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A WORK OF FICTION INSPIRED BY A TRUE STORY, MATT TAVARES’S DEBUT 

GRAPHIC NOVEL DRAMATIZES THE HISTORIC STRUGGLE FOR GENDER 

EQUALITY IN HIGH SCHOOL SPORTS.

It is 1975 in Indiana, and the Wilkins Regional High 
School girls’ basketball team is in their rookie season. 
Despite being undefeated, they practice at night in the 
elementary school and play to empty bleachers. Unlike 
the boys’ team, the Lady Bears have no buses to deliver 
them to away games and no uniforms, much less a 
laundry service. They make their own uniforms out of 
T-shirts and electrical tape. And with help from a 
committed female coach, they push through to 
improbable victory after improbable victory. Illustrated 
in full color, this story about the ongoing battle of 
women striving for equality in sports rings with honesty, 
bravery, and heart.

MATT TAVARES is the author-illustrator of numerous 
acclaimed picture books, including Becoming Babe Ruth, 
Growing Up Pedro, and other sports biographies, and is 
the illustrator of Twenty-One Steps: Guarding the Tomb 
of the Unknown Soldier by Jeff Gottesfeld, among many 
other titles. Hoops is his first graphic novel and a story 
dear to his heart as the father of two sports-loving girls. 
Matt Tavares lives in Maine. You can follow him on 
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram @tavaresbooks 
and learn more at tavaresbooks.com.
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Hoops is a work of fiction, but it was inspired by the true 
story of Judi Warren and the 1976 Warsaw High School girls’ 
basketball team. I first learned about this story back in early 
2016, when I read Phillip Hoose’s remarkable, eye-opening 
book, We Were There, Too! Young People in U.S. History. In 
this book, Hoose tells the history of the United States through 
dozens of fascinating stories about young people who made a 
difference in the world.

From the moment I first read the chapter about Judi Warren 
and her teammates, I felt like their story deserved its own book. 
I had written a few nonfiction picture books about professional 
athletes, and I loved the idea of creating a book that would 
show kids that sports heroes aren’t always famous superstars 
making millions of dollars. Sometimes they’re regular kids who 
play hard and stand up for what they believe is right.

I got in touch with Phillip Hoose to make sure I had his blessing 
before I ran with the idea. He kindly offered his full support and 
even helped me get in touch with the team’s star player, Judi 
Warren. My plan, at first, was to tell this story as a nonfiction 
picture book, a format with which I was very familiar. I pitched 
the idea to the folks at Candlewick, and they were on board 
right away.

I started reading every article I could find about the team, 
and about Indiana high school basketball. I visited Hinkle 
Fieldhouse, in Indianapolis, where the Warsaw Tigers girls’ 
basketball team had made history nearly a half century earlier. 
I spoke with three of the starting players—Judi Warren, Lisa 
Vandermark, and Cindy Ross Knepper, each of whom was 
incredibly generous with her time and shared such wonderful 
stories.

As I learned more about this team and dug deeper into the 
story, something unexpected happened: I stopped envisioning 
it as a picture book. I imagined something bigger, for an older 
audience. At the time, my daughters were thirteen and ten. I 
watched the way they devoured graphic novels like Roller Girl, 
by Victoria Jamieson, and Smile, by Raina Telgemeier, reading 
them over and over again. I felt like if I did it right, this could 
be that kind of story. I wanted to make a book that kids would 
want to read over and over again. Finally, I got up the nerve to 
tell my editor.

I wanted to make a graphic novel.

Of course, I had never made a graphic novel before. But my 
editor and art director at Candlewick trusted me to give it  
a try, for which I remain extremely grateful. The process seemed 
daunting at first. I didn’t even know where to start. There were 
times when I got so stuck that I convinced myself that maybe 
doing a graphic novel just didn’t make sense and maybe a 
picture book was actually the right way to go after all.

Perhaps the biggest roadblock I faced early on was figuring 
out how to tell a true story in graphic novel format. In most 
of the graphic novels I had read, the story was told primarily 
through pictures and dialogue. And since there was really no 
way for me to know exactly what these people said to one  
another several decades ago, that meant that I needed to 
either invent dialogue or somehow tell the story with no dia-
logue. Neither option appealed to me. I wanted my characters 
to be able to talk to one another, but not if it meant putting 
words in people’s mouths that were never actually spoken.

