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Introduction

Why We Wrote This Book

You might be wondering why a group of fifty nonfiction children’s book authors
have come together to create a book for educators. After all, most of the time, we
choose to write for kids.

Our motive is simple. We’ve noticed a critical gap in nonfiction writing
instruction, and we’d like to help you make the student writing process more
authentic.

As author Laura Purdie Salas states in her essay on page 71, “[T]here’s a
common, crushing misconception that fiction is creative writing drawn from the
depths of a writer’s soul, while nonfiction is simply a recitation of facts that any
basic robot could spit out.”

We aren’t sure why many teachers and students seem to think that writ-
ing nonfiction requires nothing more than doing some research and cobbling
together a bunch of facts, but we’d like to pull back the curtain on our prewrit-
ing process to reveal the truth. The topics we choose, the approaches we take,
and the concepts and themes we explore are closely linked to who we are as
people—our passions, our personalities, our beliefs, and our experiences in the
world. As far as we're concerned, putting the information we collect through
our own personal filters and making our own meaning is the secret to creating
engaging nonfiction.

Consider these brief excerpts from essays included later in this book:

Writing nonfiction is a highly personal experience for me—a journey. And the ad-

venture begins with a strong connection to my topic.While the connection could
be rooted in passion, it might also stem from intense curiosity ... or fear.

—Heather Lang, author of the 2017 NSTA Best STEM Book,

Fearless Flyer: Ruth Law and Her Flying Machine
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| study my subject’s lives, trying to understand their inner truth. | need to know

what makes them tick. But | also consider what makes me tick—my inner truth.
When our truths are in alignment, that’s a story | feel that | can tell.

—Don Tate, author-illustrator of the 2016 Carter G.Woodson Book

Award winner Poet: The Remarkable Story of George Moses Horton

Just as fiction authors write about themes that resonate with them, so too do

nonfiction authors. My themes first have to light my fire with a personal connec-
tion.

—Patricia Newman, author of the 2018 Sibert Honor title

Sea Otter Heroes: The Predators That Saved an Ecosystem

I want my books to describe scientific concepts and elicit an emotional response

from readers.To achieve this, | draw on the connections | forged with the subject
during the research process.

—Jason Chin, author-illustrator of the 2018 Sibert Honor and

Caldecott Honor title Grand Canyon

[T]he true tales | write spring directly from my experiences, passions, heartbreaks,

obsessions, fears, quirks, curiosities, beliefs, desires. Writing nonfiction is like sit-
ting before a blank screen and scraping off a piece of myself.

—~Candace Fleming, author of the 2014 Orbis Pictus Award winner,

The Family Romanov: Murder, Rebellion, and the Fall of Imperial Russia.

Simply put, to create high-quality nonfiction, writers need to have skin in
the game. They need to dig deep and find a personal connection to their topic
and their approach. If your students” nonfiction writing seems dull and lifeless,
it’s probably because they don’t feel invested in the process or the product. Our
goal in writing this book is to change that.

The Evolution of an Idea

To be honest, for a long time even we didn’t fully understand or appreciate this
important aspect of our creative process. Since nobody ever talked about it, we
didn’t recognize that it’s something we all have in common.

That began to change at the 2017 National Council of Teachers of English
(NCTE) Annual Convention in St. Louis, Missouri. I was fortunate to participate
in a panel titled “The Secret of Crafting Engaging Nonfiction” with two of the
most talented children’s nonfiction authors of our time—Candace Fleming and
Deborah Heiligman.

INTRODUCTION



Candace Fleming, Alyson Beecher, Deborah Heiligman, and Melissa Stewart at the 2017
NCTE Annual Convention.

During our discussion, which was moderated by educator and children’s
nonfiction enthusiast Alyson Beecher, we dove deeply into what fuels our work
and why we routinely dedicate years of our lives to a single manuscript. As we
compared our thoughts and experiences, we came to realize something critically
important—each of our books has a piece of us at its heart. And that personal
connection is what drives us to keep working despite the inevitable obstacles
and setbacks.

Several other nonfiction authors attended our presentation, and afterward
they praised our insights. That conversation helped us all understand our cre-
ative process in a new and exciting way.

Because I wanted to share this new-found knowledge with teachers and stu-
dents, I developed a writing workshop to help young writers enrich their prose
by adding a piece of themselves. The initial results were phenomenal. When
students in grades 4-8 spent time analyzing and synthesizing their research,
they were able to make meaningful connections, which allowed them to present
the material in unique and interesting ways.

