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Authors in Action: Cynthia Leitich Smith 
 
 Cynthia Leitich Smith has published a variety of children’s books including 
the picture book, Jingle Dancer (HarperCollins, 2000), a novel, Rain Is Not    My 
Indian Name (HarperCollins, 2001), and a collection of short stories, Indian Shoes 
(HarperCollins, 2002), all of which reflect contemporary Native American life. She 
has also authored short stories for various anthologies and a young adult gothic 
fantasy novel, Tantalize (Candlewick, 2007), among other works. In addition, Leit-
ich Smith hosts a major Web site at http://www.cynthialeitichsmith.com, which 
features extensive children’s literature resources such as reader/teacher guides for 
her books, stories about her writing life, a schedule of events such as school visits 
(both real and cyber), as well as a broad range of thematic bibliographies, an al-
phabetical listing of other author and illustrator Web sites and biographies, infor-
mation about state and national book awards, and tips for aspiring writers.  Her 
Web site which contains over 400 pages has become so successful, it now attracts 
1.6 million visitors a year. More recently, she launched a blog at http://cynthi-
aleitichsmith .blogspot.com/. This “Cynsations” blog was recently named one of 
the two most read blogs in children's literature (along with Roger Sutton's “Read 
Roger”) by the Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators (SCBWI) in its 
regular "To Market" column. She recently spoke at the “Master Class” for teachers 
of children’s literature at the annual convention of the National Council of Teach-
ers of English and her remarks appear in “From Charlotte’s Web to the World Wide 
Web: The Impact of the Internet on the Field of Children’s Literature” in The Master 
Class in the Teaching of Children’s Literature (Bedford and Albright, 2008). Here is a 
summary of her observations about authors, readers, and technology.  
 

Authors on the Web:  
Cynthia Leitich Smith 

 
Cynthia Leitich Smith contends that the Internet fosters community, specifically 

community among readers and writers. She suggests envisioning a humorous image of 
an author working alone in a garret and described how, in her own experience as an au-
thor, this image is completely false. “Authors,” according to Leitich Smith, “are big com-
municators,” and the Internet has vastly increased their opportunities for communica-
tion. This includes venues for communicating with other authors in order to find writing 
resources and to establish mentor/mentee relationships. Leitich Smith herself joined a 
listserv of children’s authors hoping to find a mentor to guide her decisions about pub-
lishing as a business, and has been fortunate to be mentored—through the Internet—by 
author Jane Kurtz (http://www.janekurtz.com). 

In turn, Leitich Smith is currently mentoring three authors in Texas, California, 
and New York via email and the World Wide Web. Electronic messaging allows her to 
encourage these emerging authors to “keep going,” and offers Leitich Smith a chance to 
tell them, “I believe in you.” In addition to offering encouragement, which Leitich Smith 
believes is crucial to authors, the Internet allows authors to critique manuscripts for one 
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another at a rapid pace. She will sometimes review the same picture book manuscript for 
one of her mentees 16 or 17 times in one weekend, a feat that would simply not be possi-
ble without technology. 

One of the aspects of Internet communication Leitich Smith especially appreciates 
as an author is the ability to correspond with readers. Specifically, she is gratified at the 
heartfelt responses to her work she has received from teenage girls. Not only are these 
young readers given an opportunity to communicate with authors an opportunity that 
was very limited in the past, but the author herself is able to validate the reactions of the 
reader, and to tell the reader, “Thank you for reading, thank you for caring about this 
book.” 

More broadly, Leitich Smith contends that the Internet allows teachers and librar-
ians to plan virtual visits with an author for an entire class or group. Through instant 
messaging, children are able to communicate directly with an author about his or her 
work and often form interpersonal, one-on-one connections with the author as result. 
Procedures for arranging virtual author visits can be found on Leitich Smith’s Web site, 
and she believes that personal connections formed as a result of these visits help convey 
the message to technology-savvy, but reluctant readers that technology and literature can 
be a cooperative venture. 

Leitich Smith’s young adult novel, Rain is not My Indian Name, is one of the 
first 'tweener books that featured the Internet as a major plot component. In the novel, 
the main character, Rain, creates a memorial on the World Wide Web to honor her best 
friend, Galen, who has died. Through email, she is also able to correspond with her absent 
mentor/grandfather. Leitich Smith noted that portraying Internet-friendly Native Ameri-
can characters cut against the false stereotype of Native people as primitives, something 
she also accomplishes by being a Native American author with an online presence. Cyn-
thia Leitich Smith urges everyone to take advantage of the opportunities offered by tech-
nology to nurture connections among readers, writers, educators, and parents—opportu-
nities which so many young people are already pursuing. 
 


