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Picture Books: The Ginsu´ Teaching Tool:10+ Literary Techniques that can be taught 
with picture books.

1.  Allusion: A reference to something that those who share our knowledge (literary, historical) or 
background (cultural) will understand. Creates compression (and power).

�	 Examples: “Surrender Dorothy,” 9/11, or the titles of Pilkey’s books. (See below.)
�	 Books to use: Palatini.Piggie Pie.

Palatini. Three Silly Billies.
Pilkey. Dogzilla and Kat Kong.
Stevens. And the Dish Ran Away with the Spoon.
Vail. Over The Moon.

2.  Alliteration (and Assonance & Consonance):The repetition of sounds within words. Generally
defined as repeated initial sounds, sometimes as consonant sounds only. Subtypes include assonance 
and consonance. Assonance:repeated vowel sounds. Consonance: repeated consonant sounds.

�	 Examples:“Ash cans./Trash cans./How we love to crash cans,/Mash and smash and 
bash cans.” Shaw. (Repeated “ash” sounds. Also onomatopoeia.)

�	 Books to use: Helakoski. Big Chickens.
�x Palatini. Piggie Pie.

Shaw. Raccoon Tune.
Note: Also many alphabet books.

3.  Caesura and Enjambment: Caesura:A pause or break in a line caused by a space, comma, dash, 
ellipsis, exclamation point or other punctuation, used for emphasis or to slow the reader down. 
Enjambment:A turning of the line so that the sense and movement of the poetic line continues into the 
next without stopping. Speeds up the poem. Can be used to give a disruptive or playful feel. Opposite 
of an end-stopped line.

�	 Examples:“A gopher and a mole/tunnel up through the floor./Then a wren and a 
raven/flutter in through the door.” Wilson. (Enjambment.) “But the faucet—old 
faucet—slow drippy—slow—/Hasn’t much to do.” Crum. (Caesura.)

�	   Books to use: Crum. All on a Sleepy Night.
Greene. Eek! Creak! Snicker Sneak.
Wheeler. Sailor Moo.
Wilson. Bear Snores On.
Note: Many poems by e. e. cummings use both techniques.

3.  Irony (Or Poetic justice): An outcome contrary to expectations, or a humorously sardonic 
utterance. Related technique: Final fillip . The quick finish that doubles back so the reader realizes the 
events of the story are not finished—is often ironical. (See Hyperbole and Understatement below.)

�	 Examples:In Who Took My Hairy Toe? by Crum, Old Tar Pockets finds himself 
taken. (Irony.) In Chicka Chicka Boom Boomby Martin, the bandaged young letters
start back up the tree. (Final fillip.)

�	   Books to use: Palatini. Piggie Pie.
Crum. Who Took My Hairy Toe?
Feiffer. Bark, George.
French.Diary of a Wombat.
Kasza. The Wolf’s Chicken Stew.
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Yorinks. Company’s Coming.

4.  Imagery: A concrete representation that creates a picture in the reader’s/listener’s mind. Using 
imagery we move from the abstract to the particular. e.e. cummings said, “There is nothing as 
something as one.”

�	 Examples:“Adrift on eight pond pillows/pink-cheeked blossoms rest.” Mannis. “Shrek 
went slogging along the road, giving off his awful fumes.” Steig.

�	   Books to use: Mannis.One Leaf Rides the Wind.
Maclachlan. All the Places to Love.
Steig. Shrek!
Yolen. Owl Moon.

5.  Meter: The rhythmic measure of a line of verse, or a group of lines, composing a measurable 
rhythm of stressed and unstressed syllables.

�	 Examples: “ Whose WOODS�• these ARE�•/i THINK�• i KNOW�• . . .” Frost. (iambic
tetrameter)

�	   Books to use: Crum. All on a Sleepy Night.
Frost. Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.
Shaw. Raccoon Tune.
Wheeler. Uncles and Antlersor Sailor Moo.
Wilson. Bear Snores On.

6.  Personification:Giving human qualities to inanimate objects, abstractions, movements, events, etc. 
In everyday speech: “the economy demands” or “instinct tells us.”

�	 Examples: “ The fridge joins in with a jump and a jig,/Humming a tune or two.”
Crum. “. . . the trees are scratching at the sky . . . .” Crum.

�	   Books to use: Crum. All on a Sleepy Night.
Crum. Who Took My Hairy Toe?
Grey. The Adventures of the Dish and the Spoon.
Martin. Chicka Chicka Boom Boom.

