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Part One: 
 

A Picture Book of Children’s Drawings 



Introduction to Part One 
 

 

Writing a picture book of children’s drawings is intended to highlight the drawings 
themselves as works of art. Rather than knit them into a written text to illustrate 
certain concepts about language, I invite readers to a gallery of delightful pictorial 
experiences.  
 
In my chosen profession of art education, perhaps there has been too much theory 
and not enough simple enjoyment. My intension is to show that without formal 
teaching, children use spontaneous drawing, the language they were born with to 
create works of art. Watch children draw and you will notice the deep sense of 
involvement, the total identification with the performance and the subject: this is 
empathy, the fusion of form and content. The visual clues are mind/body 
concentration, the awareness of materials and process, the emerging expressiveness 
of the image on paper. There are even hints of an inner sound track, muttered 
words, and, particularly with small boys, the sound of guns! 
 
And why is empathy important? When children draw they are responding to 
personal experience through integrating the four sources of language: perceptions, 
thoughts, feelings and memories. Putting it another way, they are integrating in a 
single mental act the analysis function and the synthesis function, the rational with 
the irrational, the factual with the poetic. The product of this mental activity is what 
we are calling aesthetic energy and occasionally, when it reaches a state of near 
perfection, a work of art. 
 



In our view, the value of making art with words and pictures – and words, the raw 
material of literacy, play a role in every drawing – is not to produce a generation of 
art lovers, but to help children experience in the richest possible way a language 
resource critical to intellectual and emotional maturity.  
 
You will find that there is only one picture on every page and on the opposite page, a 
brief analysis. Read the analysis or not as you like, but pay attention to the drawing. 
We believe that you will be surprised at the level of sophistication children achieve 
in this their only code-free language. You will begin to wonder if we are doing all we 
can to make spontaneous drawing available to children in the important three years 
of preschool and beyond the early school years. But leave these important matters 
aside for the moment and simply enjoy the pictures! 





Look for Content 
There is a great deal to be said for a dragon parade as a drawing theme. There are 
spin-offs important to the developing psyche of the child artist. These are:  
1. a sense of community in which children of all cultural backgrounds share a 

spectacular get-together, an ethnic celebration.  
2. the religious and cultural traditions of an ancient culture are shared.  
3. an opportunity to solve an artistic problem, that is, to combine large numbers of 

minor participants and observers with the dragon dancers. Adults would tend to 
find a way to generalize an impression of a crowd, but Alice and older children 
take the opportunity to draw individuals. Remembering that children easily fall 
under the spell of empathy, when they draw, this one and others like it, are 
opportunities to develop a broadly based empathic feeling for all members of the 
community. Each figure adds to the sum total of the drawing’s content. Drawing 
humans in festive situations establishes a broad empathic feeling for the human community. 

 
Look for the Integration of Form and Content 
Dragon parades are generally urban affairs but Alice places this one in a forest 
environment. Empathy is expanded to include Nature. The dragon is at the top of a 
pyramid of humans, a fierce but benign symbol of religious tradition. Notice how 
the two strong, slightly tilted verticals function, one supporting the dragon’s head, 
the other connecting humans to the natural environment. 

“Dragon Parade #1” by Alice (age 13) 





Look for Pedagogy 
Sylvan’s art class had been studying hummingbirds from an article in the National 
Geographic. Their teacher had made a slide set based on remarkable photographs 
which froze the rapid flutter of wings. Drawing, too, can perform the function, as 
this drawing by a four year old demonstrates. ‘Frozen motion’ can be achieved in a 
linear design by a child. 
 
The lesson to be learned is that we should not provide recipes or easy solutions. 
Children are born with an uncoded language and we should stimulate this language 
through daily practice. Using photographic material is one source of imagery; 
language values kick-in when children draw photographic material from memory.  
 
