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A teacher stands at the 
front of the room, 
picture book in hand, 
reading aloud.  
Students wait with 
bated breath to the 
finale of the animated 
reading. 

Imagine this… 



Who do you picture?   
• This actually occurred in 

my class of Honors 
English 10 students at the 
end of the year! 
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Presentation Outline 



• Common Core Standards and 
complex texts 

 
• CCSS FULL of complex skills 

– analysis, synthesis, argument, evaluation, 

academic language 
 

•“Rigor” is the new buzzword... 

 

 

RIGOR VS. RIGOR MORTIS 



So ask yourself: 

Are your students 
reading zombies? 



Motivation:   
The Antidote to the Zombie Invasion 

Rigor/challenge 
are meaningless  
if students aren’t 

willing to try!   



• Expectancy-Value 
Theory (Eccles & 
Wigfield, 2000) 

 

• Balance INTEREST in 
the task with COST 
(the  effort needed to 
complete) 

 

Finding the Right Mix 



     Intellectual Challenge 

• More INTELLECTUALLY challenging 
texts, not just quantitatively 
challenging texts (Wiggins, 2013) 

• Texts that challenge students 
to fully understand difficult 
concepts and themes, rather 
than just the vocabulary or 
syntax 



“I fear we’ve traded in complex thinking 
for getting through complex texts” 

 --Vicki Vinton (2015) 



Picture Books and Complex Thinking 

• Carlisle (1992):  Picture books are 
“an easy place to think” (p. 58).   

• To learn complex 
skills, use less 
complex text... 

• Then apply the skill to 
complex text of 
various genres 



Picture Books Can Engage ALL Readers 

• Middle school students (Costelo & 
Kolodziej, 2006; McGee & Tompkins, 
1983) 

• High school students (Conrad, 2005) 

• Content-area learners (Albright, 2002; 
Carr, et al., 2001) 

• College students (Meyerson, 2006) 

• Adult learners (Sharp, 1991) 

 



Why picture books? 
(Ammon & Gale, 96) 

Complex and Mature Themes 

Short and Easy to Add to Curriculum 

Appeals to Current Generation of 
Visual Learners 

Can Introduce Difficult Concepts 
and Sophisticated Skills 

Succinct and Rich Language 
to Increase Vocabulary 

Visual/Verbal Connections 
Help Struggling Readers 

Students who have positive 
experiences with reading will 

read more and possibly 
become lifelong readers.   

 
Picture books help make 

reading fun WHILE meeting 
Core standards!   

 



Using picture books as scaffolding 



Build Background knowledge 
• Background     

knowledge and the Core 
… it’s not always there 

 
• Knowledge of  

topics/concepts, 
cultural/historical 
context, people/ authors, 
and varied perspectives 

 

(Neal and Moore 1991; Mathis, 2002; Plette & Ebbesmeyer, 
2002; Lynch-Brown & Tomlinson, 1997) 



Building social/ 
historical background: 

notable women 



Building social/historical 
background: Suffrage 



Building literary and 
historical background: 

conservationists 



Building 
background on 

varied 
perspectives: 

conservationists 



Building background and 
cultural understanding:  

Zora Neal Hurston 



Building historical 
background and cultural 

understanding: apartheid  



  



(Taliaferro, 2009) 

Building background 
and cultural 

understanding: 
Nigeria 



Building background and 
cultural understanding: 

Harlem Renaissance 



Building historical 
background: WWII 

 (Matthews et al, 1999) 

  



TEACHING ACADEMIC LANGUAGE USING 
PICTURE BOOKS 



TEaching Academic Language 

• Academic language 
instruction 
supports other 
complex cognitive 
tasks (analysis, synthesis, 

argument, evaluation) 

 

 
• Three types of language demands: 

vocabulary, syntax, discourse 



TEaching Academic Language 

• Vocabulary: Academic 
Word List      

• Choose 4-5 words from 
the AWL that relate to 
the theme,topic, or skill 

 
Children’s books contain 

more rare words than 
conversations between 

educated adults!  

