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For decades, young authors have turned to the KET Young Writers Contest to share their work. The contest, which seeks to celebrate creativity
through writing and illustrating, runs annually each spring. As the needs of young writers, their parents, and their teachers change, so too does the
contest. What once was a contest intended only for kindergarten, first, and second graders has blossomed to be inclusive of students in
kindergarten through twelfth grade. And where once only illustrated stories were accepted, the contest has grown to encompass four separate
categories: illustrated stories, short stories, poetry, and graphic novels. We invite students across the Commonwealth to share their stories, their
poems, and their creativity. 

This toolkit is designed to help introduce and spark creative story writing within the Illustrated Story category.

For more information on the current Young Writers Contest, visit KET.org/writerscontest.

Introduction

Children often ask adults, "will you tell me a story?" Like all children's literature, illustrated short stories began long before books were printed, as a
part of the oral tradition when adults sang songs or recited narrative poems and tales, using many descriptions to help children visualize what they
heard.  

Though a slow process, children's literature developed to include not only teaching children as its purpose but also to entertain, and by the mid-
20th century, kids were depicted in more realistic ways than in the literature that came before.  

Illustrations—representations of drawings, paintings, even multi-media works, used to enhance the text—help the youngest readers engage with
stories read to them and learn about the world into which they have been born. Illustrations help the narrative—the story—come alive, which keeps
it in the child's memory long after the story is finished. 

ILLUSTRATED STORY
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Introduction

Rising Action

Climax

Falling Action

Resolution

SETTINGCHARACTER PLOT
The person, place, or thing
that populates a fictional
story. A characters can
often be described as a
protagonist, a "good guy,"
or an antagonist, one who
causes trouble for the
protagonist. 

Where and often when (in
time) a story takes place.
Stories can have more than
one setting. 

The plot is what happens in
a story, in the beginning,
middle, and end. Often, the
plot consists of conflict.
This conflict, or struggle, is
usually experienced by the
main character. 
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Key Story Components
STORY STRUCTURE and

Most things have structure, which is how they are composed or put together. Stories should have a
structure, too, so that the writer plans the plot and builds tension or suspense, and the reader is
interested enough to keep reading to see what happens. Without a structure, a story would be less
enjoyable for the audience because they would never know when—or if—something might happen;
the point would be lost.

Author Bruce Hale (brucehale.com; author of popular series including the award-winning Chet Gecko
Mysteries, The Monstertown Mysteries, and Clark the Shark, among others.) says:

Introduction
the beginning of a story where background information is usually provided, such as where a character lives,
what they look like, etc. 

Rising Action
the part of the story near the beginning that moves the plot toward the climax, or Big Moment.

Climax
when the tension of a story reaches its peak, and the story begins to wind down toward the conclusion.

Falling Action
the part of the story that occurs after the climax that moves the story toward its conclusion.

Resolution
occurs after the climax of a story and moves the audience toward the story's end. 

A story is like a snake with its tail in its mouth. It has a beginning, a
middle, and an end. Some stories even end up in the same place
they started.

For example, in The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy starts out in Kansas,
travels to Oz in a cyclone for her adventures, and ends up back in
Kansas. You can also do this with emotions. In my book, Surf Gecko
to the Rescue, Moki the Gecko starts out happy, gets mad about
pollution at his beach, and ends up happy at the end when he solves
the problem. You get the idea.



YES

NO

Is this the very end of the story
(nothing more will happen)? 

YES

Draw the
character. What

details reveal how
the character is

unique?
 

NO

SETTING
CHARACTER

CONFLICT OR
PROBLEM

RESOLUTION
OR ENDING

Does the scene have something
big that happens, such as a
character figures out how to solve
a problem?

Draw the "big
moment." What
part of the scene is
most important to
what happens
next?

NO

Do the descriptions of the
character help readers “see”

her/him/them?
YES

KET.org/education
KET.org/writerscontest

 
4

To Illustrate or Not to
Illustrate

REFERENCE

At times, students may have difficulty deciding just which parts of their story deserve illustrations and
which parts should be reserved only for text. The following flow chart can be used by students to give
thoughtful considerations to what illustrations would best tell their story. 

Remember, these flows are intended to be helpful guides and not hard-and-fast rules. 

Do the descriptions of the setting
in the text help readers easily
visualize the story)?

YES

ILLUSTRATE!

Draw the setting.
What details
reveal the where
and when?

NO

Draw the
Concluding Scene--

what should
readers see to help

end the story?

