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ABSTRACT 

Visual literacy is a critical skill that enables individuals to 

navigate the world of visual media. While research shows 

multiple benefits of introducing visual literacy early in life, 

there is a scarcity of visual literacy programs for young 

children. In an effort to advance development of visual 

literacy programs for children, we explored techniques for 

engaging young children in visual literacy instruction using 

artworks. Our paper reports preliminary study findings and 

recommendations and outlines directions for future work. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Visual literacy is broadly defined as the ability to ―interpret 

and construct meaning from visual images‖ (Eckhoff, 

2010). Visual literacy skills not only help children navigate 

―the visually rich Web, photo dependent social networks, 

video saturated media, and graphically sophisticated 

entertainment and gaming‖ (Metros, 2008, p. 102), but also 

improve their ―verbal skills, more highly developed self-

expression and ordering of ideas, motivation and 

engagement in a variety of subjects, self-image and 

relationship to the world and self-reliance, independence 

and confidence" (Flynt & Brozo, 2010). The importance of 

developing visual literacy in young children has been 

recognized by the National Association for the Education of 

Young Children (NAEYC) and the National Art Education 

Association (NAEA), yet there are very few programs 

aimed at developing basic visual literacy skills in pre-

school children. 

We developed a study to explore ways of introducing 

children to basic visual literacy elements using artworks. 

The paper presents preliminary study findings pertaining to 

the strategies for engaging young children with artworks 

and visual literacy instruction. Recommendations for 

program development and directions for future research are 

also discussed. The paper will be of interest to practitioners 

and scholars who are involved in the development of visual 

collections, interfaces and instructional programs for 

children, parents and educations, as well as those interested 

in the general topic of literacy. 

RELEVANT LITERATURE  

While a number of studies have focused on defining visual 

literacy skills and outlining their benefits; fewer studies and 

programs focus on developing visual literacy skills in 

young children. 

While there is no consensus regarding what constitutes 

visual literacy, the definitions usually emphasize an ability 

to understand the composition and meaning of an image 

through interpretation and analysis (ACRL, 2011; Callow, 

2008; Rice, 1989; Alper, 1996; O‘Neil, 2011; Beatty, 2013; 

Gardner, 1970; Brill, Branch, Kim, 2007). The most 

commonly cited visual literacy elements include basic 

elements such as colors, lines, shapes, as well as more 

complex elements (e.g., salient/focal point; perspective, 

balance, symmetry, hue, styles, and others (Ravas and Stark 

2012; College of Arts and Humanities, n.d.; Thurston, 

1945; Alper, 1996). 

Prior literature outlines several advantages of developing 

visual literacy skills in children. Visual literacy has been 

linked to improvements in critical thinking (Williams 

(2007), metalinguistic skills (Callow, 2008), oral, reading 

and writing literacy (Stewig, 1994), foreign language 

proficiency (Tomaseviae-Daneeviae, 1999), and abilities to 

interpret visual artworks (Housen & Yenawine, 1998). 

There is growing evidence that visual literacy programs are 

being introduced into the K-12 educational system (Metros, 

2008) and museum education environments. For example, 

the Toledo Museum of Art offers educational programming 

for children, as well as parents and educators who want to 

introduce children to basic visual elements (Toledo 

Museum of Art, 2016; Kennedy, 2015; Cunningham, 2015). 

The J. Paul Getty Museum website, GettyGames, includes 

various games that develop children‘s understanding of 

visual artworks and their elements (J. Paul Getty Museum, 

2015). While the interest in visual literacy programs for 

children is growing, most of the existing programs target 

children ages 7 years old or older. Existing visual and/or art 

education programs for pre-school children mainly focus on 

making images (―MetCreates,‖ 2016; ―Art classes,‖ 2016; 

―Open Studio,‖ 2015, ―Kids & families,‖ 2016), and do not 

emphasize development of interpretational skills needed for 

understanding visual elements of an image.  
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We developed a study to explore the strategies for engaging 

young children in visual literacy discussion with the aim of 

developing their abilities to interpret visual messages 

(Stokes, 2002).  

METHODS 

In order to explore effective ways of engaging young 

children in literacy instruction, we conducted semi-

structured interviews with seventeen children (8 males and 

9 females) ages 4-6 about two impressionist paintings. The 

paintings (described in Table 1) were chosen after a pilot 

study that found children being most engaged and least 

confused about impressionistic paintings compared to 

realism, expressionism, and pop-art works (Lopatovska et 

al., 2016).  

Art 

movement 

Painter Title Year 

Pilot study images 

Realism Albert 

Bierstadt 

The Rocky 

Mountains, 

Landers Peak 

1863 

Impressionism Paul 

Cezanne 

Mount St. 