7. Onomatopoeia:Words that bring to mind the sound of what they mean. Related technique: 
Concrete poetry. Poems that bring to mind the shape of their subjects.

�	 Examples:splat, sizzle, buzz and puff.
�	 Books to use: Greene. This is the Teacher.

�x Martin. Chicka Chicka Boom Boom.
Wheeler.Bubble Gum, Bubble Gum.
Wheeler. Old Cricket.
Wilson. Bear Snores On.

8.  Hyperbole and Understatement: Hyperbole: overstatement, such as in tall tales, or American 
slang. Understatement: not saying it all, a withholding of images. A way of holding back that can often 
draw your reader/listener more into the work or illustrations. Related technique: Irony.  (See above.) 
This is especially effective in picture books that create irony through the interaction of an understated 
text and hyperbolic illustrations, or vice versa.

�	 Examples:“He drank that waterhole dry!” (Hyperbole.) “It was late one winter 
night,/long past my bedtime,/when Pa and I went owling.” Yolen. (Understatement.)
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�	   Books to use: Keats. Snowy Day.
McPhail. Pigs Aplenty, Pigs Galore!
Steig. Shrek!
Yolen. Owl Moon.
Note: Langston Hughes’ poem “My Friend*” is a fine example of 
understatement. Many folk songs utilize hyperbole, i.e., “Old Dan 
Tucker.”

9.  Metaphor and Simile: Figures of speech that compare one thing to another and expand our 
understanding of a subject. Metaphor is stronger in that one thing directly assumes the characteristics 
of another: Similes use a connecting comparative word such as “like” or “as,” so there is some distance 
from the immediacy of the image. Related techniques: Analogy: Extended reasoning based on 
metaphor. Synesthesia: using one sense to portray another: “bitter smile.”

�	 Examples:“The mouth of a river” or “table legs” are metaphors. “As strong as an ox” 
or “raging like a wild boar” are similes.

�	   Books to use: Browne. My Dad.
Hesse. Come on, Rain!
Tarpley. I Love My Hair.

10.  Suspense/Foreshadowing: Language that expressly, or indirectly through the use of cultural 
conventions, sets the reader up for certain expectations.

�	 Examples:“. . . he met his ruination one Halloween night.” Crum. Or read the first 
page of Pigs Aplenty, Pigs Galore!by McPhail and compare it to the opening of Poe’s 
“The Raven.”

�	   Books to use: Crum. Who Took My Hairy Toe?
McPhail. Pigs Aplenty, Pigs Galore!
Palatini.Piggie Pie.
Scieszka. The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs!
Stanley. Saving Sweetness.

WRITING ACTIVITIES:

�x Make an onomatopoeia dictionary. Start a new section for each letter of the alphabet. Use it to 
liven up writing exercises.

�x Choose a subject and write two sentences/stanzas, one hyperbolic, one understated. 1.) “I 
gripped the wheel, and slammed my foot down so hard it punched through the floorboard and 
curled up asphalt. No brakes!” 2.) “There was nothing I could do. But I tried to stay in control.”

�x Take something inanimate and give it a human background. List what friends it might have, 
phrases it might say, attitude toward its job/function, and memories or desires it might have. 
Play with the ideas to make a poem. “The blender spluttered angrily as it danced across the 
countertop. . .”

*From “Using Picture Books to Teach Literary Techniques,” by S. Crum. Book Links, V.16, #4. March, 2007.
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More

Less

More

Less

STORY SKELETONS: Simple Plot Structures: (And book/story examples.)*

1. Cumulative�Î Toppling Structure:

�	   (Traditional) “The House that Jack Built.”
�	   Greene. This is the Teacher.
�	 Polacco. In Enzo’s Splendid Gardens.
�	 Robart.The Cake That Mack Ate.

2. Decreasing Structure:

�	 (Traditional) “The Tailor.”
�	 (Traditional) “Ten Little Monkeys
      Jumping on the Bed.”
�	 Schaefer. The Biggest Soap.
�	   Wells. Bunny Money.

3. Increasing Structure:

�	 (Traditional) “The Little Old Lady  
      Who Swallowed a Fly.”
�	 Feiffer. Bark, George.
�	 Ginsburg. Mushroom in the Rain.
�	 Grossman. My Little Sister Ate One Hare.

