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Mark Long and Mark Oliver worked with a Year 5 class in 
Edith Neville Primary School, Kings Cross, on a project 
lasting �ve weeks designed for each child to produce their 
own illustrated book.  We visited them on the third morning 
session where the children were creating collages over �ve 
spreads to tell a story they had developed from chosen 
images.  In this session they were reminded to re-read 
their plans to recap their ideas.  This was also intended 
to encourage them to create images in their mind’s eye 
which they could then replicate through the collages.  The 
illustrators encouraged a surreal element to all the stories 
which appealed to the children.  The two Marks worked 
together, explaining the task step-by-step, giving ideas, 
asking questions and taking account of the children’s 
spontaneous responses to what they were being shown.

The collages were created using ready-drawn Dover images 
(see note 2) which enabled creativity because the children 
did not have to worry about drawing or spend time doing 
this as the images were provided.  All their e�orts could go 
into cutting up and arranging interesting images to develop 
their own character and story.  The pictures provided included 
reptiles, birds, plants, parts of the human anatomy, fruit, 
musical instruments, the solar system, clocks and mechanical 
curiosities.		Most	images	were	old	Victorian	black	and	white	
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worked with illustrators Mark Long and Mark Oliver on a bookmaking project.  Kerenza Ghosh and Fiona 
M. Collins from Roehampton University visited them to find out about it.

prints, which photocopied very well and also meant that the 
children’s �nished books would look neat and professional.

The illustrators showed the children how the position of 
characters on the page a�ects the feeling, dynamic and 
atmosphere of the story so that they were aware of the 
need to give thought to the position of images and text.  
Although they were working only with images in this 
session, they were asked to consider where the text might 
go in preparation for the next session.  In this way they were 
editing their stories as they went along.  In the following 
week the illustrators were to give the children the words 
typed in di�erent fonts and patterns to arrange on the page. 

You can use your own imagination - that’s exciting!  
The children were impressed by the example collage book 
that Mark Long and Mark Oliver had created:  

It gave us ideas for how to make a story and how to make 
our ideas better!  They showed us a book called ‘Apple Eyes’.

... there was a picture of a big apple with eyes on it!

Yeah! I remember the story: there was a guy without any 
eyes, and he found an eye machine and cracked it, then all 
the eyes stuck onto him!  That one was by Mark Oliver.

The children had expected to be drawing and painting 
throughout the project and were surprised and interested 
to be working with collage.  One group we interviewed 
explained:

You can use your own imagination!  That’s exciting! You’re 
using your own ideas!

With collage you use the pictures and out of nowhere, you 
get an idea!  You get con�dent!

Normally, when you do a story, you have to get characters 
and think about everything.

Yeah, you have to just write, write, write, write!

But this is di�erent because you can use your own 
imagination and you can make your characters so they look 
crazy or funky!  If you write a book, you don’t usually get to 
put pictures in it. 

Figure 1: Mark Long sharing ideas for the next steps, from a 
page created by one of the children
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The children were provided with pictures to cut out and stick 
(Figures 2 and 3).  When asked if it would have been better if 
they had drawn their own pictures instead they replied:

No!  It would take more time, and we wouldn’t think of all 
those things!

We wouldn’t think of wings, and animals and clocks.  Our 
drawings would just be ordinary!

We’ve been inventors, cutting up pictures and making our 
own characters!

In most picture books the pictures are coloured, but the one 
we’re making is black and white.  So the pictures look old-
fashioned…but it looks cool and old!

The person who is reading it can picture what colour they 
want the character to be.  They don’t know what colour the 
character is, but they can imagine it.

Figure 2: steam is coming out of his head because he is angry. 
This zigzag line shows the di�erent sides: they are enemies 

Figure 3: we cut the pictures, and then arrange them how we 
like them, and then we stick them in  

Not a lot of kids get to make their own books
The children all spoke very enthusiastically about the 
event and were keen to express their enjoyment.  Book 
making and ownership was very important to the children 
throughout the process.  The children all commented on the 
opportunity to use their imagination and creativity as well as 
the freedom and choice this presented: 

Well, you’re gonna make your own book and you get to 
choose where the writing is and the illustrations.  You can 
make the writing into swirls or anything!  Like in Charlie and 
Lola, the words go all around the page. 

You have more freedom, and your character could have 
anything, like the head of a lion and the legs of a horse, and 
eyes of a clock!

When you’re just sticking, and making, you’re in your own 
world and you can just think of your own ideas.  If you just 
write a story, you have to keep on thinking, thinking, but 
when you’re doing collage, you can think of something and 
do anything you want!

They felt proud that they would have made their own book 
to be shared with others; they were particularly looking 
forward to showing their family and friends: 

Not a lot of kids get to make their own books.

How many copies of the book do we get? We should have 
three copies: one for display, one for home and own for us!

I’d like to read my picture book to a younger child, because I 
have two brothers.  They’ll say ‘It’s brilliant! It’s the best book 
in the world!’