                       
(Cunningham & Stanovich, 2001; Coxhead, 
2000)  

http://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/resources/academicwordlist/sublists
http://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/resources/academicwordlist/sublists


Language Interaction Rare Words per 1000 

Abstracts of Academic Papers 128.2 

Newspapers 68.3 

Popular Magazines 65.7 

Books 52.7 

Comic Books 53.5 

Children’s Books 30.9 

Primetime TV for Adults 22.7 

Primetime TV for Children 20.2 

Conversation Between College Educated Adults 17.3 

Adults Talking to Children 9.9 

TEaching Academic Language 

(Hayes & Ahrens, 1988) 



TEaching Academic Language 

Use the 4-5 words in 
discussion or writing 
 

The Incredible Book 
Eating Boy 

• theme words: 
accumulate, 
capacity, cease  

• skill words: evident, 

nonetheless        



Teaching Academic Language  

Academic 
summaries of 
picture books that 
represent a 
particular 
perspective or 
make an 
argument:  

The general argument made by 

author X in her/his work, ____, is 

that ___________. More 

specifically, X argues that 

_____________. She/he writes,  

“___________” (citation). In this 

passage, X is suggesting that 

______________. In conclusion, 

X’s belief is that ____________. 
From Graff and Berkenstein’s Clueless in Academia 



Teaching AL with biography summaries  
From the Teach with Picture Books blog  

I. Write an opposing view statement that encapsulates the pre-existing 

attitudes, beliefs, or practices of society which this person challenged.   

II. Summarize the person's main achievement in a single sentence that briefly 

captures who, what, where, when, why, and how. Remember: this single 

sentence can’t detail every great act or event from this person's life, nor should 

it.   

III. Return to the text to find textual evidence supporting the why and how 

facts in your second sentence. Also identify the book and author in this 

sentence. 

IV. In a final sentence, explain this person's legacy. What lasting 

contribution, new opportunity, or inspiration did they leave future generations?     

 
(Schoch, 2014)  



Academic Lang. Ideas 
For centuries, most people believed that artists 

should focus upon what is beautiful and 

romantic, but one artist named George Bellows 

thought differently. In the early 1900s, Bellows 

and other artists of New York City's "Ashcan 

School" began painting pictures that illustrated 

the gritty, ugly, and common scenes of the city 

in order to capture the powerful images and 

emotions of everyday life. According to author 

Robert Burleigh in the book George Bellows: 

Painter with a Punch, Bellows thought scenes of 

everyday life were beautiful and he was 

“determined to find them.” These artists helped 

others dare to explore "bold, new subjects," 

while recording what life in New York City 

looked like one hundred years ago.     

 From Teach 
With Picture 

Books 
  

http://teachwithpicturebooks.blogspot.com/2014/02/heroes-of-history.html 
http://teachwithpicturebooks.blogspot.com/2014/02/heroes-of-history.html 
http://teachwithpicturebooks.blogspot.com/2014/02/heroes-of-history.html 
http://teachwithpicturebooks.blogspot.com/2014/02/heroes-of-history.html 
http://teachwithpicturebooks.blogspot.com/2014/02/heroes-of-history.html 
http://teachwithpicturebooks.blogspot.com/2014/02/heroes-of-history.html 


Support Analysis with Sentence Stems 
●  [Author] employs [technique] in order to establish ______________________. 

● The __________tone of the book is created through the use of ______________. 

● The _____________ on page  ___can be interpreted to mean __________________ because________________. 

●  On page  ___, the character  is portrayed as ________________ through the author’s use of [technique]. 

● On page ___, the ____________ shifts from ________________ to _______. 

●  [Object] on page ____ symbolizes ________________ because _____________. 

● On page ___, the effect of the metaphor comparing _________________ to ____________ is _______________. 

● On page ________, the author juxtaposes _____________ and ______________ in order to suggest __________. 

● On page ___________, the author uses the image of ____________ for the purpose of ____________. 

● The purpose of the syntax in line ___________ is to ________________. 

● The words and details ____________, _________________, and ________________ suggest a 

____________(adjective) attitude on the part of the author. 

● The principal contrast employed by the author in the passage/paragraph is between ____________ and 

_________________. 

● The atmosphere established in the book is one of ____________, as demonstrated by. 

● ______________is described as ___________________ in order to _________________. 

● The speaker’s attitude towards _________________ is best described as one of _______. 

● It can be inferred from the description of _____________ that the qualities of ___________ are valued by _____ 

● The style of the passage could be characterized as _____________. The speaker’s reference to __________ 

serves primarily to _______________. 

● In the text, the author emphasizes _______________ as a way of ______________. 

