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ABSTRACT 

Descriptions of graphic language are relatively rare compared to descriptions of 

spoken language. This paper presents an analytical approach to studying the 

visual attributes and conventions in children's reading and information books. 

The approach comprises development of a checklist to record :features' of 

visual organization, such as those relevant to typography and layout, illustration 

and the material qualities of the books, and consideration of the contextual 

factors that influence the ways that features have been organized or treated. The 

contextual factors particularly relevant to children's reading include educational 

policy, legibility and vision research and typiface development and availability. 

The approach to analysis and description is illustrated with examples of 

children's reading and information books from the Typographic Design for Children 

database, which also demonstrates an application of the checklist approach. 



THIS PAPER PRESENTS AN ANALYTICAL APPROACH 

to studying the visual attributes and conventions in young 

children's reading and information books in order to understand 

why particular design and production decisions might 

have been made. 

A recurring theme in information books for children has 

been the life and work of the honey bee, and examples from 

the 1890s to the 1980s show the different ways text and pictures 

have been used to tell this story. Each of the spreads illustrated 

in FIGURES 1-4 contains a number of graphic components 

or 'features': text, pictures, headings, captions. These are treated 

differently through, for example, typeface, spacing, position 

on the page, use of color. The different treatment of such features 

reflects, among other things, the printing technology of the 

time, the way teachers may have used the books in the classroom, 

national educational policy and publishers' ambitions to sell 

books. Each of these examples typifies the visual characteristics 

ofbooks produced around the time each was published. The 

bee pictures are just one example from a larger study that has 

looked at changes in visual organization in children's reading 

and information books from 186o until the present day. Part of 

this work has been the development of an approach to 

systematic description and analysis of the visual characteristics 

of these books. It takes forward the more general idea that 

in order to understand language use you need to analyze and 

describe its characteristics and work out why particular 

choices have been made. Such descriptions of graphic language 

remain relatively rare compared to, for example, description 

of varieties of spoken language. 
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hgure 1. top 

'Standard !!'from 
Specimen pages of 
Marshall's Pleasant 
Readers, London: 
John Marshall e5 Co, 
1890s, pp.J0-11 

This spread is from a 

short section called 'Busy 

bees' which begins on the 

previous page. In common 

with other reading books 

produced at this time, the 

paragraphs are numbered 

and a list of 'new words' is 

provided at the end of each 

section. The wood-engraved 

illustration does not relate 

to a particular part of the 

text and thus fulhls an 

associative function rather 

than an explanatory one. 

hgure 2. center and bottom 

Spreads from E. M. 
Stephenson, 'Nature 
at Work', Book II, 
London: A e5 C Black, 

1941 

These spreads show 

different approaches to 

illustration: a black and 

white photograph, a 

colored 'tipped-in' plate 

and black and white 

line drawings with labels 

and captions. The text is 

organized in short sections 

that run throughout the 

book (new sections do not 

start new pages). Serif type 

is used for the main text 

and headings, sanserif for 

the captions. 

make tl1e C"flll5, lllltl gnthC'r tLo ltvuf'y, und rued 
tho young; and, 111 ~Jbort, do nil tho work o[ 
thebi'""C'. 

!l. 'Ench working ht-o lw u. loug t4nguc 
co'·"-red with hairs lilc:o u brush. WiU1 thiJ •he 
licks tho bon~y ouL of the flowers, and f!tores it 
inn little bag in berinsido. 

10. ThenJ too, tho boo hun buk:ct. made of 
bf\ira on oo.c.l1 of ih1 Wntl. legs. 

11. Yon may laugh nt the idea or n ~a 
t"nrrying hMkcu; yet; it is quite true. Into 
t.lleae it gnthers n fine yellotr <luat or pollen, 
which it. rolht into liltlo balls. 

1 ~. SometimeR the bruoketA ttrc loaded with 
gtlUl rrom lho buds of ln.'C!. This is U80C'] fo 
vnntitlb tho cel.lft, nnd fill up craclca in thu 
hh·ct. 

NATURE AT WORK 

Lei.,followalitdc 
worWbceasitleaves 
thchivcandfliesaway 

-. tOacloo.•er-6dd. The 
bet aligl1ta on a head 
of flowers and Wpt HI 

tougue quickly into 
one afu:r another, 

lkk:pcttJ sucking up the nectar, 
n. ._ .,.~,. _ • ,._ .w. ,_. But the nec.ur i• not 
•"" ... !;:"k:t,':,:_,:!~'"- foritsdfj itgocsdown 

imothcbte't"boney 
sac'"until the bee geu back to the hive. 

While 1he beetuckl nectar, thcclCM:fflow-en 
dwt the bt:c with pollen, which catches in iu 
hairy mat. From time to time the bee llopt to 
bnuh and comb Lhe pollen from itJ hair. The 
bee baa 1i.z Jega, 11nd on thae lqp then: iJ quite 
an outfit of tools. 

