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SUMMARY

This thesis addresses the broad question. To what extent is children’s animation
culturally specific?

Despite the criticism and concerns about the lack of quality imprinted by globalisation
and commercialism, children’s animation is still a relatively marginal subject of
analysis. Thus, the need to perceive what characterises a programme aiming both at
home and international markets; the mechanisms underlying the globalisation of the
genre; and its implications on cultural identity.

The research is based on a trnangular model that considers three levels of
communication: production, message and reception. It makes use of semiotics,
interviews and task-oriented techniques to analyse different moments in the
communication process. The aim is to understand how animation professionals
construct child audiences, and how such constructions are reflected in the media texts
they produce and/or broadcast; while, at the same time, assessing how a group of
Portuguese children ‘use’ animation.

The results suggest that creatives of children’s animation are aware of the importance of
cultural relevant products, but may lack an informed knowledge of the child audiences.
As a consequence, children do not always decode cartoon messages accordingly —
particularly signifiers of ‘cultural specificity’. In relation to the globalisation of
children’s animation, the data shows that market oriented productions can be made
relevant for local audiences, and that their contents are often re-invented by children.
The study calls for further research into animation contents and for a greater inclusion
of young audiences both in academic studies and in programme production.

v



The history of the study of childhood has been marked not by an absence of
interest in children (...) but by their silence

A. JAMES et A. PROUT (2000, p.7)



Introduction

a) The object of study - Children’s animation and Cultural ‘Specificity’

Recent debates about children’s television have been concerned with the impact of
global media on children’s lives, and the extent to which big conglomerates are
contributing to the homogenisation of children’s culture. This study aims to contribute
to the debate by looking at children’s animation, a genre frequently criticised for its
commercialisation. Media tycoons, like The Walt Disney Company and Viacom control
the market, whether by dictating styles and contents, or by acquiring smaller production
studios that present alternative and successful products. The need for cultural relevance
and specificity is an argument dear to the hearts of local producers, as it stresses the
pertinence of their contribution within particular cultural contexts; but I came to realise

that ‘specificity’ is a concept often loosely used.

It 1s precisely the relation between the concept of cultural identity, or, in the producers’
words, “cultural specificity”, and children’s animation that has led me to this research. I
will approach globalisation’s impact on children’s culture by trying to answer to the
broad question: 7o what extent is children’s animation culturally specific? Addressing
this question raises other interrogations that help in defining the focus of this research:
In what ways do animation creatives perceive cultural specificity, and how do they
convey it through the cartoon? And what does this say about their constructions of
childhood? What meanings do children derive from animation, and how relevant is it in
terms of children’s own identities? How do children in a given cultural context interpret
and position themselves in relation to such texts? In answering these questions I will be
trying to understand how, through animation, producers construct the child audience,
and how children construct and present themselves as audiences; ultimately I will be

dealing with the distinct, and perhaps contradictory, constructions of childhood.

b) From the artist to the child - a multi-directional analysis

Buckingham (1993) argues that a social theory of television literacy should be

concerned with the relationship between cognitive and linguistic processes, and the



specific social practices within which they are situated. He suggests that such theory
must acknowledge the social and historical determinations of television literacy. The
emphasis should be on considering televiewing as a integral part of children’s social
lives; children should be seen as members of different ‘interpretative communities’,
having different orientations to television and using it as a means of negotiating social
and cultural identities. Such an approach indicates the existence of multiple ‘television
literacies’, each with different social and ideological functions. However, in relation to
the strategies for studying children’s television, he asserts that while it is important to
see children as competent social actors rather than passive victims of media, it is also
important not to over laud the sophisticated ‘media-wise’ child. Buckingham asserts
that researchers must go further than simply interpreting children’s experiences with
media, and should be looking into ways of examining how producers, children, parents

and media researchers themselves construct notions of childhood in relation to media.

In order to answer my research question(s), I propose an approach inspired by
contemporary semiotics. Semioticians view the communication process as resulting
from a process of encoding and decoding meanings into messages; inevitably framed by
the social contexts of meaning production and reception. The study of children’s
animation, or any type of children’s texts for that matter, can only benefit from an
inclusive research strategy that will enable the researcher to place animation into
context. The aim is to see animation as a media product, part of an ongoing
communication process, on which meanings are affected by what individuals bring to
the communication process, and by their assumptions of what childhood and children’s

animation should be.