(Clapp, accessed 2014)  



TEaching Academic Language  
 

• Teach discourse by 
having students rewrite a 
common story in 
different styles or 
registers 

 

–MS:  Appropriate language 
for younger kids, the 
principal, your friends 

–HS:  Imitate the style of a 
certain author 

 



Using picture books for Analysis 



Analysis= How/why the parts of something 
contribute to the whole 

• Analysis is heavily featured in the 
current core standards, sometimes 
under the guise of “close reading” 

–It’s used 70 times in the CCSS--one of the 
words most used 

• CCSS Reading 1, 2, 3, 4, 5  

An-a-lyze, break it down, down, down,  
Then explain what you found, found, 
found (Sprenger, 2013) 



Using Think-Alouds with Complex Picture Books  

• Do a think-aloud 
as you read, 
asking students 
close reading 
questions to get 
them to 
critically 
analyze the text 

 
• Use this guide to 

help you plan 

http://www.frankserafini.com/classroom-resources/pic-book-guide.pdf


Multimodal Literacy Through Image Analysis 
• Teach students the parts of a picture book 

– Front matter, endpapers, full bleed,  gutter, 
recto and verso 

From Martinez, Roser, & Harmon (2009) 

• Analyze text structure 
or author’s choices 

 

• Analyze the 
relationship between 
words and pictures and 
how it affects the TONE 

 



Example of Counterpoint 



Moebius’ Picture Book Codes 
• Codes of position:  Sad character is small and at the 

bottom of the picture 
• Codes of perspective:  Show action, increase 

excitement and emotion 
• Codes of the frame:  Full bleed stories are more 

immersive, framed illustrations allow readers to 
peer into the world of the story 

• Codes of line:   Diagonal lines= movement; thick 
and heavy lines= boldness 

• Codes of color:  Red = anger, green and blue = peace   

From Martinez, Roser, & Harmon (2009) 



Analysis of Author’s Style 
• Diction (Brevity, Just-Right Word Choice) 

• Detail (What is Included vs. What is Omitted) 

• Tone 

• Syntax 

• Point of View 

• Mood (authorial intent) 

• Irony 

• Satire 



Example:  
Wolves Text 
Set Analysis 

 



Example Page 
Comparison 



For an extensive 
list of literary 

devices in 
picture books, 

see Susan Hall’s 
Using Picture 
Storybooks to 

Teach Literary 
Devices, Vol. 1-3 



TEACHING SYNTHESIS USING PICTURE 
BOOKS 



Synthesize=Combine from multiple sources to form a 
more complex product 

 To synthesize is to become the creator 

 Of a product that is even greater!  

       (Sprenger, 2013) 

 

• An important but DIFFICULT skill 

– Students won’t go beyond the basics without 
instruction (Stahl, Hynd, Britton, McNish, & 
Bosquet, 1996; Hartmann, 1995).  

•Heavily featured in the SAGE assessments 



Pairing Picture Books with Challenging 
Texts:  Nonfiction 

• Try pairing picture books with nonfiction 
articles to help students access this 
challenging reading material and 
practice synthesizing information across 
texts 

 

• Brain Pickings is a great resource! 

 

http://www.brainpickings.org/tag/childrens-books/


Paired with: 

Tolstoy’s letters 
to Gandhi on 
why we hurt 
one another 

 

Peter Brown’s  
author 
interview on 
accepting the 
“other” 

http://www.brainpickings.org/index.php/2014/08/21/leo-tolstoy-gandhi-letter-to-a-hindu/
http://www.brainpickings.org/index.php/2014/08/21/leo-tolstoy-gandhi-letter-to-a-hindu/
http://www.brainpickings.org/index.php/2014/08/21/leo-tolstoy-gandhi-letter-to-a-hindu/
http://www.brainpickings.org/2014/08/25/my-teacher-is-a-monster-peter-brown/
http://www.brainpickings.org/2014/08/25/my-teacher-is-a-monster-peter-brown/
http://www.brainpickings.org/2014/08/25/my-teacher-is-a-monster-peter-brown/


Paired with: 

Psychology 
Today articles 
examining 
fears and 
nightmares 

 

Medical Daily 
article on why 
we’re afraid of 
the dark 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/brainsnacks/201203/the-only-5-fears-we-all-share
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/not-born-yesterday/201504/are-your-worst-nightmares-also-everyone-elses
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/not-born-yesterday/201504/are-your-worst-nightmares-also-everyone-elses
http://www.medicaldaily.com/why-were-afraid-dark-evolutionary-and-rational-impulse-protect-ourselves-329414
http://www.medicaldaily.com/why-were-afraid-dark-evolutionary-and-rational-impulse-protect-ourselves-329414
http://www.medicaldaily.com/why-were-afraid-dark-evolutionary-and-rational-impulse-protect-ourselves-329414
http://www.medicaldaily.com/why-were-afraid-dark-evolutionary-and-rational-impulse-protect-ourselves-329414


