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Question. 
How can the role of an illustrator, particularly through the medium of children’s picture books and other illustrative tools and materials help support and empower a child and their family living with Chronic illness?














It’s A Long Journey Into The Garden

Families, Bibliotherapy, Healing.

In the Hebrew culture the garden is a symbol of rejuvenation and life, “The garden is considered a micro cosmos in which life flourishes and is regenerated; it is the guaranty of Life and Regeneration.” (Vatamanu. 2012.)
Even within the art world the garden is often a symbol of a place where one can escape the rigours of the world, “An allegory of existence, a place of comfort, freedom and escape”. (Petrucci, 2020)  
The title of this essay is a line taken from the children's picture book (fig 1), The Unstoppable Maggie McGee. Author Juliet Clare Bell and illustrator Dave Gray spent time with sick and injured children in Birmingham Children’s Hospital listening to their thoughts and feelings. She said, “The garden was a really big theme, the idea of getting out into the garden. So, trying to bring the garden into the hospital for those children who don’t get the opportunity to get out much was important to me.” (Unstoppable Maggie McGee, 2015).  
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Fig 1. Unstoppable Maggie McGee. Bell J and Gray D. (2015)

That garden of flourishing life and regeneration may feel a very distant place when a child is so sick. The question maybe asked, “Will there ever be comfort and peace again?” 
Within the extended essay we will be studying the impact of Chronic Illness on the family, and the possible ways to deal with the altered journey the family now tread, in particular the role of children’s picture books and other illustrative mediums as an aid to acceptance and emotional healing, and feel they’ve reached the garden of peace and rejuvenation. 

Families
It can be such a shock to families when a child is first diagnosed with a chronic disease. They will often have already been on a difficult journey to the point of diagnoses, with illness and doctors, hospital visits and tests. It can be a very stressful and frightening time for the entire family. Each member will have their own struggles and difficulties, often one of the biggest issues is that initial feeling of grief and sadness. The future path has suddenly shifted direction, and dreams of the future feel shattered and have been replaced by uncertainty, and this creates a sense of bereavement and loss. 
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Fig 2. A Shelter for Sadness, David Litchfield, (2022)

Sadness has come to live with me, and I am building it a shelter... it has a right to be there. And I will make my shelter strong, so that in winter Sadness will have a safe shelter against the storms.
Booth and Litchfield, 2022, p1 and 13)

They must, as a family learn to live with and come to terms with these natural emotions and that can take time.
Siblings can sometimes feel left behind or forgotten, through no fault of the parents when they themselves are trying to come to terms with the situation. The sibling may battle with feelings of abandonment, anxiety, fear, resentment and guilt. 

[image: ]Fig. 3, Benny’s Hat, Juliet Bell and Dave Grey (2017)

“When we get back inside, Dad dries Benny really gently. “I’m wet, too.” I say, but no one hears me.” (Bell and Gray, 2017)
The child, particularly if it is a visible illness will be more likely to get bullied by their peers. They may want to stop going to school, “Differences related to physical appearances have also been linked with peer relationship difficulties and increased incidents of bullying, name-calling and teasing” (Edwards and Titman. 2010. P128)
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Fig 4. We’re All Wonders, R J Palacio (2017)

“Sometimes they stare at me. They point or laugh. They even say mean things behind my back. But I can hear them. It hurts my feelings.” (Palacio, 2017)
The child may simply not know how to process what is happening to them, and all the implications that come with their illness. Anxiety and fear can lead to ‘White Coat Syndrome’ which can be severely problematic at medical appointments. 

Any child who is diagnosed with a serious and chronic medical illness is at greater risk for developing emotional problems. Unlike a child who has a temporary medical condition such as the flu, the child with a chronic illness must cope with knowing that the disease is permanent, incurable and may even get worse with time. This can be very hard for children, just like it is for adults and family members.
(aacap, 2023)
 
Can the use of children's books and other illustrative materials be of help to a sick child, their siblings and even their parents? It will clearly not make the issues previously mentioned and so many others go away and will certainly not alter the path of the illness itself, but can they be helped along that path? To ease the fear, to bring understanding and empowerment to the child? They may also teach coping techniques and ways to remain calm in frightening moments. 
Within the extended essay there’ll be an analysis of several children’s picture books and other illustrative materials that deal with the subject of chronic illness, how and in what way they can be of use. 


Bibliotherapy
. 
Bibliotherapy therapy is when carefully selected books aid a child to process issues that they are experiencing. They can see duplications of their own problems and therefore see that they are not alone and how other children in similar circumstances have dealt with those issues.  (Jack & Ronand, 2008). This can be such a tool for healing, whether the child reads alone, or with an adult, it can create moments of conversation. “Reading to children increases self-esteem, gives comfort, and may aid children in coping with difficult situations.” (Dale, 2011). Questions may be asked and should be encouraged, or experiences shared, and that can be the first step to help the process of understanding and acceptance. 