On the front pair afl~ is a little axnb which 
tbc bee draws over ita f~cn to cle11n them of 
pollen, and a bruab for dusting its q.-cs.. On the 
firtt two pain of lqp~ are long bai" which the bee 
uses to brush poUcn from ita body. On the imide 
of each back leg there it a spc:cia1 comb of hairs 
which lweqlS the pollen into a boUow in the b:u:k 

VI;)II:Ht L.ANUU.Avt 40.3 

13. The life of a boo in tmmmcr tuu..st bo • 
nry happy ouc. Lrnring lhe l1iva at mnrise, 
it fliet n:way over the green hill$, or dO'I't"D somu 
cool ebady lnne. NoW" it. settlM on tllo pink 
dog·l"'6C, or Cl"'(.>p3 into tho bell of tho fox­
glo"'. Than, humming out ~"''li.n, it slops to 
drink at n 8pftl'1(ling rtrcmn, M, laden wit.h 
honey or pollen, it. rotu:rn1 t<J the hive. 

14. U it hu bonoy,io poursitfromita mouth 
into a. 'f("UQD cyll, or foeds 101110 hungry workers. 
If lnden with pollen, other beea come o.nd help 
it with its lond, which ia maOO into bee-bread 
for tho young ones to en!. 

16. Each boo goes out st\·eml timPR o..day i 
bu.t. t.boy do not fly moro than two or three mill!il 
from homo. They prefer pln~·ea where m:wy 
Oowen grow togcthlll'. A field of clo\·er iB •nro 
to be IuU of t11om, so iA " lime-tret' in bloom. 

10. When tbllrt' IU'(! too many bees for thp 
hive, th.e queen Oius off with a m1mbcr o( lbcm 
in lt6rc.h or n.uothcr home. 1.'heso beet, wiUl 
thL-ir queen, ore culled a. «Yr'&Mll. 'l.'wo or three 
IW&rmS sometimes leavo the hi\·e in n ronr. 

••II'! pi 

lf£. 
co-....d ...... 

=~~· ·-· ............. •'""'"' ...,,, ....... Ml-41u 

:~-:" dP~r ..... " hik'-SfJ 

~~:.m~"• ~r •. ..... la-dt n 
thl""Y' ,~ on~~ld-4n 

THE BEEHlVE lN SUMMER 'nME 

leg on the other side. We an picture the bee :u 
it ccmbt polJc:n inlo t.hi• liule pollen duu-pan, 
first from one 1ide and then from the other. Tbil 
hollow pbot on the ltg U: c:tlled a pollen badr:ct, 
D.nd the pollen it kept in theb:uket by a fringe of 
•tifT bain. We can tee the pollen basktu when 
t.bcy Are fnll , for they look like ycllow bump• on 

Lhcbcc'sbacklcss. 
The bee rctunu to the hive when it hu :t full 

1oM of nectar and pollen. 1t paate~ the n~ to 

,----------...-- -----

liKktt-ft.orSioe,laRoon:t 
,.....,ldiooll-.f.-Qd,...._W:tl"t ... ..._Mo""-

13. THF. llt:ES AND THElR 
FLOWER CALENDAR 

TluHIIM,lBrts 
Luttime \OrC paid a ' 'iliit w the beehive~ the 

bees were "'CI'f quiet. But this if a wnrm spring 
day with j'?t enough sum~nc to open Lhe cdaudiue 

WlliowCulolr.t 'llit~ b)r 1:611h Humble 8eu 

n.~ ...... ~w~ ............ ~o~ooo .................. ~~ ...... ..... 
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W hat bees do in the hive 

After comina out of her cell. 11. youna: worker bee 
spends the first three da)'li cfeanjng cell~ in whieh the 
queen will cventunJiy lny. She is aJso gaining strength 
for harder work. From the fourth to tbe nanth day she 
is a nurse bee. She produces brood food from the glands 
in her heAd, nnd feeds it to the younger larvae. She also 
mukcs up a milture of honey and pollen, the bee bread, 
and feeds it to the older larvae. 

By the ninth day her head glands have reached the 
end of their normal working, and the wax glands on her 
abdomen hn~-e become active. Therefore, from the 
tenth lo the !liixteenth dny the worker builds comb, using 
her Wll.X for t.his purpose. At the end of this time the WUA 

giandll finish their :.ctivity. Then the bee srends from the 
seventeenth lO the nineteenth day accepting pollm and 
nectar from the field bees, and litoring it in the cells. 
She helps to ripen the nectar. and preue5 the pollen 
down into the cells for storage. 

On the twentieth duy some bees act as guards, slllnd­
ing at the door keeping out bees from other colonie. 
and arrc.uing other St:rangers which are not aJio\lo-ed 
in to the hive. From lhc twenty-first day until the: end of 
her life, she will work in the fields, looking for and brmg­
mghomcpollcnn.nd nectar. 

Although this is her typical time-table, it can be: 
altered whenever changes arc neccuary. Even old bees 
ean build comb and fffiilnrYaeiftheneedi urgent. 

! . H«tu~;;.:;=~1 
4. G~bn-..rorrnti"'• •t~ 

er bees produce wax from inside their 
bodies. They form it into layers 
:-sided cells. The pollen and honey 
tared in these cells. 
s the honeycomb. 
'ggs, too, are laid in some of these cells. 

THE ANALYTICAL APPROACH 

Sometimes the beekeeper gives the bees 
sheets of old beeswax which he has cleaned 
They use this to make the outside 
of the honeycomb strong. 