Pair with: 

Article from 
the New 
Yorker on the 
paradox of 
choice  
 

Description of 
a study 
analyzing 
FOMO (fear of 
missing out) 

 

 

http://www.newyorker.com/science/maria-konnikova/bad-good-choices
http://www.newyorker.com/science/maria-konnikova/bad-good-choices
http://www.newyorker.com/science/maria-konnikova/bad-good-choices
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/05/14/fear-of-missing-out-life-dissatisfaction-fomo_n_3275349.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/05/14/fear-of-missing-out-life-dissatisfaction-fomo_n_3275349.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/05/14/fear-of-missing-out-life-dissatisfaction-fomo_n_3275349.html


Any picture 
book you like 
could be 
paired with…. 

• Tolkien, Sendak, 
and Gaiman 
articles on the 
myth of “writing 
for children” 

• A challenging 
critical essay on the 
book 

 

http://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/05/j-r-r-tolkien-on-fairy-stories/
http://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/05/j-r-r-tolkien-on-fairy-stories/
http://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/05/j-r-r-tolkien-on-fairy-stories/
http://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/05/j-r-r-tolkien-on-fairy-stories/
http://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/05/j-r-r-tolkien-on-fairy-stories/
http://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/05/j-r-r-tolkien-on-fairy-stories/
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/modeling-academic-writing-through-1133.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/modeling-academic-writing-through-1133.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/modeling-academic-writing-through-1133.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/modeling-academic-writing-through-1133.html


Disrupting the “Single Story” 

“Students do need to find their 
lives reflected in books, but if 
what they read in school only 
mirrors their own view of the 
world, they cannot envision 

alternative ways of thinking and 

being“—Kathy G. Short  

(Tschida, Ryan, & Ticknor, 2014) 



Versions of 
Cinderella 

http://www.surlalunefairytales.com/cinderella/
http://www.surlalunefairytales.com/cinderella/


TEACHING ARGUMENT USING PICTURE BOOKS 



ARGUMENT=  Using evidence to support a 
claim that something is true 

• Begins in kindergarten in CCSS w/ giving 
an opinion or preference 

• From Appendix A: “The Standards put 
particular emphasis on students’ ability to 
write sound arguments” 

Let’s argue!  Let’s argue!  But I don’t want to fight. 
I will find the facts to prove that I am right! 
(Sprenger, 2013) 



Pairings as a Springboard for Argument 

What is “literature”? 
What is “children’s literature”? 
   

 
 
 

Bring in books 
with unusual 
formats, as well 
as stories told 
aloud, and 
discuss! 



Pairings as a Springboard for Argument 

• New York Times’ Room for Debate: 

– Should Books for Children Be Political 

 
• Should children’s and teen’s  
 books be dark? 

– Yes!  They Should 

– No, they shouldn’t 

http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2014/07/09/should-books-for-childrens-be-political
http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2014/07/09/should-books-for-childrens-be-political
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2014/11/why-childrens-books-should-be-scary/382745/
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2014/11/why-childrens-books-should-be-scary/382745/
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052702303657404576357622592697038
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052702303657404576357622592697038


Pairings as a Springboard for Argument 

• Should children’s books be 
censored based on their 
content? 
– And Tango Makes Three 

tops the most frequently 
challenged books list 

– Censorship in Utah 
– Davis School District and 

censorship of In Our 
Mothers’ House 

 

http://www.slj.com/2011/04/collection-development/and-tango-makes-three-tops-most-challenged-list-again/
http://www.slj.com/2011/04/collection-development/and-tango-makes-three-tops-most-challenged-list-again/
http://www.slj.com/2011/04/collection-development/and-tango-makes-three-tops-most-challenged-list-again/
http://www.slj.com/2011/04/collection-development/and-tango-makes-three-tops-most-challenged-list-again/
http://www.sltrib.com/sltrib/home3/56925252-200/book-books-challenged-utah.html.csp
http://www.sltrib.com/sltrib/home3/56925252-200/book-books-challenged-utah.html.csp
http://www.sltrib.com/sltrib/news/55263086-78/book-district-davis-font.html.csp
http://www.sltrib.com/sltrib/news/55263086-78/book-district-davis-font.html.csp


Using picture books TO TEACH EVALUATION 



Evaluation= To find value, judge, or 
appraise 

• Evaluation is one of the highest levels of 
thinking in Bloom’s taxonomy 

 

• Often cited in the CCSS Anchor Standards: 

7.  Integrate and evaluate content presented 
in diverse media and formats. 

I evaluate cuz I’m the judge 
I critique without a grudge 
(Sprenger, 2013) 



Teaching Evaluation 
Evaluation can be a 
form of critical literacy 
 
"A critical analysis requires 
interrogating what texts tell us 
about the way things are and 
why."           
                                                                                                   
(Comber, 2001, p. 272) 
 

   

 



Teaching Evaluation 
Critical literacy is, 
“an understanding 
that language 
practices and texts 
are always informed 
by ideological beliefs 
and perspectives 
whether conscious or 
otherwise".                   
  

