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Author John Coy in  
the Classroom

Keep ’em Reading •

Grades 
3–5

An informal poll asking children’s authors 
and illustrators how they conduct presenta-
tions to young folks at school and library 

visits showed a variety of methods of interaction. 
Many authors share their stories of how they first 
published and read selections from their latest 
works. Many show various stages of manuscript 
revisions. Some go straight to a Q & A session. 
Illustrators often show drafts of their artwork and 
talk about how the pictures are laid out with the 
text. John Coy, author of many picture books and 
sports-related chapter books, does something 
unique. Coy works with fifth graders and has them 
help him edit his manuscripts. 

Coy was already a successful picture book and 
young adult author when he decided to write for 
upper elementary and middle school students. His 
first picture book, Night Driving, was a Cooperative 
Children’s Book Center Choice as well as winner 
of the Ridgway Award for outstanding debut in the 
world of picture books. He has four more picture 
books on the market and two young adult titles 
(see the bibliography below).

Coy realized that to write for upper elemen-
tary and middle school students, he needed to 
immerse himself in their world. He wanted to 
work with this age to find out what stories the 
kids told each other. And what better way than 
to spend hours with them in schools? Coy has 
worked the last four years with fifth graders, teach-
ers Dan Dudley and Kim Coleman, and principal 
Sally Solday at Echo Park Elementary School in 
Burnsville, Minnesota; and fifth graders, teachers 
Matt Wigdahl and Cheryl Lawrence, and principal 
Kim Hill at Flynn Elementary School in Eau Claire, 
Wisconsin (Coy’s hometown). Although there was 
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strong support from the teachers and their respec-
tive administrators, Coy initially worried that the 
project might not be a good idea, that he would 
lose his way and the whole experience would be 
too time-consuming. Instead, he found it to be 
invaluable. 

In the classrooms, the teachers introduced 
Coy and told the students that they were going to 
help the author revise his own manuscript. “This is 
an incredible opportunity,” they said. At the same 
time, the kids were going to learn the importance 
of the revision process. That first year, the students 
and Coy worked on the first book in the 4 for 4 
series, Top of the Order. The other titles in the series 
were edited during subsequent years with new  
students. 

Students were given excerpts of Coy’s manu-
scripts to look over and mark. Their instructions 
were to go ahead and cross out and add anything 
they wanted. Coy was initially surprised to see how 

“The Kids Grounded Me on What  
It’s Like to Be Ten Years Old”
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reluctant the kids were to cross out anything on 
a typed manuscript. “The boys,” Coy said, “were 
more cautious than the girls.” Once the kids got 
over their initial hesitation, though, they dove into 
the project. Any one class could provide Coy with 
hundreds of revision suggestions, some small and 
some significant.

For example, when Coy’s fifth grade characters 
ate Fritos corn chips, students told him that kids 
today are more likely to eat Flamin’ Hot Cheetos. 
Another small edit the students voted on was to 
a scene in which Coy’s characters took a nap at 
camp. No way would they take a nap! they said, 
so Coy had to find another activity for his char-
acters. The students also gave Coy feedback on 
his characters’ names. They loved brainstorming 
names they considered “hot” but that Coy never 
would have considered, such as Sydney and Ruby, 
and one class gave a thumbs-down to the name 
Angelica, stating that it had bad connotations with 
the Rugrats character.

Coy’s involvement with the students expanded 
the youngsters’ notions of where books come from. 
Teachers loved that the kids saw value in revisions 
and in spending so much time on them, and that 
students were able to see that the things they strug-
gled with as young writers were the same things 
that professional authors face. The kids learned the 
value of crossing out words and phrases to make 
changes for the better. They also learned what 
editors do, sometimes catching details that edi-
tors missed. One student noticed on a book cover 
draft that the batter wasn’t actually holding the 
bat! Coy’s editor, Liz Szabla, even traveled to Echo 

Park Elementary once and engaged with the kids, 
something she says she rarely does as an editor. 
Teacher Matt Wigdahl called the annual experience 
“invaluable,” and Dan Dudley remarked, “This is 
the best thing I’ve ever experienced in 25 years of 
teaching.”

Once each book was published, the students 
who had worked on it (and who had moved on to 
sixth grade) returned to their elementary schools 
for a mini-publication party. The publisher pro-
vided free copies of the book for everybody.

For Coy, too, the experience was invaluable. 
The kids came up with stories and insights beyond 
what he would have imagined. Also, the time spent 
together helped bridge the gap between what kids 
are saying and thinking and what adults think they 
are saying and thinking. Coy concludes, “The kids 
grounded me on what it’s like to be ten years old. 
The kids’ sense of story became strong. They took 
ownership of the project. They came away from the 
experience learning that revision is hard work but 
it makes the story better and better and better.” 

