How do illustrators communicate emotion and what visual techniques do they use that support young children’s emotional development?
Illustration is central to children’s literature as it provides a visual element with further context to the written story. As young children are still relying on influences like picturebooks to establish their basic understanding of emotions and social maturity it is important to consider the content of these illustrations and how they can best serve an appropriate influence on their development. Emotional literacy is heavily dependent on recognising facial expressions and body language, and illustrations are a great way to teach young children the ability to interpret these social cues (Pike, Barnes, and Barron, 2010). A variety of illustrative techniques can be used to draw the young child’s attention to different features within an illustrated scene, these can emphasise the emotion or narrative, whichever is more in need of attention for the scene. Analysing these techniques such as colour psychology, facial expressions, body language and posture, and composition provides a demonstration of how these elements are able to convey messages to young readers an develop their emotional literacy skills. Some artists that focus on embedding methods of developing young reader’s emotional literacy are Shaun Tan with The Red Tree and Maurice Sendak with Where the Wild Things Are, I will be analysing the illustrations and how these can be applied to emotional development in young readers.
[bookmark: _Int_YILcx07m][bookmark: _Int_7LajiDJ7]Visual storytelling uses images to communicate narratives, emotions, or messages instead of or alongside written text. Research shows that even preschool-age children can learn to recognise and interpret visual elements like colour, composition, and design, as part of constructing their interpretation and meaning of a narrative (Pantaleo, 2023). This truly emphasises the value of illustration to books. Components to these illustrations include colour, composition, image, and symbolism. By communicating through visual storytelling, the reader is immersed into the mood and rich story of imagery, this can add depth and a stronger value to the narrative. The viewer’s understanding of the narrative can be directed by illustrative elements like facial expressions, colour and mood, body language and posture, and composition. As children’s literature is often read to young children as they are typically not at the age of reading, illustrations are especially important to children in order to keep their focus on the storyline, deepen their understanding of the narrative, and learn from the narratives and emotional or social cues expressed within the art. It is crucial that they learn the skills to read the pictures to understand the narrative as there is such a wide influence from imagery and illustration in the world that this skill must be developed for basic visual literacy skills (O’Neil, 2011).
“Children don’t ‘mis’behave. They behave, either positively or negatively, to communicate. Small children communicate through their behavior because that is the only method of communication they have. Even when they become verbal, though, they still aren’t able to articulate big feelings and subtle problems well verbally ..…  It’s about guiding behavior, and guidance is something we provide through everyday interactions with our children.” (Knost, n.d.)
[bookmark: _Int_PcXPS5Oa][bookmark: _Int_vjnwqNMf][bookmark: _Int_eZCn4AEa][image: ]The Department for Education refer to a child struggling to understand the social expectations to share with other children in nursery. They approach the child about this by giving them space but explaining that it is okay to feel strong emotions like they are in the moment (Department for Education, 2021, 01.40). This is a crucial approach because it validates their emotions and creates a safe environment for them to express themselves without judgement or the fear that their feelings will be dismissed. They say how it can be beneficial to use examples from the child’s own experiences (Department for Education, 2021, 02.14) which can be applied to illustrations within picture books then used as a bridge between the narratives and emotional themes and the child’s own emotions. This leads to them becoming more self-aware, empathetic, and able to learn stronger self regulation and social skills, this is known as emotional literacy, the “ability to identify and label feelings in ourselves and others” (Gregory, 2023; TheraPlatform, n.d.).
Sendak, M. (1963) Illustration of Max in his bedroom becoming a forest, in Where the Wild Thing Are. New York: Harper & Row.
Looking at ‘Where the Wild Things Are’ by Maurice Sendak (Raptis Rare Books, 2019), the narrative follows Max, a young boy, who causes trouble at home in a wolf dress up suit and when he shouts his mother calls him a ‘wild thing’, after this erupts, his punishment is being sent to bed without dinner, in this moment the emotional narrative for the book is established with frustration and feeling misunderstood – both very common emotions for young children due to the previously mentioned inability to effectively express themselves. By bringing Max to his bedroom, Sendak has successfully communicated Max’s safe space to the reader and begins to explore how Max’s imagination is coming to life, not overpowering, but noticeable changes like tree trunks rising from the floorboards and foliage taking over the ceiling. The clear depiction of fantasy and creativity encourages this within the reader rather than stifling it. As this surge of imagination begins to take over the narrative, this all happens in the scene of Max’s bedroom which subtly teaches the child that their bedroom is a safe place for their thoughts, emotions, and creativity.
Focusing more on the techniques used within Sendak’s illustration, she keeps Max’s position in the image low and to the left so as not to distract from the scenery change. It keeps Max looking small in relation to the rest of the scene that seems to be expanding around him which reflects the emotions of isolation and misunderstanding he is expressing. There is a lot of depth to the layers and structure of the illustration which causes the viewer to move through the image with the focus from Max to the bed, to the trees and then the window. Max stands tall and holds a sense of pride, suggesting his imagination is a secure place for him to express his anger. According to Strode and Munda (2023), children often interpret emotional meaning through body language and facial cues. Max’s lack of facial expression communicates his emotional withdrawal and internalisation (Strode and Munda, 2023).
Semiotics helps us see how Sendak communicates Max’s emotional state and mental wellbeing. The sign is Max wearing an animal costume, the signifier is the physical characteristics of the suit, it is white, with point ears, a long bushy tail, and claws. Lastly the signified is how Max feels a desire for a wild personality and the freedom he wishes for. All elements of the costume symbolise a transformation between reality and his imaginative side he can consolidate when overwhelmed with his emotions.
[image: ]Now looking at Shaun Tan’s work, he uses a lot of symbolism and metaphorical imagery in his illustrations. In The Red Tree, he expresses the character of a little girl as an anonymous representation of insignificance and vulnerability. 
Darkness (detail), Shaun Tan, 2000, acrylic and oil on paper, 50 × 45 cm
The fantasy inspired illustrations (Tan, 2000) focus on surreal, dream-like forms with muted colours dominating the scene which create a feeling of heaviness. One red leaf is the only brightly coloured element and is present on each page to symbolise hope which remains unrecognised by the girl. This is a contrast to Sendak’s work as she uses fantasy creatures and vibrant movement throughout the book to represent freedoms and imagination. Her colour palette is warmer than Tan’s and he use surreal illustration and imagery to reflect negative emotions.
In conclusion, illustrations provide a second layer to storytelling, helping children to engage with the narrative deeply. Oxford University Press argues that illustrations are an appropriate aid for those with shorter attention span due to the visual cues that engage them with the text, characters that reflect themselves and being excited to predict what may happen next in the story (Oxford University Press, 2024). A study confirmed that illustrations contribute a positive impact on early childhood story comprehension. Preschoolers read stories that were illustrated and they recalled more story events than those reading non-illustrated stories (Greenhoot, Beyer and Curtis, 2014), this means that the emotional literacy is developed as the appropriate emotions and narratives have been portrayed and understood by the child.
Techniques like colour psychology to establish a mood and atmosphere, composition to guide the viewer to each illustrated component, and symbolism and metaphors to add a deeper meaning and indirect message to the viewer, like Shaun Tan’s use of the red leaf or his surreal forms. All techniques work together to support the development of emotional literacy in young children and translate written text into a comprehensible illustration they can interpret, relate to, and learn from.
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