4. Simultaneously Increasing and
Decreasing Structure:

�	   Crum. The House in the Meadow.
�	   Gilman. Something from Nothing.
�	   Hutchins. The Doorbell Rang.

5. Parallel Structure:

�	   Asch. Just Like Daddy.
�	  Crum. Click!
�	 Noble. Meanwhile Back at the Ranch.

Less

More

Everything collapses!

Less

More

More

Less

Story  Story
    A    B            A    B            A    B         A    B 
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6. Story Within a Story Structure:
(For more sophisticated writers, the outer and inner stories may 
have varied plot structures.)

�	   Noble. The Day Jimmy’s Boa Ate the Wash.
�	   Wiesner. Three Little Pigs.
�	   Say. Kamishibai Man.
�	   Yashina. Seashore Story.

7. Time Line Structures:
7A. Straight time line:

�	 Arnosky. Every Autumn Comes the Bear.
�	  Carle. The Very Hungry Caterpillar.
�	  Zimmerman. Trashy Town.

7B. Around the clock or full circle:

�	   Martin. Chicka Chicka Boom Boom.
�	   Numeroff. If You Give a Mouse a Cookie.
�	   Sanfield. Bit by Bit.
�	   Wheeler. Bubble Gum, Bubble Gum.

8. Traditional Rising Action
    Structure: (Exposition, rising action,
    climax, denouement)

�	   Crum. Who Took My Hairy Toe?
�	   Stanley.Saving Sweetness.
�	 Yorinks. Company’s Coming.

*From “Story Skeletons: Teaching Plot Structure with Picture Books,” by S. Crum. Book Links, V. 15, #5, May 2006.
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Awards and Lists of Note:  Shutta Crum’s books:
(also see www.shuttacrum.com).

Novel:

SPITTING IMAGE.   Clarion, 2003.  (Middle grade reader novel.) ISBN# 0-6182-3477-2.
Starred review:School Library Journal.
Listed:VOYA: Top Shelf Fiction for Middle School Readers, 2004.

Best Books for Children, supplement to the 7th edition. 
New York Public Library’s 100 Books for Reading and Sharing—2003.
Short-listed state awards: 2005,KY Bluegrass Award; 2006,South Carolina Jr. Book Award.

Picture Books:

WHO TOOK MY HAIRY TOE? Illustrator:  Katya Krenina. Albert Whitman, 2001. ISBN# 0-8075-
5972-5. Listed: Bank Street College, Best Children’s Books of the Year, 2002. Short-listed: Black-eyed 
Susan Award (Md.), 2003-2004. [Out of Print, 2007.]

ALL ON A SLEEPY NIGHT. Illustrator:  Sylvie Daigneault. Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 2001. ISBN# 
0-7737-3315-9. Listed: Canada’s juried, “Our Choice,” 2002.

FOX & FLUFF. Illustrator: John Bendall-Brunello. Albert Whitman, 2002. ISBN# 0-8075-2544-8. 
Award: Oppenheim Toy Portfolio Platinum Award, 2003. Listed: Bank Street College, Best Children’s 
Books of the Year, 2003. Short-listed: 2007, Volunteer State Book Award (Tenn.). [Out of Print, 2007.]

THE HOUSE IN THE MEADOW. Illustrator:  Paige Billin-Frye. Albert Whitman, 2003. ISBN# 0-
8075-3393-9. Short-listed: 2004, Great Lakes, Great Books Award, Mich. Reading Assoc.

CLICK ! Illustrator:  John Beder. Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 2003. ISBN# 1-5500-5074-5/paper: 1-
55005-079-6. Listed: Canada’s juried “Our Choice,” 2003, and (paper) 2005. Short-listed: 2005, 
Chocolate Lily Young Readers Award, British Columbia, Canada.

MY MOUNTAIN SONG.  Illustrator: Ted Rand. Clarion, 2004. ISBN# 0-618-15970-3. Listed: Bank 
Street College, Best Children’s Books of the Year, 2005.

BRAVEST OF THE BRAVE. Illustrator: Tim Bowers. Knopf, 2005. ISBN# 0-375-82637-8.
Listed: Chicago Public Library, Best of the Best, 2005. A Children’s Choices winner, 2006.

A FAMILY FOR OLD MILL FARM.  Illustrator: Niki Daly. Clarion, 2007. ISBN# 0-618-42846-1.
New!!!