Around that time, for inspiration, I rewatched the movie Hoosiers. 
One of the all-time great sports movies, Hoosiers tells the story 
of a fictional high school basketball team, inspired by the true 
story of a real high school basketball team. That got me think-
ing: maybe that was the solution. I started thinking of this book 
as a fictional story inspired by a true story. Suddenly my char-
acters were free to talk to one another. They could joke around 
after practice. By writing the story as fiction, I could tell a great 
story that kids would (hopefully) want to read again and again 
while still honoring the legacy of what the 1976 Warsaw High 
School girls’ basketball team accomplished. 

AUTHOR’S NOTE



ALL RIGHT, LET’S GET STARTED.  
TWO LINES AT THE TOP OF THE KEY!

OKAY.
|’M SORRY THAT | WASN’T 
HERE FROM DAY ONE. BUT 
STARTING RIGHT NOW, YOU 

ARE MY TEAM. AND | AM 
YOUR COACH. OKAY?

THAT’S A FAIR QUESTION,  
LISA. HONESTLY, SOME PEOPLE 

IN CHARGE FELT THAT THIS  
JOB SHOULD BE AN UNPAID, 

VOLUNTEER POSITION. | 
DISAGREED. FORTUNATELY,  

WE WORKED IT OUT. 

WE’VE BEEN PRACTICING ON 
OUR OWN ALL WEEK. WHY ARE 
YOU JUST SHOWING UP NOW?

IT’S . . . LISA, RIGHT?
WELL, THAT’S  

ABOUT TO CHANGE. 

HAVE ANY OF YOU EVER 
PLAYED BASKETBALL ON 

AN ORGANIZED TEAM 
BEFORE? 
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THIS LINE GRABS THE REBOUND 
AND PASSES TO THE SHOOTING 

LINE. GOT IT? LET’S GO. 

THIS LINE GOES IN FOR A LAYUP.

FWEEEE
T!
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HOOPS MARKETING PLAN

• Author tour
• Online consumer advertising
• Trade, school, and library advertising
• National publicity campaign
• Targeted publicity campaign
• Extensive pre-pub distribution

• Check-It-Out mailing
• Promotional item
• Author video
• Best in Class blog tour
• Social media campaign
• Online giveaways

• Featured title at 2023 conferences
• Featured title in librarian previews
•  Featured title in Candlewick CIRC 

e-newsletter



Dasher: How a Brave Little Doe Changed  
Christmas Forever
HC: 978-1-5362-0137-6
Also available as an e-book
A New York Times bestseller
“Tavares excels at Christmas stories (Red & Lulu, The  
Gingerbread Pirates), and young readers are apt to inhale every 
word of this yarn.” —Bookpage (starred review)

Red and Lulu
HC: 978-0-7636-7733-6
“Tavares captures Red’s frantic search for Lulu, following the truck  
to New York City. . . . The birds’ reunion is poignant and well earned, 
and their decision to stay in the city after the holidays poignantly 
shows how seeming misfortune can lead to unexpected and rewarding 
opportunities.” —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

Twenty-One Steps: Guarding the Tomb  
of the Unknown Soldier
by Jeff Gottesfeld, illustrated by Matt Tavares
HC: 978-1-5362-0148-2
Also available as an e-book
“Tavares’ magisterial art soars.”  
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

Zachary’s Ball
HC: 978-0-7636-5033-9 | PB: 978-0-7636-5977-6
“Magic, nostalgia and the power of a child’s imagination  
come into play with winning results.” —Publishers Weekly

Growing Up Pedro
HC: 978-0-7636-6824-2 | PB: 978-0-7636-9311-4
“Tavares masterfully depicts, with quick verse and beautiful illustra-
tions, the world in which the two siblings came of age. . . . This is a 
strong overview of a remarkable athlete.” —School Library Journal 
(starred review)

Mudball
HC: 978-0-7636-2387-6 | PB: 978-0-7636-4136-8
“With its winning combination of well-shaped, satisfying story; read-
able, muscular prose; and cinematic illustrations, Mudball should 
make a big splash with underdogs and baseball fans alike.” 
—The Horn Book
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