Around the same time, Laura Purdie Salas, one of the authors who attended
our NCTE presentation, contributed to a post titled “Nonfiction Books and the
Creative Process (Part 1)” on the Lerner Publishing Group’s blog (Hinz, n.d.). In
this piece, Laura bravely described how her childhood feelings of embarrassment

Introduction 3
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Defining Nonfiction

and shame about her family’s strict rules and unusual behavior motivated her
to write Meet My Family! Animal Babies and Their Families. I was so intrigued by
Laura’s comments that I invited her to write a more expansive essay on this
topic for my blog, Celebrate Science.

Because Laura’s post, “Nonfiction Authors Aren’t Robots,” was a huge
hit and my student workshop was working so well, I wanted to explore how
nonfiction authors are personally connected to their work even more deeply. I
decided to host a yearlong blog series in which a wide variety of award-winning
authors discussed this topic from their point of view. The results were amazing.
Not only did each writer have something uniquely fascinating to say, but many
of the contributors also reported learning something valuable about themselves
and their creative process while writing their essay.

After I'd published about a dozen of these blog posts, educators began sug-
gesting that I compile them all in one place so that they’d be easier to access
and explore as a group. They also asked for teaching strategies to help students
approach nonfiction writing in a similar way. Those requests eventually led to
this book. Because an NCTE panel played such a pivotal role in developing the
ideas presented here, it’s deeply satisfying that NCTE is our publisher.

How to Use This Book

Thirty-eight of the mentor essays included in this book are adapted and updat-
ed from the posts that appeared on my blog during the 2018-19 school year. The
rest were written more recently to help round out the collection.

We have no doubt that the essays can be used in a variety of ways to enrich
K-12 nonfiction reading and writing instruc-
tion, and we encourage educators to integrate
them into their lesson plans in whatever way

Different people define the term nonfic-
tion in different ways. In this book, we've
adopted a broad definition, which includes
expository nonfiction/informational writ-
ing, narrative nonfiction, memoir, graphic/
comics nonfiction, fact-based poetry, and
fact-based pseudonarratives (Englert &
Hiebert, 1984). We chose this wide-ranging
definition because it represents the spec-
trum of children’s books available to you
and your students and because the writers
of these books all engage in the kind of
prewriting process we're interested in shar-
ing with educators.

INTRODUCTION

makes sense to them. For example, some of the
essays can serve as mentor texts as students
write personal narratives. Others can be used
to model the spirit of inquiry. We’d love to hear
your creative ideas for integrating the essays
into your curriculum. Feel free to tag us on
social media and let us know how our ideas
have inspired you. Nothing makes us hap-
pier than hearing that we’re helping educators
develop more powerful pedagogy.

The specific focus of this book is helping



educators who work with students in grades 4-8 gain a stronger understanding
of three steps in the prewriting process that don’t seem to get enough atten-
tion in most classrooms—choosing a topic (Chapter 1), finding a focus (Chapter
2), and making a personal connection (Chapter 3). By providing a sneak peek
into how professional nonfiction writers think and how they work, the mentor
essays offer insights that will empower you to teach these important aspects of
nonfiction writing more effectively.

A Note on Organization

Each of the three chapters in this book is divided into three parts, as shown in
Figure 1. A section that includes sixteen or seventeen essays by mentor authors
is sandwiched between a Getting

CHAPTER

Started section that provides help-
ful background information and
an In the Classroom section that Choosing a Topic Finding a Focus
suggests tools, tips, teaching strat- -

l@ ORGANIZATION
) Choostig TRICS
(@) AuTHR PURPOSE

W e R A
[C] wm/ R/

egies, and activities to help you
put the ideas discussed in the

OruT :mmy

essays into practice. Oy

It's important to note that

while the mentor essays have been et
Getting Started Getting Started

sorted into three groups, many of Background information Background information

them could have been placed in
one or both of the other categories.
The location of each essay is based
on which step in the prewriting
process it seems to focus on most.

Please also note that the men-

Essays by Mentor Essays by Mentor Essays by Mentor
tor essays are snapshots. They Authors Authors Authors
reflect each author’s thinking on Teacher Timesaver table Teacher Timesaver table Teacher Timesaver table
and 16 author essays and 16 author essays and 17 author essays

a particular day about a particu-
lar book or group of books. To
help you and your students get a
sense of how a writer’s work style
varies over time, and based on
the demands of different books, I

have included a Variety of person- In the Classroom In the Classroom In the Classroom
P Teaching tips and Teaching tips and Teaching tips and
al experiences in the Getting Start- activities activities activities

ed and In the Classroom sections.  FIGURE 1. Organization of chapters

Introduction 5
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These anecdotes are meant to broaden the presentation and provide additional
insights into the prewriting processes of professional writers.

