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Author Christina
Soontornvat has
worn many hats
over the years—
mechanical
engineer, STEM
educator, middle
grade author, and
now nonfiction and
picture book
author. Her
growing list of
children’s books
crosses genres,

age levels, and topics that range from light and airy, to heavy and hard-hitting. Two of her latest titles, both of which
were named 2021 Newbery Honor Books: A Wish in the Dark, a middle grade fantasy twist on Les Misérables, and All
Thirteen: The Incredible Cave Rescue of the Thai Boy’s Soccer Team (also a Sibert Honor book), are set in her
ancestral homeland of Thailand. She is also the author of the Diary of an Ice Princess chapter book series, and a new
picture book entitled The Ramble Shamble Children, illustrated by Caldecott Honor artist Lauren Castillo. Soontornvat
spoke with PW about how her many passions and roles allow her to create books that explore scientific and culturally
diverse themes, which she hopes will open hearts and minds.

Can you tell us about your experience as a mechanical engineer and STEM
educator?
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I feel like my engineering background comes up all of the time. For instance, as a
STEM educator, I have used what I’ve learned as an engineer to get kids excited
about STEM, and to show them how it is applied in real life.

And, when you are an engineer, the thing you are taught to do—your training—is
to be a problem solver. I feel that much of what I am doing as a writer is solving
problems. With each book, I have a number of constraints including the number
of pages, the age level I am writing for, and what I want to get across. And I have
to figure these things out to tell the best story. Sometimes, I feel like writing a
novel is like solving an engineering problem!

How and why did you first choose to be a mechanical engineer, and then
transition to become a STEM educator?

I went into engineering because I love math and science. It felt like a natural path for me. There was also a practical
reason. My parents had worked so hard all my life to save up for my education, running their own grocery store and a
Thai restaurant. Majoring in the sciences felt like the best way to make the most of their investment.

But once I was out in the real world and I started practicing mechanical engineering, I felt like something was missing.
So I shifted paths and began working in a science museum. I was still doing math and science; but instead, I was
working to get kids and families excited about these subjects. It was a perfect fit for me because I also always loved
working with kids.

After working at the science museum, I worked as a consultant for an indoor skydiving company creating field trip
programs to bring kids in, and to teach kids about the science behind skydiving. It’s chockful of physics and math! I was
able to travel all around the country teaching kids about physics and math, and to spend a lot of time in a wind tunnel,
and go indoor skydiving!

So, how did you ultimately dive into writing?

For most of my life, I had this idea that I was a science person—not an artist. And, of course, those two things are not
mutually exclusive at all. Many people who work in the sciences are very creative, and people who work in the arts are
very technically talented. I had to learn my own lesson that I teach to kids: “You don’t have to choose—you can do lots
of different things and use lots of different types of skills!”

We put ourselves into boxes—especially if we are good at something. The people around you can push you in that
direction. And that’s great. But where you get into trouble is when you start to exclude possibilities for yourself. I had
excluded the possibility of being an author. I didn’t think that it was in the cards for me.

However, as a kid, I always enjoyed making up stories. And my job at the science museum was to tell stories about
science content. For example, I’d be writing content for a dinosaur exhibit, but it would be through telling a story
because that is how you teach and connect people. So when I decided I wanted to try writing children’s books, it felt like
a leap, but not too impossible.

How did you actually take the leap?

When I began writing my own stories, I loved it right away. The more I wrote, the more I fell in love with writing. Then,
when I had my own children, my world was filled with picture books and all kinds of children’s books. And I was
remembering all of the books that I had loved as a kid. So it just really felt right. I also felt that I could do good work and
make a positive difference. Like I tell kids when they ask for career advice, “Do what makes you happy and where you
can make a change. That is ultimately the most rewarding.”

How did you choose to write across genres? Or did they choose you?



Sometimes stories do choose you. I’ve learned that when an opportunity comes
along, even if you feel nervous or maybe even a little bit unqualified, or unprepared
to tackle it, if you feel passionate about it, just jump on it and figure it out later.
That’s what I did when the opportunity came along for the Diary of an Ice Princess
books. Scholastic asked me to write that, and I had never done chapter books
before, but I had kids that were that age. I thought it would be so sweet to write a
book that my kids could read for themselves, and that could have diverse
characters, so I jumped on it.

