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Summary:


This dissertation will research into how a child’s identity can be shaped through 
pictures books; Identity meaning “the fact of being who or what a person or thing is” 
(Oxford dictionary: 2017). In terms of someone’s gender, Mannerisms, Conscience and their character. I want to know what children actually learn from modern day pictures books sold in main stream stores such as Tesco’s, Waterstones/WHSmith. Are they stimulating or are they meaningless? Is there a growing trend in mainstream picture book publishing, to create books for mass entertainment, and the bigger picture of turning over a profit rather than helping children develop a sense of being? Or are picture books with good aesthetic and good substance becoming increasingly more popular. 























Introduction: 


The topic in question is a child’s identity in terms of how a picture book could affect their imagination and how they perceive the world and how they then learn things. My key questions are, ‘Can picture books help children learn?’ I will research into moral stories and their purpose, are there hidden meanings? Books that teach the right and wrong decisions, and how some books are designed to appeal to a specific gender. My second key question is ‘Can picture books go against neutrality?’ The main points I will focus on here are, ‘Can you be neutral when reading a children’s book?’ And also, when children’s books are created are they intended to shape the readers conscience and evoke certain emotions and reactions. My final key question is the effects of aesthetics versus story content in picture books. Are the illustrations just as important as the text, or are aesthetics over substance the key to a successful picture book in modern day. My main sources will be books from the university library in forms of research books and children’s books. I will also look up e-books and online journals such as Varoom to back up my statements throughout.

I will use visuals from children’s books and their covers to help illustrate the points I am trying to get across, as I will be analysing double page spreads, both gender neutral and more gender bias to find similarities and differences. Are there unique selling points of each or do they all follow a pattern/style to appeal to everyone?  







Chapter 1: Can Picture books cause identity issues? 


“Moral stories are always imaginary, but these stories induce real moral values in a human society.” (Usama Gondal: 2017).

Moral stories in pictures are written and illustrated to teach children things, such as how to act in social situations and what the consequences can be based upon the choice you make. A good example of this is Little Red Riding Hood written by Charles Perrault (republished 2013). The story teaches children not to talk to strangers and to listen to their parents as they are always right. Little Red Riding hood is meant to take the ‘basket of goodies’ straight to grandma’s house and talk to no one on her way there, and to stick to the path under strict instructions from her mother. The wolf acts as the antagonist in the story as he wears Little Red Riding Hood down until finally she cracks, and Little Red does break the rules and she talks to him and tells with wolf where she’s going, but she quickly realises that he is no good and he is up to something evil and carries on her way to her grandma’s house. In a sense, this can be seen an allegory for children to not talk to strangers and to identify a possibly dangerous situation, the wolf being the stranger yet not being directly associated to a man or a woman so it doesn’t make the story so dark or intimidating to young children. 

Building morals and making the right decisions is important. Both modern and older children’s books can also teach what can be seen as a right decision and what is a wrong decision, and some let the reader choose for themselves to help build morals. The book The Most Magnificent Thing (Ashley Spires 2014), is a short story about a young girl who wants to make something out of this ‘boring’ world. She wants to make something wilder than anyone’s ever imagined, The Most Magnificent Thing possible, and she wants to be the first and only one to ever make it and because she’s an inventor herself and has made little things before. She thinks it’s going to be a very simple task, but it goes horribly wrong and she loses all hope of being the one and only.  Then her best friend which is her dog, gets her to persevere and try again and again and then she finally gets it right. This type of story can teach the reader that giving up isn’t always the right decision, stepping away and coming back could help you focus, or using a different approach instead of losing hope is always the best option. You can do anything you want to do if you put your mind to it, and that the friends around you are there to help and support you.  
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In relation to the image above, aesthetics play a large part in a picture book, and a lot of books are made for specific genders in mind, major tell-tale signs of this are, the colours used. The Most Magnificent Thing is an acceptation to conforming to stereotypes in terms of using colours to appeal to certain genders, because there isn’t a dominant ‘male or female’ colour everything is very neutral. The book also isn’t gender bias as they are using a girl instead of a boy for an inventor i.e., ‘Men build things, women cook and clean’. The young girl on the cover doesn’t have anything particularly feminine or masculine about her which makes her relatable to both genders. She just a slight pop of pink on her collar of her overalls (which can be associated as a masculine piece of clothing), against a neutral blue/ grey background. The only small signifier is her pigtails. This is an excellent example of a well-rounded illustration to appeal to all children. 
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Furthermore, sticking with the theme of gender and identity, what and who the story is about can impact who would want to read it. For example, a female/more feminine character could potentially identify better with a girl and a male could identify better with a more masculine character. Stereotypical things such as flowers and hearts for a girl or trucks and cars for a boy can be what appeals a book to either a boy a girl, but this is all dependant on a child’s preference.