Although it may seem like the three steps we're focusing on—choosing
a topic, finding a focus, and making a personal connection—are distinct and
should occur in a specific order, in reality they’re interconnected and difficult to
tease apart. The truth is that writing is messy, and it’s recursive. As you read the
essays, you'll discover that sometimes nonfiction writers have a focus in mind
before they select a topic. Other times a personal connection inspires a writer to
choose a particular topic or focus on a specific theme or concept. And, in fact, in
some cases, one or more of these “prewriting” steps may not occur until after a
writer has begun drafting their manuscript.

Teacher Timesaver Tables

This book is bursting with ideas and insights from many of today’s leading non-
fiction authors. Ideally, you'll eventually have a chance to read all the essays. But
because time is such a precious commodity, you should feel free to dip in and
out of the essays in a way that meets your interests and needs.

To help guide your reading, at the beginning of each Essays by Mentor
Authors section you'll find a Teacher Timesaver table with helpful information
about the essays and the books each author writes. By consulting this table, you
can quickly discover the grade level(s) that each author writes for, the format
of their books—picture book (PB) or long form (LF)—and the content area the
books address. The table also includes a brief summary of each essay. Here is a
sample entry for Chapter 1, which explores how writers choose a topic:

Author |Grade |Book |Content |Essay Highlights
Level |Format|Area

Lita Judge |4-5 PB STEM Lita's nonfiction books grow from an exploration of deep
and lifelong passions. She chooses topics based on her
experiences studying living and extinct animals in the
field.

This table will help you identify the best two or three essays for your specific
needs as you prepare a lesson. As you read the essays you've selected, think
about how the authors’ ideas and experiences can enrich your reading and writ-
ing instruction.

If your students don’t usually think about the people behind the nonfiction
books they read, the essays will give your class a chance to hear the authors’
voices and understand their motivation for writing particular books.

INTRODUCTION



If you do an author study of one of the writers included in this book, sharing
their essay can help your class feel more connected to that person.

If you use books written by these authors as mentor texts in writing work-
shop, the essays can bring a new dimension to your lessons. By revealing how
professional nonfiction writers think, the essays can help demystify the writing
process for students.

In some cases, you may wish to share an entire essay with your class. In other
cases, you may decide to select a few excerpts that complement or enhance the
ideas you're focusing on. And sometimes, the essays may inform and expand
your own thinking but don’t need to be shared with your class at all. Since no
one knows your students better than you do, you should feel free to use the
essays in the way that best meets your needs and theirs.

Okay, now that you understand how Nonfiction Writers Dig Deep is orga-
nized and how you can use it to enrich and invigorate your instruction, let’s get
started!

Introduction
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Choosing a Topic

Getting Started

When I began doing school visits in
2003, teachers usually asked me to
focus on the science content in my
books rather than on the nonfiction
writing process. But that suddenly
changed around 2013 as schools
began implementing the Common
Core State Standards, which put
a new emphasis on informational
writing.

As I studied the new standards,
I realized that they stressed the
importance of craft and structure,
so I developed a presentation that
looked closely at text features, text
structures, point of view, voice,
and word choice. But at the end of
my session, teachers kept asking

me questions about the mechanics of my process—how I revised, how I gath-

ered information, and especially how I chose a topic.

Teachers told me that, in the past, they had assigned topics for nonfiction

reports. In many cases, the topics were related to the social studies curriculum.

Teachers would pass out a list of historical figures and significant events and

expect students to choose one. According to teachers, the resulting writing was

often dull and uninspired.

Teachers also told me that their current curriculum suggested asking stu-

dents to write about “something they could teach” based on the age-old advice

to “write what you know.” The rationale was that students would be more



engaged when they tackled a familiar topic. But once again, the results were
lackluster.

I wasn’t surprised to hear these stories. After all, why would kids want to
choose a topic from a prescribed list? And why would they want to rehash some-
thing they already know backward and forward when there’s a wide world of
ideas and information out there just waiting to be explored?

