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Introduction


[image: ]


Whereas Volume I of this series investigates the overall structure of children’s picture storybooks at the macro level, this volume, Volume II, investigates the very building blocks of picture storybooks at the micro level: the word, the sentence, the scene and the story.

We look at the importance of word choice for giving the story meaning and cohesion.

We look at ways to change sentence structure to emphasize the information that is important, and to ensure that sentences flow easily from one to another.

We look at the scene: how to begin it, how to end it, and how to create the Beats of action-reaction that make up the scene.

And finally we look at the story: what types of problems must a character solve? When does a story introduce a problem? And once a problem is introduced, how do picture storybooks move from problem to solution? What types of solutions do characters find? Is there any part of a story that occurs after the solution is found? To answer these and other questions is to describe storytelling strategies. We look at enduringly popular children’s picture storybooks to see what storytelling strategies they employ.
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Part I
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The Word
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The word is the first building block of a story and is the first tool in the writer’s toolbox. Let us look at the importance of word choice.

Harold and the Purple Crayon begins with:


One evening, after thinking it over for some time, Harold decided to go for a walk in the moonlight.



By choosing the word moonlight, the author has set up the story to end easily and logically with Harold in bed, dropping off to sleep. It is the perfect bedtime story.

But what if the author had used day instead of evening, and sunlight instead of moonlight?


One day, after thinking it over for some time, Harold decided to go for a walk in the sunlight.




This is a very different story. Now, in order to create a bedtime story that ends with Harold in bed, dropping off to sleep, the author would have had to create additional steps, such as Harold drawing the sun setting and then the moon rising. It wouldn’t be the elegant story that it is.  

Let us look at the importance of word choice in Where the Wild Things Are. One night Max is wild and gets into all sorts of mischief. The story tells us:

... Max said “I’LL EAT YOU UP!”

so he was sent to bed without eating anything.

Let us look at that word eat. The author, Maurice Sendak, could have written:

so he was sent to bed without his supper

but he didn’t. He wrote:

so he was sent to bed without eating anything

thereby repeating the word eat and creating unity between the two sentences. 

Later in the story, the author repeats the same idea of being sent to bed without eating, but states it in different words:


Max...sent the wild things off to bed without their supper.





Why didn’t the author write “without eating anything” as he had done before? Because now he was setting up a smooth transition to the last scene in the book when Max returned to his room and “found his supper waiting for him and it was still hot.” By repeating the same idea of being sent to bed without eating,

but rewording the idea to introduce the word supper, Sendak creates unity between these two sentences and scenes.

With careful study we can see how Sendak creates very smooth step-by-step transitions. First, he creates a smooth transition from “I’ll eat you up” to “sent to bed without eating anything” by repeating the word eat. 

Then, he creates a smooth transition by repeating the same idea of being sent to bed without eating anything, but stating it in different words, “sent to bed without supper.”

Finally, having introduced the word supper, he creates another transition from “Max...sent the wild things off to bed without their supper” to the last scene when Max returned to his room and “found his supper waiting for him and it was still hot.” In this step-wise fashion and with the careful selection of eat and supper, Sendak creates smooth transitions.

Let us look at another example of the importance of word choice. In Corduroy by Don Freeman, the story begins with:


Corduroy is a bear who once lived in the toy department of a big store. Day after day he waited with all the other animals and dolls for somebody to come along and take him home.




First of all, your grammar teacher would tell you that you should write “a bear that,” not “a bear who.” The word who is supposed to be reserved for people, and is not to be used for animals and inanimate objects. By using who, the author has anthropomorphized Corduroy, that is, has given him human characteristics—which is the intended effect. 

Let us examine another word choice in this excerpt. Look what happens if we change “...he waited for somebody to come along and take him home” to “...he waited for somebody to come along and buy him.”

What effect does this change in word choice have? 

First of all, one does not buy an individual who is real—who has human characteristics. So this word choice—“buy him”—makes it harder for the reader to imagine that Corduroy is “real”—can think and talk and want to be loved.

Second, by using “buy him” instead of “take him home,” we lose the resonance with the end of the book, when Corduroy looks around the room he will share with the little girl and says, “This must be home. I know I’ve always wanted a home!”

As you can see, you must choose your words as carefully as if you were writing a poem.

Note that in both Harold and the Purple Crayon and Corduroy, the word choice at the beginning of the story is important for setting up closure with the end. When the end echoes the beginning, it contributes to the story’s cohesion, giving the reader a sense of completion and a sense of satisfaction. The concept of cohesion is so important that it has a chapter of its own.
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The Sentence—Focus & Rhythm
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After the word, the sentence is the next building block of a story. Sentences have a rhythm, with some words receiving more stress.  This is also called intonation.