Realism is the goal for most children but young children seem to understand that 
their drawings are symbols, just as words are symbols. Older children lean 
increasingly towards realistic representation. Realism is achieved by a heartfelt 
involvement in the performance and a broad tolerance for the finished product, 
however crude it might appear to adults. Most of the drawings in this book are 
examples. Naturalism is trying to achieve a surface likeness, an impossible goal even 
if it were desirable. Empathy is impossible in the struggle for naturalism as the 
drawer is constantly interrupting the flow of line or tone to check on verisimilitude.  

“Hummingbirds” by Sylvan (age 4) 





Look for Pedagogy 
Viktor Lowenfeld suggested that most children are realists who rely on vision and 
memory, while a smaller group he called haptics rely on feelings and tactility. Young 
children accept this without thinking about it but older children worry about 
"getting it right". They feel compelled to check against the subject whether it is there 
in front of them, or remembered, or imagined. It is this constant checking that 
breaks the empathic spell and gets in the way of an authentic symbolic 
representation. Older children need remedial techniques so that spontaneity can be 
restored (see the essay on “The Drawing Game”, page 153).  
 
Of course it is good to teach all children to see and, equally important, to choose 
themes that encourage an emotional response. If children feel the need for rules and 
want you to demonstrate, our advice is to gently decline and insist they do their best 
with what they have in the way of technique. A personal technique evolves through 
daily practice. Rather than showing a formula, get them to look again, remember in 
greater detail, feel with greater intensity, and respond to motivation more 
wholeheartedly. 

“Hotel” by Sammy (age 12) 





Look for Language 
Think of this drawing not as art, but as language. As such it shows a rich array of 
perceptions, thoughts and feelings the child would not have been able to articulate 
in words. Mental development peaks with the uninhibited use of language and 
drawing is its richest source. Children are familiar with many more things (nouns) 
than they can name, many more actions (sleeping, for example), many more 
sensuous qualities – flowers, furry toys, the feeling of sheets and pillows and so on. 
Above all, this drawing celebrates the feelings of love and protectiveness the child 
experiences sleeping with Mom.  
 
Jane’s vocabulary of recognition is far more extensive than the words she can use but 
she can draw (make symbols about) anything she can think of and her graphic 
vocabulary is open-ended. Syntax is the art and science of language organization 
whether words or graphic symbols. Learning to use the syntax of words is a slow 
process of imitation and formal teaching. The syntax of drawing, on the other hand, 
is a natural by-product of empathy for subject matter. Empathy is the key word. And 
here is the kicker: the rich syntax of drawing paves the way for the lean syntax of 
words. You can see how important the connection is between literacy and the daily 
draw!  
 
Jane’s drawing invites us to share her love for her Mom and her Mom’s love for her. 
One of the most endearing human emotions is presented without shyness or 
sentimentality. The artist and her object of affection, each with a toy from the toy 
box, each covered by a quilt of unique pattern, are all lovingly drawn.  

“Sleeping with Mom” by Jane (age 5) 





Look for Content 
Santa is a myth in the mental landscape of children; the two Santa’s in this book are 
charged with aesthetic energy. Myth and aesthetic energy: Is there a connection? A 
working hypothesis might make the point that the language of myth tends towards 
the structural integration of art in all cultures including the culture of childhood.  
 
Look for Form 
One tiny Santa and nine good-sized reindeer presented a problem for Stephanie 
although she may not have been consciously aware of it. This unusual spiral 
configuration came about by intense empathy for each animal in turn. All was 
straightforward until she ran out of room, then, still with empty space she turned 
the paper so that reindeer four could be drawn right side up, and so on for the 
remaining animals. What surprises me is that she had the forethought to draw Santa 
and his sleigh accommodatingly small in the beginning, assuming that she started 
there. This is sometimes referred to as a fold-over picture. We don’t know how 
Stephanie viewed her finished drawing. If she thought about it, perhaps she noticed 
the difference between her solution and the Christmas card Santas she must have 
known. 
 
Look for an Afterthought 
The spiral is a closed design with a network of interrelated formal connections. The 
environmental details are also integrated into this network. The last touch was the 
free floating moon and tree at the top. Note how they serve to hold up the filigreed 
pattern below!  