Through the use of children's books, the topic becomes less threatening and is presented to the child in a format that is familiar. Remember the book is simply the starting point, and that the true healing and processing of the loss comes through the open discussions and dialogue and specific interventions that accompany the text. 
(Elswick, 2018, p81)


Clearly the narrative is critical for a good picture book, particularly one to be used for bibliotherapy purposes, but the illustrations are really what makes or breaks the book. It’s the pictures that truly attract the child to it or not. Children often study the illustrations as they hear the words being read to them. Illustrator Anthony Browne is passionate about the importance of children’s picture books. In an interview with Penguin Books he stated that,

While the adults are reading the words, the child is reading the pictures, and I think that’s why picture books are so important, because they’re not like anything else. The relationship between the pictures and the words echos the relationship between the adult and the child, in the sense that, yes, the adult is reading the words, the child is reading the pictures, and they meet somewhere in the middle and have conversations. It’s a two-way communication within the picture book, there’s the words, the pictures and the gap between the two of them which is where the conversation goes on.
(2011)

It is important that time is given for the child to study and ‘read’ the illustrations, to analyse and reflect what is happening. As Browne states, it’s the gap between the words and the illustrations that the conversation is triggered.

Picture books are such a valuable tool that allows the child to process what is happening to them or another member of the family. It’s useful to set a certain time to create the moment for them. Bedtime is often a good time as the child is winding down for the day. It gives opportunity for the child and possibly any siblings to have valuable discussion time. The illustrations can assist in the child recognising their own worries and fears, particularly if they show aspects that the child relates to and because they themselves are worried about the same things. Reassurance and comfort can help the child navigate their way through their feelings. 

In an article in Psychology Today, Child and Family Therapist Heather Rose Artushin talks about how bibliotherapy can help children and their mental health, firstly it promotes empathy, even if the child is not facing the issues themselves, they can through picture books and stories help feel empathy and understanding of someone who is, “The more high-quality fiction that the child reads, from a young age, the more empathic human beings they become” (Artushin, 2024)
Secondly, she discusses that picture books can validate the child’s emotions and experiences. Reading a story that the child can relate to, will help them process their own issues, and that is because “...behind every book is a writer drawing from their own human experiences, reaching through the page to say, “You are not alone.” (Artushin, 2024)

Healing
The third word to be discussed within the extended essay will be healing. This is somewhat multi-faceted, but this essay will not be focusing on physical healing, but on the emotional aspect. Coming to terms with the new path ahead, learning to find peace and calm no matter the circumstances the family now find themselves - or the outcome. It is important for the wellbeing of everyone involved that an acceptance of the situation occurs and to learn coping techniques, this then makes each day bearable, and emotional healing can occur. 

There are many factors to consider when it comes to children experiencing psychological distress. Clinical Psychologists Melinda Edwards and Penny Titman in Promoting the Emotional and Mental Wellbeing in a child with acute and chronic illness, state that it’s crucial if a child who is likely to have repeated medical and often painful procedures that their psychological wellbeing is addressed very early on. That the experiences need to be as stress-free as possible, teaching coping techniques so the trauma can be alleviated for all. If it’s not, then it can trigger issues in the short and long term. They go on to say that even the health professionals themselves find it very stressful to do a painful but necessary procedure on a distressed child, the parents will also be feeling anxious and helpless as they watch and are unable to bring comfort.  
“Reducing children’s distress can also reduce stress for parents and professionals.” (2010, p69).
This is where books and illustrative materials could be useful to prepare the child and parents for what is to come. It would be a useful tool if all Paediatric units had illustrated booklets that covered these procedures, whether in a story format, or clear fun illustrations, so the child can see for themselves what is to be done. “Younger children engage better with information provided in a social story format (rather than just factual information sheets). “(Edwards and Titman, 2010). 
Picture books will sometimes have coping strategies included within the story. These could include information that could empower the child to be ready, to know for instance if they are frightened of needles to look away when a needle is coming and to take some deep breaths.  If the child is aware and ready it may lead to less distress. “Emotion, which is suffering, ceases to be suffering as soon as we form a clear and precise picture of it.” (Frankyl, 1946, p99). 
Other materials can be useful, items that can distract the child, or bring them comfort: worry dolls, toys, specific apps, Journals, games, art/colouring books, balms etc There are many forms of illustrative materials that can be created to help the child relax and emotionally heal, which will also be explored within the extended essay. 


My Proposal 
Therefore, my proposed question for my extended essay is, “How can the role of an illustrator, particularly through the medium of children’s picture books and other illustrative tools and materials help support and empower a child and their family living with Chronic illness?”

The practice to go alongside the extended essay will be to write and illustrate a 32-page children’s book centred on the sick child, a complete dummy book and 4 completed double page spreads. I plan to use my own children’s experience as the reference point, including the impact on siblings and parents. The disease will remain unnamed and generic, so it’ll be accessible to any chronic illnesses. I also for my portfolio assignment will create a hospital bag that will go hand in hand with this practice, including things that will be covered in the picture book. 

