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Insights from Illinois Authors
Ronda J. Mitchell

About This Column
Welcome to a column devoted to informing readers about children’s authors and illustrators who draw inspi-
ration from their Illinois roots. “Insights from Illinois Authors” presents interesting facts about authors and 
their books, along with other relevant information such as their availability for author visits and their e-mail 
addresses. We hope this column serves as a resource for author studies and other literacy activities. 

A Conversation with 
Patricia J. Murphy

Patricia J. Murphy is an award-winning children’s 
writer/author, communications/marketing consul-
tant, copywriter, and founder/ chief creative officer 
of Pattycake Productions, a creative services agency. 
She has over 150 children’s books with more on the 
way (including board books, early readers, picture 
books, creative nonfiction titles, chapter books, 
and middle grade novels), nearly a BAZILLION 
(okay, maybe, fewer than that!) magazine stories 
and poems for BIG and little people, and a grow-
ing list of scripts for children’s television. PHEW! 

On top of this, when the Illinois Reading Coun-
cil recently launched its first statewide literacy 
program, Illinois Reads, covering six age bands, 
birth through adult, including six books in each 
group, they selected Patricia’s book, Bugs and Us 
(2012) as one of the titles for grades K-2! 

YAY, Illinois Reads!

Ronda Mitchell: I read that you have loved to 
read and write since you were very young. Will you 
share this story?

Patricia J. Murphy: Sure! As long as I could 
either hold a book or a pencil, I loved to read, 
write, and share what I learned. I have fond 
memories of my earliest writing days, including 
a class book called Mothers Are Special for which 
I wrote and illustrated a page in 3rd grade for 
my dear mother, winning a naming contest 
for a game in gym class (Catcher’s Mitt), and 
a reading poster contest I won in junior high 
(DON’T BE A DUMBO LIKE ME—READ 
BOOKS!), as well as performing plays that my 
sisters and friends wrote and/or adapted and in 
our own backyard for the entire neighborhood! 
It didn’t take me long to realize the power of the 
pen—that my words could touch my mother’s 
heart, name things, encourage people to think 
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and do things, and even entertain them. I was 
hooked. Still am. I also feel very blessed to be 
doing what I do. 

RM: Will you tell me about your path to 
publication?

PJM: It’s funny; it seems like I’ve always been 
published in either one way or another. From 
my earliest writing in 3rd grade, childhood 
plays [see previous question for more details], 
school newspapers, etc., followed by writing for 
the Chicago Cubs in its marketing/promotions 
department (from memos, letters, and market-

ing proposals, to magazine stories 
and scoreboard concepts, etc.), then 
writing for an advertising agency 
for a plethora of clients (e.g., Kraft, 
Hasbro, G. Heileman Brewing 
Company, Miles Laboratories, 
etc.), and then onward to a vari-
ety of magazines and newspa-
pers, I’ve always been writing 
and publishing my work. And, 

when I didn’t have the chance to 
write full time with my first day job, I started my 
own company . . . PJM and Associates—now 
called Pattycake Productions—and acquired all 
kinds of clients, including world class newspa-
pers, Fortune 500 and 100 companies, and top 
children’s publishers, to name a few. 

My very first newspaper article for the Daily 
Herald (Pioneer Press) was about high school kids 
who loved writing (how appropriate) and my 
first Chicago Tribune article was about people 
who adopted highways to keep them clean. I 
was fearless back then—always believing I could 
do any kind of writing and write for whomever 
I wanted to . . . and with patience, persistence, 
and perspiration, I was able to do this. I still 
try to be fearless. As for my children’s books, 
I started writing for a variety of BIG people 
magazines and clients, and was asked to pitch 
and write stories for a kids’ magazine. When 
they loved my stories, they asked me to send 

more . . . and then I thought I’d like to write 
kids’ books, too. So, I researched the market-
place like I had done with all of my other writ-
ing ventures, and I wrote my first BIG books: 
Sometimes We’re Happy, Sometimes We’re Sad, 
Think Twice, Be Nice (involving Jim Henson-
inspired characters), and Everything You Need to 
Know About Staying in the Hospital. It did not 
happen overnight. Nothing worthwhile does. 
As Thomas Jefferson said, “The harder I work, 
the luckier I get.” I believe this to be true in 
my own path to publication and with each and 
every piece I write. 

