
Be the Big 
Fish: Building 
Readership 
Through Local 
Events

BUT HERE’S THE REAL QUESTION: HOW DOES 
THAT ACTUALLY TRANSLATE INTO BOOK SALES? 
As an author-illustrator of children’s books, chasing 
algorithms and online followers left me feeling 
small and insigni cant   was still ust a small sh 
in a big pond. I wasn’t even reaching my target 
audience—kids! So, I challenged myself, a natural 
introvert, to step away from the screen and put 
my boots on the ground—connecting with my local 
community face-to-face, in real life (yes, IRL!).

There’s some delicious irony in my story—I write 
books set in the ocean, yet I live in Las Vegas, right 
in the middle of the Mojave Desert. No beaches, 
no waves, just endless dust and neon lights. But, 
despite its reputation, Las Vegas is more than the 
Strip. Over two million residents live here. There’s 
a children’s museum, a natural history museum, an 
arts district, indie bookstores, two aquariums, and 
lots of libraries. I visit these places often, dreaming 
up ways to collaborate that bene t everyone 
involved. I nd great joy in bringing the mysteries 
of the sea to children who might never get to 
e perience it rsthand.

Bonnie Kelso
ARTISTBKELSO@GMAIL.COM

Bonnie Kelso is an author and illustrator 
from Las Vegas, Nevada. With a background 
as an exhibit designer for organizations 
such as Smithsonian Institution, National 
Geographic, and NASA, Bonnie enjoys taking 
complex information and distilling it into 
bite-sized pieces. Her passion for nature and 
environmental awareness shines through 
in her books, murals, and community art 
workshops. 

ABOUT THE CHILDREN’S BOOK COUNCIL

The Children’s Book Council (CBC) is the 
nonpro t trade association for  children’s 
book publishers in North America. The CBC 
promotes diversity in employment and in book 
publishing, manages a portfolio of national 
children’s book awards, creates educational 
programming, compiles curated book lists for 
teachers, librarians, booksellers, and parents, 
and ghts against the banning of books. 
The CBC also manages Every Child a Reader, 
an award-winning charity that organizes 
Children’s Book Week, Get Caught Reading, 
the National Ambassador for Young People’s 
Literature and more.  
Visit us at https://www.cbcbooks.org/  
and https://everychildareader.net/

Woo-hoo! I just hit 1,000 followers 
on my Instagram feed!

CBC COLUMN

The Children’s Book Council (CBC) 
is an AASL Collaborative Partner.

For more information visit 
www.ala.org/aasl/about/partnerships.
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When my debut picture book, Nudi Gill: Poison 
Powerhouse of the Sea, was released by Gnome 
Road Publishing, it was chosen to represent 
Nevada at the National Book Festival. Nevada 
Humanities sponsored my attendance, giving me a 
great opportunity to connect with a wider audience 
and build credibility. Visitors marveled over my 
ocean-themed picture book from a land-locked 
state. From my perspective, that experience 
opened doors locally—to the Discovery Children’s 
Museum, the Natural History Museum, and beyond.

Since then, I’ve participated in festivals, library 
programs, school visits, and bookstore events. 
Each time, I meet new people—locals and visitors 
alike—who’ve never heard of me or my books. 
These in-person moments remind me why I do this: 
to spark curiosity and wonder in young readers. 
Seeing a child’s eyes light up when they learn 
something new feels far more rewarding than any 
number of online likes.

If you want to share your work with your local 
community, here are a few tips:

Create engaging, repeatable activities. Keep 
them simple enough to complete in 10 to 20 
minutes. For example, when presenting Nudi Gill, I 
invite kids to become malacologists—scientists 
who study mollusks. They pretend to dive in the 
ocean, discover a new species of nudibranch (sea 
slug), then draw and name their discovery. It’s fun, 
educational, and sparks imagination.
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bookstores. “If I saw other local authors at 
events, I’d pitch myself,” she says. That’s how she 
ended up at Playdate in the Park, an Austin Parks 
Foundation event offering family-friendly music, 
crafts, and storytimes. 

Another Gnome Road author, Jen Fier Jasinski, 
promoted her book My Piano to piano tuners 
and violin makers, music stores and recital halls. 

“For Sidewalk Chalk, I’m currently connecting 
with professional chalk artists!” says Jasinski. 

“Members of these audiences connect with the 
books in fun and fresh ways!”

Just like in my stories, mutualism is real! The 
clown sh relies on the sea anemone—and I rely 
on my community partners to create meaningful 
events and spaces where I can share my work 
with future readers. I show up early, stay late, 
help set up and clean up, and provide feedback 
from participants. I respond quickly to their 
requests, whether that’s lling out forms or 
sharing supply lists. I want my partners to know 
I’m as invested in our community as they are.

Whether you’re an event organizer, community 
leader, or book lover, I encourage you to explore 
ways to collaborate with your local venues and 
resources. Your regional SCBWI (Society of 
Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators) can 
connect you with local children’s authors and 
illustrators. There are endless ways to create 
fun, educational events that promote literacy 
and a lifelong passion for the arts.

If you’re a creator wanting to share your 
work with your community, don’t just chase 
followers—get out there, leverage your valuable 
creativity, meet your readers in person, and 
watch those connections grow into something 
truly meaningful. 

Explore funding options. Look for sponsors or 
grants to cover costs. As a teaching artist with the 
Nevada Arts Council, I collaborate with nonpro ts 
to create funded workshops. Don’t hesitate to 
reach out to local arts councils or businesses 
interested in supporting literacy and the arts.

Write clear, professional proposals. Explain your 
activity, goals, and needs simply. Include photos, 
press info, publisher and distributor contacts, and 
social media links for marketing teams. This helps 
organizations promote your event and say yes.

Build and remember your contacts. Take the 
time to memorize names and faces. I keep notes 
about each person or organization’s interests 
and past collaborations, which helps me tailor 
future pitches.

This might sound like a lot of work, but if you 
love engaging with your community, it’s worth 
it. The more I do it, the easier it becomes. Staying 
organized by saving old proposals, using templates, 
and keeping my resume and bios updated helps a 
lot. I also keep a le of activity ideas to tweak for 
different audiences. One of the biggest lessons 
I’ve learned is patience and persistence. Not every 
outreach leads to an event or immediate sales, but 
each interaction builds awareness and goodwill.

Over time, some organizations now come to me 
with event ideas. They handle grants and themes 
and invite me to lead workshops or presentations 
for an honorarium. They know from experience that 
I’m professional, punctual, and fun to work with—
qualities that build trust and ongoing partnerships.

My colleague (and fellow Gnome Road Publishing 
creative), Susan Johnston Taylor, also thrives 
on connecting locally. When her book Animals in 
Surprising Shades was released, she seized every 
chance to read or sign at schools, libraries, and 
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