“Santa and Reindeer” by Stephanie (age 6) 



Part Two: 
 

Recent Essays and Other Writings 



Introduction to Part Two 
 

This section is for readers who would like to pursue the theory behind the drawings 
and the notes in Part One. The claim is that children use drawing as a language 
medium which means they draw to sort out and integrate their perceptions, 
thoughts, feelings and memories on the road to intellectual maturity and mental 
health. A daily draw as described in this book would have a significant effect on the 
mental development of children from the second year of life until the end of 
primary school and beyond. Except for practical communication, for which words 
are the obvious choice, drawing is the most useful language available to them. 
 
Not only is drawing, as children use it, a language medium, but one that offers the 
special benefits of empathy, a benefit not yet available with spoken or written words. 
Much attention is being given to empathy these days but I look in vain for references 
to it in the many articles on language reform in the public media. This is unfortunate 
as spontaneous drawing may be its most likely source. Empathy, as children 
experience it when they draw, is a model of integration. Lost in the act, children, 
without knowing it, integrate their perceptions, thoughts, feelings, memories and 
imaginations. How can it fail to contribute seriously to an integrated personality? This 
is the dominant theme of the essays that follow in Part Two. 

. 



The Drawing Game 
 
 

The primary rule is that the pen never leaves the paper except 
to relocate. It must be kept moving in a steady flowing line that 
corresponds to the observed, remembered or imagined contours 
of the forms one wishes to draw. 

 
 
In my third year of teaching art methods to future elementary teachers, I decided I 
needed a change, even a radical change. The focus of my revised course was to 
introduce the language of spontaneous drawing and provide a methodology that 
would support it in elementary classrooms. I refer to it as spontaneous to distinguish 
it from the formulas and how-to-do-it gimmicks which, using the single word, 
drawing, might be mistakenly viewed as acceptable. In my first two years I showed 
examples of child art, talked theory and involved students in basic studio practice. 
Most were interested but considered they had neither the talent nor background for 
making art in the hands-on hour of the weekly class. 
 
Imagery in the hands-on segment was the problem. What subjects would they draw 
or paint or model in clay? My inexperienced and, as I came to realize, false advice, 
was to focus on becoming familiar with the technique and to use whatever imagery 
came to mind. By the end of the second year I realized I was in the false position of 
allowing my students to make spurious art while urging them to teach authentic art. A 
way had to be found to give them an authentic studio experience, one that would 



roughly approximate what I would expect them to give the children. It came to me 
that my adult students were very much like self-conscious intermediate school 
children in their fear of drawing. Both were post-naives and victims of the “I can’t 
draw syndrome". 

 
Kindergarten/primary teachers are fortunate. The children they teach are 
unselfconsciously “naive" on any subject, and easily persuaded that they can draw 
freely and spontaneously. I have dealt extensively with this pedagogy elsewhere; the 
Drawing Game is not meant for them but to help post-naives regain what amounts 
to a lost ability to make authentic art. By authentic I mean art derived from personal 
experience, the only kind with real psychological benefits. 
 
It is necessary to consider mental processes. Have you noticed that psychological 
treatises tend to divide states of awareness into conscious and unconscious? Just when I 
needed it, a small paperback by Dr. Lawrence Kubie came my way called Neurotic 
Distortion of the Creative Process which provided a more detailed map of consciousness 
than I had known previously and it gave me the psychological underpinnings I 
needed for the ‘drawing game’. Most useful, as it turned out, was the preconscious 
system first described by Freud as a mental function similar to intuition. 
 
Separating the preconscious for identification does not mean that its function is 
divorced from other functions. As I understand Kubie, the Mind is three functions in 
a constant state of flux: the conscious, the preconscious, and the unconscious. Let’s 
add a fourth from Jung, the collective unconscious. 
 
Empathy is closely related to the preconscious although Kubie does not mention 



empathy. The phenomenon that interests us particularly is the small child deeply 
engrossed in a strongly motivated drawing. The pencil is tightly clutched. Attention 
is completely focused on subject matter and technique, not as a ‘steady state’, but 
ebbing and flowing. There may be a muted sound track – shells exploding, fragments 
of conversation, other sound effects. While drawing, the child experiences a deep 
empathy for subject matter. 
 