The approach taken here had its genesis in the late 1970s 

and 1980s in work undertaken by what has recently been called 

the 'Reading School' (Bateman, 2008). Academics in the 

Department of Typography & Graphic Communication at the 

University of Reading developed interests in describing 

graphic language along the lines taken by linguistic scientists. 

Michael Twyman's 'Schema for the study of graphic language' 
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hgure 3· top 

SpTeadfrom W Sinclair; 
Life ofthe honey-bee, 

Loughbomugh: Wills e:5 

HepwoTth, 1969 

By the 196os the use of the 

double-page spread as a 

'container' for related text 

and illustration was well 

established. This spread 

follows the characteristic 

Ladybird books approach 

with text on the left and 

a colored illustration on 

the right . Captions for the 

illustration are placed on 

the left-hand page as part 

of the text page rather than 

being included in the full­

page, bled-off illustration. 

hgure 4· bottom 

PaTt of a spTeadfrom 
S. Allen, Bees 
make honey, Over; 
Cambridge: Dinosaur 
Publications Ltd, 1980 

In the example from the 

198os the illustration 

extends across the 

double-page spread. The 

text that relates to it is 

divided between the two 

pages that make up the 

spread; and each block 

of text comprises related 

sentences indicating 

editorial decision-making. 
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provided a tool for describing mode (verbal, pictorial, schematic) 

and configuration (linear, linear-interrupted, tabular) of 

graphic language (Twyman, 1979 ). Elsewhere he proposed that 

choice of mode and configuration are but two of the factors 

that influence the decisions that are taken in the making of a 

document and he listed production method (technology), 

the user, the circumstances of use and information content as 

relevant others (Twyman, 1982). Patricia Norrish's work on 

the graphic translatability of text identified and articulated the 

structural components of documents starting with the 

artifact itself and how it might be broken down into describable 

segments: body matter, front matter, end matter (Norrish, 1987). 

Some of this work at Reading was, unusually, concerned with 

hand- and typewritten documents produced by lay people, thus 

acknowledging, as linguists did, different levels of formality 

and expertise in making documents. Walker's (1982) approach 

was taxonomic and resulted in 'checklists' of document 

elements that were used to identifY characteristic 'features' 

of particular kinds of document such as handwritten and typed 

letters, 'lost cat' notices and handwritten posters advertising 

community events. Waller's work on reader-focused notions of 

accessibility and structure in relation to graphic genre 

demonstrated the value of analyzing documents on a number 

oflevels (see Waller 1987a, 1987b, 1991). This work was 

taken further by the GeM project (based at Stirling University) 

which identified the following levels of structure: content 

(the components of the information to be communicated); 

rhetorical (the rhetorical relationships between the content 

elements and how the content is argued); layout (the 

nature, appearance and position of communicative elements 

on the page); navigation (the ways the intended mode(s) of 

consumption ofthe document is/are supported); and linguistic 

(the structure of the language used to realize the layout 

elements). Each of these levels was placed within the following 

sets of constraints that needed to be taken into account: 

canvas (those arising out of the physical nature of the object 

being produced, such as paper or screen size); production 

(those imposed by the technology used); and consumption 

(those arising from the needs ofthe user and the circumstances 
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of use). The application of this descriptive approach was 

demonstrated in accounts of the linguistic and graphic structure 

of spreads from information books (Allen, Bateman and Delin, 

1999; Delin, Bateman and Allen, 2002; and the approach in 

detail is given and expanded in Bateman, 2008). The approach 

described here extends some of this earlier work. It builds 

on the checklist formulation described above, combined with 

considerations that influence design decisions taken: constraints 

imposed by the intended readership, the circumstances of use 

and the technology used to produce them. Breaking a document 

down into elements or segments-a well-developed concept 

in linguistics-is a useful starting point in the compilation of a 

checklist.1 In the approach described here, the 'checklist' is 

a listing of the 'features' relevant to the level of description being 

undertaken. Using a checklist ensures that the same approach 

is taken to 'looking' at each of the items in a particular corpus. 

Each 'feature' is further subdivided into variants, attributes 

or states-that describe the variations that might occur within 

a particular feature. Thus, a checklist might contain features of 

'macro-spacing,' such as treatment of paragraphs, margins 

and space around headings, and also 'micro-spacing' features 

such as type size, line spacing and word spacing, and each 

of these can be subdivided into the variants that might occur 

within each. 

The checklist is just one part of this analytical approach; 

the second is consideration of contextual circumstances that are 

likely to have influenced the way that the features have been 

organized or treated and that therefore should be considered in 

any analysis. This approach stems from the practice of 

designing documents and the contraints imposed by questions 

a designer might ask: How and where will it be used? Who 

are the readers? What kind of information does it contain? What 

constraints does the technology being used impose? Is the 

reader likely to have expectations about the 'look and feel' of the 

document? Consideration ofthe constraints and influences 

imposed by the context in which something is designed and 

produced enables a richer description of children's books (or any 

graphic genre) that would result from a description based 

on a checklist alone. 
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1 (see Walker, 200l,pp.23-9). 
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COMPILING A CHECKLIST 

