a group through the SCBWI. It met at night at a local bookstore. Once

I thought about it, it seemed like it wasn't worth my time to leave the house from 5-7 on a

weeknight. (Or 6-8 or whatever it was.) ALSO: when I decided not to do the in-person



group, it was maybe two years ago? And I was much less confident and sure how to give

and receive critiques.

 In-person groups can be a huge advantage for illustrators, or writer/illustrators. You can't

really use Word's "track changes" on a picture.

 I'm in both an online and an in-person group. The online one focuses on picture books.

The in-person one is a SCBWI one I started attending, I can't remember, about a year

ago? The in-person one is more about MG and YA. Apart from the different book types,

they've both been very different experiences. Both have had their advantages actually.

The one thing they both had in common was the dedication of the members in it. I

honestly believe one is better off with one or two groups one really commits to, than

hopping in and out several groups. And seriously, each group is already quite its share of

work.

Jennifer Young also shared her opinion along with a pros and cons list.

I think it is very important for a writer to have a critique group. Bonus – if they all write the same

genre as you. Double bonus – if they are all as passionate as you are or they have the same

writing speed as you. This year, I decided to start an in-person critique group. First, I created a

Facebook group and just added four children's book writing members to it that I met at my last

author meet and greet. I wanted to have it established online for the most productive

communication. Since we haven't exchanged or met yet, I created a pros and cons list of why I

believe having both an in-person and online group with the same group is or will be important.

Pros:

-Members are Accessible for further help online even after the in-person critique is over.

-Most productive feedback (plenty of critique time available, plus face-to-face discussions)

Cons:

-If a writer isn't looking to extend their extra time with other members' writing questions weekly,

then they might want to look into a face-to-face only group or an email only group.

- With a social media group like Facebook it can make some members feel more vulnerable

while joining - with having their personal information online accessible to others, especially if

they are brand new to the group.

Q. Heather Gale - How does one approach it when you've been asked to do a critique, and you

see flaws-galore, yet the person only wants you to check for comma's?

Grit your teeth and give 'em what they want?



A. If the person very clearly and specifically tells the group, “I only want you to check for

commas,” then I think I would have to respect that. However, I would wonder why this person is

in a critique group. It also depends on the person and my relationship with them. If I feel like

they would be receptive, I might say something in the critique like, “As you requested, I only

focused on commas. However, I would be happy to give a more detailed critique at any time.”

Again, depending on the relationship (if I had a good understanding how this person would

receive it) I might say something like, “As you requested, I only focused on commas. From

previous discussions, I got the sense that you are considering submitting this manuscript soon. I

would love for you to have the best chance at getting your manuscript accepted. Would you be

open to a more detailed critique?”

I think you get the idea. It is important to remember though that some people aren’t ready for a

critique group, and that is a lesson they will need to learn on their own.

Q. Donna Sadd - What do you do when you read a story for critique and just "don't get it?"

First, I think it is important not to be afraid to admit that you don’t get it. It is no reflection on

you or the writer – it just is. When I “don’t get it” after the first reading, I will read the

manuscript several more times, hoping something will click for me. If I am in a group where I

am able to see other critiques, I might look at other critiques to see if something said by others

might help it make sense to me. BUT I do not look at the critique to figure out what to write on

my critique. If nothing clicks after taking the above steps, I might be purely honest about it, and

tell the person, “I’m sorry, I know you have put a lot of work into this story, but I don’t get it.”

Sometimes, I might tell them what I think they are trying to do or say and ask if I am close.

If you don’t get it, there might be something missing in the story, so it is important to kindly

share with your critique partner that you don’t get it. I might email the person on the side,

explain what I am struggling with, and ask them if they can help me understand. Once you have

a clearer idea, you might be able to offer an insightful critique.

Q. Ann Magee - How to weed out the good advice from the bad?

A. For me, much of the weeding is going with my gut. Does the advice enhance your creative

vision? Does the advice fit what you know about picture book writing? Is the advice based on

someone’s personal preference? If so, does it resonate with you and your personal preferences?

Live with it for a while. Read it initially and then put it aside. Pull it out and put it away as many

times as you need to, until you can read it without emotion and defensiveness. You can’t make a

decision, if you can’t see clearly because of emotions. Sometimes, you will get advice that you

know immediately will work well for you and your story. In those cases, you find yourself

getting excited over the thought of incorporating the advice. Your creativity starts flowing. You

know it is a keeper. Sometimes, you know right off the bat that the advice just doesn’t work for

you. Let that advice go. Then there is the advice that you just don’t know how you feel about it

yet.



I like to look at weeding through advice like cleaning out your closet. Take all the suggestions

and put them in categories like you would clothing, shoes and other items in your closet. The

categories are as follows:

Love it! Keep.

Not sure – hold for (six months or whatever span of time works for you) then revisit.

Done with it – Trash

Sometimes when going through our old clothes, we have to try them on before we can decide

what we want to do with them. So, when not sure about advice, it might be worth trying out what

the person has suggested, and see how it looks or feels to you. Then you will know what to do

with it next.

Q. Janie Reinart - What is the best way to critique rhyming stories?

A. This depends on if you are experienced in writing rhyme. If you are experienced, I think it is

important to show your critique partner through scansion what your concerns are for their rhyme.

Of course, if they did a fantastic job, tell them that too. If the meter is off, point out the stress

problems or the pattern problems, etc. Try to be specific and give examples for a few verses. If

based on what you see, it appears the person is not experienced enough at rhyme to be writing a

picture book in verse, the best thing to do is suggest they try writing it in prose.

I am not experienced at rhyme, and I always share this when I critique rhyme. However, I still

read the story aloud, and I try to highlight the lines that I stumble on as I read. I might not be able

to explain what is wrong with those lines, but I believe, if the person knows what they are doing

with rhyme, they might be able to figure it out for themselves. I don’t try to give advice on

something that I am not knowledgeable about, so I leave the rhyme to other critique members

who are more experienced. In addition to the rhyme, I still look at the story as a whole and for

the story components like any picture book manuscript that I critique.

Q. Cathy Ballou Mealey - Who gave you the best critique that you've ever received?

A. I have some fantastic critique partners, and I can’t single out just one person. I believe we all

have strengths when critiquing. We all have different approaches. And we all have unique ideas

pop into our heads. I love it when I tell my critique group what I am struggling with and they

open their creative minds to give me suggestions that might be the answer I am looking for – the

thing that will make my story shine. Their creativity stirs my creativity. What a great partnership.

I have learned that if I wait until I have received all my critiques, and then I sort through all the

comments and suggestions, the collective critique is the best.

Stepping outside of my critique groups, one of the best critiques I ever received came from

Nancy Coffelt, the author of many books and one of my Institute of Children’s Literature



instructors. Her creative suggestions sparked my creativity, and I developed the best characters I

have ever created. This is so important to me because as I shared earlier, character development

is not one of my strengths.