Victoire 

1902-

04 

Expressionism Hubert 

Roestenbu

rg 

Alpenzicht 

Buching 

Halbech 

1980'

s 

Pop art Alejos 

Lorenzo-

Vergara 

The Cornfield 2014 

Images used in visual literacy conversations  

Impressionism Paul 

Cezanne 

Mount St. 

Victoire 

1902-

04 

Impressionism Vincent 

van Gogh 

Cafe Terrace 

at Night 

1888 

Impressionism Alfred 

Sisley 

Street in 

Moret 

c. 

1890 

Table 1. Artworks used in the study 

Visual artworks were chosen because a) they contain basic 

visual elements; b) most of the existing visual literacy 

programs for children are offered in museum settings and 

our study‘s findings have direct and immediate benefits to 

these programs; c) the use of artworks has an additional 

benefit of developing art appreciation in children (Savva & 

Tremis, 2005). 

During the interview, each child was shown two images out  

of the three sample images in mixed order, with Cezanne 

and Sisley being shown 11 times and van Gogh 12 times, 

resulting in a total of 34 individual discussions.  First, the 

child was asked to describe the image and identify their 

feelings associated with the image. The aim of these initial 

questions was to provoke critical thinking and engage 

children with the artworks (Cole, 1990; Danko-McGhee, 

2006; Douglas et al., 1981). Then, a researcher asked a 

child to identify several visual elements, including color 

(primary, warm/cold), shape, line, perspective, and salience 

in the painting. The selection of these elements was 

informed by previous research and attempted to balance 

basic (color, shape, line) and more advanced (perspective 

and salience) visual literacy concepts (Beatty, 2013; 

O‘Neil, 2011; Alper, 1996; Callow, 2008). When a child 

was unfamiliar with a concept, s/he was introduced to it by 

a researcher when showing the first study image. 

Instruction was given using age appropriate terminology. 

For example, warm and cool colors were explained as 

sun/sunny   or water/winter colors, respectively; salient 

object was introduced as ―the most important object in a 

painting.‖ Discussion about the second image focused on 

the same visual elements, and aimed to gauge children‘s 

retention of previously introduced concepts. Additional 

questions prompted a child to talk about her/his willingness 

to be ―in‖ the painting, what they would be doing, and what 

they would change about a painting. These questions aimed 

to maintain the child‘s interest in an artwork, to stimulate 

conversation, and to reassure the child that there were no 

incorrect responses (Cole, 1990). The questions also helped 

support a playful atmosphere and develop emotional 

associations with a painting, a technique that was 

previously found to intensify a child‘s memory of the 

learning experience and understanding of the artist‘s 

message (Cole, 1990; Feeney, 1987; Yenawine, 2003). At 

the end of the interview, participants were asked to identify 

visual literacy elements in their surroundings, e.g., identify 

the colors, shapes, sizes and lines they saw in the interview 

room. 

Each interview lasted for approximately 20 minutes. Each 

child was interviewed by one researcher, while a second 

researcher was present to take detailed notes of the 

conversation. Parents of 4 year old participants were 

present during the interviews with their children but 

remained uninvolved with the researcher-child 

conversation. Study participants were recruited from two 

private schools with the consent of parents and school 

administration. 

Interview notes were analyzed using a content analysis 

technique. The main themes and theme frequencies in 

participants‘ responses were identified and further grouped 

into findings pertaining to: a) children‘s existing knowledge 



 

 

of visual elements; b) children‘s ability to understand and 

retain newly acquired information about visual elements, 

and c) the most engaging aspects of the conversation about 

artwork and its visual elements. This paper reports on the 

latter group of findings related to the parts of the interview 

that elicited the most interest and engagement from children 

and outlines recommendations for visual literacy programs 

targeting a young audience. 

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Images that generate interest 

In the pilot and the actual study, we talked to children about 

several paintings listed in Table 1. Participants‘ interest was 

measured by the length and content of their initial 

comments about a painting and their reactions to it. We 

noted that paintings with bright contrasting colors, 

expressive lines, and relatable subject matter generated 

longer discussions and evoked the most emotionally loaded 

descriptors (e.g., excited/ing, like, love, great, (very) happy, 

cheerful, joy(ful)). A few representative comments include: 

 ―It‘s colorful‖, ―I like mountains‖ [Cezanne] 

 ―I like colors‖, ―I‘d like to eat pasta there‖, ―It is 

beautiful‖ [van Gogh]  

 ―I like it‖, ―makes me want to go to the beach or 

pool‖ [Sisley]  

Findings pertaining to the participants‘ initial interest in the 

colors and subject matter of artworks are supported by prior 

research (Gardner, 1970; Eckhoff, 2010) and suggest that 

these elements should be considered in selecting images 

that arouse children‘s interest. 