Compiling a checklist can be done in a number of ways. One 

starting point, for example, has been consideration of rules and 

conventions that underpin some document types (Walker, 

2001). In trying to work out what features might be relevant 

in a checklist designed to describe the graphic attributes 

of 'lost cat' or jumble sale notices, for example, consideration of 

rules that children learn at school, and that become part 

of a non-designer's graphic repertoire, would suggest that use 

of capital letters and underlining would be essential features 

to include. A checklist used for a description of handwritten and 

typed correspondence included features relevant to the 

capture of information relevant to that particular graphic genre 

and for which there were conventions, such as the setting out 

ofthe 'inside address' or the 'complimentary close'-features at a 

macro level of organization heavily influenced by letter-writing 

prescriptions. Features such as 'treatment of the date' allowed for 

description at a micro level of visual organization and included 

such attributes as the use of superior figures and of abbreviated 

forms of the date. 

The checklist presented here was developed through 

consideration of design attributes relevant to children's reading, 

such as typefaces and spacing, the relationship of pictures to 

!text, and page size and format. It was organized in four sections 

each comprising features relevant to the analysis: artifact 

description; document structure and articulation of content; 

typography; and illustrations. 

ARTIFACT DESCRIPTION 

Can the book be easily held by small hands? Do the pages 

open easily? Is the cover material durable? The materiality of 

children's books can be an important reflection of the extent 

to which they have been designed with the needs of children in 

mind. Features in this section of the checklist included size 

and format, binding, printing process and paper. 

WALKER Describing the Design of Children's Books: An Analytical Approach 



DOCUMENT STRUCTURE & ARTICULATION 

This section comprised features that define the structure 

of a document, the way that its content might be organized, and 

the way that the articulation of this structure helps or hinders 

access to it. Following Norrish (1987) the term 'extra matter' was 

used to distinguish between the main information content 

of the artifact (body matter) and the other information that may 

appear before or after the body matter. The extra matter in a 

children's reading book, for example, might include a frontispiece, 

title page, contents page, acknowledgements, notes for the 

teacher, publishers' advertisements; in an information book the 

list might extend to include a list of references, index, glossary 

and list of illustrations. 2 Such features can provide information 

about how a book might have been used in the classroom, 

about innovative features and about publishers' approaches to 

marketing. Some components classified as 'extra matter' 

were navigational aids, such as contents pages and indices. The 

body matter in a children's book may be structured through 

additional navigational aids such as headings, key words in the 

text and page numbers; and in information books extended to 

captions, graphic devices such as arrows and bullets and 

summary text. 3 The organization of the contents of the books, 

into broad structural units (sections, chapters, double-page 

spreads, single pages) has been defined by Waller (1991) 

as 'artifact structure': "those features of a typographic display 

that result from the physical nature of the document or 

display and its production technology." In the checklist the term 

'information unit' was used with the aim of capturing the extent 

to which topic boundaries coincided with pages or openings. In 

children's books, especially those produced for younger readers, 

there is often alignment of a topic or story within the constraints 

of a page or double-page spread (FIGURE 5). 

TYPOGRAPHY 

The features included in the 'typography' section of the checklist 

were those particularly relevant to a broad diachronic 

study of children's reading books, and were therefore at a fairly 

coarse-grained level of analysis. Thus, typeface names were 
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2 As NoTrish repoTted, it 

was not difficult to assign 

matte1· in this way: "The 

main infoTmation content 

noTmally has a visual 

cohesion which Tejlects 

its semantic cohesion, 

wheTeas the extm matter 

is usually made up of 

small, discrete semantic 

units which have different 

junctions in Telationship 

to the aTtifact as a whole." 

(Non·ish, 1987, pp. 10-11). 

In design terms, too, this 

appTOach rtiflected the 

way that many books aTe 

designed, the body matter 

being designed befoTe the 

mate1·ial around it. 

3 WalleT (1987a) used the 

te1·m 'global' to nifer to 

devices that help to make 

sense of the structure of a 

document as a whole, and 

'local' to those that guide 

TeadeTS TOund pm"ts of a 

text and help to establish 

hiemTchy and stTuctuTe. 



figure 5· 

Spreads from Second 
book, 'The graphic 
infant reade1~' London 
and Glasgow: Collins, 
1891, pp. 56-7 andfrom 
M. O'Donnell and R . 
Munro, Out and about, 

'The Janet and John 
Books,' London: James 
Nisbet, 191,.9, pp.18-19 

In these examples the 

'topic,' a set of related 

and semantically 

coherent graphic elements, 

coincides with a structural 

component of the book, 

a double-page spread 

in Second book, and the 

page in Out and about. 

Fowls, 
chief pick-ing I feath-ers 
comb aor-ry fight-ing 
hous-es un-der pil-lows 
lar-ger love-ly health-y 

l. J_,ook at tlJCso fowL, tlH•)r 
a.ro of great nso to us. • 

2. They have Hhort, strong 
hills for pick-ing np gra.in. 
whieh is their drief food. 

3. They have short ,V"ii1gs, !lo 
they cannot fly f\M·. 
They li,ko to liYe under 
the c~re of man. 

Janet looked at the caps. 

She held the blue one. 

John held the brown one. 

Janet said, 
" I like the blue cap." 

