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Grades 
PK-6 Paul Janeczko

You are the author of many 
distinguished books of poetry and 
prose for children, and you were 
a passionate educator for many 
years before you began writing. 
What was your educational 
experience like when you were 
growing up?

PJ: Neither of my parents went to 
college. My mother entered the 
workforce after graduating from 
high school, and my father went to 
a trade school for electricians. When 
he went on house calls, sometimes I 
would go with him. They wanted my 
siblings and me to go to high school, 
but education beyond that wasn’t a 
priority for them. 

I grew up in suburban New Jersey, in 
Bergen County, and I was not a good 
student in elementary school. I didn’t 
care about it very much. What saved 
me—and I always tell this to kids 
when I do school visits—was reading. 
There are very few things in life that 
I am certain of, but one of them is 

that I probably would not be here if it weren’t for the Hardy Boys, because they 
were the characters that really got me interested in reading. I could identify with 
them. They had brothers; I had brothers. They had friends; I had friends. The 
mystery angle hooked me because mysteries meant excitement. The first thing 
I can remember wanting to be when I was young was an FBI agent, and that’s 
because I was reading the Hardy Boys, and later, nonfiction books about crime.

You credit the Hardy Boys series with inspiring you to read as a child. 
What inspired you to write?

PJ: For me, writing was the same as reading in that I didn’t write, because I didn’t 
like school. I did what I had to do for school, but I never would have thought 
of writing a poem or a story on my own. What finally got me writing were the 
advertisements I would see in the back of my mother’s issues of Better Homes and 
Gardens. They were the kinds of ads where you could send away for free things, 
like samples of tarnish remover. I was in the fourth grade at the time—I didn’t 
have anything that tarnished—but the concept drew me in, and I started writing 
away for free samples. I remember one time I wrote away to United Van Lines 
and got a free moving kit. I figured, boy, this will be great; I get my moving kit, 
and the next time my parents give me a hard time, I’m out of here!

You did not enjoy school when you were young, yet you earned college 
and graduate degrees, and you became a teacher.

PJ: Because of my interest in school—or lack of interest—as a kid, I didn’t 
have a lot of options when it came to colleges. When it came right down to 
it, I was accepted at only one college, so that’s where I went, and I figured I’d 
be a history major because that was the subject that I got the best grades in 
growing up. 
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But around that time, I began 
thinking that maybe teaching could 
be a career path for me, and when 
I decided to be a teacher, I knew I 
wanted to try to be the teacher that 
I never had. I’d gone to very rigid 
Catholic schools growing up, where 
discipline was paramount. Of course 
I wanted to run an orderly classroom, 
but at the same time, I wanted it 
to be a classroom that was open to 
ideas other than mine. I wanted to 
try to be more understanding than 
my teachers had been and to give 
students opportunities to make 
choices, to have options. 

After graduate school, I got a job 
teaching at the high school level 
in a Cleveland suburb. I taught 
composition and Shakespeare to ninth 
graders, as well as advanced classes. 
To be honest, I enjoyed working with 
the ninth graders the most. They had 
more energy than the older kids, who 
were a little more terminally existential, 
woe-is-me. I enjoyed working with the 
at-risk kids, too, because I recognized 
myself in them in some ways. To some 
extent, I could identify with their 
mentality and outlook.

You left teaching in 1990 to 
devote more time to writing. Now, 
twenty-five years later, what do 
you still carry with you from your 
many years in the classroom? 

PJ: I still believe to this day that 
when it comes to communicating 
effectively with young people, some 

basic kindness, civility, and patience 
go a long way. There needs to be an 
order and a firmness to it, but it ought 
to be tempered with understanding. 
Unfortunately, more and more, schools 
are operating as if those tenets 
aren’t as valuable as they once were, 
because there is so much pressure on 
the teachers, and the kids are primarily 
evaluated through testing. 

As a writer, and in particular when 
I’m on author tours, I’ve rediscovered 
that if you set reasonable but high 
standards for students, most of the 
time the majority of them will come 
through for you. Kids are like adults; 
they respond to the way they’re 
treated, just like we do. And I think we 
owe them that much, to treat them 
the way we wish to be treated.

Why poetry? As a poet and an 
anthologist of poetry, please  
talk about what draws you to 
that genre.

