PROFILE:  Dorothy Hinshaw Patent 
by Joann Howeth

For our winter newsletter, I had the pleasure of interviewing Dorothy Hinshaw Patent - author of over 140 books for children and member of the SCBWI since 1975. I haven’t been able to verify this, but I think Dorothy holds the honor of being our region’s very first member. And in 1980 she won the prestigious SCBWI Golden Kite Award for “The Lives of Spiders.”

Dorothy has also won an impressive number of other awards as well, including the Lud Browman Award for Science Writing from the Friends of the Mansfield Library, University of Montana; the Washington Post/Children’s Book Guild Award for nonfiction writing; the Regional Book Award from the Mountain & Plains Independent Bookseller’s Association; and the Edward O. Wilson Biodiversity Technology Pioneer Award.

Additionally, Dorothy’s books have appeared on many lists of best books of the year, including those from Scientific American Magazine, the New York Public Library, the Chicago Public Library, the Bank Street College of Education, the National Science Teachers’ Association, The John Burroughs List of Nature Books, and School Library Journal.

So, Dorothy! Tell us how this impressive writing career of yours began:

Where were you born and raised: I  was born in Minnesota and grew up in Marin County, California.
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What is your educational background: I received a Bachelor of Arts degree in Biology from Stanford University and a M.A. and Ph.D. in Zoology from the University of California, Berkeley.

Family: My husband, Greg, and I live in  Missoula, Montana. We have two adult sons who are both married and have provided us with five lively grandchildren.

Hobbies: I love traveling, hiking, photography, and watercolor painting.

It’s obvious from the titles of your books that nonfiction is your passion.

I love writing nonfiction because it gives me an excuse for learning new information - my favorite activity - and sharing it with others. Since childhood I’ve loved Nature, wildness, and dogs.  As a kid I immersed myself in books about animals and nature.  As an educated biologist and a mother, I opted to make my career sharing my love and knowledge of the living world with young people through writing.  Our world is so amazing, beautiful, varied, and abundant!  I want kids to get personally involved with the Nature that surrounds them and contemplate our planet’s interconnected forests, seas, and landscapes that are exotic and entrancing. I hope to lead them to wonder at the power of living things to survive and thrive but also to realize there are things we must do in order to help nature stay healthy.

Your first book was published in 1973, and you’ve often published more than one title every year since. With such a prolific track record, what does your typical writing day look like?
I don’t think there’s a typical day, but if I’m working toward a deadline and “into” one project, my ideal day would start by waking up naturally, no alarm, having a mug of coffee and sharing a banana with my husband as I ease into the day by working on a word puzzle propped up in bed.  I’d fix our breakfast, then go back upstairs to my study to work on the book.  I write best in the morning so would work 2-3 hours or so on the manuscript.  After lunch, “do” email and research on a book topic.  Exercise fits in almost every day; dance and fitness classes at the gym, a walk on the meadow across the street on a nice day.
What is the most rewarding aspect of writing children’s lit for you?
That’s hard to say.  Being my own “boss” is key—I wouldn’t make a good employee—getting to choose interesting topics and learn about them; meeting the challenges of figuring out how to explain sometimes complex information to young readers; getting kids excited about the natural world and loving it. 
You obviously love dogs since seven of your books feature them exclusively. I’m guessing you must have a dog or two in your home?
My family had a wonderful English cocker spaniel in Minnesota, and American cocker Buffy was my best friend as I grew up in Marin County, CA.  Here in Montana, a puppy followed our boys home from school one day, and she—Lena—helped them grow up.  After that, Greg and I enjoyed our doggy daughters, sisters Elsa and Ninja, for almost 15 years.  We decided not to have any more dogs after that since we travel so much and try to spend our winters away from the cold winter.
Have there been any unique challenges to writing any of your books?
That’s a great question!  I can’t think of any single challenge, but often getting the opportunity to experience the animals in their natural environment has created challenges—crossing a fast river in an unfamiliar canoe while keeping my camera dry to visit a grizzly bear researcher and driving an old pickup truck with a cracked windshield along remote prairie roads slick with mud to reach the black-footed ferret research location come to mind.  Sometimes finding the right way to write about a complex science topic in a way that maintains the truth while avoiding a scientific “can of worms” can be a big challenge.  I find that my training as a scientist really helps me at times like that.
What is your favorite part of a new project?
That’s hard to say, but I guess an honest answer would be “learning new stuff’.”  I love to read something amazing and be amazed—Nature is full of exciting relationships and ways of functioning.  There’s always something new and delightful that makes me think, “Wow, I didn’t know that!”
You’ve worked with photographer William Muñoz, who has provided the photographs for 70 of your titles, since 1982.  Is working with a photographer similar to having an artist assigned to illustrate one’s picture book - in that you never meet one another - or is your partnership a deliberate collaboration?
I’m fortunate to have found Bill.  We get along very well, trust and respect each other, and often share in planning the feel and range of the book.  Working with a photographer is very different than with an artist, since we need to communicate over time to make sure he covers what’s in the text photographically.  I’ve also worked with other photographers and sometimes an illustrator, but with the latter I’ve been able to collaborate as well.


And if publishing sometimes as many as seven books a year isn’t enough, Dorothy is also a founding member of Ink Think Tank, a group of nonfiction writers for children who provide various services, a list of the books of two dozen nonfiction authors that keys their books into the common curriculum standards (www.inkthinktank.com), and Authors on Call, a service that brings nonfiction writers into schools via videoconferencing to help teachers use these authors’ books in the classroom both for their informational content and as examples of exemplary writing. iNK also offers a free blog post every school day called the “Nonfiction Minute.”  Dorothy explains: The authors provide short essays, no more than 400 words each, with accompanying photos, on interesting tidbits of information about intriguing topics.  Each “NM” as we call it also has a reading of the piece by the author, so struggling readers can hear it, and a “T2T” link to suggestions for teachers on how to expand on the topic in the classroom.  The NM gets thousands of hits every day and has become a favorite of many teachers and curious individuals.  The essays are archived and can be searched by author or topic.  We “iNKers” love being able to provide this free resource for teachers and learners! You can find several short essays by Dorothy and other iNK authors by checking out the archive at www.nonfictionminute.org.
Thank you, Dorothy,  for taking the time to talk to me. It has been a pleasure!
I encourage everyone to check out Dorothy’s website, https://dorothyhinshawpatent.com/, which is packed with interesting content and  features some fascinating travel stories. Dorothy also works as a freelance content editor for anyone with an online website who can use advice honing their text to make it more appealing to readers or prospective clients.  








1