18 
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Stcond fnjrod [{uuier. 57 

4. Thoro aro coc-ks a,nd hens, 
you f<CO, Tho cocks arc 
hu·ger hircli!. 

5. Thev h:wf'. fino red comus on theit• head, am] lm·c-ly 
tail feath-ers. 

6. I atllMOl'-lT to say tl1e eocks 
are too j\mu of fight-ing. 

7. The hen>'! lay us nieo oggs. 
From the egg.oo~ eo1uo the 
chicks. 

8. Tho flesh of tlwso hhtl:s is 
good fbr f(>Od. 'fhoir 
feathers make us nice 
soft pil-lows. 

9. We must givo them good 
iood to eat, and keep 
theit· houses cletm, or 
they will not be health-y. -

"You may have the blue cap," 

said Jolm. 
"I like the brown cap." 

John put on the brown cap. 

Janet put on the blue cap. 

They put on the new caps. 

19 

not as relevant as broad category: serif or san serif typeface, 

or whether it was a script or handwritten form. Information 

about the spacing of type, however, was gathered in detail 

because of the inter-relationship oftypesize, line length and 

space between the lines, and the effect of this on ease of 

reading. Features such as the treatment of the start of paragraphs, 

and differentiation of key words were important because 

of their relevance at particular periods of time to methods of 

teaching reading. 



ILLUSTRATION 

Pictures are integral to most books for children. Relevant here 

were features relevant to visual aspects such as the use of 

color, or the location of a picture on a page (rather than content­

related aspects, such as gender portrayal, or stylistic issues). 

In information books the functional use of color to articulate 

content (such as the use of red to show those parts of a 

picture that represented heat), or structure (such as the use of 

color to draw attention to those parts of a picture that were 

mentioned in the text) was recorded. The position of a picture 

in relation to the text that referred to it indicated the extent 

to which the design of the book may have been influenced by 

consideration of the reader. 

FEATURES & ATTRIBUTES 

Within each of the checklist sections described above, features 

considered to be relevant to a description of the visual 

organization of reading and information books were identified. 

This was done by looking at a representative selection of 

children's books from the 1880s to the 1960s, in order to get an 

overview of their characteristic features. Each feature was 

then broken down into 'states' or 'attributes' that reflected the 

intended level of detail in any description. It would be easy 

to go into considerable detail about, for example, the binding of 

the books, but for the purposes of this study what mattered 

was whether books could be opened flat and whether they were 

bound in such a way to support extensive use. With regard to 

document structure and articulation, for the level of description 

required, noting presence or absence of a feature was sufficient 

as, for example, in the case of 'extra matter.' For the purposes 

of this study whether or not books had a contents page or notes 

for the teacher was more relevant than the typography of each 

because the study was concerned with access and navigation, not 

contents page typefaces and their articulation. However, in the 

case of headings, as well as noting presence/absence oflevels of 

heading, the particular typographic treatment of that heading 

so that it was differentiated from the main text was also relevant 

to the study, so the checklist allowed for the recording of 

zqo NI 



4 The information books 

part of this site is 

still under development 

but formed the basis 

of a study of children's 

information books by 

Robson (2007). 
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F E AT U R E S and their AT T R I B U T E S 

TYPEFACE ALIGNMENT 

... Serif- transitional ... Left 

... Serif- slab ... Justified 

... Serif- unknown/other ... Centered 

... Sanserif - grot 

... Sanserif- humanist 
TREATMENT OF START 

... Sanserif- geometric OF PARAGRAPHS 

... Sans serif- unknown/other 
.. . Serif- transitional 

... Script typeform 
.. . Serif- slab 

... Hand drawn or stenciled 
... Serif- unknown/other 

... Sanserif - grot 

... Sanserif- humanist 
WORD SPACING 

... Sanserif- geometric 
... Normal ... Sans serif- unknown/other 
... Narrow ... Script typeform 
... Wide ... Hand drawn or stenciled 
... Variable 

a range of variants, and inclusion of the attribute/state 'other' 

meant that anything unusual could be noted. The list above 

gives examples of feature and attributes from the children's 

books study. The full checklist, showing the features and 

attributes in each ofthe checklist sections, is shown in TABLE 1. 

This checklist has been used to gather data from a 

selection of young children's reading and information books 

dating from 1830 to 1960 published in the UK; it underpins 

the Typographic Design for Children database (www.bookdata. 

kidstype.org)4
• The database can be interrogated in different 

ways to enable synchronic and diachronic comparison 

and description. Such description provides a picture of the 

graphic language of children's books; and through this 

an awareness of the characteristics of selected features at a 

particular period of time, or of the extent that usage 

changes over time. 

WA TXP.R Describine: the Design of Children's Books: An Analytical Approach 



TABLE 1, this page and facing page 

Checklist for recording the visual attributes of childrens' books, as used in the Typographic Design 
for Children Project 

IDENTIFICATION INFORMATION 

category 

o read ing book 
o information book 

author ... 

editor ... 

series editor .. ........... ........................................................ . 

illustrator .... . 

title .. 

seriestide, 

publisher .. .. ................ ........... .... . 

place of publication 

date 

o approximate date 
o supp lied date 

.. to .. 
(s ing le year, decade, or date range) 

edition 

printer ..... 

place of printing , 

location 

reference ................................................................................................................ . 