RM: How did you feel when you heard the news 
that your book, Bugs and Us (2012) had been 
selected as one of the Illinois Reads titles?

PJM: I was thrilled from the top of my antenna 
to my tips of my toes. I truly was—still am. 
Bugs and Us is a love letter to bugs and a call to 
action to help save the insects. We need them 
more than they need us. But, they need us to 
save them! Many are in danger—especially the 
bees! I am hoping with this book that I can 
spread the word—and help 
save our insects with some 
very conscious decisions and 
actions. (Again, the glory of 
the power of the pen!) 

While my titles are sold 
worldwide, I am happy 
that fellow Illinoisans will 
read my book and hope-
fully help me spread 
more bug love. Maybe 
it will even cause them 
to catch the writing and reading 
bug, too. That’s my hope anyway. 

RM: You have written so many nonfiction and 
fiction books. What kind of research goes into 
writing a nonfiction book?
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PJM: Research is crucial to EVERYTHING 
I write—fiction and nonfiction! Without the 
most accurate, up-to-date information, and 
digging for rare jewels and gems of informa-
tion—and lesser-known facts—you really can’t 
write anything worth reading. 

The research I do includes reading every-
thing I can get my mitts on about my subjects 
(e.g., primary and secondary resources), inter-
viewing the world’s leading experts and author-

ities, and exploring first-hand 
experiences to add richness 
and authenticity to my 
books, stories, magazines, 
poems, songs, etc. 

Whether you are writ-
ing fiction or nonfiction, 
it’s ALL about telling a 

GREAT STORY. More 
specifically, it’s about picking and 

choosing, and weaving together facts in a com-
pelling way to tell the best story you can—a 
story that will resonate with the hearts of your 
readers. 

Like Mark Twain once said, “Truth is 
stranger than fiction.” I would also say (and do 
say in countless school visits), it’s a whole lot of 
fun to write, too. 

RM: I think your Puppy and Kitten Math Read-
ers are adorable and would be so useful in helping 
young children learn math concepts. How did you 
develop this series?

PJM: Kids seem to really lick them . . . I mean 
like them; teachers and parents, too. The pub-
lisher came to me with the idea, asked me what 
I thought, and then let me go from there. 

To start, I researched many of the States’ 
Math Standards re: what concepts were being 
taught in K-2 classrooms, and then decided to 
write a story along the top . . . and then inte-
grate a math story on the bottom. 

I drew dummies (aka layouts) while writ-
ing my top and bottom stories, thinking about 

the layout, design, graphics, art, photos, etc., 
and suggested that the books be turned on 
their sides (i.e., hotdog instead of hamburger) 
for more space to explore both the puppy and 
kitten—and math—stories. I am tail-wagging 
happy with the way they turned out and have 
been received. 

RM: You have written a lot of wonderful poetry 
recently. What has inspired you to write more 
poems?

PJM: Thanks. I love writing poetry and 
approach it the way I write everything else 
really. I’ve always used poetic devices in all of 
my work—fiction, nonfiction, for big and little 
people, so it has come naturally to me. That’s 
not to say it’s EASY. No way, Jose! (hey, that 
rhymes!). In fact, I wrote a poem about how 
writing poetry can make some writers crazy—
but it doesn’t have to be that way. Honest! (You 
can check out the poem on my website!) 

Moreover, I love poetry because it’s such a 
fun and safe place to play with language. My 
hope is that my poetry will encourage other 
writers to try writing different types of poetry 
and use poetic devices in all of their writing. 