There are some books that aren’t stereotypically created for a boy or a girl, such as the very hungry caterpillar (Eric Carle 2016). The colours aren’t gender specific, the cover has multiple colours that aren’t heavily associated with either gender such as green and orange. It also has gender and culture neutral character, as the caterpillar isn’t referred to as a specific gender so therefore can relate to all children. There are also books that don’t go by stereotypes and decide to challenge them such as Not all princess Dress in pink (Jane Yolen, Heidi E. Y. Stemple 2010), which is about girls who want the best of both worlds they want to get dirty and play sports, which are things that are seen as stereotypically ‘boy things’ yet they still want to wear a sparkly crown, which can be seen as something more girly, while they do so. The book is all about breaking the gender barrier and the stereotypes put into place by other children books, that girls can do what boys can do, not everything and everyone needs a label. They also challenge the Disney stereotype of the ‘pretty princess’ in a pink dress. As you can see on the front cover, the ‘princesses’ are painting over the pink letters with green, which like expressed earlier doesn’t have a gender specified to it. 

As previously mentioned, picture books can be heavily gender biased based upon the colours they use, as explained earlier stereotypically pink being for a girl and blue for a boy, other tell-tale signs would be the main characters used, the way they are dressed. Are children from a young age told how to look based upon the images they see around them, Chris Campe states that most books would have…

“A boy and girl both wearing jeans, sneakers and t-shirts in different shades of blue the boy is taller than the girl, she wears a ponytail while his hair is short, his eyebrows are wider and less arched than hers, and her t-shirt has a lower neckline than his” (Chris Campe: Varoom journal: Edition 3).
These in modern day are false connotations of a boy and girl, they may be stereotypical but in modern day it’s not ‘one size fits all anymore’ can these images cause a false identity to be forced upon younger children, causing them to lose who they really are. Chris Campe also states that illustrators “Make conscious decisions and their opinion becomes part of the visual representation. Is the woman as tall as the man? Is she a little shorter? - or taller?” (Chris Campe Varoom journal: Edition 3), these are key factors in how the reader will perceive things in the real world. Diversity should be represented throughout.

For example, DreamWorksTV (2017), argue that colours used to be gender neutral. Toys would be in all colours not even clothes would be gender specific; Most children (both boys and girls) would dress in dresses as it would take them much longer to grow out of a dress rather than trousers. In 1918 the video states that “pink is a stronger colour and is more suited for the boys’ and that “Blue was a more delicate and dainty and prettier for the girls” (DreamWorksTV: 2017). This rule changed once again in the 1940’s, Feminine products became pink for house wives to buy them. The video also states that “Kid’s today are exposed to a lot more advertising that reinforces what being a boy/girl is about and what colours they should then wear” (DreamWorksTV: 2017). It’s thought that it was all a big marketing scheme to make companies a lot more money.
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Continuing with challenging stereotypes My Princess boy (Cheryl Kilodavis 2011), is an LGBTQ book that does not conform. It is about a boy who likes to wear dresses instead of trousers, he likes pink sparkly things and always wears his tiara no matter what he’s doing, it’s a necessity. This type of modern book teaches both young boys and girls that, not all girls have to like pink girly things and want to wear pretty dress etc. and it’s okay if boys decide to like those things, its once again fighting to get rid of the labels. This book was created to teach everyone of all ages about accepting everyone as they are and to not change because someone tells you that you should.  This type of book is an example of the story having a lot of substance and meaning, with badly executed illustrations and design, as the text and the type face used is mediocre. This will be discussed and examined further in the third chapter.



When talking about the stereotypes in animation Myschool Chris Campe states that…

“Henning told me that when he planned the film, he conceptualised the boy as a rough adventurer and the girl as ingenious and smart. He said he specifically made an effort to make gender equality into account by having both the boy and girl do ‘cool things’ and allotting each the same amount of screen time.” (Chris Campe Varoom journal: Edition 3).

This is a positive example of gender representation, lack of stereotypes and a sense of ‘equality’ for male and female. Some people would argue that is in fact in accurate as they are still being put into boxes/categories based upon the illustrators/designers prejudged conceptions. 

 













Chapter 2: Can Pictures books embrace neutrality and evoke emotions? 