No Illustrations
Necessary

No
Illustrations
Necessary



SPOT ILLUSTRATIONS
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Types of Illustrations
REFERENCE

Curious' Cursed Collar, Sylvia Mason, 2022

This is an illustration that is small and appears on a
page that is otherwise filled with text. Think of
them as small images that take up very little space
and usually do not have a background but add
interest to a page of words. Spot illustrations
usually appear as sketches, or drawings, and don't
have the detail of other kinds of illustrations. They
can be placed at the top, bottom, or to the sides of
text.

HALF-PAGE ILLUSTRATIONS

Gum, Gold, & a Guy Named Jimmy, Liam Sweeney, 2020

Guess how much space this illustration fills? Half a
page? Yep, that's right. Unlike spot illustrations, half-

page images can have more detail, such as a
background, though they are not as elaborate as

larger illustrations.

FULL-PAGE ILLUSTRATIONS

 The Bad Jump, Grace Hardin, 2019

This kind of illustration does indeed take up one
whole page of a book. Sometimes text will appear
somewhere on that page as well.

SPREAD ILLUSTRATIONS

Camping Adventure, Yasmeen Esmail, 2022

Spread illustrations do just as the name implies: they
spread across two full pages of a book. There is a lot

of space for great detail, and they can be visually
stunning. The text that is depicted in the illustration is

usually given before the spread, or the words appear
in a portion of the image itself. 
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Styles of Illustrations
REFERENCE

Broadly, the word “style” refers to the unique features of art that make it identifiable to a specific artist;
for example, few will have trouble identifying an illustration from The Cat in the Hat or Horton Hears A
Who--they clearly were created by Dr. Seuss! 

“Style” also refers to the techniques used to create art that result in its overall look, i.e. the artist’s
approach to depicting the subject matter. So many creative artistic styles exist that it’s hard to narrow
down to a few. Styles are as diverse as the artists who create them but the following are some
common ones with which students can experiment to find their own artistic flair. Remind students that
styles are also chosen for the needs of the project, so styles will often vary from one project to the
next. Most importantly, encourage student artists to have fun!

Generally, illustrations fall into one of two categories: realistic or non-realistic.

Realistic art depicts subjects by
using details to create subjects that
look as they do in the real world.

Non-realistic art or abstract art leans
toward elements that look more like cartoons,
where details are exaggerated or idealized.

Non-realistic art can sometimes be whimsical,
meaning very dream- or child-like and often very
colorful, or surreal, which is the polar opposite
of realistic because it depicts things unlikely or
impossible to see realistically or puts unlikely
elements together.

Styles are also characterized by the medium by which they were originally created--some artists
use technology and a computer to create digital art whereas others work with more traditional tools
such as paint (acrylic, watercolor, etc.), or pencil, colored pencil, and photographs, or sometimes they
create mixed media or a collage using many elements (photographs placed into paintings, for
example). Many artists adjust the media to work with the particular book for which they are illustrating,
what they feel will best convey the plot and emotions of the characters.

Some illustrations may take the form of a
sketch, a simple line drawing, usually void
of color, or a silhouette, an illustration
usually created with one color, where the
focus is on the shape, rather than details. 
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Styles of Illustrations
ACTIVITY

Directions: Examine the examples below. What style(s) and/or medium/media does each best
represent? Label each illustration with the appropriate word choice. 

NAME:

REALISTIC

ABSTRACT

CARTOON

WHIMSICAL

SKETCH

DIGITAL ART

WATERCOLOR

MIXED MEDIA

SILHOUETTE
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Styles of Illustrations
ACTIVITY

Directions: Examine the examples below. What style(s) and/or medium/media does each best
represent? Label each illustration with the appropriate word choice. 

NAME:

REALISTIC

ABSTRACT

CARTOON

WHIMSICAL

SKETCH

DIGITAL ART

WATERCOLOR

MIXED MEDIA

SILHOUETTE

KEY

REALISTIC CARTOON WATERCOLOR

ABSTRACT DIGITAL ART SILHOUETTE

WHIMSICAL SKETCH MIXED MEDIA
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What's the Picture?
ACTIVITY

from author Bruce Hale

Have you ever watched a movie or TV show with the sound off? Try it. You’ll notice that
filmmakers use three kinds of shots to tell their story: wide shot, medium shot, and close-up. These
different shots serve different story purposes. Feel free to borrow this idea for your own illustrated
story. 
 
Here’s what the different shots are used for: 

BruceHale.com

WIDE SHOT MEDIUM SHOT CLOSE-UP

Establishing the setting or
showing movement from a

distance.

Action or conversations
between two or more

characters.

Strong emotions or
important details.