 

(Jones, 2006, pg. 65) 

Evaluation as a form 
of critical literacy 



Teaching Evaluation 

Choose a picture book and teach 
students how to evaluate for… 

– perspective or point of view  

– cultural authenticity 

– racism  

– sexism 

– quality 

 

 

http://highered.mheducation.com/sites/0073378569/student_view0/chapter5/evaluation_guides.html
http://highered.mheducation.com/sites/0073378569/student_view0/chapter5/evaluation_guides.html
http://wowlit.org/links/evaluating-global-literature/evaluating-literature-for-authenticity/
http://wowlit.org/links/evaluating-global-literature/evaluating-literature-for-authenticity/
http://wowlit.org/links/evaluating-global-literature/10-quick-ways-to-analyze-childrens-books-for-racism-and-sexism/
http://wowlit.org/links/evaluating-global-literature/10-quick-ways-to-analyze-childrens-books-for-racism-and-sexism/
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED419248.pdf
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED419248.pdf
http://highered.mheducation.com/sites/0073378569/student_view0/chapter5/evaluation_guides.html
http://highered.mheducation.com/sites/0073378569/student_view0/chapter5/evaluation_guides.html


Teaching Evaluation 
To teach 

students how 
to critically 

evaluate 
perspective 

(Linder, 2015) 



Teaching Evaluation 

To introduce 
critical literacy as a 
significant practice, 
begin with texts 
that identify or 
promote multiple  
perspectives.    
(Clark & Whitney, 2009) 

 

 



Teaching Evaluation 
Understanding the 
value of multiple 
perspectives    

 

 



Critical reading of 
texts with different 
perspectives    

 

 

(Desai, 2014) 



Teaching Evaluation 
Evaluation of sexism… 

 



Teaching Evaluation 



Teaching Evaluation 

Evaluation of racism: 

 

 



Teaching Evaluation 
Evaluation of 
racism/cultural 
authenticity: 

 



Teaching Evaluation 
Questions to Evaluate Picture Book Quality 

1. Has the picture book received the endorsements of professionals? 

2. Is the topic (and the book’s treatment of it) suitable? 

3. Are the literary elements of plot, theme, character, style, and setting used effectively? 

4. Is the language or structure appropriate for the theme or style?  

5. Are the  characters interesting, believable, and well developed? 

6. Did the author satisfy a sense of completed story? 

  

Questions to Evaluate Illustrations 

1. Do the pictures complement the story? 

2. Are the illustrations and text synchronized? 

3. Does the mood conveyed by the artwork (humorous/serious, rollicking/quiet) 

compliment that of the story? 

4. Are the illustrative details consistent with the text? 

5. Are the illustrations or photographs aesthetically pleasing? 



To conclude: Why picture books? 

 "I’m talking about - the picture book. There it sits like 
some massive inflorescence, budding and flowering 
and reproducing in all its delightful, complex and 
beautiful ways, all freighted with the same impulse – 
how to please, intrigue, and amuse young children 
and their carers and teachers.    
And it does this ... in many different ways: visually, 
orally, textually and in any combinations of all three. 
Eye and ear are constantly challenged to look and 
listen here, there and everywhere."  
 
--Michael Rosen, poet, author, former UK Children’s 
Laureate 



Questions?  Contact us! 

Sheree Springer: 

Sheree.springer@utah.edu  

@shereespringer 

 

Kenna Rodgers: 

Kenna.rodgers@slcschools.org   

 

Materials can be 
found online at:   

http://www.ucte.info/i
ndex.php/annual-

conference  

 

mailto:Sheree.springer@utah.edu
mailto:Kenna.rodgers@slcschools.org
http://www.ucte.info/index.php/annual-conference
http://www.ucte.info/index.php/annual-conference
http://www.ucte.info/index.php/annual-conference
http://www.ucte.info/index.php/annual-conference
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