Who are you? :The kid’s guide to gender identity (Brook Pessin-Whedbee 2016), is for children ages five and upward to understand what gender is defined as and how it defines you as a person, as it features people of all ethnicities and children from different backgrounds. The pages have colourful illustrations of children of all abilities enjoying who they are individually and together it states 

“There are lots of ways to be a boy
There are lots of ways to be a girl
There are lots of ways to be a kid.”  (Who are you?:2016).

But not once does it tell the reader how to do so, as the purpose of the book is for you to find that part out for yourself, just by being who you are.

When children are shown illustrations in children’s books, can some images form stereotypes for the children, for example from reading the journal Girls go first? Negotiating gender representation in contemporary illustration (Chris Campe Varoom Journal: Edition 3). A female illustrator named Stephanie Wunderlich was commissioned to illustrate something ‘Christmassy’ and the journal says that the illustration has…

“A woman stirring food on a stove in the front, children setting the table in the middle ground and at the back a man on a ladder decorating the Christmas tree”
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Is the first image sending a positive family vibe? Or is it sending a message that women are meant to be in the kitchen and men do the ‘manly stuff’ i.e. Use tools and ladders etc. The journal then carries on the say that she was sent back the illustration and was asked to switch the roles of the man and woman, as the company in question didn’t want to conform and represent stereotypical gender roles. The journal also states that there is still gender stereotyping at play in the second image because of the playful nature of the male chef, and that just because the genders have been swapped doesn’t mean the gender roles are any less stereotypical.

Like the first example of gender stereotypes and how gender is perceived, In the book Introducing teddy: A Gentle story about gender and friendship (Jessica Walton 2016), summarizes the book as... 

“One sunny day, Errol finds that Thomas is sad, even when they are playing in their favorite ways. Errol can't figure out why, until Thomas finally tells Errol what the teddy has been afraid to say: "In my heart, I've always known that I'm a girl teddy, not a boy teddy. I wish my name was Tilly, not Thomas.” And Errol says, "I don't care if you're a girl teddy or a boy teddy! What matters is that you are my friend.”

This sends a positive message to the reader of the story that everyone should be accepted the way that they are no matter what they are or who they decide to be.

Crash course (2017), state that gender can come under any of the three categories: structural functional theory, symbolic interaction theory and social conflict theory “all three of these theories have different perspectives on why gender exists” (crash course 2017). Structural functionalism is put in place so that society meshes well together, people are one gender or the other so that they fit together well “men are providers and women take care of the home” (crash course 2017). They also state that “gender roles became institutionalised and it was taken for granted that men would be the bread winners and women would bare the children” (crash course 2017). Sociologist Talcott Parsons research states that boys and girls would take on traits that the other did not have so that when they come together their traits will compliment each other “to maintain stable productive family units” (crash course 2017), instrumental qualities vs expressive qualities. 

Children’s books embrace gender neutrality in a multitude of ways, most successfully using animals as the main characters and using neutral terminology e.g. in the book Big Red Barn (Margaret Wise Brown 1996), each page talks about a different animal and something they are learning to do such as “There was a pig, who was learning to squeal” and “There was a great big horse, And a very little horse”. There isn’t any gender specification in the stories or a reference to relationships between characters i.e. mother and daughter/Brother and sister. Is this a successful way of steering children away from stereotypes and conformity? Is using animals in picture books, an allegory for everyone being equal, anyone can do anything they want. Gender doesn’t matter and that you don’t have to conform to what society thinks you should do, based upon you being male or female.

With picture books being read to children from a young age, these books are some of the first sources of learning material they will receive, so therefore these stories can have a rather large influence on a child’s developing conscience. When talking about how picture books galvanized a generation and changed the UK K. Reynolds states that “The fact that children’s books can have a strongly formative influence upon the young has often attracted the attention of new leaders and regimes. “(Kimberly Reynolds 2016). The younger years are a key point of learning for children, this will shape the person they are to become and what people/society decide to show them can have an effect on how they feel, and what they do and how they view situations. For example, if you show them an image like in the varoom journal of a woman cooking and a man hard at work, would this child when grow up conform to stereotypes and think that they must be the manly one and cooking is a woman’s place even if the society around them doesn’t agree. They will stick to the values they have been brought up with. 