If there is a flaw in Kubie’s model, it is the lack of attention he gives to rational 
analysis, which I feel we must add to Kubie’s three. Never a clear-cut separation of 
functions; one or another of the four modalities may rise to prominence and 
typically give an image its particular emphasis. Rational analysis comes into the 
creative process l) in the planning stage, 2) in occasional pauses during the drawing 
performance to rationally plot the next move, and 3) when finished drawings are 
discussed and evaluated.  
 
It is worth noting that a crude division of subjects into cognitive and affective domains 
made many years ago by curriculum theorists left academics and educators with the 
impression that the arts subjects deal exclusively with feeling (affective domain) to 
the neglect of intellectual value (cognitive domain). The critically important truth is 
that the arts are important to intellectual development as well as emotional development, 
health and healing! 
 
The experience of empathy is not limited to the arts but, in varying degrees, is 
richly experienced in games, sports, a dancer lost in improvisation, a jazz pianist 
playing a chorus and a math student solving a problem, indeed, in any activity in 
which the performer is ‘flying on automatic pilot". Drawing has special significance in 



focusing empathy on the human community and the natural environment. 
Another way of framing it: In the production of works of art, the conscious mind 
shines as an instrument of analysis; the preconscious as the function of synthesis, 
integration, holistic union of form, content and technique; the unconscious insures a 
uniquely personal image and the collective unconscious puts the performer in touch 
with the sources of myth. 

 
In my work with art education and graphic arts students at UBC we placed equal 
emphasis on conscious analysis and preconscious synthesis. (This is the approach of 
artists in all artistic disciplines.) 
 
Intermediate-age children have reached the stage of mental development when 
intellectual activity is more advanced and they can exercise the power of reason, are 
able to assume a critical stance, experience a growing sense of self, but alas, are 
almost universally challenged by self-consciousness. While the transition to authentic 
drawing may take longer than with younger children, older drawers are amenable to 
the Drawing Game. 
 
Language in the broadest sense reflects and shapes individuality and by extension, 
the values of a social order. If we want a stronger, more moral and ethical society, we 
need to enhance language schooling with strategies for empathy! 
 
Two study areas dominate the schooling of children from the beginning: numbers 
and words. Math and science are more or less pure rationality; literacy because of its 
several challenging codes is also largely rational. Technology with all its gadgets 
could also be considered rational. These are all necessary and who could fail to 



support them in the school curriculum, but together they set up a situation that 
cries out for balance. 
The fine arts, on the other hand, are sources of integration, that is, the fusion of 
rationality and feeling and, as a result of the clumsy bit of rationalization cited above 
(cognitive subjects/affective subjects), children are largely denied the benefits of full 
participation and its sources, and the fine arts subjects, are confined to a peripheral 
role in the school curriculum and have been as long as I can remember. 
 
Drawing is a special case in the fine arts galaxy. In the early days of childhood it is the 
language Nature has provided while the challenging codes of literacy are being 
internalized.  
 
Spontaneous drawing is a principal source of empathy when empathy is focused on 
the particulars of growing up in a challenging world. The child artist is at one with 
the subject of his or her drawing and its performance. What does this mean: one 
possibility is the integration of opposites, that is, the fusion of form and content. It is 
the modality artists of all stripes experience when they are in the white heat of the 
creative moment. In drawing, if human subjects are chosen, it will generate empathy 
for humankind; if animals, for animal kind, if environmental subjects, empathy for 
the environment. Gently steering the thematic focus is the job of the caring adult. 
 
Empathy is also a by-product of games, mathematics, and sciences, of musical and 
dramatic performance and to some degree of every arts and crafts activity. It is 
present whenever good teaching is the norm. And yet drawing’s special usefulness is 
in its specificity. It is the child's opportunity to integrate personal experience. A daily 
draw devoted to articulating experience, whether good or bad, transcendental or 



everyday, contributes towards the emergence of Carl Jung's individuated or 
Abraham Maslow's self-actuated person. With universal practice we would become a 
more integrated citizenry.  