My inspiration . . . is every-
where. I wrote lots of poems as a 
kid, and then one day I decided 
that I wanted to write poetry 
for kids. So, I read a lot of 
poetry, and wrote a lot of bad 
poetry . . . and then, voilà, 
I started writing poetry that 
seemed to speak to editors 
and kids. (Again, that whole fearless-
ness + hard work formula was at work!) I have 
had quite a few poems published in the Carus/
Cobblestone magazines and am working on an 
anthology (two really) that I cannot talk about. 
I promise that I will share when I can. 

RM: You are not afraid of hard work! I am 
impressed that you are the owner and chief creative 
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officer of Pattycake Productions. I know that read-
ers would love to hear about the variety of services 
that you offer.

PJM: Thank you. All of these compliments are 
going to go to my head. I am going to have to 
post this interview on my refrigerator when we 
are done.

I am indeed not afraid of hard or smart 
work. I learned about both from my mom and 
dad. Pattycake Productions is my full-service 
creative service agency founded by me, Patricia 
J. Murphy, owner and chief creative officer.

Through the years, Pattycake Productions 
has offered a variety of services from brand 
and integrative marketing; corporate and mar-

keting communications; copywrit-
ing; public and media relations; 
sales promotional writing; sports 
marketing; ideation and innova-
tion work; to fiction, nonfiction, 
and poetry for children’s school/ 
library, trade, and educational 
publishers; children’s television 
script writing; and interactive 
reading and writing programs 

and workshops.
To learn more about my company, you 

can click on the Pattycake link on my website. 
Thank you!

RM: Will you tell readers about your charity, 
Joanne’s Raggedy Ann Club, and how it works?

PJM: Thank you × 3 for asking. Joanne’s Rag-
gedy Ann Club (formerly the Raggedy Ann 
Club) is a nonprofit organization co-founded 
by my mother, the late Joanne O. Murphy, 
and me to bring comfort to children in need 
through the making and giving of handmade 
Raggedy Ann and Andy dolls.

Since 1997, the JRAC has made and 
donated over 1,200 dolls to children in hos-
pitals; domestic violence shelters; homeless 
shelters; police and fire departments; and 

children in Africa, India, Iraq, and Tibet. The 
dolls reflect the ethnicities of the children who 
receive them (most, if not all, are tea-stained or 
beige), come with prayers of hope and healing, 
and miraculously appear where we need them. 
(If there are any experienced sewers out there 
who would like to join us, send me an e-mail!)

RM: Readers should go to your blog. I think that 
it is well written and a great resource! How do you 
decide what to blog? 

PJM: Thanks, but are we talking about my blog? 
I don’t really have time to blog very often these 
days. I do “tweet” and “faceblurt” on occasion 
and share news on my website mostly. There are 
only so many hours in the day, and I like devot-
ing them to my craft, my work, developing my 
school visit and museum/library programs, as 
well as to my charity. Since my readers aren’t on 
twitter or Facebook, I hope they will visit my 
website with the permission of their teachers/
parents, and that the bigger people (e.g., par-
ents, teachers, librarians, and booksellers—the 
true gatekeepers) can connect with me via my 
website contact page and through social media. 

My twitter name is PattyJMurphy, and you 
can find me on Facebook at Patricia J. Murphy 
or Patricia J. Murphy, Author.

RM: How do you hope teachers and librarians use 
your books in the classroom?

PJM: The short answer: any way they like! 
They are the true heroes and heroines of lit-
eracy and learning, helping kids become life-
long readers, writers, and learners! I will leave 
it up to them to decide. However, if I had my 
druthers, I’d like to think they are using them 
as read-a-louds, independent reading books, 
mentor texts, research resources (with direct 
instruction on how to research properly: using 
one’s own words, quoting materials, attribut-
ing sources, creating bibliographies, etc.), and 
in ways that encourage their students to think, 
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feel, act, react, and want to learn . . . and read 
more! 

RM: What advice do you have for aspiring 
authors?

PJM: I often tell aspiring authors to “read, read, 
read, read, read, and then write, write, write, 
write.” My mother taught me to love to read 
and to write. I believe that this love (and my 
continued reading and writing) have rubbed 
off on me and made me the writer that I am 
today. (Thanks, Mom!) SO, READ . . . and 
then WRITE! 