Hall’s Model of Mass Communication (1999, pp.507-517) highlights the importance of
considering the communication process both at the production and reception end.
Borrowing from semiotics’ terminology, he suggests that televisual signs are complex
ones. He states that they are not only constituted by the combination of visual and aural
discourse, but also by iconic signs holding strong resemblance to reality. However, as
televisual discourse translates a three-dimensional world into two-dimensional planes,
reality is, therefore, constantly mediated through language. What television thus offers
the viewers are narratives of reality; discourses intelligible through the operation of

codes, which may be so familiar that they appear not to be constructed. The television



communicative process can be seen as a circuit of communication, where institutional
structures of broadcasting produce programmes in which messages are constructed.
These are framed by meanings and ideas about, amongst other things, routines of
production, technical skills and assumptions about the audience. The message is then
received and decoded by the audience. The codes of encoding and decoding may not,
however, be perfectly symmetric, as Hall argues that ‘distortions or misunderstandings
arise precisely from the lack of equivalence between the two sides in the communicative
exchange’ (ibid, p.510).

As a science concerned with the ways in which meanings are socially produced by the
existence of sign systems, semiotics is relevant to the understanding of the messages
coded in animated programmes. Meaning does not exist per se, it is constructed by the
communicating agents. In this sense an animated programme is a meaningful discourse
constructed by the agents of the communication process; resulting from their efforts to
both encode and decode the message conveyed. Semiotics tells us that communication
in society is established through codes, through organised signs that carry meanings for
those involved in the process. One of the basic assumptions of structuralist semiotics,
however, was the idea that researchers could actually ‘discover’ the true meaning of
messages, something that was not always achievable by the communicating subjects. By
disregarding the communication process as a whole, this approach is likely to produce

results that are highly subjective, mere assumptions about the meaning of the message.

Based on Hall’s proposed model of mass communication, I will be considering the
production of children’s animation, how do animation creatives perceive the child
audience; the animation programmes as encoded texts, and the ways in which
programmes directed at both global and local markets address the audience; and, finally,

the ways in which the child audiences decode the animated messages.

Research (Hodge & Tripp, 1996; Davies, 1997) has shown that children’s modality —
the judgement about the reality of things — changes with age; that children learn to
distinguish between what is real or unreal on television, as they also learn about the
conventions of media and about the environment surrounding them. More importantly,

they suggest that such skills can be acquired by watching television.



It is precisely animation’s weak modality that makes it an interesting object of study, if
children’s perception of reality changes with age — the same research has shown, for
example, that older children have a preference for realism unlike younger children — it
can be expected that their understanding of the message contained in the cartoon will
differ. It is common to hear references to the child audience as if it was a uniform mass.
Children’s television, for instance, targets individuals between four and fourteen years-
old, and attempts to maximise audiences through programmes that may appeal to a wide
range of ages. This fact raises questions about the programmes’ content and suitability,
as well as questions about how broadcasters and creatives (in a broad sense that
includes those involved in the production of the programme) conceive and construct the

child audience.

According to Hodge & Tripp (ibid), a television show is not a single stimulus but a ‘vast
meaning-potential complex’. They consider that meaning cannot be made out of texts
without taking into consideration the communicating agents. The authors acknowledge
the multitude of meanings that a programme can convey, and use semiotic concepts to
provide possible meanings of a particular cartoon. This is then compared to children’s
own readings of the programme. In so doing they work not just at the level of the
message, but also the contexts in which it is produced, including variables such as the
environment where discourses are produced; age and psychological development,

gender; and socio-economic and ethnic origins.

Children’s animation cannot be read according to the same parameters used to
understand animation for adult audiences. What might appear to be senseless to parents,
and adult viewers in general, might be meaningful to children. As referred, I start by
asserting that texts do not have a fixed meaning waiting to be deciphered by the
privileged and enlightened researcher. From this perspective, two questions emerge in
relation to children’s animation: To what extent do the messages conveyed by
children’s animation reflect the programme-makers’ constructions of childhood? And,
to what extent can programme-makers and children’s understanding of television

messages be said to converge?

