Meet Jen Doll!

We are beyond excited to make the acquaintance of this talented author, journalist, Betsy-Tacy
fan, and thoroughly delightful person! We love when famous authors mention BT out in the
world, as Jen does in this wonderful article in The Atlantic and this fun piece in The Hairpin.
Jennifer D-K gobbled up Jen's latest book, That’s Debatable, in two sittings.
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dccasional Mortifications
Serial Wedding Guest

Tell us about your history with the Betsy-Tacy books! When did you first pick one
up, have you read them all including Emily and Carney, have you reread them,
which is your favorite, what makes them special to you, etc.?

[ can’t remember when I first started reading them! I think I came to the books late, as a
teen or maybe even in early adulthood, but maybe I had read them as a kid, too? I do
know that once I found them, I read them all, from the first books for younger readers
through all of Betsy’s high school years and beyond and, yes, Emily and Carney, and
Winona’s Pony Cart, which I love too! And I've reread many of them, especially the
formative high school set of Betsy. I own all of those so can reread at leisure (usually
when [ have a kind of nostalgic yearning to return to characters and places that are like
old friends).

How do you (or do you not!) relate to the books - which character do you identify
with the most, do you have a lifelong best friend, was your childhood like Betsy’s?

As a girl who grew up wanting to be a writer and was always creating little books and
stories and writing in her diary while at the same time not entirely sure I could actually
grow up to be what [ wanted to be, I am a true Betsy stan! I do have a lifelong best friend
(who I met in seventh grade), as well as new friends who came into my life later (and still
later). Unlike Betsy, I moved a lot as a kid, and had lived in eight states by the time I was



8, but now that I live in an old house in a small town in upstate New York, you might say
that my adult life has come around to be more like Betsy’s than ever.

Is there any one scene from the books that sticks with you most?

These don’t count officially as scenes, but I think a lot about all of the delicious food
Maud Hart Lovelace writes about, from Anna’s chocolate layer cakes (not to mention her
adorable use of the word “puny”) to Mr. Ray’s signature onion sandwiches (“He used
slices of mild Bermuda onions, sprinkled with vinegar and dusted with pepper and salt,”
mmmm!). | have a permanent spot in my brain for Uncle Keith’s trunk and for the “Ethel
Barrymore droop” that Betsy tries to imitate.

[ also realized while answering these questions that a character in my new young adult

novel, That’s Debatable, is named Taggart (the last name of the folks at the farm that
Betsy visits over the summer in Heaven to Betsy). Coincidence or not?

Love that! If you could write an additional Betsy-Tacy book or story - a spin-off or
a sequel of some sort - what would it be about?

[ love all the Rays, but what about a stand-alone book about Margaret? What does she
grow up to be? (Now I need to reread the books again to figure that out.)

How has your work been influenced by the Betsy-Tacy books or by Maud Hart
Lovelace?

[ think a lot about creating characters [ want to spend time with, which is definitely the
case for those in the Betsy-Tacy world: I love to go back and visit them again and again. I
also have realized recently that I dislike extreme tension and bad things happening to
characters! Of course, when you write (and read) you need stakes, and everything can’t
just be picture-perfect all the time; there has to be a journey . . . but there’s something
about being able to spend time in a world where, unlike our own actual world, there just
aren’t too terribly many bad bad things that happen! Sure, there are struggles, but you
know that things are going to pretty much turn out all right. And that’s a lovely thing.

We see teen debaters in the Betsy high school books: Hazel Smith, “the best girl
debater in the state,” and of course Emily Webster and her cronies. Did anything
in particular about this subplot resonate with you, as a former teen debater?

In truth, I'd forgotten these debate subplots! I think [ was more obsessed with Betsy and
her desire to be a writer, as well as with all of the antics she and the Crowd get up to, and
Emily’s struggle with her friends leaving for college and what she’ll do next and her
potential romance(s), which made me forget she was on “the star debating team which



had won the Southern Minnesota Championship for two years running.” (How could I!)
But maybe the debate stuff seeped into my consciousness?

Curious, I went back and looked. The “Girls Debating Club” gets a mention partway
through Betsy Was a Junior. The resolution Betsy and Hazel argue is “Immigration should
be further restricted.” Meanwhile, a potential topic for Lincoln-Douglas debaters for
January 2023 is “Resolved: Justice requires open borders for human migration.” These are
big questions that have concerned Americans for a very long time, and clearly
immigration was of interest to Maud: Emily of Deep Valley is largely about Emily’s (and
Deep Valley’s) relationship with the Syrian community. Also, as Emily brilliantly puts it
while convincing the school board to help the Syrians with classes to prepare them for
citizenship exams, it's not even whether immigration should or shouldn’t be restricted
that’s relevant to her discussion with them. It’s how to help the Syrians that are already
there. (Way to point out an opponent’s logic flaw!)