RB: When you aren’t writing, how do you spend 
your day?

PJM: Since most days I am reading, writing, 
rewriting, researching, going on all kinds of 
fact-finding and research missions digging for 
those aforementioned jewels and gems of infor-
mation, and lesser-known facts to use in my 
writing, I need time to fill and refill my tank 
often. 

Being an author—especially a children’s 
author—is a great responsibility. With every 
book, magazine story, poem, etc., I make a 
promise to my readers and my editors that I 
will write the very best book in me—and some-
thing that has never been written before. 

As children’s poet Walter de la Mare once 
said, “Only the very rarest kind of best in any-
thing can be good enough for the young!” (This 
has become one of my mantras!) And, this 
BEST takes time, talent, energy, and recharge-

able batteries—mine!
When I am not writing, I 

love to spend time with my 
family and friends, dabble 
in acting (I’ve been in 
oodles of TV shows, films, 
and commercials shot in 
Chicago!), volunteer for 
worthy causes, run my 

charity, golf, run, snap photos, paint pictures, 
and visit Ireland every chance that I can get. 
Recently, I’ve tried out to be a supernumer-
ary for the Lyric Opera in Chicago. 
These are non-speaking/non-sing-
ing roles that just may land me in 
the middle of a famous opera one 
day. 

It’s these kinds of experiences 
and rich living that add breadth 
and depth to my life—and gives 
life to my writing. I tell all 
writers (big, small, short, tall, 
older, and younger) that a 
writer has to live fully in order 
to write. So, I’ve got to be going. 

RM: When you visit schools or conferences, what 
do you share with children and teachers? I should 
add that you also do workshops. 

PJM: How long do you have? You can see many 
of the workshops and programming I offer on 
my website. I am also happy to develop unique 
programs for a variety of venues and audiences. 
I will talk to people big and small, although I 
do especially love the younger folk—the 0-12 
year olds. They are my people. I am really only 
nine years old. 

RM: What are you working on now?

PJM: I can’t actually tell you for a variety of 
reasons—contractual and personal. Contractu-
ally, I have confidentiality agreements not to 
speak at great length about any work until it’s 
published. 

Personally, I have an agreement with myself. 
If I were to talk about a piece in progress, it 
seems to dilute or bleach it in some way, and at 
the same time set up others’ expectations of it. 
So, I like to keep my current projects to myself. 
I can tell you that there are oodles of wonderful 
book projects ahead (Thank goodness!), includ-
ing a collaboration with the Caldecott Medalist 
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and Pura Belpre’ award-winning illustrator, and 
dear friend, David Diaz. 

RM: What about your upcoming books?

PJM: I have two new books coming out in 
late 2013 and early 2015. The first is an early 
chapter book entitled Horse Club. It is about 
a girl named Emma who longs to ride horses 
and finally gets a chance to do so when joining 

a horse club at her school. There’s 
some drama, intrigue, and a heart 
pounding ending that I hope will 
satisfy my readers and whet their 
appetite for MORE. 

The other book is an early 
reader tentatively titled Hope for 
the Elephants about a boy who 
travels with his grandmother to 
an elephant sanctuary in Thai-
land and a wildlife reserve in 
Africa to learn about what’s 

happening to the world’s elephants, 
what’s being done about it, and what we can all 
do to help these amazingly complex and majes-
tic animals before it’s too late. 

RM: Thank you for sharing your time. Please tell 
readers how they can learn more about you, your 
books, teacher activity guides for your books, and 
availability. 

PJM: They can visit me early and often online 
at www.patriciajmurphy.com for up-to-date 
information about me, my events, school visits, 
and programs, as well as a complete list of my 
titles, new arrivals, and some of my photos! 

P.S. Thanks for interviewing me. You and 
the IRC honor me with your interest in my 
work and your interview request. Thank you 
for all you do for children’s literacy in Illinois! 

For Patricia’s books, awards, and honors, go 
to www.patriciajmurphy.com. 
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