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Providing a Plethora of Possibilities
JUDI MOREILLON

tions are essential to the story’s meaning. . . . In a true

picturebook, the illustrations are integral to the reader’s
experience of the book and the story would be diminished or
confusing without the illustrations.”* Readers may agree with
this definition, but that is not the end of the conversation.
Picturebook readers continue to engage in discussions in the
library world and children’s literature field about the audiences
for, formats of, and uses of picturebooks in the literacy lives of
readers, listeners, and viewers.

P icturebooks are books in which both words and illustra-

Young Audiences for Picturebooks

Many picturebooks are created expressly for a young reader-
ship. Reading to babies from birth is a critical way to help
a child’s brain form the connections that support cognitive
development.? As the child grows, picturebooks offer ideal
read-aloud experiences that develop familial bonds and liter-
acy routines as well as a child’s vocabulary, enjoyment of books,
and readiness for schooling.® Picturebooks are a cornerstone
of PLA/ALSC’s Every Child Ready to Read 2nd Edition program
that provides youth librarians, early childhood specialists, pre-
school teachers, childcare providers, and others with research-
based practices that can help young children develop emergent
reader skills.
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Picturebook authors, illustrators, and designers can create
books that maximize the impact of a page turn by building
suspense and leaving clues to foreshadow the print and illustra-
tions on the next page. Clever word play and other surprising
elements in print and illustrations also stretch story listeners’
independent cognitive abilities and engage them in enriching
literacy experiences.

For example, an older sibling can model fluent reading while
engaging her brother in interactive conversations related to
the book’s print and illustrations. Picturebooks and wordless
picturebooks are ideal for dialogic reading in which the more
proficient reader engages the child in making meaning by ask-
ing open-ended questions about the print and images. This
process develops children’s ability to express themselves orally
and make personal meaning from the text.

Word Count and Book Length

A picturebook’s word count or page length can be a factor for
families that struggle to make time for a daily read-aloud or
bedtime story. Many picturebook publishers have responded
to today’s family pressures by reducing the number of words
in the text or by keeping to a strict thirty-two pages. Childcare
providers and library-based storytime readers may also reach
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Teacher Kathi Stalzer and school librarian Debra LaPlante at
Saints Simon and Jude Cathedral School in Phoenix, Arizona, co-
teaching a strategy lesson with fourth-grade students.

for shorter books. They may believe these selections will more
easily hold the interest of an audience of young children who
may have varied read-aloud experiences. However, “children’s
willingness to listen to stories grows with experience, which
may result in a younger child who has been read to regularly
having a much longer attention span than an older child with
no story experience.”

Many parents and members of the general public think young
children are the sole audience for picturebooks. Others real-
ize there are multiple audiences for these texts. For example,
researchers have studied how family literacy is portrayed in
picturebooks and have found a tension between reading as
a pleasurable parent-child experience and reading as paren-
tal “work”—another task in a long list of childrearing tasks.
Picturebooks can also carry positive messages to the more pro-
ficient reader peer or adult reader that promote a love of books
and reading. Reading picturebooks with young children can be a
joyful family bonding experience that plays an important part in
a child’s development. Evaluating and choosing picturebooks to
share with others requires a close examination of the book itself
as well as knowledge of the book’s intended audience and use.

Visual Literacy

The ability to make meaning from images is an essential
twenty-first-century skill. Visual images dominate access to
ideas and information via the screens that are all-pervasive in
daily life. In addition, researchers estimate that people with typ-
ical vision process 80 to 85 percent of their perception, learning,
cognition, and activities through vision. Many school librarians,
reading specialists, and classroom teachers use picturebooks
to teach visual literacy. “The illustrations in picturebooks often
contain the details regarding setting, tone, and characters, and
so children need to be able to use the visual elements as well
as the literacy elements to create meaning and analyze a text.”®

In a recent Children & Libraries article, Jennifer Gibson wrote,
“The visual sophistication of the author’s/illustrator’s work
allows readers of all ages to interpret the story for themselves,
whether orally, in writing, or in a different form of creative
response.”” Readers can explore how the media and style illus-
trators choose impact readers’ responses to the story or infor-
mation. In addition to the illustrations, researchers Thomas
Phinney and Lesley Colabucci suggest that the typography
of a picturebook can support the print, enhance the tone of
the story, accurately reflect the historical time period, or even
detract from the book’s themes or authenticity.® Today’s print-
ing techniques support the creative use of typography to add
visual interest as well as meaning to the story.