Emotions in picture books are just as important as gender neutrality, as these emotions can help shape a child’s conscience. Picture books can evoke strong emotions from children at the most vulnerable of times such as, The Pond (Nicola Davies 2017), and The Heart and The Bottle (Oliver Jeffers 2010). 
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These books have similar story lines in a sense of, The Heart and The Bottle is about a young girl who thought a million miles a minute about all the possibilities in the world and all the amazing things that were around her. She would run and tell her Dad about all the amazing things she could remember, but then one day his chair was empty and nothing to the young girl felt the same. And The Pond, is about a young boy who loses his Father, and is instantly mad at the world. Everything he does comes back to why did his dad have to die. But both of these stories have a resolution. The girl remembers how to feel the way she did as a child and the young boy finally gets his pond and all is well with himself and his family, it’s almost as if his dad is always with him. These stories teach children about the power of love and what it’s like to lose someone close to them, and also that all these feelings are temporary and there is always a solution/ a way forward. 

The Pond and The Heart and The bottle can play a part in shaping conscience. Teaching children how to act in social situations, and how to deal with negative news etc. The Successful Parent blog (2001), suggests that one’s conscience starts forming in early childhood, so therefore it is important for children to learn all the correct morals to help shape them into genuine people. Picture books with moral stories/tales and picture books the teach you what a good and bad decision is will help develop a child’s conscience. They will learn from the characters they read about, and how they themselves should act.

Talking with tree’s book’s (2013) use real life scenarios in their books, to help children decipher between a good and a bad decision, and what they should do in certain social situations. They have scenarios such as “Pretend you are in a store and there is a candy bar that you really, really want. You don’t have money and your mom might say she won’t buy it, but you still want it really badly. You reach for it and slip it into your pocket without anyone seeing.” They then address the reader and ask them how they feel. Then they state. “How could you define conscience in this situation? Your conscience is the thought and the feeling that helps you remember that stealing is wrong” this helps shape a positive conscience. 




Chapter 3:  Aesthetics vs Substance 

“When children read fiction, they are exposed to the beliefs which inform and structure their society. The books encourage child readers to internalise particular ways of seeing the world and help shape their development as individuals.” (John Stephens 1992).

Children’s books which are mass produced can be heavily influenced by imaginary things, such as monsters that hide under the bed, animals that can talk and animated furniture etc. As previously mentioned these books are introduced to children at all different ages and can be their first source of learning about life e.g. being read these sorts of stories at bed time or at nursery. Therefore, the question; Should modern day book publishers think about this when creating books? Can be asked and also, should they think about the substance of the text and the quality of the images rather than what’s fun/on trend and will make a quick sale and lots of money for the company? Do the parents need to step away from the pulp stories and look for something more meaningful for their children to read.  

When talking about C.S.Lewis and what a good children’s book is and if adults determined what defines a good book, Adam Gitwitz states that….

“Lewis is not saying that adults determine which books are good for children, but rather that the truly good books for children are those that fall in the center of a Venn diagram, where one circle is books that children like, and the other is books that adults like.” (Adam Gitwitz 2016).

With this statement in mind is it important for publishers to appeal to both their audience of ‘Children’ and the Parents, as they will be the ones buying the picture books. Is this an important factor of what makes a successful children’s book; not only appealing to the child’s imagination but enticing the parents to buy the book? The companies need to engage both the person being read to and the reader. Do they have to think about the book being both visually and emotionally stimulating and also have an educational purpose?  

When researching into the importance of an image in a picture book, and how it appeals to the audience, Chris Campe believes that illustrators are often referred to as people making ‘pretty pictures’ but they have a greater meaning to the world. She believes that they create ‘Realities from scratch’ as the images they create “Communicate a given message or mood” and “Need to engage the target group and ultimately to sell their product” (Chris Campe: Varoom Journal Edition 3). What Chris explains is important as the target group would be the parents and the children, the book would need to engage the children and sell to the parents. Also, that the realities that illustrators create from scratch can help shape and develop a child’s imagination and the messages and mood in the stories can create a positive or negative experience, and evoke certain emotions.

“Although this process forms a key part of their education, it remains largely invisible. As well as a story, fictions impart a significance to readers - often without revealing its presence or ground - and therefore have considerable potential to socialize their audience.” (John Stephens 1992).

Following the theme of developing imagination, according to John Stephens, fiction is incredibly important on helping shape imagination and helping children differentiate between fiction and reality. Even though it ends up being put to the back of our minds its always there, this refers back to children’s books shaping conscience and identity. When parents buy these books for their children the key factors aren’t always what it’s about, it’s how child friendly the front cover is, what colours it has on it, how friendly do the characters look, and its apparent quality. When reading the story, it would seem harmless to what it actually means to the children, but to adults ‘it’s just a story’. However, this story is shaping their child’s imagination into something positive or negative. Are these books helping shape what the children should be afraid of, for example are the monsters under your bed an allegory for the fear of the unknown? Or are they simply mass pulp narratives, which are compromising the integrity of the artful role of the picture book?

