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Abstract 

Same as the prehistoric human arts, the children lack the knowledge and experience in performing 

the precise and objective reduction to “what they have seen”, but which doesn’t mean that they lack 

the sensitivity and ability to this world. On the contrary, they describe the “building” method of 

subject according to their own subjective feelings, as well as conclude the the objective world with 

those knowledge and experience that is the modern adults don’t have, this “building” method freely 

reflects their unique understanding and feelings. Therefore, the picture books and illustration 

specially supplied for the children to appreciate and read can realize the best effects of delivering 

the information if they have to comply with the particular watching and understanding methods of 

children. However, during the continuous growing of children, they demonstrate the significant 

progressive cognitive development stages, and each stage has the different thinking and aesthetic 

modes. The writers of picture books and illustration have to take the cognitive characteristics for 

these stages as the important reference so as to create the mature works that are appropriate to the 

children of different ages.  
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Introduction 

The American Psychologist Granville Stanley Hal raises the “Recapitulation Theory”
[1]

 in 

the last century according to the Darwinian Evolution who believes that the psychological 

development of individuals generated along with the increasing of age could reflect the 

development history for entire human beings. The development of entire prehistoric human arts has 

been through a long originating period similar to the early period of children, and both are 

considerably similar with respect to the painting (Figure 1). In the 19
th
 century, the American 

Critics John Ruskin raises the theory of “Innocence of the eye”
[2]

, and promotes that the artists need 

to get rid of existing visual conventions and formulas so that the vision can exert the functions 

independently without being constrained by acquired social factors. These two theories all believe 

that the young children are able to see the world by a true means, the adults’ sensing abilities are 

weakened by the cognitive and language abilities, the “original appearance” of world in their eyes 

is continuously weakened and replaced by the knowledge summary. Along with the development of 

mental level, social cognition and language ability, the painting of children period will be gradually 

transmitted from the intellectual realism to the adults’ visual realism. The intellectual realism has 

reflected the painters’ cognition to the subject to be drawn but “what they have seen”. It is the 

psychological presentation of subject in their mind, which is the “what they have known”. However, 

the visual realism has reflected that the painters apply the knowledge and technique to restore the 

scenes that they have seen from the perspective of their own specific observation angle, which is 

“what they have seen”.   

 

 

Figure 1 Young children’s paintings and primitive rock paintings all have the feature of 

relative mirror symmetry  

 

1. Take Children as Teacher 

The evolution of Western views on children has experienced several historical periods: The 

"Theory of Little Adult" in the Classical Period regards children as the shrinking adults and treated 

them with "coldness". The Theory of Original Sin in the Middle Century regards the children as 

being born with the sins who should be punished and strictly treated. In the 18
th

 century, the 

modern children view represented by Jean Jacques Rousseau and John Dewey promotes the 
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educational view of centralizing the children. It is believed that the children are the person of 

independent significance, which enables the respect and education received by children to have the 

unprecedented revolution (Figure 2). At the end of 19
th
 century, the modern children religious view 

represented by Maria Montessori and Jean Piaget lifts the respect to children to the height of belief, 

which regards the children as the “Father of Adults”
[3]

and promotes the adults need to seek the 

inspiration from children’s thoughts and behaviors.     

 

Figure 2 In the 19
th

 Century, although the children’s position has a great improvement, the 

children’s books are not graded, the creators still create the illustrations with adults’ 

aesthetics.  

 

From the end of 19
th
 century to the beginning of 20

th
 century, the artists are never satisfied 

by accurately describing the external world along with the beginning of Industrial Revolution and 

rising of Modernism, they are turning to explore the inner driving force of arts and the inward 

world of self-evaluation. The painter masters e.g. Paul Gauguin, Paul Cézanne, Picasso and Henri 

Matisse etc. re-recognize the two-dimension characteristics of painting medium so as to develop the 

new aesthetic standard. Although the styles of each art school are different, their degrees of 

recognition to the children’s arts are surprisingly same. Until now the field of children book 

impacted by the art innovative thoughts also uses one new perspective to look at the children 

illustration art. The painting methods of emphasizing the planarity, irregular lines, 

nonrepresentational proportion and perspective, color use of high purity and strong comparison etc. 

all demonstrate the free, spontaneous and direct expression without any concealment, that is the 

original aesthetic characteristics (Figure 3).                