The children were keen to do another project like this 
because they found it so enjoyable.  Also, normally in an art 
lesson they only have one hour, but here there is more time:

You can take your time and you don’t have to rush it.  When 
you have to rush your work gets messy, but this is good 
because we are coming back to it and we have more time.  

They made links between this project and the work they had 
done recently in class:

I’d like to make some more picture books!  Make more stories 
that have pictures, so you can understand better what 
might have happened before the story.  I just want to think 
with my imagination.  Like in ‘The Lost Happy Endings’, Jubb 
has six �ngers, and no one would even think about that: it’s 
a mystery and it is imaginary.

I’d like to do more work on picture books, like add detail to 
them, maybe by telling the prequel or what happens after, 
and making my own pictures to go with it. 

Having met the illustrators, the children were keen to read 
more creative picture books:

We’ve got picture books and fairy tales in our classroom, but 
I’d like even more!

The children had a lot to say about the writing process, even 
though this was not the focus of the project.  They spoke 
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about being inspired by the pictures to write and felt that 
the pictures helped them make the story, more so than 
having to make a story just from words in their mind:

Normally when you write, you keep writing and keep writing 
and you’re not bothered after, but when we’re working on 
this project, we want to carry on; we don’t want to stop.  
That’s because we’ve got ideas from the pictures.

The pictures have made it easy because when you see a 
picture you can write anything about it!  But if it is just 
writing you can’t always see it in your head; you have to 
just think and think what it might be about.  Here, you don’t 
have to do as much writing.

If I’ve just made a picture, I just look at it and I know what to 
do, I know what to write.

A creative vibe and buzz
The class teacher, Karen Long, found the event engaging, 
interesting and valuable.  She commented on the bene�ts of 
working with illustrators who are specialists in the �eld and 
felt that the project had been particularly powerful as there 
had been minimal preparation beforehand, with the children 
just being told that they had been chosen to be part of a 
special project: 

It was left quite open for the children - that great illustrators 
would be coming in and helping us to create some books.  
They knew the outcome: they knew it was about making a 
book which they thought was really important. 

Karen felt the children had ownership over this project that 
they perhaps had not experienced through other literacy 
sessions.  She commented that:

Because they’re driving the story and creating the 
characters, I certainly think that there’s that real sense of 
them as a creator. 

Karen felt that the children had particularly bene�ted from 
getting to know the two illustrators and seeing their work.  
The illustrators generated ‘awe around them: a creative vibe 
and buzz.’  The children really looked forward to Mondays:

It’s really good for the children to start the week in a creative 
way like that; I think it’s really positive.  

This class is usually very lively.  There are 17 boys and 
12 girls, with quite a few children on the special needs 
register, including some of the boys for behaviour; they are 
usually enthusiastic but very loud.  During the project, the 
teacher noticed a real di�erence in the children’s focus and 
concentration on the task - and a lower noise level:

Behaviour has not been an issue at all in this project because 
there are no restrictions, because they’re allowed to be 
creative, because all views are equally appreciated, because 
if I create this character and it looks a bit wacky and weird, 
that’s �ne.  And in a way the illustrators have responded 
almost even more positively to the wacky creations. 

Praise from the illustrators and the opportunity for children 
to talk to each other and be involved in each other’s creative 
process also contributed to a positive working environment.

The project was inclusive and revealed a great deal about 
the potential of children with special educational needs: 

The special needs children have been able to really access 
this project, and for them there have been no restrictions 
because it’s not particularly about words, and it’s not about 
spelling or grammar and they don’t have to set it in a certain 
place.  It makes me aware of what’s in their heads and what 
imaginations they have when they’re allowed to just be free.  
So I think I need to re�ect a bit on my own practice and try 
and include some open-ended freer activities in the future.  If 
we had three di�erent children’s spreads on the table, I think 
someone would be hard pressed to choose the child that was 
special needs from that, because some of them are actually 
better than their average peers, which is really interesting.

Children with English as an additional language were also 
able to access the project:

For children with EAL the language isn’t a barrier because of 
all these images which they can use to create their stories.  
We have a child who is new to English, and although he 
has some support, he’s managing to access this activity 
probably better than most other activities; he’s able to think 
about what he wants to show and the positioning of his 
images on the page.

This project has encouraged the class teacher to re�ect on 
her own teaching:

This activity has been so free and the children have really 
responded to that.  It makes me think that sometimes I may 
make some of my activities restricted because of the nature 
of the curriculum - and it’s Year 5 and SATs are coming next 
year, and there’s all those things to think about.  Usually, 
di�erentiation is by either outcome or by planned activities 
graded in terms of di�culty, but those mechanisms have 
not been necessary.  The children have responded really 
imaginatively to the images that were provided for the 
collages; these are so varied and this has allowed them to 
go a bit wild and given them the freedom, which they’ve 
really latched onto.  It makes me feel a bit guilty actually.  It 
makes me think about the freedom that they perhaps don’t 
get in the normal day to day lessons. 