Reading Comprehension and Inquiry Learning

Picturebooks are also ideal for reading comprehension strategy
lessons. Rather than select a passage from a longer work or use
an excerpt found in a textbook, many educators use these com-
plete, authentic texts and align them with content-area curricu-
lum, such as science and social studies. They carefully select
picturebooks that provide a complete set of story elements.
Picturebooks that present a complete story arc with character
development and thought-provoking themes can be ideal as
mentor texts for strategy instruction.

In reading comprehension strategy instruction, educators use
the mentor text to model the strategy for the learners. Educators
think aloud while reading the text. They can share connections,
questions, or confusions that go through their minds while they
are engaged with a text. Picturebooks allow educators to model
the strategy and give students opportunities to practice it with
in a relatively short timeframe.

Informational picturebooks that present topical information in
a narrative format support developing readers as they transi-
tion to books with text features such as tables of contents, head-
ings and subheadings, glossaries, and indexes. Many of today’s
topical informational books are creatively illustrated. Although
the books are not usually shelved with picturebooks, illustrators
of these nonfiction texts do indeed use art to convey a large
percentage of the information in these books.

Picturebooks can also be used as inquiry invitations for stu-
dents of any age. Cyndi Giorgis and Lettie Albright note pic-
turebook read-alouds can stimulate engaging discussions and
critical thinking among secondary school readers and offer
them an entry point into knowledge in content-area learning.’
Tom Bober notes a picturebook about women'’s suffrage such
as Mara Roclliff’s book Around America to Win the Vote: Two
Suffragists, a Kitten, and 10,000 Miles can launch an investi-
gation into the struggle for the Nineteenth Amendment.!® To
deepen learning experience, this true story can be paired with
primary sources, including historical newspaper articles found
in databases.
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Making Meaning as Discovery

When students and educators enter into a dialogue with the
text’s author and illustrator, they can individually and collec-
tively discover “truths” and develop theories about how the
world works. The text questioning strategy called Question
the Author, or QtA, is one way for readers to deepen their
understandings of texts.!! This strategy is designed to increase
readers’ engagement with the text and activate their sense
of discovery. With QtA, readers learn to deconstruct the writ-
er’s craft and share authority with the author and illustrator
through questioning and interpreting text. When readers ask
why an author uses a particular genre to convey ideas, they
learn more about the choices writers make when they compose
a text. When readers question authors’ word choice and illus-
trators’ images, they learn how picturebook creators use words
and images to set a tone for the story and evoke a particular
mood in the reader.

The meaningful connections readers make with texts position
them to use these texts as a springboard for critical thinking,
problem solving, and taking action. While making meaning
is essential for developing reading proficiency, creative and
thoughtful educators promote a sense of discovery in students’
interactions with picturebook texts. When teaching compre-
hension strategies, educators engage readers as problem solv-
ers who interrogate texts. Taking the role of detectives who
“uncover” the clues the author or illustrator planted in the
text is one way to challenge readers to dig deeper. Reading for
meaning goes beyond a superficial level of extracting facts. It
involves readers in making personal meaning and interpreting
text; it is what strategic readers do.

Picturebooks offer exceptional opportunities for literacy learn-
ing and teaching as well as pleasure reading in preK-12 schools
and libraries. When authors and illustrators create and publish-
ers publish picturebooks with complete story arcs, compelling
themes, intriguing illustrations, and rich information, parents
and families, school and public librarians, classroom teachers
and reading specialists can use these authentic texts in a pleth-
ora of ways. Those involved in creating picturebooks can fur-
ther the impact of this literary art form by authoring, designing,
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and publishing picturebooks that reach multiple audiences
and present exciting and varied formats to expand the uses and
roles of picturebooks in homes, schools, and libraries.
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