
FY23 Writers’ Contest Judge Comments 

Adult/Open Flash Fiction 

1. How to Knit a Warm Warm Sweater by Janna Wagner 
The writer's use of careful and efficient prose, sharp and subtle details, and effective white space 
creates an emotionally resonant story that captures love's devastations and the strength of the human 
heart.  
 

2. Nest Lake Monsters by Cynthia Atcheson 
I love the efficiency of this story. The staccato sentences that follow one after another evoke a matter-
of-fact outlook to which the joyfully unexpected turn responds well. A pleasure! 
 

3. The Moonlings Jump Up and Down When Passes the One I Love by Janna Wagner 
In a small space, the writer uses lyrical and playful prose to develop and memorable and colorful world. 
 
 

Adult/Open Fiction 

1. The Lost Years by Tara Caribou  
I thought this piece did a fine job of capturing the confusion of someone suffering from Alzheimer’s. Its 
telling through the p.o.v. of the afflicted woman gave it immediacy and poignancy. The tone and voice 
were consistent. I was reminded of the excellent film The Father, with Anthony Hopkins in the title 
role.   To quote Owen Gleiberman in an article for Variety “The Father… places us in the mind of 
someone losing his mind—and it does so by revealing that mind to be a place of seemingly rational and 
coherent experience.” The story The Lost Years accomplishes the same. 
 

2. The Monster on My Arm by Amy Murrell-Haunold 
The fantastical elements of this story are fun and inspired. This is vivid writing with a strong first-
person narration.  I especially like the griffin as a character. 
 

3. Amphibian Acquitted by Charlie Menke  
This is an ambitious story with an intriguing title. In the first paragraph we learn that the main 
character is sickened by his errors, and this is the hook that keeps us reading. What does he have to 
atone for? Some of the descriptive writing shows great promise:   ”Shards of frost still clung to birch 
leaves, awaiting their departure with the afternoon sun” / “the interior of the truck was beaten red 
cloth, with dirtied yellow sponge poking out of holes” / “He felt both protected and irrelevant within 
the womb of the mountain range” 
 

Adult/Open Nonfiction 

1. No Dumb Grandchildren by Cynthia Atcheson 
 This clever use of the abecedarius (alphabet) form presents a generous, funny, unsentimental but 
moving portrait of a well-loved person in the context of his time. 
 

2. The Set by Paula Kulhanek 
 The drama, details of place and activity, and the loving familial relationship make this an engaging, 
memorable story. 



 
3. Hot buttered rum by Gordy Vernon 

 This well-developed story takes readers through both a certain well-detailed part of the narrator’s 
life and the longer arc of that same life. 
 

 
Adult/Open Poetry  

1st Place:  One Good Horse by Megan Corazza 

The end rhymes in this long series of couplets are not forced. There is variation from one couplet to the 
next, so the rhyming is natural, not predictable. In addition to formal stanzas and rhyme, the poem 
uses anaphora, repeating the phrase “Do you forget” to begin a question in a series of stanzas. 
Concrete images fill each couplet. Most important to the success of this poem is the way the use of 
poetic form controls the expression of deep emotion. 

 

2nd Place:  We are flies by Janna Wagner 

We are flies resonates like a bubbling cup of jazz.  

This poem vibrates with a swaying beat, “buzzing in the horn of the blues.” 

We are flies/ drunk on light and spilled sugar/dizzy/butting the face of the moon 

 

With fresh images and surprising language, the poem is both sensual and driven: 

We, alive! / Lick the glass,/ lick my tongue,/ spilling nectar 

We are flies jumps with syncopation and excitement.  This short piece keeps the reader hopping,  

 

Though one might like to strike a wandering comma and throw a net over the exuberance of 
exclamation points, the uniqueness of this poem more than makes up for its free use of punctuation.   

 

3rd Place: Talk Amongst Crows by Steve Delehanty 

There is an evenness in this three-stanza poem so that each stanza matches the other two while 
presenting different scenes. There is humor and a plenitude of images. The final stanza turns to human 
commentary a little too clearly. The reader could understand a more subtle connection if the poem 
sticks with the crows’ behavior. 