ARTEFAG DESCRIPTION 
page size he ight 

orientation 

o portrait 
o landscape 

no.of pages .......... p p. 

paper 

omatt 
oshiny 
o coloured pap er 

width 

o d ifferent kinds of paper in book 
o other 

binding 
o single-section sewn 
o single-sectio n saddle-stitched 
o section-sewn 
o side-stitched 
o perfect binding 

type of cover 

o ha rd cover 
o so ft cover 
o self cover 

cover material 

o board 
ocloth 
o cloth-cove red board 
o paper-covered board 
o cloth-covered paper 

colourofcovermaterial .. 

cover printed in 

o full -colour 
o more than one spot-co lour 
o single co lour 
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printing process (text) 
o letterpress 
o offset litho 
o other: 

printingprocess(images) ........... . 

DOCUMENTSTRUGUR£ AND ARTICULATION 

Extra matter 
presence I absence of 
o frontispiece 
o title page 
o back ofti tle I imprint page 
o contents page 
o notes for teachers 
o li st ofrefe rences 
o li st of illustrations 
oglossary 
o index 
o acknowledgements 
o advertisements 
o other: 

Navigation 
presence/ a bsence of 
o contents page 
o index 
o page numbers 
o section heading 
o head ing Ieveil 
o heading level 2 
o heading level3 
o running head 
o key words in text 
o graphic devices (such as arrows, bullets to direct att e ntion) 
o other: 

heading distinction 
o no headings 
o no obvious hierarchy 

headingl 
o size 
o boldness 
o ita lic 
o typeface 
o capita lisation 
o in dentation 
o co lour 
o space 
o underlining 
o othe r: 

heading 2 {with attributes as above ] 

heading3 [w1th attributes as above[ 

Information units 

o chapter/section 
o double-page sp read 
o page 
o other: 

graphic components 
o maintext 
o supplementarytext 
o headi ng(s) 
o picture(s) 
o pictiJre(s)with labels 
o captions to p1ctures 
o exercise 
o other: 



MAIN TEXT TYPOGRAPHY 
(reading books only) 

typeface 

oserif 
o old style 
o modem 
o transitiona l 
o slab 

o sanserif 
ogrot 
o humanist 
o geometric 

o scripttypeform 
o handdrawn/stenci lled 

infant characters 
oyes 
ono 
x-height 
cap height ......... mm 
point size ............ (based on [egtype specimen] ..... . 
line feed 
line length .... 

word spacing 
o normal 
o narrow 
owide 
o variable 

letter spacing 

o normal 
a narrow 
owide 
ovariab le 

average no. of characters per line . 

alignment 
o ranged left 
ojustified 
o ce ntred 

hyphenation 

oyes 

no. of columns 

treatment of the start of paragraphs 
o indented 
o indented plus space 
ofull out 
o full out plus space 
o first line extended to the left 
o first line extended to the left plus space 
o numbered and indented 
0 numbered and indented plus space 
o numb ered and full out plus space 
o numbered and fi rst line exte nd ed to the left 
o numbered and first li ne extended to the left and space 
o other paragraph treatment 

differentiation of key words 

o no differentiation 
o bold 
o ita lic 
o caps 
o colour 
o typeface 
o type size 
o underlining 
oothe r: 
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Colour use in text 
colour used for 
o heading(s) 
o maintext 
o supplementary text 
o captions 
o labels 
o other 

distinction of 
o letter 
o word 
o phrase 
o sentence 
o paragraph 
o other: 

function 
o decorative 
o articu lat ion of structure 
o articulation of co ntent 

IllUSTRATION 
type of picture 

o line drawing 
o si mple shaded drawing 
o detailed shaded drawing 
o photograph 
o map 
o plan 
o diagram 
o barchart 
o pie chart 
o other 
o diagram 

position of picture in relation to text 

o above text that refers to it 
o be low text that refers to it 
o integrated across spread 
o to right of text that refers to it 
o toleftoftextthatrefersto it 
o surrounded bytextthatrefersto it(astextrunarounfd) 
o between text that refers to it 
o no visua l relationship to text 
o text on verso, picture on recto 
a text on recto, picture on verso 

treatment of picture 
o sq uared up or boxed 
o bled off 
o no boundary /vignetted I cutout 
o plate 
o other 

colour or not 

o black and white 
o single colour 
o quite colourful 
o very colourful 

colours applied to 
o all fo reground e lements 
o some foreground elements 
o all of background 
o some of background 

function of colour 

o decorative 
o articulation of structu re 
o articulation of content 

basis for colour choice 

o rea listic/associative 
o other: 

position 

o on same page that refe rs to it 
o on same spread that refers to it 
o on different pages 
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THE CONTEXT IN WHICH DESIGN DECISIONS ARE MADE 

As well as providing information about language in use, 

and about book design in particular, this approach to 

description that considers a range of contextual elements, 

such as educational policy, legibility and vision research, 

typeface manufacture and advances in printing technology, 

and reinforces the view that the designing of the visual 

presentation of information is frequently constrained by 

external factors. 

