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Books to Sing
Song-Based Picture Books
by Sue McCleaf Nespeca

Preschool through early elementary school

Music plays a major role in 
the lives of young children. 
Children are musically 

inclined from infancy, starting with 
cooing and babbling. Throughout the 
early years, children are attracted to 
music and can use their entire bodies 
to make musical sounds—singing, 
whistling, clapping, slapping knees, 
snapping fingers, stamping feet, and 
tapping toes. There are also many 
studies regarding the connection 
between early exposure to music 
and children’s later understanding 
of mathematical patterns.

Just as studies have shown the 
importance of adults as reading 
models and the impact this has 
on children’s subsequent success 
in reading, the same has often 
been stated in regard to adults 
sharing music with children and 
children’s later musicality. There 
are other benefits to introduc-
ing music to young children: it 
provides rich language develop-
ment and acquisition; it increases 
listening skills; it allows children 
to respond creatively and en-
hances their imagination; and 
children can learn simple concepts 
of rhythm, pitch, dynamics, and 
timbre. Music enhances all areas 
of the curriculum—it helps with 
sequencing when reading, with 
understanding concepts of sound in 
science, time in math, and dance in 
physical education.

There are many wonderful song-
based picture books that can be used 

to familiarize young children with 
musical concepts. Adults can intro-
duce music with a song-based picture 
book and then go on to create both 
musical extensions and/or other 
extensions across the curriculum. 
Not only will children be exposed to 
the values inherent in sharing picture 
books (language acquisition, exposure 
to great art, etc.) but they will also 
increase their musical experience. Try 

using a song-based picture book in 
every story time program, or regularly 
in a school setting with early elemen-
tary children. The following are just a 
few great choices.

Bibliography

Berkner, Laurie. Victor Vito and Fred-
die Vasco. Illus. by Henry Cole. 2004. 
32p. Orchard, $16.95 (0-439- 
42914-5).   

Preschool–Gr. 2. A well-known 
children’s performer, Berkner has 
adapted one of her best-known songs 
to a picture-book format. Humor-
ously illustrated in acrylic paints and 

colored pencils, the polar bear 
duo of Victor and Freddie head 
out in their convertible VW 

The vipers on the bus go 
“hiss, hiss, hiss” in Lenny 
Hort’s The Seals on the 
Bus, illustrated by  
G. Brian Karas.

Beetle and go on a cross-country 
spree to find some new dishes to 
serve at their Alaskan café. Full 
musical score with autoharp/gui-

tar chords is included, along with 
all four verses and notes for musical 
modulations. An added bonus is the 
inclusion of a CD with both “Victor 
Vito” and “Bumblebee Buzz.”
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Burris, Priscilla. Five Green and Speck-
led Frogs. 2003. 32p. Scholastic/Cart-
wheel, $12.95 (0-439-35489-7). 

Preschool–K. A few twists are added 
to this familiar song about five speck-
led frogs. Burris uses shiny holographic 
foils to give the frogs eye-catching 
speckles, and speckled-winged bugs 
cavort across the endpapers. Purists 
will miss the repetition of “yum, yum, 
yum,” which is replaced by other 
words such as “munch” and “chomp,” 
but there are possibilities for math 
extensions by comparing the number 
of frogs to the number of words used 
to describe their eating actions. 

Cabrera, Jane. If You’re Happy and You 
Know It! 2005. 32p. Holiday, $16.95 
(0-8234-1881-2). 
Carter, David A. If You’re Happy and 
You Know It, Clap Your Hands! 1997. 
16p. Scholastic/Cartwheel, $15.95 
(0-590-93828-2).
Ormerod, Jan. If You’re Happy and You 
Know It! Illus. by Lindsey Gardiner. 
2003. 26p. Star Bright, $15.95  
(1-932065-07-5); paper, $5.95  
(1-932065-10-5).

Preschool–K. Three versions of 
this traditional tune are all wonderful 
choices for story time sharing. Cabre-
ra’s version features bright, appealing 
illustrations depicting various animals 
clapping their hands, stamping their 
feet, etc. Carter’s rendition includes 
original lyrics, with a cat clapping her 
paws, a dog wagging his tail, an owl 
winking his eyes, and a mouse touch-
ing his toes. For each creature, there is 
a pull-tab to make the animal perform 
the motion described. Ormerod’s title 
features animals that try to convince 
a little girl that she should be singing 
their version of the song. For example, 
the small brown dog sings, “If 
you’re happy and you know it, 
wave your tail—swirl, twirl!”