I write about science because I'm fascinated by the natural world. I'm con-
stantly encountering things that make me ask ques-

Doing research for Seashells: More Than
a Home at Ha'ena State Park, Kauai,
Hawaii.

10

tions. And to satisfy my curiosity, I want to know
more, more, more. Learning more gets me so excited
that I'm dying to share my new knowledge with other
people. That’s what fuels my writing.

Young writers are no different from me. When
students focus on ideas they care about or informa-
tion that fascinates them, when they conduct research
to satisfy their own curiosity, they’ll craft nonfiction
that sings.

But letting young writers choose their own topics
leads to a whole new set of challenges, doesn’t it? For
some students, coming up with ideas is intimidating,
even paralyzing.

For along time, I didn’t truly appreciate the sever-
ity of this writing obstacle. But then, during a school
visit in Rhode Island in 2017, I had an experience that

changed my way of thinking.

As I was presenting to fourth graders, I noticed
that the students were having trouble recalling the
steps of the nonfiction writing process, so I decided
to work with them to list the steps in order on chart
paper.

We didn’t get very far. Despite giving them every
hint I could think of, they couldn’t name the first step. They kept saying things
like “Write your title.” and “Choose your photos.” Out of desperation, one boy
suggested, “Get a piece of paper.” Finally, the school librarian came to my rescue
by asking, “What's the hardest part of the whole process?”

Suddenly sixty hands shot into the air. They all knew the answer—choosing
a topic.

I was gobsmacked. In this school community, choosing a topic was univer-
sally acknowledged as THE most difficult part of writing nonfiction. How could
thatbe? Why was something that’s so simple for me so difficult for young writers?

CHAPTER 1



Afew days later, I satat my desk
contemplating this disconnect. Did
I have strategies for choosing a
topic? I couldn’t think of any.

As my eyes drifted upward,
above my computer screen, I sud-
denly realized that I was literally
staring at the solution. I didn’t
have a strategy for coming up with
ideas, but I did have a tool for keep-
ing track of them—my Idea Board.

For me, ideas are everywhere.
They come from books and articles
read, conversations with other peo-
ple, places I visit, and experiences
I have. The hard part isn’t getting
ideas; it's remembering them when
it’s time to start working on a new
book.

That’s why I have an Idea Board in my office. Anytime I have an idea, I write

it on a scrap of paper and tack it up there. Some of those ideas lead nowhere, but

others turn into books.

Here’s an example. While I was writing the book A Place for Birds, I read a

magazine article with a single sentence that blew my mind:

Hummingbird eyelashes are the smallest feathers in the world.

My brain instantly exploded with questions.
Birds have eyelashes? And they’re made of
feathers? Exactly how small are they, and
what do they look like?

That incredible fact also inspired me to
ask a bigger, broader question: Do birds use
their feathers in other unexpected ways? I
was dying to find out, but I couldn’t let myself
get distracted. I had a deadline to meet for A
Place for Birds.

So I tore the article out of the magazine (Shh! It was from the library.) and

posted it on my Idea Board along with some related thoughts and questions I

didn’t want to forget.

Choosing a Topic
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As soon as I turned in the manuscript for
A Place for Birds, I snatched that article off
my Idea Board and dove into the research.
And eventually, the information I gathered
during my journey of discovery turned into
the book Feathers: Not Just for Flying.

There are three things to take away from
this anecdote:

1. Self-generated ideas are powerful.

 FEATHERS

Not Just for Flying

Melissa Stewart
Tuustrated by
Sarak S. Brannen

2. It’s important to be open to ideas all the time.

3. If writers record ideas as they get them, they’ll always have something

to write about.

CHAPTER 1



Essays by Mentor Authors

Now that you know a little bit about how I get and keep track of ideas, I encour-

age you to take a look at what some other authors have to say about choosing

topics. After all, there’s no single right way to go about this or any other step in

the nonfiction writing process. Every writer does things a little bit differently,

and that’s an important message for students to hear.

If you have time, you may want to read all sixteen essays, but if not, Teacher

Timesaver Table 1.1 will help you identify the ones that are of greatest value to

you right now.

TEACHER TIMESAVER TABLE 1.1. A Guide to Mentor Essays about Choosing a Topic

Author Grade |Book Content Essay Highlights
Level |Format* |Area*

Lita Judge 4-5 PB STEM Lita's nonfiction books grow from an exploration of deep and
lifelong passions. She chooses topics based on her experi-
ences studying living and extinct animals in the field.