 

Figure 3 A plan drawn by a 7-year-old child, the fuselage is horizontal perspective, the wings 

are full overlook perspective  
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2. Audience Subdivision Based on Cognitive Development Theory    

The Cognitive Development Theory from Swiss Psychologist Jean Piaget divides the 

cognitive development of children before 12 years old into three phases: the sensorimotor stage 

from 0-2 years old, the operational stage from 2-6,7 years old, and the concrete operational stage 

from 6,7 to 11,12 years old. The children’s thoughts basically follow the development process of 

converting from intuitive action though--concrete image thought—concrete image though to the 

abstract logic thinking.
[4]

 The thinking modes and aesthetic characteristics of different stages 

determine the understanding ability and acceptance level to the illustration information. The writers 

of picture books and illustration should carefully research the pharmacological differences of 

children at the different ages and design the works that can effectively deliver the information.   

 

2.1 Creation of picture books and illustrations for infants of 0-2 years old  

The infants at this age are the individuals progressively grow from the individuals who only 

have the reflection behaviors to the individuals who have a preliminary understanding about the 

daily environment, they explore and adapt to the environment by mainly relying on the actions.      

①The infants are almost blank with respects to the individual experience, education 

acquisition and cognitive ability. Therefore, they are difficult to understand the images beyond the 

living environment. When creating the illustrations, the writers need to describe the things close to 

their life experience, as well as make these ordinary things to be simply personalized, interest and 

exaggerated so as to help them identify and memorize. This period is also the period when people’s 

attention is the shortest during the development, thus the pictures should be as clear and legible as 

possible, the modeling should be refined and geometrical so as to reduce the dullness brought by 

the repeated appearance of images and scenes.
[5]

 Therefore, it is able to motivate the interest of 

continuously reading with the contrasts of illustration subjects, composition or color use in the 

adjacent pages (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4 The picture book designed for infants with refined modeling. Writer: Gong Yanling 

 

②Simulation and safety of materials. Besides using the traditional painting materials, it is 

also able to try the collage and simulation effect of various materials. For example, the animal skins 

in the picture can be replaced by using the simulated leather; the lining of fruit shapes can be 

attached with the perfume satchel that can exude the taste of corresponding fruit etc. so as to 

promote the infants to deepen their cognition and memory to things through the sense of touch, 

sense of hearing and sense of smell etc. Due to the illustrations for infants are mostly oriented with 
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the flat coloring modeling of large color block, it is appropriate to fabricate the cloth books to 

prevent biting damages with safety and durability. The printing papers of picture books are 

non-toxic and safe, and not easy to tear up to avoid swallowing. It is necessary to adopt the arc 

angle to replace right-angle cut to avoid scratching skin (Figure 5).    

 

 

Figure 5 Rounded-corner design is safer 

   

③In terms of the color, it demonstrates that the infants at this age more prefer the warm 

color in high-purity colors through the several experiments, and this instinctive physiological 

phenomenon is the reaction after bright colors stimulate the optic nerve. When creating the 

illustrations for infants, it is required to apply colors by mainly referring to the psychological 

characteristics of infants on the premise of keeping our own styles.   

 

2.2 Creation of picture books and illustrations for infants of 2-6,7 years old 

The preschool children of 2-6,7 years old start to apply the symbols to think. Compared 

with the infants, the thinking of children in this period has a qualitative leap, which is called as the 

“pre-operational stage” by Jean Piaget. The characteristics include: animistic psychology, 

self-centralization, lack of hierarchy concepts, lack of conservation, irreversibility of thinking.    