Church, Caroline Jayne. Do 
Your Ears Hang Low? 2002. 
32p. Scholastic/Chicken 
House, $15.95 (0-439-
12871-4).

Preschool. Two very long-

eared dogs act out the lyrics to this 
familiar children’s song. Though most 
children will know only the first verse, 
they should be able to join in on the 
second verse during repeated sharings. 
A fold-out page that is double the size 
of the book is an added bonus. Music 
for the song is not included, but mo-
tions to act it out are shown at the end. 

Clement, Debbie. You’re Wonderful. 
2004. 34p. Rainbows within Reach, 
$19.95 (0-9705987-4-2). To order, 
visit http://www.rainbowswithinreach.
com. 

Preschool–Gr. 2. Clement is a 
songwriter/performer who has en-
tertained children across the country 
with her “Debbie’s Ditties for Little 
Kiddies,” which focus on positive 
affirmations. Though “You’re Won-
derful” was born from her work with 
special needs children, its powerful 
message is appropriate for everyone, 
recognizing that each child is wonder-
ful and has special gifts. The book’s 
illustrations are bold, graphic quilts, 
and the musical score with all verses 
and guitar/autoharp chords is includ-
ed. Also featured are motions for sign 
language and a CD with both a vocal 
and instrumental version of the song.

Hammerstein, Oscar, II. My Favorite 
Things. Illus. by Renée Graef. 2001. 
32p. HarperCollins, $15.99 (0-06-
028710-1); HarperTrophy, paper, 
$5.99 (0-06-443627-6). 

Preschool–Gr. 2. The lyrics of 
the popular song from The Sound 
of Music are the basis of this lavishly 
illustrated book featuring a mother 
and two children describing their 
favorite things. The musical score 

with full piano accompaniment and 
guitar/autoharp chords is included. 
First share the story by showing the 
pictures while the recorded song is 
played. Then have children sing along 
with the recording. Finally, invite 
children to share what some of their 
favorite things are for each season of 
the year. A nice companion would be 
the picture book Summertime (Simon 
& Schuster, 1999), based on George 
Gershwin’s song from the folk opera 
Porgy and Bess and featuring Mike 
Wimmer’s glorious artwork. 

Hillenbrand, Will. Down by the Sta-
tion. 1999. 40p. Harcourt/Gulliver, 
$16 (0-15-201804-2); paper, $6  
(0-15-216790-0).  

Preschool–Gr. 1. This new ver-
sion of the familiar song shows baby 
animals being picked up one by one 
by the zoo train and taken to the 
children’s zoo. Though the book 
works fine for a group reading, it is 
even better one-on-one, so that chil-
dren can see the details in the mixed-
media artwork, such as the female 
zoo keeper saving a penguin and seal 
who fall off the train into the alligator 
pool. The musical verse is appended. 

Hoberman, Mary Ann. Skip to 
My Lou. Illus. by Nadine Bernard 
Westcott. 1989; reissued 2003. 32p. 
Little, Brown/Megan Tingley, $15.95 
(0-316-73406-3). Also available in a 
board-book edition.

Preschool–K. Hoberman added her 
own verses for this book, but the fa-
miliar chorus is intact. A young boy is 
given the responsibility of looking after 
the family farm, but soon chaos ensues 
with flies in the sugar bowl, cats in 
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the buttermilk, pigs in the parlor, and 
cows in the kitchen. The musical nota-
tion for the chorus is included on the 
front endpapers, and an activity page 
is included in the back. Other music-
related titles by this author-illustrator 
team include Miss Mary Mack (Little, 
Brown/Megan Tingley, 1998), Bill 
Grogan’s Goat (Little, Brown/Megan 
Tingley, 2002), and Mary Had a Little 
Lamb (Little, Brown/Megan Tingley, 
2003), among others.

