Using Author Studies to Inform, Support and 
Inspire Children’s Writing
Dr. K. Fox, Dr. K. Schlichting & Dr. B. Walker

South Carolina Reading Matters

Winter 2009 (in press)
[Introduction]
There are two groups of people who ensure that children learn to read and write (Smith, 1988).  The first are the people who read to children: parents, siblings, family members, friends, teachers and community members, such as librarians and storytellers at local bookstores. These individuals introduce and share books with children, develop children’s interest in and curiosity for books, support children as they learn to process and make sense of text, and inspire in children a genuine love of reading and writing. 


The second group of people who ensure that children learn to read and write are the inspiring authors who intentionally write for children.  The unforgettable, prolific authors and storytellers who craft their books with strong and engaging text and captivating illustrations that pique student’s interest and curiosity about books, and that offer teachers many opportunities to inform, support and motivate children’s language and literacy development. Authors entice children to want to read and reread their books, offering characters that become like old friends and stories that become lifelong favorites. We have found authors to be children’s most natural and inviting teachers. Authors are infinitely patient and supportive. They allow children to interact with books and develop their language and literacy skills at their own pace.  They expect their readers to enter books and engage in the stories at whatever level and for whatever purpose each reader desires. Authors don’t mind if readers skip difficult passages, make up versions of their stories, or read their books using the pictures, rather than the text. Authors want children to enjoy their stories, to come back often and to love all that books can offer them.

Authors offer children opportunities to grow in their own language and literacy development with engaging stories, informational books and poetry that they can ultimately use as models and inspiration for their own writing.  Ralph Fletcher (1993) explains, “Writers have particular other writers they go to for inspirations.  They read the words of masters over and over, awed, forever relearning the trade. . .thrilling to the power and beauty of language in the hands of a gifted writer” (p. 139). Children, too, as developing authors, can form unique relationships with the published authors of the books they read, enjoy and seek out.  

We have discovered that Author Studies are an optimal way for children to learn about and get to know authors. Through classroom Author Studies, children learn about authors’ unique writing styles and techniques, their personal and professional lives, their interests and hobbies, and the many different ways they intentionally craft their books so as to support young readers and writers.  Author Studies give children a peek into the literate lives of many of their favorite poets and storytellers, giving children a level of comfort and familiarity with that author and his/her writing. This article offers a theoretical and pedagogical rationale for using Author Studies and shares firsthand accounts of how authors have influenced and supported young readers and writers. It also suggests methods for how to identify authors and implement Author Studies in the classroom. Specific authors we have found to be useful as literacy mentors for young writers are also included. 