Patricia Valdez ~ |4-5 PB Bio/STEM As a Latina scientist, Patricia has had trouble finding mentors.
She chooses to write about people who are good role models
for girls interested in science.

Susan Hood 4-5 PB Bio/Arts, Susan is passionate about “true stories that are real-life fairy

Bio/SS tales.” She writes about boys and girls whose grit and grace
she admires.

Don Tate 4-6 PB Bio/Arts, Don chooses subjects that he feels connected with on a per-

Bio/SS sonal level. He says,”When our truths are in alignment, that’s a
story | feel that | can tell.”

Lesa 4-6 PB Bio/Arts, Lesa writes the kind of biographies she longed for as a child.

Cline-Ransome Bio/Sports, |She chooses real people who have persevered despite racism,

Bio/SS loss, and adversity.
Mara Rockliff 4-6 PB Bio/Arts, Mara feels compelled to write about women who have been
Bio/SS left out of history books. She wants to show both boys and
girls that “Girls can do anything!”

Teresa Robeson |4-6 PB Bio/STEM Teresa highlights people from the past who overcame the
struggles she faces today—racism, sexism, and being an
immigrant. She hopes learning about these people will help
young readers tap into their own inner strength.

Michelle Markel |4-8 PB Bio/Arts, Michelle is attracted to rebels and stories of perseverance.

Bio/SS Because she wants her biographies “to have a beating heart,”
she strives to give readers a sense of the subject’s humanity,
passions,and struggles.

Miranda Paul 4-8 PB STEM Miranda wrote Nine Months because she couldn’t find a

book to answer her daughter’s questions about pregnancy.
Miranda’s love for her children kept her inspired during the
ten-year writing process.

Continued on next page
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(Continued)

Laurie Wallmark |4-8 PB Bio/STEM Laurie writes about women in STEM because it combines two
of her passions—STEM and equal opportunity for all.
Ray Anthony 4-8, PB,LF Bio/SS Ray looks for real-life stories that show ways people stood up
Shepard 5-8, to racial oppression. His goal is to help young readers under-
7-8 stand the past without shame, guilt, or resentment.
Sarah Albee 5-8 LF SS/STEM According to Sarah, the best writing stems from who a writer

is and what they care about most deeply. Many of her topics
trace back to childhood experiences and curiosities.

Mary Kay Carson |5-8 LF STEM Mary Kay writes STEM-themed books because science has
always helped her make sense of and feel connected to the
world. She enjoys tagging along as researchers do their work.

Gail Jarrow 5-8 LF STEM/SS Gail describes herself as inquisitive and (politely) nosy. Her
curiosity leads her to explore people and topics she doesn't
know much about.

Anita Silvey 5-8 LF Bio/STEM, Anita chooses subjects who believe in something whole-
Bio/SS heartedly and are truly devoted to their work and their cause.
She also looks for opportunities to do interesting primary
research and conduct interviews.

Steve Sheinkin  |6-8 LF Bio/SS Steve chooses topics that will make history more appealing
and memorable to young readers. He looks for true stories
that can be told in a fast-paced, cinematic way.

*Key to Abbreviations
Book Format: PB = picture book, LF = long form
Content Area: Bio = biography, SS = social studies/history, STEM = science/technology/engineering/math

After you've read the essays that seem best suited to your current needs,
please turn to the In the Classroom section that begins on page 59. It provides a
variety of practical ideas that can help you support students as they choose top-
ics for nonfiction writing assignments.
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In Nonfiction Writers Dig Deep: 50 Award-Winning Children’s Book Authors Share the Secret
of Engaging Writing, some of today’s most celebrated writers for children share essays that
describe a critical part of the informational writing process that is often left out of classroom
instruction. To craft engaging nonfiction, professional writers choose topics that fascinate
them and explore concepts and themes that reflect their passions, personalities, beliefs,
and experiences in the world. By scrutinizing the information they collect to make their own
personal meaning, they create distinctive books that delight as well as inform. In addition
to essays from mentor authors, Nonfiction Writers Dig Deep includes a wide range of tips,
tools, teaching strategies, and activity ideas from editor Melissa Stewart to help students
(1) choose a topic, (2) focus that topic by identifying a core idea, theme, or concept, and
(3) analyze their research to find a personal connection. By adding a piece of themselves to

their drafts, students will learn to craft rich, unique prose.
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Melissa Stewart has written more than 180 science books for children. Her highly regarded

website features a rich array of nonfiction writing resources: www.melissa-stewart.com/.
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