For example, if you
were illustrating the
story of Little Red
Riding Hood, you
might use a wide shot
to show Red walking
through the forest
(setting). A medium
shot features Red
talking with the Wolf
(conversation), and a
close-up illustrates her
reaction when she
learns that her Granny
is actually the Wolf in
disguise (strong
emotion). 

Now you try it. Pick out different scenes in your story to illustrate, and decide whether to use wide
shots, medium shots, or close-ups. 



Invite students to choose an image of an object they would like to illustrate realistically. 
Either print the image for the student or use the image as a background in a computer art
program. 

Ex: 

Ask students to look for hidden shapes in the object. Where do they see circles? Triangles?
Squares? etc. 
With a marker, or shape tool, locate and draw the hidden shapes. (Many shapes will likely
overlap.)

Ex:

Once students have found shapes in their images, invite students to use a pencil to lightly re-
create those shapes on a blank canvas.

Ex: 

Next, students should smooth corners, join shape edges, and erase overlaps as needed to create
an outline drawing resembling the original object in the photograph.

Ex: 

Students should color and add detail to their new, realistic creations. 
Ex:

Pictures in books help the youngest pre-readers and beginning readers to better understand the
information provided or the plot of a story, and help make it memorable, which means learning is
happening! Images are fun to see, and if a child has fun they will want to keep returning to the
source, books!

All kinds of images--drawings, paintings, and mixed media--can do the job; however, as kids get
older, they need to see a variety of images, including realistic styles and photographs, so that they
begin to make real-world connections to the worlds depicted in books to the living world around
them. 
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Realistic Illustrations Using
Shapes

ACTIVITY
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Body Language
ACTIVITY

Ask for a student volunteer to stand and display an action with their body (running a race,
dribbling a basketball, riding a bike, hiking, etc.) 
As the student portrays the action, ask the class to describe the movement. What are the arms
doing? Hands? Fingers? The legs? Feet? Toes? Etc.  
Using either paper and pencil or an online drawing tool, ask students to sketch with you, using
simple stick figures to start.  

Everything MOVES—most animals, including humans, do not sit in one spot all day. Some animals
run on four feet, some people walk on two feet, or walk with the help of crutches or roll along in a
wheelchair, even sea kelp sways. Movement is important. When we move, we do things, from
turning pages in a book we are reading to going to work and school, and that adds up to living our
lives. Animals, people, and objects must move in stories, just as they do in life. This activity is
designed to have students think about the many ways different people, animals, and objects move
to better illustrate that in their art.

Use the following example flow chart as a reference. 

Social Emotional Learning Extension

Repeat the activity, but rather than portray an action, ask students to portray an emotion. In
addition to exploring gross motor body language, ask students to pay particular attention to facial
features. More than just a smile or frown - how is the jaw held? Is it open wide or clenched tight?
What do the eyebrows look like for this particular emotion? Are they furrowed down or lifted high? 

Action: Running

Use circles or ovals to create the
head and body. At times, it may be
useful to create separate shapes for
the upper body and hips.  

Add shapes or lines to show legs, but
make sure to show how both the
thighs and shins appear during this
movement. 

In a similar fashion, add the arms.
Again, separate shapes or lines are
usually needed to show the upper
arms and forearms. 

Next, add shapes or lines for hands
and feet. Include fingers and toes
when applicable. 

Finally, add any additional details,
such as hair, facial expressions,
clothing, etc.  
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BOUNCE

SPEED
SWING
quick, curved lines, sometimes
with cross-hatching, to show
where the object started its
movement and where the
object is currently

quick, usually straight lines extending
out and away from an object

arched, or rounded lines that mimic 
 an object striking a surface and re-
directing movement; can be repeated
to show multiple bounces

SOUND &
LIGHT

VIBRATION

straight lines, often radiating outward
from an object; can be used for a wide
range of sounds, including rings and
beeps, as well as light rays

Creating Movement in 2D

KET.org/education
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SPLAT
outward spikes, joined by inward facing

curves; often used to simulate the location
or sound of an object striking a surface

jagged or zig-zagged lines placed near an
object to emulate movement or vibration;

often used for cell phones and insects

ACTIVITY

Though two-dimensional art exists on a
flat surface, artists can give audiences
clues to the movement of objects by
simple, but effective, line choices. 

Choose two types of movement
lines to create an illustration. 

with action lines



Though two-dimensional art exists on a flat surface, artists can give audiences clues to the movement of objects through simple, but
effective, line choices - sometimes this means showing speed lines behind a runner or adding curved, bounce lines to someone who has
tripped. 

