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henever I visit schools to talk about writing books, kids
inevitably ask what inspires me to write.
It’s a question with a thousand answers.
I write because there are mountains and snowflakes and snakes with
gorgeous patterns on their skin, because children are honest and funny
and true, because the world is stunningly beautiful and painful, all at once.
But beyond all of that, I write because of the books I read growing up.
Being a reader made me want to be a writer. I wanted to be part
of that magic, spinning characters out of thin air, building escapes for
myself, portals to worlds that were infinitely more interesting than the
small town where I grew up.
You’d think that finding writing mentors in that sleepy town might
have been a challenge, but it wasn’t. I learned from the very best: Beverly
Cleary and Judy Blume. Neither was aware that she was mentoring a
strong-willed, “too full of energy” fourth grader, but that didn’t matter.
With Beezus and Ramona, Peter, and Fudge as their proxies, they taught
me how to make characters funny and real and imperfect, how to write
books that can make a reader laugh and cry. Their books taught me how
to read like a writer and how to find mentors on my own bookshelf.
J.K. Rowling’s Dumbledore may be every writer’s dream mentor, but
in the real world, mentoring usually happens in more casual ways. After
all, a mentorship can be as simple as finding someone who’s good at what
you want to do—whether that’s writing or mountain biking or knitting—
and asking that person to talk with you about it a little and show you
the ropes.
Kids are especially good at this. My middle school daughter has no
qualms about recruiting mentors for herself. She likes to hula-hoop and
once saw a college girl performing seemingly impossible tricks at a local
festival. My daughter walked up, waited until the girl saw her, and then
asked, “How are you doing that?” The young woman smiled, loaned my
daughter a hula-hoop, taught her a handful of cool tricks, and told her
where she could find more lessons online.
“How are you doing that?” Those are five powerful words that we
shouldn’t be afraid to ask. We can ask the question of people—and we
ix

can ask it of the books we read and love. When we read like writers, we
learn to experiment with new genres, forms, structures, and styles. We
learn to follow rules, but also to break them, to branch out and be brave
with our words.
As lifelong readers and writers, we know this to be true. And as
teachers, we must recognize that our very best resources for writing
instruction aren’t found in test prep programs or worksheets; they’re in
the books that we love as readers—the beloved stories we read growing
up and the brand new titles that we can’t wait to share with young readers
today. Voice and word choice are traits learned through the reading of
masters, and sentence structure is a skill better taught by J.K. Rowling
or Katherine Paterson than some workbook writer at a testing company.
Children and adults alike learn to write through reading.
Ruth’s new book, The Writing Thief, embraces that idea. Through
specific examples, it coaches educators in how to work with the very best
in children’s literature and beyond to teach our students how to steal—
how to borrow structures and styles, how to craft beautiful phrases, and
how to move readers of their own.
At the end of the day, a mentor is more than an instructor.
Dumbledore doesn’t just teach spells and share lemon drops; he leads
by example, challenges, and lights a fire. Reading great mentor texts
can provide that same inspiration for students, long after they leave the
classroom. They will not only read but also write throughout their lives.
They’ll write because they see beauty in the world, because they are
fighting for change, because they are angry or sad or joyful.
But mostly, they will write because they are readers.
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