Visual elements children like to talk about  

Overall, children were happy to talk about visual elements 

they already knew, such as colors and shapes. Participant 

responses to the question of what colors they saw varied 

from basic blues, greens, and yellows, to more nuanced 

color descriptions such as ―coffee,‖ ―pancake,‖ ―golden,‖ 

and ―rainbow.‖  On average, without assistance, 

participants were able to name 7 different colors, ranging 

from 3 to 12 colors per child. Thirty five percent of children 

knew about primary colors, and were able to identify some 

of them in the paintings. After receiving instruction, 94% of 

children were able to identify primary colors in the second 

image. While seven children (41%) indicated that they 

understood the warm and cool color concept prior to 

instruction, they were not always able to correctly identify 

these colors in the paintings. After instruction 76% were 

able to correctly identify color temperature in the second 

image. 

Van Gogh‘s painting elicited twice as many color mentions 

(64) as the other two paintings, suggesting that color 

identification and discussion is highly dependent on the 

selected image.  

Most children knew at least five shapes ranging from basic 

(square, rectangle, and triangle) to complex (crescent, star, 

hexagon, and octagon). Without instruction, 60% of 

participants were able to discuss how shapes make objects 

in the painting. After instruction, all children were able to 

link shapes to the objects and compositional elements (e.g., 

perspective) in the paintings.   

When discussing the subject matter and composition of the 

images, children tended to focus on objects and people 

(44% out of the total 83 subject matter comments), as well 

as actions (e.g., sitting, walking, driving, going to a 

restaurant, eating, riding a horse, or sleeping, 32%). 

Interestingly, children often discussed actions not depicted 

in the artwork. For example, when discussing Cezanne‘s 

landscape, some children talked about ―people‖ who were 

―sleeping‖ or ―hiding‖ in their houses, driving cars, or 

playing in their backyards.  

Conversations about more advanced visual literacy 

concepts, such as salience and perspective, received mixed 

reactions from our participants. Only eight participants 

(47%) were able to identify perspective lines and salient 

point after instruction, including two of the 4-years old 

participants. These more challenging tasks successfully 

engaged four older participants who were interested in 

learning new concepts and finding them in the paintings. 

The same challenging tasks had the opposite effect on the 

youngest participants who did not want to continue a 

conversation even when they demonstrated an 

understanding of a difficult concept. 

Based on these findings, we recommend developing visual 

literacy skills from existing knowledge, linking familiar 

concepts of colors, shapes, and lines to image composition, 

and possibly introducing the more complex concepts of 

perspective and salience at an older age.  

How children talk about artworks  

We found that children liked to create and share stories 

about examined artworks even when they were asked 

questions about specific visual elements. For example, 

when discussing the colors of the Cezanne painting, one 

participant started to talk about adding more people, while 

another wanted to add a railroad and a train. In response to 

the Sisley painting, one participant shared a story about 

how to build brick roads and how to re-design houses to 

make them look ―fancy,‖ while another was imagining 

spending time with her mother in the painting‘s scene. 

These findings are consistent with previous research that 

suggest children like developing connections between art 

and their own life experiences (Mayer, 2005) and ―making 

up stories about what they see" (Yenawine, 2003, p. 11). 

Based on these findings, we recommend that instructional 

programs for young children follow a format of a guided 

conversation, offer plenty of opportunities for children to 

express themselves, have their voices heard, and establish 

personal connections to artworks (Clark & Moss, 2011).  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

We conducted a study to explore ways of introducing 

young children to visual literacy and engaging them in 



 

 

conversations about visual artworks. Our findings illustrate 

children‘s readiness to learn basic visual elements and their 

interest in visual artworks. Our future plans include 

development and testing of a visual literacy instruction 

program for pre-7 year old children. Based on the reported 

study findings, the program will a) include stimulating 

images, b) build upon children‘s existing knowledge, c) 

incorporate instructional elements into informal and playful 

conversation, and d) encourage and support creative 

interpretations and activities. We also plan to explore 

applicability of the study findings to the design of the image 

retrieval interfaces for children.  

Future work will also aim to address the study limitations 

and include children with more diverse socio-economic 

characteristics. While our participants varied by age, 

gender, and race, they all had access to pre-K/K education, 

and exhibited strong verbal skills and pre-existing 

knowledge of basic visual literacy elements. Our 

participants‘ skills and pre-study knowledge might have 

differed from some of their less-privileged peers. Based on 

prior research in children‘s visual literacy leaning, we 

would expect a similar level of engagement and 

understanding of visual literacy instruction in children from 

different socio-economic backgrounds (Callow, 2010); 

however, this hypothesis needs further testing.   

Considering the growing prevalence of visual 

communication and culture, more efforts should be made to 

incorporate visual literacy into early childhood education 

(Barnett, 1995). Visually literate children will not only be 

better equipped to navigate digital world, but will increase 

demand and stimulate innovation for visual collections and 

image retrieval systems. Our study advances the discussion 

on the means of engaging young children in visual literacy 

instruction and developing their art appreciation and 

aesthetic skills.  
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