Who among us hasn’t yearned to speak across species? Or at least wonder what birds and animals 
might be saying to one another. Talk Amongst Crows imagines just what crows say in the common 
places we encounter them about town. 

Using repetition and rhyme, But it all sounds like crab/grab/blab to me 

 much like a crow’s repetitive call in three humorous stanzas, the poet imagines the crows’ 



conversation at the beach, at the dump and amongst themselves.  After reading this poem, we’ll hear 
what the crows have to say a little differently.  

 
 
10-12 Fiction 
 

1. Deep Waters by Mason Watson 
Instantly engaging dreamlike landscape. Nice contrast between the two characters. Interesting imagery 
“ripples from the epicenter of the boat”. Excellent use of foreshadowing. Descriptions are clear, but 
consider using adjectives more sparingly. Good use of strong nouns.  
 

2. A Book’s Cover by Caitlyn Rogers 
A fun idea for a story! I liked that the narrator and the librarian were in cahoots. (But why would the 
librarian recommend such a book!) A fun exploration of how books pull us into their story and seem to 
come alive. 

 
10-12 Poetry 

 
1. the day my body becomes mine once more by anonymous (wishes to remain anonymous due to 

sensitive content) 
This four-stanza poem hints at abuse but promises an eventual triumph over the pain of a bad 
relationship. Using anaphora, repetition of the same two words to begin each stanza, the poem 
progresses nicely. There is a rhythmic repetition also in the last line of each stanza, each line 
declaring “I will be. . .” 
 
The painful damage that has been done is spelled out so methodically, and the grueling steps 
necessary for recovery so clearly and simply stated, the form you have chosen for this daunting 
progression perfectly fits the message of sorrow and hope you create and makes the reader root 
for you in your healing. Reading just the last line of each stanza is also compelling. The 
capitalizations and lack thereof were not entirely clear to me, but  I think they were chosen to 
speak also to the brokenness of the situation, and tthe emotional impact of your careful clarity are 
moving and powerful. 
 

2. Courage by Ainsley Boss-Harmon 
This is a reverse poem that works quite well. It would be stronger if it were less abstract—there is a 
need for specific images. Otherwise, well done. 
 
This palindromic poem is a good exercise and has within it a hint of the magic of this form, which is 
that sometimes the mirror image will expose a sudden surprise twist — surprising even to the 
poet!. The addition of a clear or compelling specific “goal” could move this poem up a notch if 
unveiled slightly more directly. This is a fun and high-potential form. I like that in the first half these 
struggles and barriers break you down, and in the second you are breaking down the barriers. 
That’s the magic of this form. 
 

3. Kingdom of Snow by Jody Goodrich 
 
The crisp energy, clean attention to the sonnet form, and the fresh, direct enthusiasm for what 
might be daunting to some, give this sonnet a visceral sense of joy that suits the structure. I 



love “sun bows down with a forlorn glow,” “will of man decay to woe,” and the personal 
investment and vigor all impacted me with your enthusiasm and zest. A classic sonnet uses iambic 
pentameter, and that is not always easy to do. Sonnets, as you know, do not ALWAYS use iambic 
pentameter, but I would be interested to see you try it. I’m sure you could. It would be interesting 
to see what that would do for you. 
 
 

 
7-9 Nonfiction 
 

1. Hot Dogs Are Cooking and I Want Them to Finish Already by Alex Eberle 
Fun and funny. This playful look into how time slows down when you’re waiting had me riveted. 
Excellent use of hyperbole and dramatic language for humorous effect.  
 

2. My Poem by Josie Dubbe 
Great opening line. It places us right in the middle of the scene. I could feel your nervousness! I wanted 
a little more detail – Who was in the audience? What presents are you buying with the money? – Good 
use of dialog. 
 

3. What I Love About My Community by Bryce Hagge 
Great details. Voice was clear and knowledgeable. A good example of a persuasive essay. I wanted to 
know a little more about what your community means to you personally as well. 