 
Drawing has other advantages: it is the least technical to teach, the most easily 
motivated, the simplest to schedule daily, and the most accessible source of empathy. 
If I were a teacher of an elementary class I would have musical performance every 
day as a source of generalized empathy and spontaneous drawing every day for 
particularized empathy and this regimen would extend throughout elementary 
schooling. 
 
 

Playing the ‘Drawing Game’ 
 

Children from the age of two until the post-naive years need thematic motivation 
and a supportive environment to draw with concentrated purpose. Older children 
and, indeed, all post-naives including adult learners, will benefit from the ‘drawing 
game’ which is a remedial technique to overcome self-consciousness and, in effect, 
to eradicate  the "I can’t draw” syndrome. It is presented below, but not as the only 
strategy or technique to encourage authentic drawing. I offer it with confidence 
because I have used it with success at junior and senior secondary students and adults 
at college and university level including elementary teachers in training. I call it the 
‘drawing game’. Adapt it to your own use and surprise yourself by enjoying drawing 
yourself and teaching others to draw. It is no gimmick, but a remedial strategy for 
achieving authentic imagery. 
 



Classical contour line is the chosen technique, the one children use spontaneously in 
their natural drawing activities. Contours are edges, the ridge where two planes 
meet. Contour line follow edges. ‘Classical’ refers to the smooth, confident, non-
jiggling quality we see, for example, in Picasso’s Vollard Suite of etchings and most 
drawings by children. 
 
The ‘drawing game’ is a remedial strategy to engage the preconscious and maintain 
contact there for the duration of the drawing. It is also called continuous line drawing. 
Children are used to following rules and when games are played rules must be 
followed scrupulously. If this seems to go against the grain for making art, ponder 
this: freedom of performance requires the discipline of acquired skills. Again, children are 
used to working hard to achieve skill in games. There is only one ‘rule’ in the 
drawing game: from start to finish the contour line must remain in motion. This is a 
remedial strategy, but with practice it can evolve into a serious technique for making 
art. (An elementary teacher-in-training in another section of my elementary art 
education course got wind of the ‘drawing game’ and listened to my pitch at the 
classroom door. She came to see me and, with a little coaching, she parlayed my 
remedial strategy into a place in the stable of a Montreal gallery devoted to naive 
art!) 
 
The best drawing tool is a good grade ballpoint pen. The ink never dries up and the 
line is strong. Other drawing tools are perfectly acceptable. 
 
Let me review: We have noted in children’s drawings that the hidden order of art is a 
product of empathy and empathy is the product of "flying on automatic pilot", that 
is, keeping the performance in the preconscious. Empathy is also the product of two 



sense media working together, the visual and the tactile. The visual function sets up a 
feedback loop with the preconscious. The tactile sense, that is, the sense of touch 
gives the form its structural integrity, its sculptural quality, and these produce 
aesthetic energy. The drawer can enhance this by assuming the mode of the sculptor, 
that is, by imagining that the line is actually carving the form. 
 
The continuous line, so long as the line is moving, functions to keep the form-
making in the preconscious. If there is an attempt by the rational mind to control, 
the continuous line rule will already have moved the action along the contour’s path. 
The drawer has no choice but to relax and watch, and conscious rationality has no 
choice but to retire from the field. Rational thought is important in planning the 
drawing, in evaluating results and in planning the next move. In the actual 
performance, "the drawing draws itself" so to speak, while you, the drawer, the 
watching ego, observe from the sidelines! This is drawing with maximum empathy and 
minimum judgment while the drawing is in progress. 
 
Initial drawings should abide strictly by the rule. Keep the pace steady, not too fast 
(or the drawing tool will not record the subtle details of the contour!) and not too 
slow (or the rational ego will sneak in and raise doubts!) 
 