Within the story line, I want to incorporate many of the issues identified within the extended essay that are experienced by the sick child and their families; the loneliness, the fear, the guilt, the tiredness, the pain etc. I want it to be real and relatable, so those reading the book will see themselves. Mentioned within the essay are ways of emotional healing and coping with the trauma that so often comes with chronic illness, so my story will cover some of those too. This could help a child to follow the same practice. My goal is that the child will be able to recognise that their feelings are perfectly normal, and they are doing great. There are things that they themselves can do to help with the fear, anxiety and confusion in amongst this overwhelming and alien world of hospitals, doctors and sometimes painful procedures. Hopefully, the child will feel empowered during a time when they feel so small and insignificant and out of control.  I have not got as far as the story board yet, but I’m thinking of incorporating the garden into the story, somehow. 
As an illustrator I feel very strongly that I want to make a difference in the lives of those who have personal struggles and want my work to help them come to terms with situations. As a mother myself that struggled with the emotional turmoil of having two of my three children diagnosed with lifelong Chronic Illness, I’d have been so grateful to have a resource I could have turned to. This is dedicated to my children and any other child that is frightened and bewildered with their illness, and for any parent who grieves the way I grieved. 
Lastly, my goal is to help bring understanding and empathy to those who have not had those experiences. A bit more kindness, tolerance, understanding and empathy in the world would help make the unsettling path that those with Cronic illness tread, just a little easier and bearable. 

“But I will give it [my sadness] a little garden too, so that in spring, birds will come and build their nests and green shoots will peek through the dark earth. I can visit it whenever I need to. Whenever it calls to me. And, whenever Sadness wants, it can come out of it’s shelter and hold my hand. And we will look at the world and discover how beautiful it is. Together.”
(Booth, 2020)

Bibliography/ Reference List
Brazell D & Davies J, (2014), Understanding Illustration, London, Bloomsbury Publishing
Brierly J, (1980), Children's Well-Being, Windsor, NFER Publishing Company.
Case C & Dalley T, (1990), Working with Children in Art Therapy, London, Routledge, Chapman and Hall, Inc
Doonan J (1993), Looking at Pictures in Picture Books, Stroud, The Thimble Press Publishers
Edwards M & Titman P (2010), Promoting Psychological Well-Being in Children with Acute and Chronic Illness, London, Jessica Kingsley Publishers
Elswick, S. (2018) Using Picture Books to Enhance Children's Social and Emotional Literacy: Creative Activities and Programs for Parents and Professionals. London, Jessica Kingsley Publishers
Harris P (1992), Children and Emotion. The Development of Psychological Understanding. Oxford, Blackwell Publishers

Tucker N (2009) The Child and the Book, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press
Frankyl, V. (1946) Man Search for Meaning, 7th rev. edn. London: Penguin Random House UK
Wigan M, (2018), Thinking Visually for illustrators, London, Bloomsbury Publishing  



Online References

Aacap (2023), Chronic Illness and Children, available at: https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/FFF-Guide/The-Child-With-A-Long-Term-Illness-019.aspx accessed 19 April 2024

Artushin, H R (2024) Psychology Today, available at: https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/well-read/202401/bibliotherapy-for-kids (Accessed: 12 April 2024)

Dale, J C (2011), Journal of Pediatric Health Care, available at: https://www.jpedhc.org/article/S0891-5245(10)00235-X/abstract accessed 12 April 2024

Petrucci, V. (2020) Domus Web, available at: https://www.domusweb.it/en/art/2020/05/15/the-garden-a-place-of-symbolism.html accessed 12 April 2024

Unstoppable Maggie Mcgee (2015) [Facebook] 23 October. Available at https://www.facebook.com/TheUnstoppableMaggieMcGee/videos/1498262970467759
(Accessed: 23 April 2024)

Vatamanu, C. (2012) Theology and Life, available at:  https://teologiesiviata.ro/en/meaning-metaphorical-garden-hebrew-tradition accessed 1 April 2024


Children’s Picture Books. 
Rosen M (2011) Sad Book, London, Walker Books Ltd.  
Slosse N &Moral R (2017) Big Tree is Sick, London, Jessica Kingsley Publishers
Welsh C & Gilland A (2020) The Perfect Shelter, London, Little Tiger Press
Bell J & Gray D (2017), Benny's Hat, Coventry, Pomelo Pip
Bell J & Gray D (2015), The Unstoppable Maggie McGee, Coventry, Silhouette Press.   
Booth A & Litchfield D (2022), A Shelter for Sadness, London, Templar Books
Palacio R J (2017), We’re All Wonders, London, Penguin UK


Images

Fig 1. Bell J & Gray D (2015), The Unstoppable Maggie McGee, Coventry, Silhouette Press.
Fig 2. Booth A & Litchfield D (2022), A Shelter for Sadness, London, Templar Books
Fig 3. Bell J & Gray D (2017), Benny's Hat, Coventry, Pomelo Pip
Fig 4. Palacio R J (2017), We’re All Wonders, London, Penguin UK

image6.png




image4.png




image5.png




image2.jpg