 
 
4-6 Fiction 
 

1. Hendrick's Halloween by Harrison Mayasich 
This piece is full of creativity, strong voice, and good control over conventions. I especially liked how 
you used dialogue and dialect; “Boo want woo bo to the arch…” Your writing was fun to read aloud and 
had a solid beginning, middle, and end. You use strong verbs: ventured, swooped, snatched, crept, 
sprinted, wailed. Nice job.  
 

2. The Nikiski Pool by Sadie Gibson 
This piece is a good start to a fun narrative. You may consider revising a stronger ending; one that 
matches the detail and energy of your introduction.  
 

3. Gnomes by Harper Bross 
This piece begins strong with good imagery. “Even the rhubarb looked excited,” is a favorite line! 
However, the story would be enriched with greater focus on the content of Gnomes in Winter… it too 
quickly turns into a Christmas morning story without detail of the gnomes.  

 
 
4-6 Nonfiction 
 

1. Sunshine by Ilsa Gutschow 
This piece of your last day camping is beautifully descriptive, but this reader wonders about the 
previous days’ adventures… perhaps there was a earlier ‘chapter’? Nonetheless, you create wonderful 
imagery, use strong verbs and adjectives, and your repeating line is a strong ending, “Even though the 



horizon is always dotted with clouds, like the sun, the future is bright.” Keep writing- your future is 
bright! 
 

2. Have You Ever Been to California...? by Ingrid Pederson 
This piece is a good start to a clever story. You may consider inserting more details of the journey 
outside of the dialogue.  

 
 
4-6 Poetry 
 

1. Waves by Miranda Green 
This piece has lovely repetition and poetic qualities. However, consider a format change in your 
revision process by separating your lines/stanzas. Typically a dream sequence ending is not the 
strongest choice, but with the addition of your last line, “…my eyes close again as I go back to it.” It 
really ties the rhythm together like the ebb and flow of the waves.  
 

2. Family Metaphor by Xander Roth 
This rhythmic piece is very personal with strong voice. Your rhymes are appealing. Although brief, it is 
packed with strong imagery and rolls off the tongue smoothly when read aloud. 
 

3. The Ocean by Ilsa Gutschow 
Your poem captures the power and strength of the sea. However, you may wish to consider revising 
the ending as it seems out of sync with the rest of your poem. 
 
 

K-3 Fiction 

 
1. Silver Feather’s Journey by Taiga Reader 

Your word choice helped us visualize your story in detail. This is a delightful tale full of imagination. 
“The moonlight made his black feathers glimmer beautiful shades of purple and green.” 
“Those days were dark because an ancient quilt covered the sun.” 
“roosting on a star…” and “the first galaxy rose…”    Beautiful imagery! 
 

2. The Ladybug Bomb by Polly Fraley 
Good descriptions in your story. Such an imaginative tale!  Poor Ladybug… 
“The cap wasn’t screwed on all the way, and a little bit of the liquid splashed out and fell like rain on the 
leaf.” 
 

3. Silly Hen by Amilia Botkin 
Your story conveyed humor and your affection for your hens. We love the pattern in your tale of the silly hen 
and your illustrations are charming. Such fun! 

 

 

 



K-3 Nonfiction 

 
1. If You Aren’t Falling by Sidney Jones 

A well-organized descriptive account of your learning experience. It conveyed your fear, frustration, tenacity, 
and pride. The ending added a note of humor.  
“I felt happy when I could ride past all the flowers on the Spit.” 
“Next summer, I’ll learn how to brake.” 
 

2. The Day the Waves were Bumpy by Grayson Martinez 
Your story did a good job of creating the feeling of being on the bay in changing weather. We could feel your 
emotion. Bumpy water not for us either! 
“I was glad when I got there. I did not like it. At least I was wearing a life jacket. Bumpy water is not for me!” 
 
 

3. The Nerf Fight by Gunnar Woolard 
You wrote a very good description of a fun day with friends. Good detail and voice.  
“My brother started chasing us like a leopard chasing prey.” 
 

 

 

 


