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Visual Arts and Children 
Task 1: Visual Literacy through Children’s Art Rich Picture 

Books 
Dee Huxley 

 

You and Me:  
Our Place 

 

Author: Leonie 
Norrington 

Illustrator: Dee Huxley 
(2007) Kingswood, SA: 

Working Title Press.  

 
The following article details the exploration into the art rich picture book ‘You and Me: Our Place’ 

(Norrington & Huxley, 2007) for the utilisation of classroom learning and teaching. The paper entails 

biographical information of the illustrator, an in-depth analysis of the illustrations, a possible lesson 

sequence for a grade ¾ classroom and the relevant cross-curriculum links. The author aims to both 

develop their own artistic knowledge and skills whilst developing their classroom practice in the area 

of the arts.  

 

Dee Huxley – Biographical Information 

Dee Huxley is a famous illustrator well-known for her artworks in many Australian children’s picture 

books. Huxley studied design and craft at the Sydney National Art School and has since worked in 

graphic design for TV, has been freelance illustrating since 1976 and teaching graphic design and 

visual arts in secondary schools in Australia and the UK (Scholastic Australia, 2014; Sydney Institute, 

n.d.). Dee Huxley was made famous by her awards for short-listed Mr Nick’s Knitting (1989) and Rain 

Dance (2001) for the Children’s Book Council Picture Book of the Year. Dee has held many 

exhibitions and won numerous awards both locally and internationally. These include the Wilderness 

Society’s Environmental Award and the German White Raven Award for Illustration and Design. 

Huxley has additionally been commended for her teaching, winning the Sydney Institute Award for 

Teaching Excellence in 2010 (Sydney Institute, n.d.). Dee uses a wide range of media and techniques, 

and changes her style to suit the mood and subject of each project, yet her idiosyncratic style can be 

identified in all of her pieces. 
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Analysis of Picture book and Illustrations  

You and Me: Our Place is a wonderful children’s book for exploring in a multitude of ways with all 
ages of children. The artistic illustrations created using pastels and coloured pencils on coloured 
paper (Norrington & Huxley, 2007) are the cornerstone of the book, making it aesthetically beautiful 
and accessible to ages young and old.   
 
While this children’s book could be read to and explored by children in preschool through to high 
school, I would predominantly recommend this book for primary aged children, specifically grades 
three and four. At this age children are developing more open-minded, community based thinking 
and are more likely to be receptive to exploring Australia’s heritage and history, the key theme of 
the book (Berk, 2010). Furthermore in the middle primary years children have experience in a range 
of art experiences and have adequate fine motor skills to explore the more technical artistic 
elements of an inquiry (Russell-Bowie, 2009). To concrete the study of You and Me: Our Place into 
grades three and four studies, the Australian National Curriculum directly relates the content of the 
book to the History, Visual arts and English learning areas, and indirectly to the Drama, Media arts 
and Geography learning areas (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 
2013). 
 
This collection of artworks encourages learning about, through and with the arts alongside an array 
of inquiry paths you could take that would connect this learning to other curriculum areas 
(Goldberg, 2000). By appreciating the illustrations and making art in response, children of all ages 
have the opportunity to explore pastel drawing, an amazing spectrum of colours, soft and smooth 
texture, irregular and stylised shapes, contrasting tones and past and present styles of art (Russell-
Bowie, 2009). Learning through the arts with You and Me: Our Place, can be done primarily through 
discussion, research and reflection on primary and secondary aged children’s understanding, feelings 
and knowledge of Aboriginal peoples, culture, history and land of Australia, multiculturalism and 
land conservation (King, 2013; ACARA, 2013). Additionally primary aged children can learn with the 
arts (You and Me: Our Place), through exploring the knowledge behind the illustrations such as; 
getting to know the animals and landscapes featured in the illustrations and how Aboriginal people 
live/lived in the past and present across Australia (King, 2013; ACARA, 2013). 
 

Illustrations Analysis 

Design  

How has the illustrator 
used art elements? 

The artist uses soft flowing lines, bright yet soft colours and rounded 
shapes to convey a dream like mood throughout the book. This mood 
suggests fond memories of the past and aides the audience in 
understanding the illustrator’s meaning. The artist uses soft lines and 
shapes and a range of realistic and natural warm and cool colours creating 
a soft and silky texture to the loving illustrations that complement the 
text. 

How has the 
composition and 
layout of the images 
contributed to the 
visual narrative? 

The natural, slow and calm flow of the pages illuminates the illustrations 
close relationship and balance with the text. The pages are full, yet not 
overwhelmed by a variety of colour, shape, line and text that seems to 
naturally fit the page. Each page provides a new focal point that attracts 
the eye to important elements then later fine details. The composition 
and rhythm of the book encourages the reader to take their time to read 
the text and absorb the full impact of each double page. 

Technique  
Technical features The artist uses coloured chalk pastels and coloured pencils on coloured 
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paper to create the beautiful illustrations.  The end papers, still full of 
colour but less detail, encourage the reader to imagine and think further 
about the story, while the small and rounded font fits comfortably in large 
spaces of colour on each double spread.  