①The children of pre-operational stage stay in a chaos state that the subjective world can’ be 

separated from the material world, and they will regard many objects as animate and meaningful. 

However, along with the increase of age, the animistic scope will be gradually reduced. Therefore, 

the personalized demonstration of elements are more close to the children’s thinking, which 

performs the interesting explanation and delivery to the originally boring information. When 

performing the anthropomorphic creation, it is required to pay attention to carrying out the dramatic 

description of role characteristics according to psychological feelings brought by different subjects. 

For example, practice the performance of different social identities, qualities, appearances and 

postures of the same animal; Moreover, further subdivide age stages, it is required to pay attention 

to the scope of animistic means when creating the personalized roles for the children of different 

ages. When performing the personalized creation for the children under 6 years old, it is basically 

able to give life to everything (Figure 6). When creating the illustrations for the children of 6-7 
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years old, the animistic scope can be progressively reduced to the animals and the things with 

anthropomorphic characteristics.  

 

Figure 6 The picture book designed by taking the anthropomorphic lobster and apple as the 

leading role. Writer: Yi Xue 

 

②The eye-hand coordination ability for the children of 2-6,7 years old has a great progress, 

they like to acquiring the recognition and sense of satisfaction during the participation and imitation. 

It is able to add some interactive links in the children’s illustrations so as to reach the purpose of 

“teaching through lively activities”, as well as strengthen their enthusiasm and sense of 

achievement to the cognition process. For example, separate the moon from the paper and nest it in 

the trajectory to attract children to move it so as to deepen their memories; or make the maze into a 

hollow track, which allows the children to freely move things embedded in the track. The 

illustrations set up with the interactive links will allow the children to participate in the illustration 

content by the means of using their hands, eyes and brain (Figure 7).  

  

 

Figure 7 The Stereoscopic book . Writer: Yi Xue 

 

③It can be identified from the test of distinguishing whole and partial relationship that the 

children of this age can cognize the whole, but also distinguish the different categories of things 

without understanding the relationship between integral and local. Due to their thinking is easily 
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limited by the present significant characteristics so that they are unable to recognize the relationship 

between integral and local, this characteristics is the “lack of hierarchy concepts” called by Jean 

Piaget.
[6]

 It demonstrates: more easy to be attracted by the local details, plus the attention is more 

durable than the former stage, thus the seeking and attention to details are higher. It is able to 

appropriately add some details that can assist the thinking, exert around the theme of stories and 

enrich the picture effects when creating the illustrations. The details can be more abundant along 

with the targeted age level.       

④The visual perception of this stage is more sensitive. They can not only distinguish the 

three-dimensional characteristics of objects in terms of space, but also discover the existence of 

multiple surfaces of objects, and observe from multiple angles. It is able to not try to use the 

scenography that will destroy the interest of pictures during the illustration creation, abandon the 

concept of “vanishing point”, but apply the cavalier perspective method and even the reverse 

perspective distortion to keep the interest and affinity of pictures; The children of 5-6,7 years old 

can perceive the more abundant color levels, the flat coloring of pure color with less changes will 

no longer easily arouse their long-time attention. It is able to apply the abundant color matching to 

bring more color experience, which will help the children to experience the relationship between 

color and emotions.       

 

2.3 Creation of picture books and illustrations for infants of 6,7-11,12 years old 

The most significant characteristics for the school children of 6,7-11,12 years old with 

respect to the cognitive mode is the progressive weakening of conservativeness, reversibility and 

self-centralization, and their thinking activity is in a logical operation. Their brain structure is 

developed more close to the adults’, the actions are more subtle and accurate, and they are more 

influenced by the social environment e.g. schools and families etc.; Their social scope is gradually 

expanded, the awareness of honor, responsibility, friendship, rationality and dignity etc. are 

stronger; Under the influences of adults’ world, they gradually have the ability of distinguishing the 

right and wrong, as well as the abilities of self-control and self-reflection; Meanwhile, they are able 

to clearly recognize the gender differences between males and females.         