The visual element has been central to the project:

The children will probably get better at interpreting and 
responding to other picture books now that they’ve created 
their own and seen how you can use picture books to tell a 
story. 

Karen commented that higher order reading skills were 
being developed in this project which would stand the 
children in good stead as preparation for SATs next year 
and for secondary school.  The children are more aware that 
pictures are multi-layered:

Although they often represent the words, they can also have 
another function as well, in making the reader think about 
other elements of the story that are not present in the words.

Following the Pop Up Festival Karen said that she would 
‘revisit and revise issues around picture books, going back 
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to them and encouraging children to look at pictures in 
a di�erent way.’  She is also the English coordinator and is 
currently involved in a project with the Camden Literacy 
Team looking at picture books with older children.  The Pop 
Up project will contribute to this.  The school has found that 
parents tend to feel that when their children reach a certain 
age they do not need pictures any more, and picture books 
are considered to be easy and for younger children.  Karen 
commented:

We notice a change in the school around Year 3 where 
parents want them to be reading chapter books and believe 
they don’t need pictures anymore, so I think it’s about 
changing perceptions of what pictures are for and the 
multi-layered nature of pictures. 

The school often runs open mornings for parents and as 
English coordinator Karen would like to use that time to talk 
with parents about the value and importance of picture books 
for older children.  She would also like to share the processes 
and outcomes of the project with the rest of the school ‘to 
ensure that all sta� are tuned into that idea of picture books.’  

Making a beautiful book is a very valid experience
The illustrators were pleased with the project so far and said 
that the children had produced some really high quality 
work.  They had made some adjustments in response to 
what the children were capable of, for example, giving the 
children more time for a task.  They had kept the last week 
of the project free, in case more time was needed to �nish.  
They considered what they felt the children had gained so 
far from the event and from working with them:

Mark Long: I think that with regular art work the children don’t 
really get the opportunity to rearrange their ideas, so we’ve 
focused on composition and layout and the idea of improving 
their work.  They’re doing this in the context of a long term 
project.  It’s quite a big ask, I think, for kids this young to work 
on a project like this for quite a long time, but they are still 
working with enthusiasm.

Mark Oliver: It’s giving them the chance to achieve and 
complete something that is coherent and polished.  We’re 
asking them to use illustration in a way that’s distinct from just 
an art lesson.

Mark Long: The theory behind that is, when they see their 
book they’ll be pleasantly surprised, and that will give them the 
con�dence in their own abilities in the future.  When their ideas 
are all collated and their collages have been photocopied to 
give a �nished look, I think that it will be on a whole new level.

Mark Oliver: When they look at print media and books and 
magazines they’ll realise that this involves people working 
with pictures and that they can do this too.  The project is 
encouraging them to think a bit more about how words and 
pictures relate to each other and interact. 

Mark Long: The children have been asking if we’re going to 
make more than one copy of their books.  I told them that we 
might do and asked why, and they said they might like to sell 
them!

The illustrators considered what they hoped the children 
would be able to take forward from the project:

Mark Long: It was important to Karen that we really instil 
appreciation of a book as a tactile object.  It’s not just the 
words in themselves but the book as a whole that is a beautiful 
object.  So, in light of that, in the last week I’d like to bring in 
some nice books and show them some of our work.  And when 
�nished we’d like to show the children their completed books 
as well and for them to have a good opportunity to read each 
other’s books.  We hope they’ll have a new appreciation for the 
design and illustrations, and that making a beautiful book is 
a very valid experience.  We also hope they go away with an 
appreciation of books so that when they have a look at other 
books they notice new elements within them.

Mark Oliver: Yes, so they look at books and illustrated books 
with another level of interest.  The project has been about the 
way words and pictures work together and the way that you 
can use pictures to tell a story. 

Let’s get ready to rumble!
Throughout the project the children responded 
enthusiastically to the illustrators, listened attentively and 
committed themselves to the work wholeheartedly.  There 
was careful planning so that the children were focused.  
They were appreciative of each other’s stories, remembering 
aspects of plot and names of characters.  The work was 
independent, but the children worked collaboratively 
in terms of listening and responding to ideas, sharing 
equipment and organising their work space.  There was also 
the opportunity for social talk while working.  There was no 
shortage of suggestions when reading each other’s stories:

The universe is going to have a competition between the 
two characters to see who is strongest. 

You could write ‘versus’. - Let’s get ready to rumble! 

The parents were invited to the Pop Up Festival over 
the weekend when the books were displayed and were 
impressed and delighted at what their children had been 
able to achieve – as were all those involved: children, teacher 
and illustrators. 

Notes
1.  The House of Illustration organises exhibitions, 
competitions and events with some of the country’s leading 
illustrators.  See www.houseo�llustration.org.uk.
2.  These	are	copyright	free.		Visit	www.doverbooks.co.uk. 
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