What are the key 
features you have 
observed about the 
illustrator's style? 

This artist’s style is clearly identified in the imaginative and dream-like 
mood that she creates with soft, yet bright shapes, colours and lines with 
the use of smudged pastels and defining pencils. 

Cultural 
Conventions 

 

Are there any artistic 
or cultural influences 
you have noticed 

The artist employs a mix of historical influences including post 
impressionism, reformation and renaissance art. She adopts a modern 
take on European post impressionism of the 1880’s, expressing emotions 
rather than optical impressions, concentrating on themes of deeper 
symbolism, without the simplified colours, definitive forms and abstract 
tendencies. The artist uses soft, dream-like qualities and texture similar to 
the reformation and renaissance arts, rather than that of the neo-
impressionists but without the religious/cultural subject matter of the 
renaissance. The artist uses this assortment of influences to create a 
modern dream of the past through the pages of the book. 

(Eubanks, 1999; Kiefer, 1995; Russell-Bowie, 2009; The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2013) 

 

Lesson Sequence 

This book could easily be used as the focus of an art lesson/sequence for both art appreciation and 
making with a grade ¾ class. The lesson would begin by doing a picture walk of the text to the class, 
asking students’ to draw their full attention to the illustrations and not read the text. After the initial 
reading, you could bring up a set of enlarged images from the book and discuss first the style of the 
artist’s illustrations, and their content. 

 
What do you feel or notice when you see these illustrations? 
Where do your eyes go first when you see a new page? Why? 

What kinds of colours has the illustrator used? Why? 
What techniques do you think the illustrator has used to create the pages? 

What do you think this story is about? How do you know? 
 
Next you could read the book again, with text this time, and then discuss with the class how this has 
changed their initial thoughts. 

Does the text complement or match the illustrations? Why/Why not? 
Have any of your first thoughts and comments now changed because of the text? 

Does this book make you think of a place or a time in your own life? Discuss. 
What animals can you see in the pages? 

What is the key theme of this story? 
 
To build on this plentiful discussion and the students’ comments, inform the class that they will now 
choose an animal or person from the book and create it in clay. Students will work individually over 
the course of two lessons to create their small artwork, with the first lesson to create the clay and 
the second to paint it.  
*(The class have had prior experience with clay and have basic ceramic skills. Students will use no-fire clay and 
acrylic paints.) 
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Lesson One-Clay Making Lesson Two-Clay Painting and Reflecting 

Classroom set up with all clay materials prior to 
students’ arrival. Have students put on smocks. 

Classroom set up with all painting materials 
prior to students’ arrival. Enlarged slideshow 
of illustrations of book on IWB for students 
to see. Have students put on smocks. 

Students working their piece of clay with hands and 
water. Model techniques if required. 

How does it feel? Does it feel like the softness 
and smoothness of the illustrations? 

  

Students collect their artworks and discuss 
in a pair what colours they will use on their 
figures and why? 

What colours will you choose to 
paint with? Why? Is this similar to 
the illustrations? Why/Why not? 
Take your time and concentrate on 
why you are making the artistic 
choices you are. 

Guide students to now form the different elements 
of their creation i.e. head, body, limbs using 
techniques such as rolling, coiling, pinching, 
squeezing 

Imagine your animal/person. What do they 
look like? What is the form made up of? 
Remember how we join the different parts 
together with scratching and slurry. 

Guide students as it is needed and give 
ample time to complete their works. 

Once students have finished have students 
share their works with the class. 

Why did you choose that form? How 
does it relate to the book? Explain 
your choice of techniques, colour, 
size, texture etc. How does it make 
you feel? 

Have the class respond with questions or 
constructive comments. i.e. What the 
hardest part? I really like the way you… That 
makes me think of… 
These artworks will now be documented by 
students as assessment for learning 
(technical art skills) and assessment of 
learning (interpretation and understanding). 

Now the class have basic forms and need to be 
guided to add more depth to their creations i.e. with 
tools. 

What does the figure’s head look/feel like? 
How about the body? Does it have fur/a 
shell/scales etc.? How about the limbs? Use 
the tools to make your figure as life-like as 
possible. 

Once students’ have finished, clean-up of the room 
needs to happen i.e. benches wiped down, extra clay 
stored away air-tight, clay works stored in a safe 
place to dry, tools and smocks cleaned. 

Sample Artwork 

  
(Einon, 2002; Kolbe, 2002; Russell-Bowie, 2009) 
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Cross-Curriculum Links 

Study of this picture book and the associated lesson could be very open and relevant to many 
subject areas particularly; History, English and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and 
cultures. The story and it’s illustrations clearly represent Australian history, specifically the original 
owners of the land, Aboriginal peoples, their history and culture. Discussion into the story could 
reveal student’s prior knowledge, where their knowledge lacks, differences and similarities between 
cultures and where student’s questions might lead as part of an inquiry. Subsequently this would 
lead to exploration of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures organising ideas 
of people, culture, identity, community and country, and student’s deeper understanding of their 
nation’s history and it’s people (ACARA, 2013). To further extend on this art lesson and possible 
inquiry, students could explore the text and it’s illustrations through literature. For example students 
could create poetry based on their artworks, students could choose one of the animals in the text 
and create a conservation poster, or students could write an imitation text based on a place familiar 
to them (Goldberg, 2000; Russell-Bowie, 2009).  Through the visual arts, students could explore the 
art elements by varying their use of them in a range of artworks and techniques. 
 