The pages from books about bees, described at the 

beginning of this essay show how text and pictures 

were integrated within the pages of a book and how this 

integration has changed over time. 5 The analytical 

approach described here encouraged exploration of this 

integration by considering why a particular text/picture 

relationship occurred. In the case of the bee spreads, 

changes in printing technology, in particular, printing in 

color and typesetting methods, have determined how 

the text and pictures have been organized, and show the 

move from text-picture organization influenced by 

production methods and printer-led conventions to that 

influenced by consideration of the child reader. 

Two further examples demonstrate the influence of 

contextual factors on the visual organization of reading books. 

First, that of educational policy in Britain through the 

impact of the Revised Codes at the end of the nineteenth century, 

and secondly, legibility and vision research in the early part 

of the twentieth. 

The 'Revised Code' was a set of recommendations made by 

the Newcastle Commission, which had been set up in 1858 

to look at the provision of elementary education for all.6 Schools 

had to have an annual inspection, and children had to 

learn parts or all of their reading books so that they did not 

fail in front of the Inspectors (Altick, 1957). After 1862 

many publishers began to produce series of books that were 

differentiated by content (as defined by the requirements 

of the Standard or 'reading age,' and was usually defined by 

the number of syllables in a word) and by visual attributes 

(those for the infant classes having larger type and more pictures 
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5 Schriver (1997) used the 

term 'rhetorical cluster' to 

identify groupings of 

verbal/pictorial elements 

that identify a particular 

graphic genre. She 

provides as examples 'body 

text with footnotes' and 

'illustrations with 

annotations.' Such clusters 

in the bee sp1·eads vary 

according to when they 

were published, though 

'text and related, 

sometimes annotated, 

picture' could be difined as 

such in those books. 

6 The most notable outcome 

of the Commissioner's 

report (1861) was that 

financial aid to schools 

should depend in part on 

attainment of pupils as 

measured by an inspector's 

examination in reading, 

writing and arithmetic. 

Robert Lowe, responsible 

for implementing the 

Commission's recommen­

dations, devised the 

Revised Code (1862) which 

became known as 

'payment by results' 

(Altick, 1957). 



hgure 6. 

Sp readfrom The Queen 

infant reader, London: 
Nelson, 1880s, pp.J0-11 

This is a typ ical example 

of a reading book at 

the end of the nineteenth 

cen tury, and it fo ll ows 

prescriptions dehned by 

the 'Revised code.' Much 

of this book is made up of 

short sect ions often 

presented as double-page 

spreads. Each contained 

a picture, a title in capital 

letters, text broken down 

into numbered paragraphs, 

a li sting of new words, a 

word or spelling exercise 

and a handwriting specimen . 

VISIBLE LANGUAGE 46.3 

than those in the higher ones). In making books, printers and 

publishers responded to the directives in the Codes, for example, 

that books for younger children should comprise 80 pages 

of small octavo text; that two pages should be considered as the 

minimum for an effective reading lesson; and engravings, lists 

of words and names, and supplementary questions or exercises 

should not generally be taken into account in computing 

the contents of the books. As a result, and confirmed through 

the study of books in our database, primers for younger 

children were typically broken down into two- or three-page 

sections that contained a list of new words, a picture, a 

series of numbered paragraphs followed by a word exercise and 

some letters or words for writing practice (FIGURE 6). 

10 INFANT RF:ADER. 

NED AliD HIS DOG. 

1. One day Ned got a box of blocks 
to play with. 

2. On the blocks were all the letters 
.A., B, C, and so on to Z. 

3. Now Ned could read, so he was 
glad to get the blocks. 

4. He hB.B a sister. Her nlllDe is 
Jane. She plays with him. 

5. Ned has a dog. He calls it Tom. 
Jane has a doll. he calls it Fan. 

IB'F ANT READER. 11 

6. Jar.' is not so old B.B Ned. She 
does no_t know how to read. But she 
plays With the blocks. 

. 7. "Come here, Tom," said Ned to 
hiS dog. " Come here, and see me 
spell dog." 

8. Tom sat down B.B he WB.B told. 
Then Ned put three letters in this 
way-

D 0 G , 

and said to Tom, " These letters spell 
dog." 

l. .... ,..ani&. 

blocks 

I could 

I sis!-ter 

I down were read come told le~ters glad spell then 

day 
t. 'iVardJtardaeV,....z.-J. I got I old see play not told three 

I -- ~ ;;;; /-;;;It;:;;( ' f I l 
- ----------

·-----"'·-

There was fierce competition between educational publishers 

and a notable increase in the number of reading books 

produced. Publishers attracted their markets through different 

means: Longmans in their 'New Readers' used distinctive 

and rather eccentric typography to promote a 'look and say' 

approach to teaching reading; Macmillan's 'New Literary 

Readers' used a particular and consistent style of illustration and 

Collins' 'School Series' of Graphic Primers and Readers took 

advantage of new ways of printing in color. 