More often, artists must show movement without adding additional lines to the illustration. In these instances, artists adjust the lines of
existing objects. 

Look at the example below. Which illustration shows the movement of the wind? How did the artist adjust the existing lines of the object to
show movement?

Consider these examples. How do the artists create the illusion of movement? 

KET.org/education
KET.org/writerscontest

 14

Creating Movement in 2D
ACTIVITY

The Starry Night, 1889, by Vincent
van Gogh

Miranda (from "The Tempest"),
1856, George Henry Hall 

NAME:

with line adjustments



If you need additional practice on analyzing art, reference these free collections and resources from PBS LearningMedia. 
          KET.PBSLearningmedia.org 
                    Elements of Art collection from the National Gallery of Art, for grades K-5
                    Elements of Art and Styles of Art from the Artsville collection, for grades 3-8
                    Elements of Art collection from KQED Art School, for grades 6-12

Directions:
Using what you know about lines and creating movement in two-dimensional art, illustrate the following scenarios. Some examples may be
better served through lines of movement added, while some would be better depicted by adjusting the object lines themselves. 
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insect wings in flight a runner's hair, mid-race

heat rising from the pavement on a hot daya flag waving on a pole
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Who's Your Hero?
ACTIVITY

from author Bruce Hale

Every story starts with a main character. It could be a human, animal, alien, or even a Pop Tart —
whatever you want. Just be sure your hero is someone you’ll enjoy illustrating and writing about.
That character’s personality and problems drive the story forward, so choose carefully. A cowardly
hero will react differently from a brave hero, and each will move your plot in a different direction. 
 
Start by asking yourself these questions and creating a character web from the answers: 

What’s your hero’s name? 
What do they like and dislike? 
What’s their personality? 
What do they look like? 
What is their goal – what do they want more than
anything? 

 

 
Fill in your answers along the lines of the character web.
Remember, this is brainstorming, so you don’t have to use
everything you think of. Just pick your favorite
characteristics and discard the rest. 

BruceHale.com
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Who's Your Hero?
Activity

Character:

Traits:



Note students immediate reactions. Then, ask "What did you think of my story? Did you like it?
Why or why not?"  
Record, display, and talk through their answers. 

Tell students you are going to tell them a story. Here is the story: 

Jeffrey the centipede ate his breakfast. Eventually he ate dinner then he went to bed. The End. 

Most likely, many students will say "Nothing happened!" They understand that something must
happen for most stories to be interesting to an audience. This is where conflict comes in—a
character, usually the main one, must have some sort of struggle that he/she/they overcomes or
resolves. That is the heart of the body of the story. 

Depending on whether the story is rooted in reality or a fantasy, the conflict the character faces
could likewise be a very practical one or a very imaginative one. 

For example:

Invite students to brainstorm their own realistic and fantasy conflicts, each starring the same main
character. Record ideas in a shared space. 

Allow students time to craft stories, granting them choices over style (realistic or fantasy) and
conflict. 

Through a gallery walk, reader's theatre, or other sharing avenue, allow students to share their
works. 
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What's Happening?
ACTIVITY

centipede

hungry, Centipede losing his
footing in the wind, falling

off a nice juicy leaf

before starting Kindergarten,
Centipede must learn to tie

his shoes - all of them

REALISTIC
CONFLICT

FANTASY
CONFLICT

Centipede hears the familiar
call of a predator bird, can

he make it home?

hearing music, Centipede
steps into a studio, longing to

learn how to tap dance

crayon

upset and angry, the child
colors too hard with Crayon,

breaking him

its Crayon's turn to color the
sunset sky, but how will she

reach so high?

REALISTIC
CONFLICT

FANTASY
CONFLICT
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Before & After
ACTIVITY

In life, people react to things that they feel strongly about and things that happen to them; the
same should be true of characters in a story. There should be a reason a character suddenly feels
angry, for example; authors should ask "What motivated my character's reaction?" If the answer is "I
don't know" then more writing is needed. 

Directions: Use text to describe events or situations that led to the emotions these characters are
displaying. Then, use text to describe what will happen next, now that they feel this particular way.

Before: After:

Before: After:

Before: After:

Before: After:

Create your own character. What emotions are they feeling? What led them to these feelings?
What will happen now that they feel this way?

NAME:
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Put It in Perspective
ACTIVITY

Often authors create characters who are very different from themselves – with different dreams,
aspirations, backgrounds, ways of living, etc. Empathy, or the ability to see things from another’s point
of view, is an essential life skill that is particularly important when writing fiction. How would these
characters react to certain circumstances or situations based on their environmental factors?  