Australian Curriculum Links 
Yr ¾ Visual Arts 
Achievement 
Standard  
 

Students describe and discuss similarities and differences between artworks they 
make, present and view. They discuss how they and others use visual conventions in 
artworks. Students collaborate to plan and make artworks that are inspired by 
artworks they experience. They use visual conventions, techniques and processes to 
communicate their ideas. 

Year ¾ Visual Arts 
Content descriptors 
 

Explore ideas and artworks from different cultures and times, including artwork by 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists, to use as inspiration for their own 
representations (ACAVAM110) 

Identify intended purposes and meanings of artworks using visual arts terminology to 
compare artworks, starting with visual artworks in Australia including visual artworks 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples (ACAVAR113) 

Year 3 History Key 
Inquiry questions 

Who lived here first and how do we know? 
How has our community changed?  
What features have been lost and what features have been retained?  
What is the nature of the contribution made by different groups and individuals in 
the community?) 

Year 4 History Key 
Inquiry questions 

What was life like for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Peoples before the 
arrival of the Europeans?  
What was the nature and consequence of contact between Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples and early traders, explorers and settlers? 

Year 4 English 
Content Descriptors 

Make connections between the ways different authors may represent similar 
storylines, ideas and relationships (ACELT1602) 

Create literary texts that explore students’ own experiences and imagining 
(ACELT1607) 

Use comprehension strategies to build literal and inferred meaning to expand 
content knowledge, integrating and linking ideas and analysing and evaluating texts 
(ACELY1692) 

Explore the effect of choices when framing an image, placement of elements in the 
image, and salience on composition of still and moving images in a range of types of 
texts (ACELA1496) 

Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait 
Islander histories 
and cultures 
Organising Ideas 

OI.2 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities maintain a special connection 
to and responsibility for Country/Place throughout all of Australia. 

OI.5 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ ways of life are uniquely expressed 
through ways of being, knowing, thinking and doing. 

OI.6 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples have lived in Australia for tens of 
thousands of years and experiences can be viewed through historical, social and 
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political lenses. 

OI.8 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples have sophisticated family and 
kinship structures. 

(Excerpts from ACARA, 2013) 

 

Conclusion 

Art is not merely to be admired and mimicked but to be absorbed, understood and relished as we 

seek to develop our own creative mind and skills. As a result of this study the author has taken the 

time to truly appreciate the skill and creativity taken to produce such artworks, learned a great deal 

more about how art as a subject can be authentically integrated into daily classroom learning and 

learned how to provide quality art experiences for children. As such the author would suggest that 

teachers integrate the arts more into daily practice, in a variety of ways, to develop the knowledge, 

creativity and skill of their students whilst accessing numerous subject areas.  
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Appendix 1 – You and Me: Our Place Illustrations 

  

  

  
(Illustrations from Norrington & Huxley, 2007) 
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Appendix 2 – Criteria for evaluating the art of a picture book   
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(Excerpt from Keifer, 1995) 

 

Appendix 3 – Decoding Picture Books  

Decoding Picture Books 
Description Description, in which the reader names everything in the image: all objects, colours 

and other elements of art. In the case of picture books, the reader would name and 
describe all the parts of the book, describe the book's shape and size, the subject 
matter and any other pertinent details such as the kind of paper, pop-ups or other 
variations on the familiar Western codex form in which the reader views one two-
page spread at a time.  

Analysis Next, analysis reveals how the artist constructed the book using the principles of 
design and other considerations of formal analysis that are specific to picture 
books, which shall be discussed here.  

 Looking at the book as a work of art requires examining the relationship between 
images in the book, the combination and arrangement of the images, the pace at 
which the artist guides the turning of pages, the play between the images and the 
words, the relationship between style and story, the way the artist uses color and 
the form of the book. 

Interpretation Interpretation asks why the artist did it in this manner; what was the artist trying 
to communicate? What does the artist want us to believe? How do the words and 
images work together? 

Judgment Judgment addresses where the book in question stands in relation to other similar 
examples. Judgment might begin simply by turning the pages to compare one 
image with other related images by the same artist within the book. Taking a 
broader perspective, judgment can be developed by comparing the entire book to 
other books by the same artist, to books in a similar style or medium, to those 
about the same subject or versions of the same tale, or to books with a similar 
social message. The criteria for judgment could be based on formal concerns such 
as how well the pages are composed or it could be based on social issues such as 
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whether or not the artist presents a thoughtful view of gender, race, or ethnicity 
Adapted from (Eubanks, 1999) 
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