


Talking Beyond the Page 

Talking Beyond the Page shows how different kinds of picturebooks can be used 
with children of all ages and highlights the positive educational gains to be 
made from reading, sharing, talking and writing about picturebooks. 

With contributions from some of the world’s leading experts, chapters in 
this book consider how: 

• children think about and respond to visual images and other aspects of 
picturebooks 

• children’s responses can be qualitatively improved by encouraging them 
to think and talk about picturebooks before, during and after reading 
them 

• the non-text features of picturebooks, when considered in their own right, 
can help readers to make more sense out of the book 

• different kinds of picturebooks, such as wordless, postmodern, multi-
modal and graphic novels, are structured 

• children can respond creatively to picturebooks as art forms 
• picturebooks can help children deal with complex issues in their lives 

Talking Beyond the Page also includes an exclusive interview with Anthony 
Browne who shares thoughts about his work as an author illustrator. 

This inspiring and thought-provoking book is essential reading for teachers, 
student teachers, literacy consultants, academics interested in picturebook 
research and those organising and teaching on teacher education courses in 
children’s literature and literacy. 

Janet Evans is a Senior Lecturer in Education at Liverpool Hope University. 
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Foreword 

David Lewis 

Most adults who become interested in picturebooks first become hooked when 
they start to read them with young children. Whether this is done at home 
with one’s own offspring or in school or nursery with the children of others, 
there is something both pleasurable and fascinating about this act of sharing – 
the adults get to enjoy the enormous privilege of ‘lending consciousness’ to the 
youngsters, who in turn get to experience some of the magic of reading. 
Sooner or later, if the adults are curious enough, they begin to wonder how it 
is that such young minds manage to conjure meaning from these odd, twin-
barrelled texts. The words tell you something and the pictures show you 
something; the two somethings may be more or less related, but they may not. 
Back and forth you must go, wielding two kinds of looking that you must 
learn to fuse into understanding. How does the alchemy work? Where does it 
begin? Not content with sharing, some adults take the books away with them 
so that they can read them in private. These are the people who want to know 
what role the texts play in bringing about the transformations inside the heads 
of the children. So another set of questions begins to take shape: Why are they 
constructed as they are? What does the way these pictures are framed tell us? 
How do the illustrations guide our looking? 

It is now very clear that picturebooks for children are far from the simple 
nursery texts they were often supposed to be. It is true that there are many 
poor examples lined up on the shelves of bookshops, but that has always been 
true and is true of books produced for adult readers as well. Here we are 
concerned only with the best, and the best examples of even the simplest 
picturebooks have a sophistication born of an art that disguises art. 

In the first place there is what might be termed a ‘first order’ complexity 
that arises simply from the text being shared between two different forms of 
communication – words and pictures. This has nothing to do with artistry, it 
is simply in the nature of things; most picturebooks (though not all) are in fact 
‘picture-and-word-books’. This first-order level of complexity can be found in 
even the briefest of board books for babies, and suggests to me that such books 
do not receive the attention that they should. 

Next, there is what might be considered a second-order level. Pictures are 
not all the same: for example, there are issues of modality, or lifelikeness, to be 
considered, and whether images are framed or not, and how they are framed 
when they are. Recent studies in the semiotics of visual imagery can be helpful 
here in sorting out the multifarious ways in which the illustrators of picture-
books manipulate what is to be looked at and interpreted. The words too can 
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vary enormously. They may be plain and unadorned, perhaps no more than a 
single word on each page or a simple sentence extending through an entire 
book; they might be elaborated into several voices woven together or a single 
voice telling a story that happened long ago. There may be no story at all, the 
words being arranged into the pattern of a song, a poem or a well-known 
chant. The words may do whatever they please, or rather whatever the writer 
pleases. 

A third-order level of sophistication arises when the pictures and words, 
however they are formed, begin to drift apart from one another, sometimes to 
the point where they seem to be referring to entirely different events or 
circumstances. Again, a degree of such variance can be found in the simplest of 
books, but now the reader begins to experience a certain amount of cognitive 
stretch. You have to work a bit harder to get the point, to see where the author 
and illustrator are leading you. You might have to suspend comprehension for 
a while until the penny drops or your more experienced co-reader guides you 
towards understanding. Irony? Well, yes; you can never begin too soon. 

