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Bryan, Ashley. Beautiful Blackbird. New York: Simon and Schuster, 2003.
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Daugherty, James. Andy and the Lion. New York: Viking Press, 1966.
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Bemelmans, Ludwig. Madeline. New York: Viking Press, 1967.
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McCloskey, Robert. Time of Wonder. New York: Viking Press, 1957.
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Keats, Ezra Jack. The Snowy Day. New York: Viking Press, 1963.
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Steig, William. Sylvester and the Magic Pebble. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1969.
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Brook Press, 2003.

Award-winning picture books throughout the decades exhibit a variety of themes, settings, and mediums balanced in ways that captivate children and adults of all ages. Through illustrations, readers gain a deeper meaning from the text and our feelings toward the characters and setting are heightened and enhanced by the combination of text and pictures. In many cases, picture books are multilevel, encouraging many meanings for young and old readers alike. Defined as the ability to “receive process, interact with, and respond to visual images,” visual literacy pertains to the many layers of information that is gathered from illustrations in picture books. 


The idea of character growth through an important lesson is portrayed in quite a few works of children’s literature. In Sylvester and the Magic Pebble, Steig’s main character is a donkey that finds a magic pebble and ends up wishing to be a rock in order to escape a hungry lion. Unfortunately, as a rock, he cannot hold the pebble to turn himself back into a donkey. His parents and town cannot find him, until one day, his parents decide to have a picnic and set up on the rock that is Sylvester. They wish to have him back, and he turns back into a donkey. Steig’s strong message to be happy with your life is strongly supported by the illustrations of Sylvester all alone and depressed in the form of a rock. The happy ending allows the reader to look back upon the character’s experience and reflect upon the enjoyment of life as it is. The last sentence in Hey, Al!, “Paradise lost is sometimes Heaven found” illustrates a common message and important lesson. The main characters, Al and his dog Eddie, are unhappy. They take an offer from a bird to go to an island to enjoy life. Soon, they begin to turn into birds and frantically make a quick escape from this looming fate. They make it home, and happily realize that life was good before. The lesson in these books is to be happy with where you are, and children have a hard time grasping that concept when there is always another toy to covet or so-called lack of excitement in their lives as they may often say, “I’m bored.” 

Authors and illustrators of picture books devote themselves to exploring common childhood experiences. Keats and Bryan exemplify this point while incorporating diversity and multiculturalism into their plots. Beautiful Blackbird tells a tale with rhyme of a flock of birds that want to be beautiful. Black is beautiful. They ask the blackbird to give them a touch of black, and the blackbird responds, “Just remember, whatever I do, I’ll be me and you’ll be you.” So often in childhood, and throughout life, people want to acquire the qualities or skills of people around them. This story, with cut paper collage illustrations, shows that as an individual, being unique is important in a society where many people yearn to be the same. Kids can also identify with four-year old Peter in Keats’, The Snowy Day. Set in the city, Peter sets out to play in to snow, making snow angels, creating tracks, and sliding down hills. He realizes though, as many children do, that he is too small to be in a snowball fight with the big kids as he gets knocked down by a snowball hitting his stomach in one particular illustration. These two books, in addition to having experiences kids can relate to, also contribute to children’s understanding of diversity through the main character’s cultural roots.

 
Authors and illustrators may incorporate a dominant setting into their literature. Bemelmens illustrates a variety of scenes in Madeline, a rhyming story about a strong little girl that gets her appendix taken out. When her friends visit her, they see all of the flowers and get-well gifts that Madeline received. Then, they too, ironically, want to get their appendix out. Throughout the story, Paris is depicted through incredible illustrations of the Eiffel Tower, The Opera, The Pace Vendome, The Hotel des Invalides, Notre Dame, The Gardens at Luxembourg, Sacre Couer, and the Tuileries Gardens facing the Louvre. Children, with their sense of wonder about the world and surroundings, would be positively affected by seeing all of the beauties of Paris throughout this book. Closer to home, they may relate to the beach setting and storm in McCloskey’s Time to Wonder. Vividly depicted with ocean hues of blues, grays, and sunshine yellows, McCloskey employs illustrations and adjectives to immerse his reader into the setting. Repetition reinforces the happiness at the seashore such as, “And suddenly you find that you are singing too, With the blue water sparkling all around, all around, With the blue water sparking all around!” (18) Later, as a hurricane whips through the island, the author and illustrator depict a whirling scene of chaos beginning with, “A tree snaps…A latch gives way. People and papers and Parcheesi games are puffed hair-over-eyes across the floor…” (46) The illustration shows everything blowing around in the living rooms, including people’s hair and objects everywhere until the father gets the door closed against the wind. This would be a great book to use for a mini-lesson on vivid settings and how important setting the scene is for writers to connect with their readers.

An element that draws attention of many children is the aspect of risk-taking and adventure. So often, children are torn between following rules in school and at home, and following their need for excitement, imagination, and spontaneity. In Andy and the Lion, Daugherty’s illustrations alone could tell the story. Although monochromatic, the movement and expression of the characters add much excitement to this unpredictable tale of a boy that reads about, and then runs into, a lion. After a startle, he helps the lion out and eventually has a joyous reunion with the lion at the circus. Sentences flow and continue from one page to the next, building suspense throughout the read. Also incredibly suspenseful and full of risk, The Man Who Walked Between the Towers by Gerstein, illustrates and tells the story of Philippe Petit who tightrope walked between the Twin Towers in New York in 1974. Ink and oil paintings from various perspectives illustrate the man who daringly set up a tightrope between the Twin Towers as they were being built. His determination is highlighted by two three-page fold outs of his feat from two different perspectives. Sure to illicit joy on the hearts of children with their sense of adventure, this determined character also helps us remember the tragedy that occurred at the World Trade Center in 2001.  Along the same storyline, Mirette on the High Wire by McCully tells a story of overcoming fear. Bellini, a famous tightrope walker, is staying at the boardinghouse where Mirette resides. She is persistent and teaches herself how to tightrope walk with the eventual help of Bellini. When word gets out that Bellini is now afraid to walk the tightrope, Mirette repays his kindness by helping him overcome his fear. Children may enjoy this story because it is empowering to young people. When Mirette helps out, she not only shows perseverance, but the notion that even young people have the power to take control of their own adventures and become young teachers.


Today’s children would respond positively to books with vivid illustrations and inspiring story lines such as these and other Caldecott and Coretta Scott King Award Winners. Teachers can utilize strong aspects of each book to model, evaluate, and promote quality literature. Here, I come to realize that I rarely ask students to accompany their writing with illustrations. This may be a mistake due to the evident strength of pictures in connecting and enriching written text. Through read alouds and other exposure to books with important lessons, descriptive settings, a sense of adventure, and childhood experiences, students will have a better understanding of what to incorporate into their pieces of writing. They will be empowered as young authors. 
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