A picture book is a powerful tool and can develop a child’s mind in a positive way in the right hands or a negative way in the wrong hands, Kim Reynolds states that…

“In fact, there were many children’s books published during that time that sought to use writing for children and young people to create activists, visionaries and leaders among the rising generation.” (Kimberly Reynolds 2016).

This quote is referring to children’s books created by the Soviet Union to radicalize and modernize British society. These types of children’s books were overlooked and in most places kept a secret as they didn’t fit in with ‘What children should be learning’ the article states that these books were created to teach “opposing war, and books about modern architecture and design, class and unemployment, children’s health, sex education, the countryside, and all the sciences.” If children were to learn about these topics in pictures books, would they have a better understanding of the developing world around them. Is it important for children’s books to reflect reality, or should children be sheltered until they are old enough to understand?
[image: ]









Children’s books have an incredibly important message, that can relate to a lot of people, but then have poorly executed illustrations and overall design/budget meaning it is substance over image. A good example of this is My princess boy (Cheryl Kilodavis 2011), referred to in the second chapter, the story has a lot of heart and a lot of meaning, it is something that is important for children to understand. Yet the illustrations and design are very poorly executed, the characters have no face, so there is a lack of identity. Could you then argue that My Princes Boy has no identity so the reader can put themselves in his shoes?  Some books can be an exception to this such as The Day the Crayons Quit (Drew Daywalt & Oliver Jeffers:2013). Some would say the images are poorly executed but they correspond to what to story is about perfectly. 

When thinking about substance over content, there are some books that excel in both: such as previous examples used in this dissertation. The heart and The Bottle (Oliver Jeffers 2010), and The Pond (Nicola Davies 2017), they have beautifully executed illustrations that flow across the pages in the styles personal to the artist and the story has a greater meaning.
 
Aesthetics are an important selling point for picture books, but the other defining factors that make a children’s book good are, powerful characters that provoke lots of emotions, the moral behind the story. Books always have a character to empathize with whether it be in a positive or a negative way. Or a character that engages with them and helps them learn something. In The Very Hungry Caterpillar (Eric Carle 2016), the story teaches children a sense of time and being “Caterpillar tells our children about time - his egg appears at night and is born under the morning sun. Each page takes us into a new day, and the final pages introduce the concept of distant time as we wait for Caterpillar to reappear from his cocoon.”  (Dominic Casciani: 2005), therefore the book teaches children the importance of growing up, and evolving as a person. The book also teaches children how to count to sixteen pre-school learning, so it is an educational experience for them. 
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Books like The Day the Crayons Quit rely heavily on a child’s imagination, imagining their crayons coming to life and believing that they have emotions just like they do, helping them empathize with the characters; Another allegory, which would help children learn how to empathize with someone else. This type of book is successful as the images are more on a child’s level, they mirror the drawings skills of a young child. Referring back to adults deciding what a good picture book is based upon aesthetics. This type of book can be an acceptation to this statement as the playful nature/ aesthetic of the images, and overall book design could appeal to adults on a more childish level, and remind them of their own children therefore wanting to buy the book. 





Conclusion:

From the information and research, I have read and gathered throughout this dissertation, I can clearly state that pictures books can both help and hinder a child’s developing sense of identity. This is down to a multitude of factors. Such as; books being made for specific genders or conforming to gender preferences. Also, that moral stories/tales and stories about decision making can help shape the reader and 
more modern-day children’s books are steering towards the gender-neutral side, and are using animals as allegories for something else. Rather than using a male or female, therefore not conforming to gender stereotypes/ Stereotypical gender roles;   
Helping the developing sense of identity.

Then there are factors that can hinder a child’s developing sense of identity such as gender stereotyping, like the Varoom Journal written by Chris Campe; This type of gender representation can help the reader conform to a certain stereotype in the future, it is an inaccurate representation of ‘normality’. 

When researching for this dissertation a recurring theme that affect a child’s sense of identity was gender, and the stereotypes that come along with it and how they would fit into society based upon whether they were male or female. There was an abundance of picture books out there that addressed these issues, and they are successfully becoming part of the books sold in main stream stores. Those types of stories help children decide for themselves who they are and who they are going to become.  
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