Another aspect that feels pretty real is the community that debate creates. Hazel doesn’t
seem very interested in Betsy’s sorority, the Okto Deltas; after all, she has her own group.
Betsy is obviously, at this point, more interested in parties than debate, and though she
goes to the Inter-Society debate to hear Hazel, there’s more attention given to the fact
that the silent Dave Hunt (juxtapositions!) takes her to the party afterward. High school
is so much about finding your group, after all. In Emily’s case, a society emerges from her
debating trips, when Don Walker seeks her out, but then, in Deep Valley, tends to ignore
her for “lively fashionable girls” - shame on you, Don.

Oh, and just in terms of coincidences, Jed Wakeman, the new debate coach at Emily’s old
high school, also coaches football, which is true in my book, too!

Sexism in the debate world is a huge part of your latest book. I always kind of half-
smile when Hazel Smith is referred to as a “girl debater.” Can you imagine what
issues “girl debaters” might have dealt with in the 1910s?

Sadly, probably a lot of the same stuff they’re STILL dealing with, like discrimination
against voices that are either “too feminine” or “not feminine enough,” the way they look,
the way they present themselves, what they wear, the fact that they are women and all the
engrained sexism that goes with that in a patriarchal society -at one point, Emily asks her
friends at college if there are any girls on the debating team.

Though, of course, things have changed for the better - teams are co-ed! Girls and boys
debate each other! We don’t have to wear petticoats or corsets! Girls win debate, and they
don’t have to be described as “girl debaters” (though sometimes they still are). But also,
there are groups that are devoted to creating equity and fairness in an extracurricular that



is meant to help everyone refine their speaking abilities and voice, and that’s an amazing
thing.

A character trait of Betsy’s is that she feels things deeply and can write them but
can't express them verbally. A trait of Emily’s is how tongue-tied she is with boys
her age in social (non-school) settings. To my mind, both aspects would be
challenging for a debater - but perhaps not. Can you tease apart how debate skills
and conversational skills are two different animals?

I do think that debate skills - all that practice standing in a room and talking to other
people in a way that, one hopes, will convince them of what you want them to - can help
with conversational skills! There are so many positive offshoots of debate practice: feeling
confident with speaking publicly, honing your skills in formulating good arguments (and
shooting down bad ones), reading and learning about philosophy and current affairs in
ways that help you decide and understand what you feel about the world around you. . . .
and all that is great, whether you're chatting to a neighbor or going into final rounds at
Nationals. Emily is never embarrassed when she’s behind a platform, Maud writes. But, at
the same time, the framework in which we converse changes everything! Sometimes it’s
just hard to talk for any number of reasons, including cute boys or just not knowing
exactly what you feel because you feel all kinds of things, all at the same time! And yet,
debate is there for Emily when she needs to convince the Syrian men to let their wives
learn English (and, then, the school system to help prepare the Syrians for citizenship
exams). Spoiler: She wins.

You cover different types/styles of debate in your book. Are these different styles a
relatively new development in the debate world? What style would Hazel and
Emily most likely have engaged in?

Debate goes all the way back to Socrates and Plato, and there are many forms and types
practiced today, including policy, public forum, and Lincoln-Douglas. My guess is that
Hazel (and maybe Emily, too; after all, she’s a fan of Lincoln) debated a form of Lincoln-
Douglas, which focuses on using a value like morality or justice or happiness to support
your argument against or for the resolution, and would have made sense for the book’s
time period. (LD is also what I debated; maybe I just want to have this in common with
them!) On commencement day, though, Don gives a speech called “The Need of an
Artistic Life in America,” and Emily talks about Jane Addams, who ran Chicago’s Hull
House, a settlement house for immigrants, and how she “awakened the social conscience
of this generation” — both of those seem a bit more like original oratory to me.

My husband did debate in high school and, along with band, he says it was one of
the most formative experiences of his life. Certainly being a debater is a huge part



of Emily Webster’s identity. Why is debate an important formative experience for
young people, would you say?

In her class prophecy when she graduates, it’s predicted that Emily will debate in the U.S.
Senate. How could that not impact who you are, what you go on to do? Debate gave her a
way to speak and become acclaimed for it, as well as a community in which she has a
social life (that’s partly why it’s so hard for her when high school ends) and respect. In a
world that too often dismisses young people and doesn’t leave a lot of room for them to
develop their own set of beliefs and interests outside of a realm of expected behaviors,
this is all huge! Debate gave me the sense that my words could matter, and a world to
which they did matter. And that, along with writing (and reading, among them, Betsy-
Tacy books!), has formed who I am.

Jen Doll is the author of the young adult books That’s
Debatable and Unclaimed Baggage, a California Young
Reader Medal nominee for 2022-2023, and the

memoir Save the Date: The Occasional Mortifications of
a Serial Wedding Guest, for adults. She's a freelance
journalist and editor who's written for the New York
Times, the Atlantic, Fortune, the L.A. Times, Mashable,
New York, Publishers Weekly, the Village Voice, and
more. She grew up in Alabama and currently lives in
upstate New York with her husband, stepson, and two

dogs.