If the moving point remains in contact with the surface of the paper, the drawer will 
face the ‘clothesline effect’ when moving to relocate from point A to point B (see 
drawing on page 167). Once you have trained yourself to keep the line moving and 
you have become initiated into the process with a few trial drawings, you can get rid 
of the ‘clothesline’! Here’s how. When you reach the end of the contour, so to speak, 
lift the pen and, trying not to break the empathic spell, relocate to a new starting 



point. 
 
If the subject is complex, try taking a mid-drawing break. Allow rational/analytical 
thought to enter during the rest period but be careful not to lose touch with the 
emerging image. Decide where a new contour should begin and then resume 
continuous line drawing. 
 
There are two kinds of contour lines, those that record outlines and those that 
record in-lines. The overall shape and the internal details are equally important. 
 
A good strategy for post-naive beginners is to draw objects or posed figures, things 
you can see and keep track of. Choose fairly complex things with lots of edges and 
contours. The more complex the subject, the more contours there are to stimulate 
the drawer and enhance the drawing. An egg beater is a more interesting object to draw in 
line than an egg! 
 
Think of the ‘drawing game’ as playing a game of basketball. You don’t think so much 
as feel when working your way through the defence to get a shot on the opposition 
hoop. Both game drawing and basketball are performed largely on ‘automatic pilot’. 
 
The reward is the warm glow of performance. The results will look strange at first 
but will gradually take on a more ‘finished’ look. Be very patient with early results; 
it takes time to reach a performance comfort level. You have to get used to the 
“look" and you have to get used to the idea that the important focus is on the process, 
not the finished product. lf you manage this, you will be surprised at how the 
drawings will grow on you. Reserve judgment until you have at least ten drawings. 



 
If drawings look more like a scribble than a work of child art, you may be drawing 
too fast. lf they look like child art, you are probably on the right track! This is not to 
be confused with gesture drawing which uses a different approach to performance. 
Put gesture drawing aside for another time. The ‘drawing game’ is an art of empathy for 
the particular. Contour line is its natural technique. 
 
The Drawing Network believes that adults should not draw with young children in 
the daily draw. There is no advantage for child or adult as the youngster learns to use 
his language gift from Nature. With post- naive children (intermediate and beyond) 
it is a different story. Now teacher and student all belong to one category, the post-
naive. Parent and older child can now draw together if they choose to, but not on the 
same drawing. 
 
Most children want realism, but, at the same time, appear to understand that a 
strong symbolic element exists when graphic marks are put to paper. This is true 
when the intension is to describe a still life, reveal a personal situation, tell a story. 
 
Post-naives may feel more comfortable beginning with a series of ‘game drawings’ of 
observable subjects. Once the performance rule is established, the way opens for 
other sources of imagery. Memory is a rich source of possibilities. Instead of the 
‘steady state’ of a still life object, give thought to a memorable situation from the 
past. One approach would be to simply inform the preconscious that the subject will 
be, for example, ‘memory of a party’ and leave it open ended as you start the 
drawing. Another coaching comment, “Let the drawing draw itself ”. 
 



 
The Drawing Game has a number of things going for it: l) it is couched as a game 
which makes rules easier to accept, 2) it is couched as a remedial technique which 
helps to get over the initial strangeness of the drawings, and 3) it isn’t a gimmick to 
make modern art ("let’s make an abstract") but has the serious purpose of 
promoting empathic realism, that is, a realism that is personal and serious. 
 
Modern art is now over 100 years old; we should be getting used to its "look”, 
enjoying it, searching it out, learning its narrative, responding to its hugely prolific 
bursts of aesthetic energy. I have always believed that the study of art for teachers 
should begin with modernism and work back from there to the great classical 
periods. Familiarity with modern art liberates the use of colour and form, its 
expanded content, its brashness and honesty. It will prepare us to find aesthetic energy 
in child art and it will prepare us to better appreciate the products of the ‘drawing 
game’.  
 
Two quotes from Picasso support the above:  
• “Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an artist once he grows 

up.”  
•  “It took me four years to paint like Raphael but a lifetime to paint like a child.” 

 
 

 
 
 