Legibility and vision research undertaken at the beginning 

of the twentieth century contributed to the findings of a 

Report on the influence of schoolbooks upon eyesight, produced 

by the British Association for the Advancement of 

Science in 1913 (see Venezky, 1984). This Report, which included 

recommendations for typeface, type size and spacing 

for particular ages of children, was taken very seriously by 

publishers at the time. Although the Report provided 

illustrations that showed recommended typefaces and line 

spacing for particular ages of children, the feature that 

was to have the most impact was that of type size: 'the size of 

the type-face is the most important factor in the influence 

of books upon vision.' Many reading books in our database 

published between 1915 and 1925 were set in large sizes 

of type often without corresponding space between the lines, 

and certainly with rather less interlinear space than most 

designers would consider appropriate today. When combined 

with the widespread use of justified setting without word 

breaks it resulted in pages that appeared over-crowded with 

very uneven spacing between words that must surely have 

been difficult for children's reading (FIGURE 7). 

Lesson 8: 

Jack and Jill 
Went up the hilL 
To get a pail of water. 
Jack fell down 

and broke his crown, 
And Jill came tumbling 

after. 

Lesson 8 rontinued. 

1 . The pail was full 
when Jack fell down 

- the hilL 
2. Jack had to pull the 

pail up from the well. 
They ran down the 
hill. That is why 
they fell. 

3- Jill was sad when 
Jack had a fall. 

-.J.. He must keep very 
till in bed. or his 

crown will not mend. 
5. Jill is small. but Jack 

i tull. 

A final example draws attention to the pervasive influence 

that typesetting and book design conventions can have on visual 
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figure 7· 

SpTeadfrom Book IA, 

"The songs the letteTs 
sing." London and 
Glasgow, UK: The 
Gmnt Educational 
Company [cl919], pp. 
24-25 

An example of a book 

set in a large typeface 

where close line spacing 

and variable word spacing 

as a result of justified 

setting makes a page likely 

to have been difficult for 

children's readings. 



7 That children would bene­

fit from word spaces wider 

than those used for adult 

reading was recommended 

both by typogmphers and 

psychologists. Dowding 

(1954, p.4) noted that: " .. 

. quite wide spacing is de­

simble between the words 

of a children's book." 

And Cyril Burt (1960, 

p. 253), in the context of 

close word spacing used 

by printingfirms urged: 

''For younger· children, 

I would suggest at least 

double this amount of 

spacing [this would have 

been a Monotype 'thin' 

space] and even for older 

children a 'thick space' 

should in my view be the 

maximum mther than the 

minimum." 

figure 8 . 

Spread from Frances 
Roe, At the seaside, 

''Fundamental Reading 
Dl." London, UK: 
University of London 

hess, 19.4.4, pp.l2-13 

This example with ranged­

left typesett ing has wide 

spaces between words and 

additional word spacing at 

sentence ends. 
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organization, and suggests that any description of books for 

children's reading needs to take account of these. The 

recording of attributes of micro-typography: letter, word and 

line spacing and text alignment meant that we were able to 

confirm that typesetting conventions over-rode to a considerable 

extent recommendations in reports such as that mentioned 

above. Until the 1950s the most common recorded attribute 

for word spacing in the corpus was 'variable' resulting from 

the book design practice of justified setting. This convention 

was so firmly embedded that the resulting variation in word 

spacing was not thought to be unusual. In many reading books 

produced in the first two decades of the twentieth century 

the combination of large type sizes with justified lines resulted in 

extremely variable word spacing that significantly impaired 

horizontal cohesion within a line of type. In some cases this was 

further disrupted by additional space between letters as well 

as words. By the 1950s, however, ranged left setting was the norm 

and in many cases the space used was wider than what would 

have been used typesetting books for adults.7 Nevertheless, this 

'variable' continued to be recorded in relation to books 

from these decades because in some case additional space was 

inserted at sentence ends (sometimes equivalent to three 

times the word space) (FIGUREs). 

Jack and Jill got up quite early, 
but Father had gone out earlier still. 
He did not come in till breakfast time. 

" What is the surprise ? " they asked. 

Father laughed. "You will soon see 
when you go down to the sands." 

After breakfast the children ran down 
to the sands as fast as they could go. 

What do you think they saw? 

It was their little white tent, 
all put up and ready for them to use. 

" I thought of it at the last minute," 
Father said. " I had to tie the ropes 
to stones. The pegs would slip." 

"It is a fine idea," Jack said. 

Then he put on his bathing-shorts, 
and Jill put on her bathing-dress, 
and they went for an early paddle. 

For two or three days Tommy did not 
like the wet sand at all. 

It fdt funny between his toes, 
and he sat down and picked it out. 

But he liked the water. Wagger did not. 

On the first day she ran down to the edge 
and began to lap it. 
Then she shook her head and ran away. 

But Tommy soon got used to the sand, 
and Wagger got used to the sea. 

13 
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The approach described above has been used to date to 

provide an account of the introduction of sanserif typefaces and 

the development of a more child-friendly approach to book 

design for children's reading (Walker, 2007); and to picture/text 

relationships and the meaningful use of color in children's 

information books in the latter part of the twentieth century 

(Robson, 2007). 

The kind of close analysis that is afforded by the use of 

the checklist, such as that used here for children's books, 

remains unusual, yet it provides a way oflooking at documents 

on a number of different levels-their broad structural make 

up to micro-spacing-which help us understand better 

how documents are used, and how they might be designed. 

With regard to children's books it has shown that design 

decisions are influenced by many external factors and that 

these determine what becomes conventional usage at a 

particular period of time. 
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