And then when the Thai cave rescue happened, I knew that I wanted to tell this
story, to try to tell it from the Thai perspective as much as possible, and to let
people know about Thailand. Then again, I had to jump in, put together a proposal,
and go for it. I think that my background, having very varied experiences, has

equipped me to feel confident doing lot of different things. I’ve never been a writer who writes one type of thing. And I’ve
never been a person who just does one thing or has one career. When I was younger, I felt this was a weakness. But
now I feel it’s a strength because I can do lots of things and pursue many interests.

If you had to pick, is there one genre that is closest to your heart—as a reader and a writer?

As a child, middle grade fantasy books were probably the books that hooked me as a reader. I read every one that I
could get my hands on. So middle grade fantasy novels were the first two published books that I wrote, and I think that
out of everything that I write that’s where my heart goes when I am thinking about doing something new. There’s just
something so special about a magical story where you can talk about the real world by talking about a fantasy world.
You can say things that are important about the world we live in now in, through fantasy, in a way that is special and
different from a contemporary novel.

Can you talk about the importance of weaving your life experiences and family background into your stories,
and your views about representation of diverse cultures in your work—and the industry at large?

I feel like everything I write about comes from my experiences, and my family. Growing up I had books around me—my
mother made sure of it. And my family is filled with great storytellers. My dad was a natural storyteller about how he
grew up in Thailand, and how he came to America. The same is true with my mother. From a young age I learned that
there were stories everywhere—and that everyone had something interesting about them, and fascinating stories to tell
even if you didn’t think of them as authors.

As far as weaving my background and experiences into my stories, as a writer, it would be hard for me to do anything
else because they are part of me, and part of the stories that I want to tell. And I do this with a realization that there
aren’t a lot of stories like mine out there. There are also not enough books written by Thai American authors and other
people from marginalized backgrounds. But that is changing—and that’s wonderful.

There is now a growing appetite for stories with all sorts of characters in them that there never was when I was a kid. I
think that it’s recognition of who our children are today. Our children are all sorts of readers, and they deserve books
that reflect them and the people they are surrounded by. And that’s how they are going to be equipped to go out in the
world: to read stories about many, many different types of people by many, many different types of people. They also
happen to be great stories.

If you truly want to be reading the most interesting, exciting, inspiring stories, you need to read diversely, or you’re going
to miss out.

It is obvious from your career choices that STEM is important to you. Can you elaborate on why STEM and
STEM education matter to you, and why they should matter to all of us?



PW's Person of the
Year 2020

Check Out Our
Podcasts! more...

Whatever you do, if you can understand, appreciate, and be fluent in science (and STEM), that is so important. It’s
going to help you personally—to have a more sustainable career, to make good decisions, and to be more financially
stable.

These are also the skills we really need as a society, as humanity, for all of the problems we are facing. Our biggest
problem as a species right now is probably climate change. We need everybody to be fluent in science to help tackle it
—not just the scientists who are researching it, and/or the engineers who are designing solutions for it. Average citizens
need to be able to take in scientific information and feel comfortable with it, know how to tell what is true and not true.

It’s the same thing with the pandemic, with the vaccine, and the scientific information about preventing the spread. We
are seeing very clearly in real time what the consequences are when people are not scientifically literate.

I think one way we can do this is by getting kids excited about STEM, showing that it is really fun and interesting, that
it’s not just something they read in a book. It is everywhere—and part of everything!

Can you talk a little about your upcoming picture books?

The Ramble Shamble Children is coming out this March with Nancy Paulsen Books
at Penguin. It’s a magical story about a family of kids that make a home together. I
also have another picture book, To Change a Planet, illustrated by Rahele Jomepour
Bell, out next year with Scholastic. It’s a nonfiction book that discusses climate
change with hope, and offers practical tips on how we can act on it.

Do you have any advice for teachers and/or librarians hoping to find writing
magic?

I think they’re the best equipped to do it. They probably are reading all of the time—
and in different age groups. They are also always around kids, listening to their
conversations, and knowing what matters to them. And they know that the best
children’s books don’t try to teach kids anything. They just encourage kids to do what
they already know is right, and to give them hope, too. It’s all about hope.
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1 Cat Kid Comic Club: From the
Creator of Dog Man 
Dav Pilkey, Author, Dav Pilkey,
Illustrator

2 Concrete Rose 
Angie Thomas, Author

3 Diary of a Wimpy Kid Book 15 
Jeff Kinney, Author

4 Dog Man: Grime and
Punishment: From the Creator
of Captain Underpants (Dog
Man #9), Volume 9 
Dav Pilkey, Author, Dav Pilkey,
Illustrator

5 Midnight Sun 
Stephenie Meyer, Author
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