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Introduction

My first literacy coach, Pat Werner, placed books by some of the greats 
in my hands when I was a new classroom teacher. I’m fortunate she 
introduced me to the writings of Eve Bunting, Donald Crews, Angela 
Johnson, Patricia Polacco and Cynthia Rylant during my first year. I 
quickly became obsessed with mentor texts, referring to the authors 
by their first names when I used their writing as examples during my 
mini-lessons and conferences.
 I disseminated literacy interviews to my soon-to-be year fives 
in 2006. I asked them what they had learned about writing from 
reading. One of my questions was:

Have you learned anything about writing from the books someone 
has read to you or you have read yourself? What have you learned? 
What is the best book you know that shows kids something about 
good writing?

All (That’s right, all thirty-two!) of my students claimed they had 
learned nothing about being a better writer from reading books. I was 
stunned because they had a reputation for being voracious readers. 
Once I calmed down, I became determined to help these students 
read like writers.
 That same year, I began my second year of studies in the literacy 
specialist program at Columbia University’s Teachers College, which 
meant I had to start a Master’s Action Research Project. I chose to 
embark on a yearlong journey to determine how mentor texts (pub-
lished writing, my own writing and other students’ writing) could lift 
the level of my students’ writing. I began reading picture books to my 
year fives, who were initially unenthusiastic since they insisted pic-
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ture books were for babies. By the middle of the school year, however, 
my class of voracious readers had come around. They recognised the 
rich language and beauty that picture books offer. They began to ask 
“Can I borrow ________ because I like the way … ” or to say things 
like “I’d like to use ________ as a mentor text because I like the way 
the writer writes.” My year fives completed their year-end writing 
self-evaluations. Many said they had learned more about writing by 
studying mentor texts, specifically picture books. I celebrated because 
I had invested a lot of sweat equity in my effort to transform their 
views about picture books.
 I continued to collect picture books – new releases and older titles 
colleagues recommended – so I could serve as a purveyor of them for 
my students. But something else changed the way I thought about 
reading-writing connections. When I studied with Lucy Calkins at 
the 2008 Summer Institute for the Teaching of Writing, she said, 
“If you want to be clear, use more words.” Calkins was referring to 
the way we talk with kids about mentor texts. She believed it was 
important to refrain from using jargon (e.g. “show, don’t tell”) when 
teaching kids how to make reading-writing connections. If children 
are going to internalise what we’re teaching them, Calkins asserted, 
then we have to use more words – meaningful words – when we 
teach them how to carry out a craft move. Saying more helps students 
to develop true understanding.
 That summer, I also learned that you could use one book for 
many purposes. No longer would I need to have a slew of mentor 
texts for every unit of study. Instead, Calkins helped me realise I 
could know a few books well and use those to teach a variety of craft 
moves to young writers in the following ways:

1. By talking about my interaction with a particular part of the text 
in a step-by-step way.

2. By pointing out what kinds of writerly choices the author made 
and why I think the author chose to write/craft in a particular 
way.

3. By naming the move the writer made in a way that will help stu-
dents understand this craft move as it applies beyond the piece 
of writing we’re looking at together (i.e. teach the writer, not the 
writing) in a whole sentence, not just with a term or some buz-
zwords (e.g. the “show, don’t tell” power craft move) (Shubitz 
2008)
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 This approach changed the way I used mentor texts with my stu-
dents. I became more explicit in my explanations, which helped my 
students to understand what I wanted them to do as writers, not just 
on the text they were writing that day, but also on future texts they 
would compose.
 A few years later, I taught a postgraduate course titled Children’s 
Literature in Teaching Writing. The capstone project for the course, 
which each student had to complete, was a set of lessons for an 
exemplary picture book that could serve as a mentor text in writing 
workshop. Each of my postgraduate students selected a picture book 
they admired and mined it for multiple craft moves they could teach 
young writers in one-to-one writing conferences or small-group les-
sons. The purpose of this assignment was twofold: First, my post-
graduate students left the course with a teaching tool they could use 
with their students. Second, and more importantly, I wanted them to 
see how knowing one text really well could allow them to teach many 
lessons to their young writers.
 I shared some of my postgrad students’ lesson sets with my 
mentor Mary Napoli, who encouraged me to share my thinking 
about using one book to teach multiple things with a wider audience. 
Napoli realised the power of having just a few mentor texts with 
multiple teaching possibilities that teachers knew really well. With 
her encouragement, I started writing this book.

Don’t Teach Writing Alone
Mentor texts are samples of exemplary writing we can study during 
writing workshops. Teachers use mentor texts to teach students 
how to lift the level of their writing. “Mentor texts help writers 
notice things about an author’s work that is not like anything they 
might have done before, and empower them to try something new” 
(Dorfman and Cappelli 2007, 3). Mentor texts can be books, short 
stories, articles, letters and so on. Basically any text that can teach 
students how to write well can serve as a mentor text.
 I initially learned how to teach students to read like a writer from 
Katie Wood Ray. In Wondrous Words (1999), Ray says there are five 
parts to reading like a writer:

1. Notice something about the craft of the text.
2. Talk about it and make a theory about why a writer might use this craft.
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3. Give the craft a name.
4. Think of other texts you know. Have you seen this craft before?
5. Try and envision using this craft in your own writing. (120)

 Some teachers encourage students to dissect mentor texts in 
an effort to glean as much as possible from the writing. Yet over-
studying a text can extract the joy from reading like a writer. Ralph 
Fletcher (2011) encourages kids to unpack texts, which means reading 
once for pleasure and at least once for craft. After talking about the 
craft with their teacher and their peers, students can interact with the 
text by annotating it, marking surprising things, circling words or 
phrases they like, or underlining sentences they admire. From there, 
Fletcher encourages students to:

• Make a copy of the writing and put it in your writer’s notebook.
• Copy a sentence or short section of the piece in your writer’s 

notebook, maybe mentioning why you chose it.
• Share it with a friend, zooming in on one part or craft element 

you really liked.
• “Write off the text” – that is, create a similar piece of your own. 