①Along with the increase in the amount of recognized characters, the children of this stage 

will no longer rely on the images to perform the cognitive study, it is able to add more verbal 

content to assist the reading in the picture books. Therefore, the layout design of words becomes an 

important operational link. It is able to perform the shaped layout of words according to the 

demands, which enables the words to become a part of illustration composition. The size, font, 

color, shape, length of sentence and spread pattern of words etc. all need to be carefully considered. 

For example, if the role is swimming, the sentences can be laid as wave shape according to the 

shape of water surface. When shouting to the valley, the sentences can be arranged as sound wave 

shape in the air.      

②The cognition to things for the children of this stage will no longer remain at the 

presentation but deducing the nature and connection of things by the means of analysis, comparison, 
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inference and judgement within the scope of their abilities
[ 7 ]

. They gradually abandon the 

self-centralization during this stage, the conservative and reversible thinking determines that they 

are able to understand more reading content and more complex relationship network. It 

undoubtedly has more requirements to the content plot, knowledge structure, composition 

arrangement, color tone level and modeling portrait of picture books. For example, the depth of 

field can include foreground, mid-range, and long-range (Figure 8). In terms of the modeling, the 

preference to realistic painting appears the situation of polarization. Some children still prefer the 

modeling of exaggeration, deformation, geometrization and strong interest, but the other children 

start to appreciate the realistic modeling, which have a great relationship with the individual 

growing environment and personalized development of children. Therefore, the modeling with 

styles e.g. abstraction, concretization, deformation and realism etc. can all be accepted by the 

corresponding audience without too many limitations.     

 

 

Figure 8 Relatively complex shot designs contained in the picture books created for primary 

school children. Writer: Sun Mengying  

 

③The color use with low purity but abundant levels can also attract the attention of children 

in this stage. In terms of the cold and warm tonality of color, they have more associative abilities, 

even associate some abstract meanings. For example, they will associate the abstract peace when 

seeing the blue sky, and associate the loneliness when seeing the dark blue. Therefore, it is able to 

increase the richness of color during the creation, as well as perform more subtle changes and 

treatments with respect to the color tone, hue and color temperature. For example, apply the soft 

gradients to demonstrate the far and near, space, light and dark, as well as use the rich textures to 

demonstrate the texture of objects (Figure 9).  
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Figure 9 Demonstrate the object structure by applying the soft gradients contained in the 

picture books designed for primary school children . Writer: Qiu Yan   

 

④In terms of the patterns of picture books, the children at this age have more curiosity who 

will demonstrate the higher enthusiasm to the new materials, decoration, layout, cutting patterns etc. 

For example, 3D decoration, heavy-color painting, material collage, click-to-read function etc., the 

demonstration forms can be various, and the new book forms can motivate the higher reading 

enthusiasm.   

 

3. Conclusion  

The creation ability and aesthetic ability of child period are not only the microcosm for the 

preliminary stage of human’s development, but also the inspiration source for the modern arts to 

continuously imitate and research. “If we can’t re-establish the early twilight state, if we don’t 

understand the familiar emotions in the individuals that are integrated with everything without the 

understanding about the time and space, if we can’t make a comparison between the fragmentary 

characteristics in today’s life with the comprehensiveness existed in the early period and existed in 

the arts, if we can’t melt the differences between the past, today and future in the passion of strong 

life experience, and then we don’t understand the children’s arts at all”
[8]

.  

As the illustration creator of children’s picture books, I have the responsibility to deeply 

understand and protect the precious and rich original characteristics of children to avoid it from 

being damaged but being referred in the works. It requires the illustration writers to create 

according to the cognitive development rules for the children at different ages instead of perform 

the unidirectional creation from the perspective of adult in a self-righteous manner. 
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