Hort, Lenny. The Seals on the Bus. 
Illus. by G. Brian Karas. 2000. 32p. 
Holt, $16.95 (0-8050-5952-0); Owl-
et, paper, $6.95 (0-8050-7263-2). 

Preschool–Gr. 2. This twisted ver-
sion of the popular song “The Wheels 
on the Bus” has seals, tigers, geese, 
rabbits, monkeys, snakes, and sheep 
making their own special sounds and 
actions. Cut paper, gouache, acrylic, 
and pencil make up the comical il-
lustrations. On the first reading, have 
children join in on the animal sounds 
or movements. Next, assign children 
to an animal that appears in the story 
and instruct them to listen for their 
parts and make the appropriate sound 
or movement when the time comes. 

Jackson, Alison. I Know an Old Lady 
Who Swallowed a Pie. Illus. by Judith 
Byron Schachner. 1997. 32p. Dut-
ton, $15.99 (0-525-45645-7); Puffin, 
paper, $6.99 (0-14-056595-7). 

Preschool–Gr. 2. A fractured ver-
sion of the folk song “I Know an Old 
Lady Who Swallowed a Fly,” this old 
lady swallows a “too dry” Thanksgiv-
ing pie, some cider, a roll, a squash, 
a salad, a turkey, a pot, a 10-layer 
cake, and some bread, after which 

she finally declares herself full. In this 
version she does not die but rather 
becomes a bloated balloon flying high 
over the crowds in the Thanksgiving 
Day parade. Children familiar with 
the original song will delight in this 
silly verse that can be enjoyed at any 
time of year. 

Johnson, Paul Brett. Little Bunny Foo 
Foo. 2004. 32p. Scholastic, $15.95 
(0-439-37301-8).

Preschool–Gr. 1. The title page of 
this book credits “The Good Fairy” 
as the teller and singer, and, indeed, 
this adaptation of the traditional song 
about Little Bunny Foo Foo’s trans-
gressions does not stray far from the 
original. Johnson’s bright, humorous 
illustrations make this a great choice 
for story sharing, and the traditional 
song (notes and lyrics) and descrip-
tions of the hand moves are included 
in the back of the book. 

Paxton, Tom. Going to the Zoo. Illus. 
by Karen Lee Schmidt. 1996. 40p. 
HarperCollins, $16.99 (0-688-
13800-4).

Preschool–Gr. 1. Paxton recorded 
this classic song, but it was also made 
famous by Peter, Paul, and Mary on 
their album titled Peter, Paul, and 
Mommy. The watercolor-and-gouache 
illustrations show a dad and his kids 
visiting a variety of zoo animals and 
are as rollicking as the verses, which 
are ideal for group participation. Nei-
ther Paxton’s recording nor the one by 
Peter, Paul, and Mary exactly fol-
low the verses given here, but if you 
skip the pages describing two of the 
animals, you can use the book to sing 
along with either one. Music with 

autoharp/guitar chords is included on 
the endpapers. 

Sturges, Philemon. She’ll Be Comin’ 
’Round the Mountain. Illus. by Ashley 
Wolff. 2004. 32p. Little, Brown/
Megan Tingley, $15.95 (0-316-
82256-6). 

Gr. 1–3. The ending of this south-
western adaptation of a favorite Ameri-
can folk song is quite a surprise—the 
coyote, possum, wren, snake, and 
raccoon are excitedly preparing for the 
arrival of the bookmobile librarian! 
Wolff ’s gouache-and-pastel illustra-
tions add to the suspense and include 
animals reading books on every page. 
Also see this author-illustrator team’s 
Who Took the Cookies from the Cookie 
Jar? (Little, Brown/Megan Tingley, 
2000), cowritten with Bonnie Lass.

Taback, Simms. There Was an Old 
Lady Who Swallowed a Fly. 1997. 32p. 
Viking, $15.99 (0-670-86939-2). 
Also available as a Music Maker read-
along from Live Oak Media.

Preschool–Gr. 2. Caldecott Medal 
winner Taback cleverly illustrates this 
folk poem using mixed media and col-
lage with die-cut holes so that children 
can see inside the old lady’s stomach 
and spot the object she just swallowed. 
The holes increase in size as bigger 
animals are eaten. The many details in 
the art ensure that children will find a 
new surprise in each reading.