Encourage students to practice empathy by creating short descriptions of everyday objects from
different perspectives.

Cut apart the item cards and the character perspective cards included on the following pages. (Blank
cards are included so that you can personalize the activity further.) Students should draw one item
card and three character perspective cards, transferring the information into the corresponding boxes
on their student handout. 

Next, students should craft a three- to four- sentence description of the object from the perspective of
each character. How would the character describe the object? What might they think is its intended
use?

Use the following example as a point of reference:

Item:

Character Perspective:Character Perspective: Character Perspective:

Description:Description: Description:

a cell phone

today's teenagers our nation's founding
fathers

aliens from another
galaxy

A cellphone is a

communication tool that

connects you to the world!

OMG, it does everything

from telling you about

anything you ask it to

finding where the best beach

spot is for spring break to

giving you a forum to take

stands on issues that are

important to you. 

What is this rectangular

object most mysterious to

our eyes and senses? We

cannot say, after much

scrutiny, except that it

does hold sway over the

imagination by emitting

something akin to

candlelight but threefold

brighter and making noises

of what nature or for

what purpose we know not. 

This is what humans in the

20th century named a mobile,

or cell, phone, our historians

assume, due to the portable

novel nature of the device

which was unlike

telecommunication devices that

preceded it. "Cell," they gather,

refers to the feeble battery

that powered it, which ironically

came to be understood as the

cause of cancer, in the 23rd

human century. This one, when

lit, shows several humans

standing in front of an ocean,

showing their teeth as humans

do unnervingly.
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Put It in Perspective
ACTIVITY

Draw one object and three character perspective cards, copying the information into the corresponding boxes below. Then, create a three-
to four- sentence description of the item from the perspective of each character. How would this character describe the object and its
intended uses? 

Item:

Character Perspective:Character Perspective: Character Perspective:

Description:Description: Description:

NAME:
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AN ANT A CELL PHONE A CANDY CANE

A WIGA SINGLE SOCK A SKELETON

A SET OF KEYSA GLOBE A GLOW STICK

Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest

Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest

Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest

Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest

Item Item Item

Item Item Item

Item Item Item

Item Item Item
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A PET GOLDFISHA TODDLER
THE QUEEN OF

ENGLAND

OUR NATION'S
FOUNDING FATHERS

TODAY'S TEENAGERS
ALIENS FROM

ANOTHER GALAXY

A PREHISTORIC
CAVEPERSON

A MEDIEVAL KNIGHT
AN ANCIENT

EGYPTIAN

Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest

Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest

Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest

Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest Put It In Perspective Activity | KET.org/writerscontest

Character Character Character

Character Character Character

Character Character Character

Character Character Character
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Ask the Audience
ACTIVITY

As illustrator and writer Bruce Hale (brucehale.com) says, "Writing is rewriting. [You should] Write and revise until you're satisfied that your
story is the best it can be." Almost all successful writers do at least one draft and then rework, or revise, to make the content as much like
they had imagined it as possible; after all, hardly anything worth doing is easy and just right the first time! Most of us 
didn't walk the first time we tried—we kept falling until one day we didn't fall anymore! Remember that you are 
writing for an audience who trusts you to tell a good story, so a writer's job is to do the best they can do. 
Get the story right, then edit for any spelling, grammar, or usage errors 
that might interfere with the audience's enjoyment of the story. 

Once your first draft is ready, read your piece to a sample audience. 
Ask the following questions --and more!-- to elevate your piece further. 

What parts of
my story would
you like to see

illustrated?

My story...

What more do
you want to know
about the setting,
characters, or plot

of my story?

Which parts of my
story need more

detail?
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Practicing and published authors and artists provide rich examples and inspiration points for readers , writers, and artists of all ages. Many--through
their personal backgrounds, writing styles, artistic flair, material topics, and even characters--provide students a tangible connection between their
own dreams of creation and the work involved to achieve it. 

The following authors have shared their time and talents to help grow and develop future creators alongside the KET Young Writers Contest. Their
websites include more information on the artists themselves and even additional classroom activities for use with students. 

Additional Links
ILLUSTRATED STORY

https://jarrettlerner.com/

Jarrett Lerner

https://brucehale.com/

Bruce Hale

PBS LearningMedia (KET.pbslearningmedia.org) is a free repository of classroom-ready digital resources that spans grade and content levels. Easily
searchable, find video clips, documents, support materials, even interactives that engage learners and elevate lessons. Favorite resources can even
be curated into personalized folders. 

Start your own search, or dive in with this selection of resources curated by KET Education Consultant Lynn Shaffer: 

bit.ly/IllustrateAndCreate 
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