To be in control of the message that the reader gets from a sentence, you must understand sentence rhythm, and place the important information where the sentence naturally receives the most stress. 

In short, simple sentences, we tend to focus on the information at the end:

Frog and Toad went for a walk.

Corduroy searched for his button.

Sylvester turned into a stone.

Harry ran away from home.

In addition to the character name, you probably stressed walk, button, stone and home. Children’s picture storybooks are filled with this kind of sentence. 

As a writer, you can intentionally shift the stress of a sentence by using various tools in the writer’s toolbox​[1]. This will not only help you direct the reader’s attention to what is important, it will also add variety and interest to the rhythm of your story.  Your goal should be to use these tools effectively, not necessarily frequently.

Here are some of these tools:
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The Comma
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The common comma can be used to change the rhythm of a sentence. Let us see how this can be done by looking at an example from Leo the Late Bloomer.

After the narrator recites a litany of things that Leo cannot do (can’t read, write, draw, and so on), the list ends with:

And, he never said a word.

That comma adds stress, length and rising intonation to the word And. We can almost hear the drum roll as we wait to learn what else Leo cannot do.

In fact, a comma always adds stress, length and rising intonation to the word immediately preceding it. (In the preceding sentence, you probably stressed fact, thanks to that comma.)

Try reading the sentence about Leo again, this time without that comma:

And he never said a word.

You stressed never and word, didn’t you?

Ah, the power of a comma!

That comma in Leo the Late Bloomer is important, not just for the drum-roll effect, but because it clarifies the meaning of the sentence; we understand that Leo never spoke. Without that comma (And he never said a word), we might interpret the sentence to mean that Leo never complained about all the things he couldn’t do.
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Changing Word Order
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You can control which part of a sentence is emphasized by changing the word order in specific ways. Here we discuss three common techniques.

The Adverb-Shift

You can shift the emphasis of a sentence to the beginning by shifting the placement of an adverb to the beginning.

For example, in Act II of Corduroy, during the bear’s nocturnal adventure, we read:

—and up he went!

And up he crawled onto a large, thick mattress.


Off came the button.... 



—and off the mattress Corduroy toppled....





Over it fell with a crash!

In Corduroy, this technique of beginning a sentence with an adverb—thereby shifting the stress to the beginning—is used only in Act II and nowhere else. What is happening in Act II that requires a special technique? Corduroy is searching for his button, exploring unknown territory, and getting into all kinds of mischief. We see that he is inquisitive, adventurous, spunky and, yes, lively. A special technique—the adverb shift—creates a special sentence rhythm that emphasizes Corduroy’s special character.

The It-Shift 

By starting a sentence with “It is,” “It was,” “It has been,” and so on, you shift the emphasis to the part of the sentence immediately following the “It....”

Look at these examples:


It was a terribly frightening dragon.


- Harold and the Purple Crayon


It was a great day for a picnic.


- The Stray Dog






You probably emphasized terribly and great, didn’t you?

The There-Shift

Here we begin a sentence with “There is,” “There was,” “There are,” and so on, in order to shift the emphasis to the part immediately following the “There....”

Look at these examples from the Harold and the Purple Crayon:

There was nothing but pies.


But there were all nine kinds of pie that Harold liked best.



You stressed nothing and all nine kinds, didn’t you?
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Power Words
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Some words just naturally command attention, and when you use them, they shift the focus and rhythm of a sentence. (That word naturally is one of them!) Let us look at some examples from popular children’s picture storybooks:

That very night in Max’s room a forest grew...

- Where the Wild Things Are


He jumped into the bathtub and sat up begging, with the scrubbing brush in his mouth, 

a trick he certainly had never done before.


- Harry the Dirty Dog

They even took trips downtown.

- Lyle, Lyle, Crocodile

Leo is just a late bloomer.

- Leo the Late Bloomer

In the above examples, you probably stressed very, certainly, even and just. Try reading these sentences again, leaving out the key words. What a difference you’ll see!
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Time, Frequency, Duration
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Words that express time, frequency and duration tend to be stressed. Consider these examples:


Day after day he waited with all the other animals and dolls for somebody to come along and take him home.

- Corduroy



Lyle could spend hours watching building construction.

- Lyle, Lyle, Crocodile



And they always refused to do their lessons.


- Miss Nelson is Missing!

He still couldn’t find the king.

- Harold and the Purple Crayon

In these examples, you probably stressed day after day, hours, always and still.
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