Trapani, Iza. The Itsy Bitsy Spider. 
1993. 32p. Charlesbridge/Whisper-
ing Coyote, $16.95 (1-879085-77-1); 
paper, $6.95 (1-879085-69-0). Also 
available in a board-book edition. 

Preschool–Gr. 1. Only the first 
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verse of this song is familiar. Trapani 
then continues the tale of the deter-
mined spider who encounters a fan, 
a mouse, a cat, and a rocking chair 
while trying to find a place to spin 
her web. Various objects shimmer on 
each page, and the final double-page 
spread depicts the spider’s web in full. 
Music with all the verses is appended. 
Also see Trapani’s other song-based 
picture books, including Froggie Went 
a-Courtin’ (Charlesbridge/Whispering 
Coyote, 2002), Shoo Fly! (Charles-
bridge/Whispering Coyote, 2000), 
and I’m a Little Teapot (Charlesbridge/
Whispering Coyote, 1999), among 
others.

Wadsworth, Olive A. Over in the 
Meadow. Illus. by Anna Vojtech. 
2002. 32p. North-South, $15.95  
(0-7358-1596-8); paper, $6.95  
(0-7358-1871-1). 

Preschool–Gr. 1. From a classic 
counting nursery rhyme, these verses 

tell of the insects and animals that 
live over in the meadow with their 
mothers. Although the music is not 
included, the tune is familiar. Illustra-
tions depict a number of babies on 
each full-page spread along with a 
corresponding number of background 
items; children looking at this book 
on their own can learn counting 
by pointing out each one. Another 
brilliantly illustrated version by Jane 
Cabrera (Holiday, 2000) is wonderful 
for group sharing. 

Weiss, George David, and Bob 
Thiele. What a Wonderful World. Illus. 
by Ashley Bryan. 1995. 32p. Simon 
& Schuster/Atheneum, $17.95  
(0-689-80087-8). 

Preschool–Gr. 3. Made famous by 
Louis Armstrong, these song lyrics 
are accompanied by vividly colored 
tempera and gouache paintings. The 
words of the song framing the bottom 
of each page are painted in calligra-

phy. Unfortunately, there is no musi-
cal score in the book, but children 
could listen to a recording by Arm-
strong as they read or see the title. 
Bryan illustrates the lyrics with scenes 
from a puppet show, and after reading 
this story children could make simple 
puppets and props and perform the 
song. A backdrop could be a painted 
mural depicting what a wonderful 
world looks like. 

Whippo, Walt. Little White Duck. 
Illus. by Joan Paley. 2002. 32p. Little, 
Brown, $14.95 (0-316-03227-1). 
Also available in a board-book edi-
tion.

Preschool–Gr. 2. This popular 
children’s song about the Little White 
Duck  “doing what he oughter” is 
illustrated as a stage presentation. A 
mouse plays the role of narrator, and 
main characters are the duck, the 
frog, the bug, and the snake. Bright 
three-dimensional collages make this 
an especially attractive book to share 
with a group. The music for the song 
is included along with guitar/auto-
harp chords. This would be a wonder-
ful title for children to act out using 
stick puppets or posterboard cutouts.

Zane, Alexander. The Wheels on the 
Race Car. Illus. by James Warhola. 
2005. 32p. Orchard, $14.95 (0-439-
59080-9). 

Preschool–K. The “Wildlife 500” 
is about to begin, with numerous ani-
mals manning their hot rods. As the 
race takes off, the wheels on the race 
car go round and round, the engine 
in the race car goes vroom, vroom, 
vroom, the race car mechanics go zizz, 
zizz, zizz, etc. As a thrilling and wild 
version of the song “The Wheels on 
the Bus,” this will have strong appeal.

Sue McCleaf Nespeca is the coauthor with Joan 
B. Reeve of Picture Books Plus: 100 Extension 
Activities in Art, Drama, Music, Math, and 
Science (ALA Editions, 2003). 

POETRY’S NEW RIDE
GRAPHIC POETRY

The Visions in Poetry series 
— classic verse through 
the eyes of outstanding 
contemporary artists. 

It’s poetry for a new 
generation of readers.

Watch for: The Lady of Shalott, Fall 
05; Casey at the Bat, Spring 06
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