PJ: I think the real question is, why 
writing? The answer to that question 
is that I like to tell stories, and poetry 
is one way I enjoy doing that. 
Nonfiction is too. For me, I have to 
figure out what the story is I want to 
tell and how I’m going to tell it. I have 
to ask myself, what genre will this 
story fall into? Even my anthologies 
are set up in such a way that there is 
a narrative arc to them, which is why, 
for me, the most important poems 
in an anthology are the first and the 
last. Once I have settled on those,  
I fill in the middle, always trying to 
create movement over the course  
of the book. 

Your poetry anthologies 
frequently include diverse  
poetic formats. 

PJ: Whenever I do a book, I’m always 
trying to keep an eye on the teachers 
and the students and make things 
different from book to book. I don’t 
want to have readers thinking, oh, it’s 

just another anthology from Janeczko. 
If I’m asking them to stretch their 
minds, I want the overall anthology 
to be thoughtful. I want some of the 
poems to be challenging. I always 
have the classroom in mind, thinking 
about how the book might be 
used, and I look for poetic forms the 
teachers could have their students try. 

How do you go about selecting 
poems for your anthologies?

PJ: When I do my reading and 
research for an anthology, I start 
by culling the poems I like. I put a 
checkmark beside all the keepers, 
and then I read them, and reread 
them, and reread them again. As I do 
that, I begin to determine whether 
there are any similarities, themes, 
or connections among them, and I 
start putting those particular poems 
together. For instance, I might find 
two or three poems about flowers, 
so I’ll group those together. Slowly, 
from those pairings or groupings, 
a structure begins to form, and 
as it does, I start thinking about 
how exactly I want to shape [the 
collection]. What kind of movement 
am I going to have in the book? 

As I think about organization, I also 
have to think about cutting. At this 
point, I read through the poems 
again. I might have fifty poems, but 
I need to get it down to thirty. So I 
have to ask myself, which ones are 
going to go? Sometimes cutting 
means taking out a section of two or 
three poems because another works 
better. When I first started doing 
anthologies, I would complain to my 
editor that for every anthology filled 
with poems, there were so many 
more that I didn’t get to use. And 
he told me not to worry about the 
poems I didn’t use —I should worry 
about the ones I did use—because 
the ones that aren’t included may find 
a place in another book. So now I try 
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not to worry about the poems I’m  
not using.

In the end it’s a lot of mixing and 
matching and a lot of moving around. 
It’s a lot of reading and rereading and 
thinking about how the poems sound 
together, how they look together, 
whether or not they’re illustratable. In 
a book where there are only thirty or 
thirty-five poems, I try to avoid having 
two poems by the same author. All 
these things factor into what the 
anthology ultimately looks like. And 
as always, to me, the key poems are 
the first and last ones, which bookend 
everything in between.

What was your thought process 
in the organization of your book, 
The Death of the Hat?

PJ: The Death of the Hat is organized 
chronologically because I wanted 
to give teachers and kids a historical 
perspective on poetry. I couldn’t 
include every poem I wanted to—I 
always have limited space—so I had 
to try to make the very best selection 
possible so that readers could have a 
representative sampling of poetry over 
the years.

The Death of the Hat is a history of 
poetry in objects, so each poem is 
about an object and written by a 
poet from a certain era. For instance, 
the object might be William Carlos 
Williams’s “Red Wheelbarrow” or Emily 
Dickinson’s “The Railway Train.” 

One of the things I discovered while 
researching this book is that it’s very 
difficult to find women poets from 
before the 1800s. Women were 
writing, but they weren’t getting their 
books or poems published the way 
men were. So that was an element 
of the book that took some digging. 
Another thing I discovered is that a lot 
of poets didn’t write about [objects]. 
They wrote about ideas; they wrote 
about God; they wrote about 
philosophy. So that was another 
challenge, finding poems written 
about items that are accessible to 
contemporary readers.

The Death of the Hat is your  
fourth anthology illustrated  
by Chris Raschka. 

