
As you read, study, and examine picture books, consider the following elements.  
Compare what you read and see in the books in the text and in the illustrations with these criteria. 

Characters 
The characters in picture books may be teddy bears, talking cars, or tiny tots, but they should be 
convincing and credible with personalities that emerge as interesting and distinctive. In addition, we 
consider how the character is revealed in the story through narration, description, and dialogue, as well 
as through the illustrations and images on the page.  

Plot 
The plot of a picture book may be very simple, but there should always be some conflict that grows out 
of a situation that is believable and relevant to the young child. Consider how the author constructs the 
action. Is there a logical series of happenings? Is the climax and resolution clear and satisfying? How do 
the illustrations move the plot along? 

Setting 
The setting of a picture book is often established more through the visuals than through the text. 
Where does the story take place? Look at the pictures for clues to the time and place. How does the 
author indicate the time? Does the story transcend the setting and have universal implications?  

Theme 
We want to share stories that have meaning to children, but we want that meaning to emerge naturally 
out of the characters and actions, and not be imposed as a sermon or moral. Deeper meanings are 
gleaned subtly, implicitly, through understanding how the world works, how people behave, and how 
stories reveal those truths.  

Style 
How does the author (and the illustrator) use all the other literary elements (character, plot, setting, and 
theme) to create a story in a voice that is his or her own? Look for the attributes that characterize a 
unique storytelling stamp—that’s style. 

Illustrations 
How the illustrations create or complement the story is also an essential part of the evaluation of a 
picture book. The illustrations help create the mood of the story, as well as the pacing and tension from 
page to page. How do the illustrations relate to the words of the story?  

Cultural Markers 
When considering cultural authenticity in picture books, be sure to pay close attention to the 
illustrations, as well as the words or text. Look for accuracy and variety in the depiction or description of 
some of these “cultural markers,” including varied skin tones, facial features, body types, hairstyles/hair 
textures, clothing, homes, language patterns, dialects, names and forms of address, and so on.
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