(13)

Allow your students to be inspired by texts prior to using them in 
small-group lessons. This will help increase their engagement and 
willingness to try out a specific craft move that you think will benefit 
them as writers.
 Katie Wood Ray advises teachers to select mentor texts to help 
their students reach higher as writers. She states:

The bottom line for why I select the text is that I see something in 
how that text is written which would be useful to my students to 
also see. I see something about the text that holds potential for my 
students’ learning. I am looking for texts that have something in 
them or about them that can add to my students’ knowledge base of 
how to write well. (1999, 188)

Student writing will only be as good as the mentor texts we share 
with our students. It’s paramount to choose texts that will meet 
students where they’re standing and guide them to grow as writers.
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About the Twenty Books I’ve Selected
Picture books, by their very nature, are short. Most contain thirty-
two pages worth of outstanding writing, which makes them ripe for 
classroom use. I used picture books with my year four and five stu-
dents. Although some of them initially thought picture books were 
immature, they grew to recognise the richness of the writing and 
embraced them as mentor texts. I believe picture books should be 
used as writing mentors in the upper primary year levels just as much 
as they’re used in the lower primary years, because many include 
sophisticated language, structures and plotlines, while also providing 
the visual supports some upper primary school students still need.
 All students deserve to read mirror books, in which they see 
themselves, and window books, in which they learn about others 
(Bishop 1990). This means teachers must have books that represent 
a variety of religions, races and sexual orientations in mentor-text 
baskets during all months of the year, not just in those with special 
designations.
 I spent much of 2014 and 2015 reading hundreds of picture 
books and selected those I thought would help students to learn craft 
moves that they could add to their writing repertoire. All the books I 
selected have been published since 2010. I’ve included books written 
by well-known, award-winning authors, as well as books written by 
emerging authors.

We Need Mentors
In “Using Authors as Mentors”, Aimee Buckner writes:

As my students and I get to know each other as readers and 
writers, I share with them the things I do as a reader and a writer. 
For example, I tell them about my mentors. I have mentors for 
teaching, mentors for parenting and mentors for writing. We 
discuss what a mentor is and how mentors can help them become 
better readers and writers. (1999, 7)

 Everyone – adults and kids alike – needs to have at least one 
writing mentor. These may be people we know personally or authors 
we’ve never met but whose writing we know intimately. Either one 
is okay.
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Teaching Small Groups
Columbia University’s Teachers College Reading and Writing Project 
recommends four types of instruction for writing workshop: dem-
onstration, guided practice, explanation and example, and inquiry. 
Lucy Calkins (2013) likens the four methods for teaching writing 
to the way adults teach young children how to put on their shoes. 
Demonstrating would include narrating a step-by-step process for 
putting on shoes. For guided practice, an adult would help a child go 
through the process of putting on shoes while also providing direc-
tions of what to do with each foot and each shoe as they go along. 
For explanation and example, the adult might give the child a lecture 
about how to put on the shoe by telling and possibly showing the 
child how to do it. The adult might share some tips along the way, but 
overall, there’s a lot of prep work the adult must do to make sure the 
verbal explanation and visual examples of putting on shoes makes 
sense. Finally, for inquiry, the adult might ask the child to figure 
out how the shoe got on his foot. The adult would ask questions to 
engage the child until he could accurately explain how he got the 
shoe on his foot.
 Figure 4.3 shows how I apply all four methods of instruction rec-
ommended by Teachers College to mentor texts. You will notice all 
these elements in the lesson sets featured in this book. However, most 
of the small-group craft lessons I’ve included show explanation and 
example. You will name a craft move for students and show them 
how the authors made the move in their books. Then, you will invite 
students to practise the craft move in their own writing. Although 
some students might need you to “whisper in” – to provide them 
with lean-in prompts or immediate feedback – while they’re writing, 
most will be able to try out the technique on their own because you 
will have shown them at least two examples from the text.

Figure 4.3
This chart shows how to 
apply the Teachers College 
Reading and Writing Project’s 
recommended instruction for 
writing workshop to mentor 
texts.

Demonstration:

Teachers show students 
how to try out a craft 
move in a step-by-step 
manner.

Guided Practice:

Teachers coach 
students using lean-in 
prompts as they try out 
a craft move in their 
own writing.

Explanation and 
Example:

Teachers show students 
an example of a craft 
move an author 
made and provide an 
explanation of how to 
make that move.

Inquiry:

Teachers invite students 
to study a text with 
them, which enables 
students to discover the 
craft, name what they 
noticed and transfer it 
to their own writing.
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