PJ: Yes, the first was A Poke in the I, 
which came about because I thought 
it was time to revisit the concrete 
poetry that was popular with visual 
artists in the 1970s. I wanted to give it 
a new audience. It was a challenging 
book for Chris because, in some cases, 
the poems are, in and of themselves, 
illustrations. But when I talk to kids 
about the possibilities of poetry, it’s 
that kind of challenge that I mean, 
and it’s that kind of challenge that I 
have in mind when I’m researching 
for a collection. I want to show them 
different ways to write poetry and 
different ways that poetry can be read.

The second anthology I did with 
Chris, A Kick in the Head, is clearly a 
guide to poetic forms. A lot of kids 
like to write and read different poetic 
forms because there’s a predictable 
format, and I think there can be a 
certain element of comfort in that 
predictability. I hope A Kick in the 
Head will continue to be used in the 
classroom, because it has so many 
different kinds of poems in it, and 
there is detailed back matter, too.

For A Foot in the Mouth, my editor 
wanted to know if I would be 

interested in doing a book of poems 
to memorize. For me, and I think for 
a lot of other people, memorizing 
poetry has kind of a murky, if not 
unpleasant, connotation. So I 
suggested instead that I do a book 
of poems that are particularly good 
when read out loud, like “Three 
Witches” from Macbeth. Whenever I 
do writing workshops or teach my 
graduate class, I always insist that part 
of the students’ routine is reading 
their poems out loud, because 
hearing them is such an important 
part of the process. 

What makes an illustration for a 
poem especially effective?

PJ: One of the things I think is 
essential in a good poem is the 
element of surprise—the surprise of 
language, the surprise of the way the 
poet works and uses words, maybe 
the surprise of the ending. And I think 
the same thing is true of a poem’s 
illustration. There should be a surprise, 
or a “wow” factor. 

I think Firefly July is one of those wow-
factor kinds of books. When you open 
the book and look at those pages, you 
can’t help but be stunned by the way 
Melissa Sweet illustrated them. It’s the 
same way with Chris’s work. 

The illustrations really do need to 
complement the poems and have 
their own element of surprise. I’ve 
been blessed to have such a good 
lineup of illustrators for my books. 
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What led you to create the 
collection of brief, poignant 
poetry that became Firefly July:  
A Year of Very Short Poems? 

PJ: I had done two books of short 
poems, Postcard Poems and Pocket 
Poems, but I wanted to do another 
because I had young writers and their 
teachers specifically in mind. I wanted 
to do an anthology that would inform 
the students and remind the teachers 
that when it comes to writing poetry, 
length doesn’t matter. It’s all about 
images and how the poet creates 
those images. 

In addition to poetry and 
anthologies, you’ve also written 
short stories, novels, and 
nonfiction. The Dark Game: True 
Spy Stories was a 2011 YALSA  
Award finalist.

PJ: I have written fiction, but I’ve come 
to realize I may be better suited to 
writing nonfiction by temperament 
and by training as a teacher. It may 
be a more comfortable genre for me. 
Even with nonfiction, it all goes back to 
the story: What is it, and how do I tell 
it? Good nonfiction always tells a story.

The true spy stories in The Dark Game 
appealed to me because, ever since 
I was a kid, I’ve been intrigued by 
things like espionage and the FBI. 
The Dark Game is a history of spies, 
from the Revolutionary War through 

the Cold War. Each chapter focuses 
on a couple of particularly famous, 
or infamous, spies in the course of 
American history. 

In a way, The Dark Game grew from 
another nonfiction book I wrote, Top 
Secret: A Handbook of Codes, Ciphers, 
and Secret Writing, because the 
whole point of codes and ciphers is 
not being caught. I think Top Secret 
appeals to the kind of kid who 
likes patterns—order and numbers 
and systems. The book includes 
enciphering and deciphering quizzes. 
Overall, it was a lot of fun to write.

The nonfiction I’m currently working 
on follows that vein. One upcoming 
book, Little Lies, is about deception 
in war. I’m also writing about a 
group of American soldiers who 
were trained to be soldiers, but they 
were also artists. Bill Blass was in the 
unit, and so was Art Kane, who later 
became a famous photographer. This 
group of 1,100 soldiers was tasked to 
create a fake army. They would go 
into battle and use their skills and 
what was at the time cutting-edge 
sound technology to trick the Nazis 
into thinking there was a third army 
sneaking around to get them from 
behind. This unit was involved in the 
Battle of the Bulge and the Bridge at 
Remagen and many more.