At a fourth and higher level still are the books where the things you might 
expect to happen are turned around or disappear entirely: books that lead you 
to a topsy-turvy world where characters from one story pop up in another or 
step outside the story altogether to look the reader in the eye and tell him or 
her how it really is. These last are books that fascinate adults as well as 
children, and it is not difficult to see why. They are almost always ingenious; 
cunning contraptions that can trip up the unwary and the unprepared. They 
frequently resemble games and possess a playfulness that recruits the child 
reader’s wide experience of play. If they work for children it is because their 
audience has already played many a game of peek-a-boo, laughed at many a 
nonsense rhyme, built towers with bricks or dominoes and then knocked them 
down, pretended to be an astronaut, a princess or a racing driver, and held 
many an absorbing conversation with dolls and teddy bears. 

If picturebooks are really as sophisticated as this then they are well worth 
examining closely. Those of us who have tried to do this usually end up being 
utterly captivated by their charm, their wit and often their sheer beauty. 
Delving into the question of what children make of them is a tougher business 
altogether. Even quite young children have the ability to guess what it is they 
are expected to say. Asked a question they will provide an answer and will 
probably have worked out what will best satisfy the questioner. This can make 
research into reader response very difficult indeed; sometimes it feels like 
tickling for trout – holding back and angling gently, letting the reader run on 
so that he or she reveals something of what is going on inside. The authors 
whose work is gathered together here in Talking Beyond the Page are experi-
enced researchers who have addressed these problems and sought ways of 
finding solutions. Some are primarily interested in the talk, the interchange 
between adult and child; some are more preoccupied with the books them-
selves, at least insofar as this collection is concerned. Quite rightly, the final 
word goes to a master of the art itself. Talking Beyond the Page is a stimulating 
read that provides many insights, provokes thought and, time and again, turns 
us back to the picturebooks themselves. 
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Children’s thoughts about 
picturebooks 

You can never be too old for picturebooks. I used to have a picturebook 
called Giraffes Can’t Dance and I loved it but my mum gave it away 
because she said I was too old for it, but I think you can never be too old 
for picturebooks. 

Matthew, aged 11 

In an attempt to find out what children’s thoughts were about reading and 
responding to picturebooks, I talked with some 11-year-old children with 
whom I had been working. They came from a class of 23 boys and 7 girls, 
which made for interesting class dynamics and class discussions. Picturebooks 
had been read to these children on a regular basis throughout their seven years 
in school, and they were used to verbalising and visualising their thoughts in 
relation to quite unusual polysemic, postmodern picturebooks – some of 
which seemed to contain quite abstruse messages. 

A variety of questions were considered: 

• What are picturebooks? 
• What do you think about picturebooks? 
• Who are they for and why are they written? 
• When you look at and read picturebooks, what happens in your head and 

how do you feel inside? 
• How can we respond to them? 
• What makes picturebooks different from other kinds of books? 
• What is special/different about picturebooks? 

Where I read, who with and how 

The children talked about, then drew pictures of, where they read, whom they 
read with, and how. The individual children’s personalities showed in their 
work, often along with their preferred genre of books. 



xx Children’s thoughts about picturebooks 

Figure 1 Adam: I’ve drawn myself in Jamaica, reading whilst playing football 

Figure 2 Sam: I have drawn myself reading in the garden with a character from the 
book. I am reading a book called Nightmare Academy 
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Figure 3 Cam: I’ve drawn myself on my bed, which is where I like to read. I am 
reading a book called Cameron’s Adventure. Lots of characters are present in my 
room; some of the characters out of my book have appeared out of posters 

Figure 4 Matt: I have an overwhelming imagination and as you can see I read a heck 
of a lot of HORROR. I’ve drawn arms coming out of under the bed. There 
is a face hiding under the bed, ‘Teeth ground sharp and eyes glowing red.’ 
There are ghosts skulking around in the dark and bats flying around. 
There are images of places I’ve seen in films and in books. Limbs of victims 
hanging around. It all happens in bed. When I close the book the images 
vanish, locked in the book but when it opens … they’re back. The 
nightmares are back! 



xxii Children’s thoughts about picturebooks 

Figure 5 Matthew: I have drawn myself reading in no particular place, but 
immersed in thought from the millions of tales and stories I’ve read in 
years gone by. It doesn’t matter where I read, it could be absolutely 
anywhere in the world because I love reading. 

My personal views about what makes picturebooks special /different 

The children thought about what makes picturebooks special/different, before 
giving their reponses in illustrative and written format. 


