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How to Have a Great 
Author Visit

I've been doing school author visits since the late 90's, and I’ve learned how to make 

them successful—for the author, for the students, and for the teachers and parents who 

take the time to bring me in. 

Why are school visits important?

I'm positive that if an author can fascinate a child during a school visit, we have a much 

better chance of converting that child into a reader, and possibly into a writer as well. 

During tough economic times it gets harder and schools tend to cut back. There are lots 

of places you can go to for subsidies and grants (see attached resources), but a school 

needs to be motivated to go after them. In these tough times I’ve offered discounts to 

schools that get me a second day at another nearby school. Lots of authors cut their 

fees or quote the previous year's honorarium to repeat “customers.”   It is possible to 

host an author, even when you're strapped.
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Usually authors who are new to presenting do one or two free gigs because they're 

learning. A good presentation takes a huge amount of preparation and knowledge for 

both the host as well as the author. If the presenter is good, then he or she is providing 

an important educational lesson. Frankly, I believe people value what they pay for and 

that goes for kids, too. If you can get kids involved in fundraising to bring in a presenter, 

not only are you teaching them about the value of books, reading, and writing, but they 

get a math lesson to boot! Finding the resources to provide a strong presenter is worth 

the effort.

Getting the Kids Invested

The most important element of a school visit is the connection of the author or illustrator 

to the kids. Here is how I look at it:

Scenario #1

Say you have this hand knit sweater with carved buttons and every time you wear it you 

feel like perfection itself. You go to a party one night and start talking to the woman 

standing next to the guacamole. “What do you do?” you ask. She tells you, “I hand knit 

sweaters and then carve the buttons.” You would completely geek out on her, wouldn’t 

you? Kids are the same way about authors. If they know about your specific books, then 

you’re well on you way to a great visit.

Scenario #2
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You have no sweater that makes you feel like perfection itself, and you are at that same 

party and start talking to the guacamole lady. “What do you do?” you ask. She tells you, 

“I hand knit sweaters and then carve the buttons.” You’d say, “Oh, how nice,” and move 

on to the bean dip. There was no common ground going into this meeting, thus no 

connection.

My point is, if you—or in this case, the students—are invested in something beforehand, 

it will mean so much more. So do an author study prior to your guest's arrival. Kids who 

have made welcome posters for the author, read his or her books, emailed questions in 

advance, written fanfic based on the visitor's work, created question boxes left in the 

front hallway, filled out questionnaires, or whatever, will be invested even before your 

guest walks through the school's door. You will see the difference. “OMG! THE 

AUTHOR IS HERE!” The schools where the kids haven’t been prepared will be perfectly  

lovely, sure, but the kids’ reaction will be more like, “Oh, someone is visiting.” 

The aftereffect of a great school visit is the love of reading and, hopefully, writing, and 

getting the school to have a book sale greases those wheels. Though I’ve heard from a 

small handful of schools that they’re not allowed to have a book sale, I expect one. It’s 

even a requirement in my agreement letter. It’s not a financial motivation. Rather, I 

require it as a gateway to getting kids to love books. If they loved my visit and then own 
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a book I autographed and personalized to them, they will love that book. My hope is that 

love will ripple out so that they’ll treasure all books.

Note: not all kids can afford to buy a book. It’s for that reason I always bring something 

for the school to give to every child, whether it’s a bookmark, or I draw something the 

school can copy off and distribute. Ask your guest author - in advance - if he or she can 

do something similar.

For a seriously in-depth look at school visits, surf over to the website of school visit 

expert Alexis O’Neill. I also interviewed Alexis on my podcast, which you can listen to 

here. 
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Grant Resources

This is a very small list of what is available for the asking! I know it takes time and 

energy. But it's worth it!

AASL Innovative Reading Grant
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Adopt a Classroom

Donors Choose

©2012Kat ieDav is                                                                 katiedavis.com

PLEASE DO NOT DISTRIBUTE, COPY, OR SHARE THIS DOCUMENT 

http://www.adoptaclassroom.org/index.aspx
http://www.adoptaclassroom.org/index.aspx
http://www.donorschoose.org/
http://www.donorschoose.org/
http://www.katiedavis.com
http://www.katiedavis.com


8

Education World

ING Children's Education
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NCTE Elementary Grants

Teachers Network
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Fund for Teachers
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Author Visit Checklist
for the host with the most!

Today-ish

 Send author agreement letter and deposit, if requested

6 weeks before

Send home/email backpack flyer

Email your author directions and visit schedule for 
approval

5 weeks before

Send home book order form

4 weeks before

Send home book order form again

3 weeks before

Kids start reading author's books surfing his or her site, 
author studies are begun
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Order books for book sale if not already done

2.5 weeks before

Plaster school with kid-created posters all about the 
author (Have fun with this! Some poster suggestions 
might be: have the kids create pop quizzes on the author, 
list favorite foods or obscure facts, have a "write the 
alternative title" contest...)

Confirm that students are familiar with author's work and 
confirm receipt of books

Create display in library with author's books

Day before

Get extension cords and any other author-requested
tech support 

       Lunch: if you're having a potluck with teachers, remind            
         them; if you're going out to a restaurant, remind the   
         teachers, and call the restaurant for reservation;
         if you're ordering in, make sure to pick up the take 
         out menu to give to author at beginning of visit day.
!  
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O t h e r  g r e a t  s c h o o l  v i s i t  r e s o u r c e s

★ Kim Norman’s Authors by State list

★ C y n t h i a  L e i t i c h  S m i t h ’ s  s c h o o l  v i s i t  b o o k  l i s t

★ Verla Kay’s A Look at School Visits: Why Bother?

★ Toni Buzzeo and Jane Kurtz’s Terrific Connections

★  Sharron McElmeel’s Children’s Authors and Illustrators Too 
Good to Miss

★ Host a Jewish Book Author Site
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Host Notes
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