Please talk about your 
collaborations with your fellow 
poet J. Patrick Lewis.

PJ: We first collaborated on Wing Nuts: 
Screwy Haiku, in which the poetry is 
all senryu—humorous haiku. They 
follow the same format as haiku, but 
senryu is about human nature, so they 
tend to be funny. J. Patrick Lewis and 
I each wrote half the book, and then 
we ran our poems by each other and 
worked together to put the whole 
book together.

Our second collaboration was 
Birds on a Wire, which is a renga, a 

linked poem. This took a little more 
coordination because the first poem 
has to lead to the second, which has 
to lead to the third, and so on. So 
each poem is, in a sense, like a chapter 
in a book, and the whole book tells a 
story. In this particular case, the story 
is about one day in a small town. 

Whether you’re working on  
an anthology, or poetry, or  
prose, what do you do when  
you get stuck?

PJ: Kids often ask me what I do when 
I get writer’s block, and I tell them 
I don’t actually get writer’s block 
because I’m always writing. But I’m 
not writing poetry all the time. If I 
get stuck on a poem, I may put it 
away for a week or two, and in the 
meantime I’ll work on nonfiction. 
And then something may come to 
me that will help me fix the poem, or 
I’ll recognize that the poem is a dead 
end and I should leave it and start 
something fresh. 

So the act of continuous writing,  
of keeping the language moving, 
helps a lot. I’m lucky in the sense  
that I never have a shortage of  
ideas to write about.

What do you like to tell students 
when you talk to them?
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PJ: One of the things I’m always  
sure to mention is the importance  
of reading. I like to tell them that 
the three rules of being a writer are 
to read, read, read. I want them to get 
that message.

I also want them to recognize that 
the guy who’s standing there talking 
to them is a guy who really didn’t 
like school in the beginning. His 
enjoyment of learning came later. So 
they shouldn’t be discouraged by the 
fact that they may not like school at 
this point. 

It’s also important to me that they not 
settle for anything other than their 
very best. They should do the best 
they can, whether in their personal 
lives or when they’re writing. And 
when it comes to poetry, I like to 
remind them that there are lots of 
possibilities with this genre. I have a 
slide presentation I do in assemblies 
that shows many kinds of poems and 
ways of writing them. I show them 
poems from my books, too, and I tell 
them not to be impressed with these 
poems simply because they’re in 
books. I’m not showing them anything 
they can’t do if they put their minds to 
it and work at it. The important thing 
is to have some fun with it. 

What do you like to tell educators 
when you speak with them?

PJ: I got a text once from a woman 
who was in my graduate class, and 
she said, “I remember you told me 
the only word that shouldn’t go with 
poetry is ‘unit.’” I have no recollection 
of saying that, but it does sound like 
something I would say. Poems can be 
everywhere, wherever you are, and 
not just in the library or the classroom. 
And they can be so much. Often, 
when I talk to teachers and ask them 
what part of teaching they feel least 
comfortable with, the vast majority 
of them will say poetry. I think that’s 
because they make it more difficult 
than it has to be—partly because the 
emphasis of teachers’ training is on 
analysis of poetry over writing poetry. 
But I’m a firm believer that the more 
poetry you write, the better reader of 
poetry you become. A lot of people 
see it the other way around, but I 
think it goes both ways. By writing 
poetry, you get to see what’s in a 
poem, and when you read it, you can 
see it even better. 

This In-depth Written Interview is created 
by TeachingBooks.net for educational 
purposes and may be copied and 
distributed solely for these purposes 
for no charge as long as the copyright 
information remains on all copies. 

For more information about Paul 
Janeczko and his books, go to http://
teachingbooks.net/. Questions 
regarding this program should be 
directed to info@teachingbooks.net. 
Copyright © 2015 TeachingBooks.net 
LLC. All rights reserved.

TeachingBooks.net merges literacy 
with technology to deepen the reading 
experience for everyone who enjoys 
children’s and young adult books. 
This easy-to-use database includes 
lesson plans, QR code flyers, video 
book trailers, and original movies and 
audio recordings with exceptional 
authors and illustrators. For more 
information, contact Nick Glass, 
founder and executive director, at nick@
TeachingBooks.net. 


