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In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

HOW PICTURE BOOKS  WORK Pe rry Node lman Picture s  in childre n's  books  s hould be  s imple  and cle ar and
colorful. The y s hould not be  abs tract. The  fig ure s  in the m s hould be  larg e , and the y s hould not ble nd into the
backg round. The s e  opinions , s hare d by many of the  s tude nts  in my childre n's  lite rature  clas s e s , s ay more  of
the ir ide as  about childre n than the ir unde rs tanding  of art. The y think that picture s  in childre n's  books  s hould
be  s imple  be caus e  childre n, be ing  ine xpe rie nce d, are  s imple minde d; cle ar, be caus e  childre n's  untraine d
e ye s  cannot pe rce ive  s ubtle tie s ; and colorful, be caus e  childre n the ms e lve s  are  brig ht s pirits  with no
capacity for g loom. My s tude nts  als o  think that while  words  are  always  hard to  unde rs tand, the  rig ht s ort of
picture s  — one s  that are  s imple  and cle ar and nonabs tract — re quire  no e ort at all. In fact, the y be lie ve  that
is  why childre n's  books  contain picture s ; the  picture s  contain information that allows  childre n to  unde rs tand
the  words . The y think that childre n can make  no s e ns e  of an ide a like  "a woman s at at a window" until a
picture  s hows  the m what a woman is  and what a window is  , and the y are  s ure  that a comple x de piction of an
unre alis tic  woman s itting  by an abs tracte d window doe s  not do the  job. Of cours e , childre n are  not s imple -
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minde d nor always  che e rful. The ir picture s  are  rare ly s imple  and ne e d not be  non-abs tract or colorful. Words
are  no harde r to  unde rs tand than picture s ; e ve n thoug h knowing  how to  re ad words  is  hard, infants
unde rs tand s poke n one s  be fore  the y unde rs tand picture s . Above  all, childre n's  books  do not contain
picture s  me re ly to  conve y factual information. In fact, picture s  by the ms e lve s  conve y little . Jus t as  our
unde rs tanding  of lang uag e  de pe nds  on our knowle dg e  of the  g rammar that g ive s  it s hape , our
unde rs tanding  of picture s  de pe nds  on our knowle dg e  of the  conve ntions  by which the y ope rate . Eve n
unde rs tanding  a photog raph re quire s  a knowle dg e  of conve ntions  ; we  mus t unde rs tand that the  one -inch
pe rs on we  s e e  in a thre e -byfive  inch photog raph is  not re ally one  inch hig h; that that pe rs on is  probably not
as  flat as  his  imag e  nor s urrounde d by a white  frame ; that the  place  the  photog raph de picts  is  probably
more  colorful than a black and white  photog raph of it; and that e ve n thoug h the  s ubje ct's  hand will be  rais e d
in the  photog raph for as  long  as  the  photog raph e xis ts , he  has  probably lowe re d it by now in the  world
outs ide  the  picture . As  we ll as  the  us ual pictorial conve ntions  , picture  books  have  conve ntions  of .the ir
own. Whe n my thre e -ye ar-old s on looks  at Wanda G ag 's  Millions  of Cats , he  cannot unde rs tand why the  pond
the  cats  have  e mptie d on the  rig ht-hand pag e  that firs t caug ht his  e ye  has  be come  full ag ain on the  le hand
pag e . He  has  not ye t le arne d that time  conve ntionally pas s e s  from le  to  rig ht in picture  books . He  als o
doe s  not unde rs tand that the  te n cats  on one  double -pag e  s pre ad in the  s ame  book are  all actually the
s ame  cat, de picte d at di e re nt mome nts  in a chronolog ical s e que nce  that move s  from le  to  rig ht.
Conve ntions  as ide , howe ve r, the re  are  many thing s  picture s  s imply cannot communicate . A picture  of a
woman s itting  at a window doe s  not te ll us  if s he  has  be e n the re  a long  time  or has  jus t s at down; if the
s ig nificance  of the  picture  is  he r be auty, he r dre s s , or the  thing s  s he  doe s  while  s he  s its ; or if s he  is
re me mbe ring , planning , or jus t waiting  for s ome one . We  ne e d words  to  make  s e ns e  of the  picture . In s ome
ins tance s , picture s  may actually hinde r communication. A s tude nt once  conducte d an e xpe rime nt to  prove
to me  that young  childre n do not re s pond to  a s tory without picture s . S he  divide d he r nurs e ry s chool
childre n into two g roups  . S he  re ad one  g roup a s tory without picture s  and the  othe r the  s ame  s tory
accompanie d by the  picture s  me ant to  g o with it. S he  did he r be s t to  make  the  e xpe rime nt come  out rig ht;
the  book s he  chos e  was  inte nde d for be g inning  re ade rs , and its  picture s  we re  more  s ubtle  and more
inte re s ting  than its  unrhythmic, re pe titious , and s implis tic  te xt. To he r horrow, the  childre n who...
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