Visual Literacy
& Children’s Books:

An Integrated Approach

by DAaviD M. CONSIDINE

IN 1985, a Roper Poll indicated that,
for the first time, the college-educat-
ed segment of the U.S. population
was deriving its news information
from television rather than from tra-
ditional print sources. Videocassette
recorders, computer graphics, and
interactive video are further devel-
opments in the expanding electronic
environment which testify to the
growing importance of images in our
lives. As this visual envelope ex-
pands, there is ample evidence to
suggest that we need to be aware of
it and we need to help children un-
derstand it.

Television, aided and abetted by
new technology that allows multiple
screenings and increases its potential
to influence impressionable viewers,
also needs to be understood in terms
of both its form and content. George
Gerbner called television ‘‘the Amer-
ican schoolchild’s national curricu-
lum.”’? Charles R. Corder-Bolz, in
his article published in the Summer
1980 Television and Children, main-
tains that *‘students’ awareness and
understanding of national and world
geography, political issues and lead-
ers, social problems and the function-
ing of government, appear to be de-
rived from what they see and hear on
television.’*?

For young people to understand
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today’s complex communication
systems and tomorrow’s technol-
ogy, teachers must help them devel-
op competencies in media literacy,
computer literacy, and visual litera-

cy.

Visual Literacy Defined

Visual literacy refers to the ability
to comprehend and create images in a
variety of media in order to commu-
nicate effectively. It is important to
note that this is broader in scope than
are critical-viewing skills—the ability
to analyze, understand, and appreci-
ate visual messages. As does tradi-
tional literacy, visual literacy con-
tains the competencies of reading and
writing. Visually literate students
should be able to produce and inter-
pret visual messages.

There is a substantial body of evi-
dence to suggest that learning can
be improved if teachers incorporate
visualization into classroom strate-
gies. Pressley, et al, have asserted
that ‘‘there is no doubt that illustra-
tions can and do often increase chil-
dren’s learning of meaningful verbal
materials.”’® Gaylean holds that
“‘teaching with imagery can help
students focus on lessons, retain in-
formation, improve psychomotor
skills and accept themselves and
others,”’*

Although teachers and administra-
tors may fear that visual literacy is
merely another demand upon their
limited time, staff, and budgets, vi-
sual literacy training, when treated
as a competency to be integrated
into the curriculum, can actually be
achieved within existing schedules
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and despite limited materials and
staff. Illustrations in children’s
books, for example, provide an as-
tonishingly diverse means of devel-
oping visual literacy skills across a
broad spectrum of the curriculum
and with youngsters at all grade lev-
els. Because these illustrations are
readily available in school and pub-
lic libraries and because still images
are easy to view, they are a rich and
rewarding initial step on the road to-
ward achieving visual literacy.

Stereotypes

Lenore Weitzman, in The Ameri-
can Journal of Sociology, states
“‘children’s books reflect cultural
values and are an instrument for
persuading children to accept those
values.”””> Because books for chil-
dren contain and convey informa-
tion and impressions, it is necessary
for librarians, teachers, parents and
children themselves to be aware of
these ‘‘windows on the world’’ and
the accuracy of the images they con-
vey. In Children’s Literature in Ele-
mentary School, Charlotte Huck
states:

Picture books frequently give children
their first impressions of various ethnic
or racial groups. Only when our books
portray characters of both sexes, all
races and all colors, in a wide range of
occupations and from a great variety of
socio-economic backgrounds will we
have moved away from stereotyping to
a more honest portrayal of literature for
children.®

Finding examples of stereotyping
in children’s books and in the media
in general is an excellent way in