John Coy’s Step-by-Step Revision Instruction
When John Coy isn’t soliciting advice from fifth 
graders, he’s still teaching them about revision. 
Last spring I had the opportunity to watch the 
author work with Matt Wigdahl’s class at Flynn 
Elementary in Eau Claire, Wisconsin. Instructors 
working with young authors can use this same 
mode of instruction. 

The kids sat in a circle on the floor. Coy joined 
them at their level and asked, “What is one thing 
you shouldn’t do to books?” The answer he sup-
plied was, “Don’t deface them by writing in them.” 
But there is an exception, he said, and that’s when 
you get to write your autograph in your own book. 
“That’s one of the coolest things about being an 
author.” He encouraged the kids to believe that this 
can be a reality for them.

The kids returned to their desks, and Coy 
talked about the importance of revision. “What 
does revision mean to you?” he asked. Responses 
included correcting, adding stuff, and taking out 
parts you don’t want. Coy broke down the word: 
re-vision. “Re” means to do it again, and “vision” 
means to look. “You’ll notice new things.”

Coy asked the kids to close their eyes, and he 
gave them a practice sentence. “The boy ran down 
the street.” He had them open their eyes and think 
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about the boy. “Tell me one thing.” One student 
replied that the boy had on a red shirt, so the class 
worked more on that aspect of the sentence. “What 
else?” The boy had the number five on the back of 
the shirt. “What else?” The red shirt had black let-
ters that spelled out “Team Edward” on the front. 
Coy moved on. “Tell me why he was running.” The 
class continued this line of brainstorming a bit lon-
ger, and then Coy had them take out a clean piece 
of paper. 

The students’ next assignment was to write 
something that described a special time they spent 
with an adult. They were given five minutes to 
write. Coy offered prompts: “What sounds do you 
hear? How do you feel? How does the adult feel?” 
Between each prompt, the kids had time to write 
more, think of more details, cross out sections of 
their writing, and add new words and phrases. 
Coy encouraged them to continue to work on their 
drafts and come up with new ideas. “Look at your 
beginning. How can you make it more interesting? 
Look at your conclusion. Some books seem like the 
author got tired by the end of the book. How can 
you make the ending more interesting?” The whole 
process took about an hour.

Coy finally asked the kids, “Who is happy with 
their story right now? Who’s semi-satisfied? Who’s 
not happy with it? That’s okay, if you’re not entirely 
happy with it. Revise and revise and revise until 
you are satisfied.” He concluded by sharing the 
following formula about his own writing: “When 
I write, I spend about 1 percent of my time writ-
ing the first draft, just getting my thoughts down. 
I spend about 97 percent of my writing time on 
revision. The final 2 percent is for editing, like 
checking the spelling. Look at the middle percent-
age—97 percent on revision. Hard work? Yes. 
Worth it? You bet!”

John Coy Bibliography

4 for 4 Series
•	 Top of the Order. Feiwel and Friends, 2009.
 When a fifth-grade boys’ baseball team needs 

a second baseman, there are mixed reactions 
when a girl competes for the role.

•	 Eyes on the Goal. Feiwel and Friends, 2010.
 The boys from Top of the Order attend sum-

mer soccer camp together but are soon sepa-
rated by their respective skill levels.

•	 Love of the Game. Feiwel and Friends, 2011.
 Jackson is trying to get used to middle school 

and plans to join the school’s football team, but 
not all of his friends are sure they will.

•	 Take Your Best Shot. Feiwel and Friends, 2012.
 In the last of the 4 for 4 series, the focus turns 

to the school basketball team.

Picture Books
•	 Night Driving. Illustrated by Peter McCarty. 

Holt, 1996. 
 A boy takes a car trip through the night with 

his father, heading out west to the mountains.
•	 Strong to the Hoop. Illustrated by Leslie Jean-

Bart. Lee and Low, 1999.
 Young James is invited to play a neighborhood 

basketball game with older players.
•	 Vroomaloom Zoom. Illustrated by Joe Cepeda. 

Crown, 2000.
 Carmela and Dad take a car trip that quickly 

leaves reality and becomes a fun fantasy ride.
•	 Two Old Potatoes and Me. Illustrated by Carolyn 

Fisher. Knopf, 2003.
 A little girl and her father cut up two old pota-

toes and plant the pieces in the garden.
•	 Around the World. Illustrated by Antonio 

Reonegro and Tom Lynch. Lee and Low, 2003.
 Basketball action takes place in ten locations 

around the world.

Young Adult
•	 Crackback. Scholastic, 2005.
 High school football star Miles struggles under 

the new coach’s direction. 
•	 Box Out. Scholastic, 2008.
 High school basketball player Liam loves play-

ing but feels his coach is wrong by leading the 
school team in prayers.
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Rob Reid’s own talents are in storytelling and writ-
ing, not on the dance floor—repeat: not on the dance 
floor. Rob’s latest book is Welcome to Storytime: 
The Art of Story Program Planning (UpstartBooks, 
2012). Contact Rob through his website at www. 
rapnrob.com.