Childhood is not simply a natural stage in the human biological development; it is also a

product of historical and social circumstances. This is not to disregard the importance of



considering the psychological aspects of televiewing; on the contrary, it is important to
acknowledge the ways in which meaning is mentally constructed. But even when
drawing this argument one must realise that it is itself a product of a particular social
construction of childhood. It was only during the 1980s that developmental psychology
shifted from the idea of the child as an ‘active scientist’ working on its own, to the
notion of the child as a ‘social being” who learns through interaction with others. As
other researchers have argued (e.g. Davies, 1989; Lesser, 1974), televiewing can be one
of those social activities. Research in this line of thought (Bruner et al, 1987; Dorr,
1986) asserts that learning about the world is a constructive process in which children
process information collected from the physical and social environment, interpreting
and evaluating it. Such perspective, as I will have the opportunity to discuss in a later
chapter, provides insight into how meaning is mentally constructed when children

watch television.

By watching and debating television, children become media literate. Television uses
codes that are not unique to the medium, but it also makes use of a set of symbols,
which are specific to screen language, both at the production technique level (cuts,
zooms, fades), and at the level of narrative (for e.g. the diversity of genres and their
inherent narrative structures). Such sign systems need to be learnt in order for the
messages to be understood. In relation to television and children, a recurrent example
used to illustrate the importance of being familiar with television’s codes is the lack of
perception young children have of the size of objects on screen — a teddy bear can look
like a monstrous creature, without another object or a person next to it to give the sense

of its size.

I suggest that some approaches to children’s television are somehow unsatisfactory
because they fail to recognise the complexity of the communication process and of the
production of meaning. Undoubtedly, many criticisms of television and children’s
programming are due to a certain resistance in exploring new angles to the relationship
between children and television. Such a stance often results in regarding television as
having a life of its own, with the power to affect family relationships and the
development/ behaviour of children, without questioning the conditions of viewing,

producing and broadcasting.



¢) The meanings of animation

Animation is frequently seen as the children’s genre par excellence, the assumption
often being that children will watch any cartoon uncritically. As such, children’s
animation has been the target of parents, educators and academics, who criticise it for

the effects that its violent contents and market orientation have on the child.

On what concerns academia, much research has been conducted on children and
television but few have taken an interest in children’s animation beyond an ‘ill-effects’
perspective. Research on animation appears to be mostly concerned, with few
honourable exceptions, with Disney’s legacy, concentrating on issues like the
industrialisation and commercialisation of animation, and on its contribution to the
globalization of American popular culture. The deregulated American broadcasting
environment has actually opened a way to critique American cartoons for being market-

oriented, and for producing toy-led characters.

The problem with such approaches is that they are limited to the effects of television on
the child audience, revealing no real effort towards understanding the ways in which the
audience relates to, and uses animation. It seems reasonable to suggest that such
approaches provide an analysis resulting from the dissociation between the genre and
the audience. The emphasis tends to be on the content of certain types of animation, or

on the broader structural context from which such types have emerged.

A similar suggestion can be made in relation to children’s cartoons marginal status
within the artworld of animation; once more the emphasis is put on the legacy of
Disney’s empire and industnalisation. Children’s animation acquires an inferiority
status and is seen as non-art due to its links with mass production and commercialism.
As a result it is often seen with disdain within film studies. Disney’s animation is also
criticised for its eagerness to reproduce reality, an obvious contrast to most artworld
definitions of animation, which tend to emphasise its potentialities in subverting the
world around us. If, however, subversion is a key element in the definition of animation
as a form of art, then I would argue that children’s animation cannot be so easily
dismissed. Subversion, as suggested later on, can be found in some children’s

animation, perhaps not so much in its style, but rather in the narrative.



A distinctive character of animation, even if one chooses to talk about ‘high’ and ‘low’
forms, is the ability to tell stories through film; stories in which the characters are never
bound to the laws of physics. Indeed, Disney’s characters may be drawn in such a way
as to mimic human and animal motion, but they are still fantasy. In reality, ducks do not
talk, brooms do not dance, elephants do not fly, and the princess does not return to life
with a kiss. This transformational character means that animated films are not graphic
representations of reality, and the awareness of this may influence the ways in which the

audience perceives events.

It is common to listen to programme-makers stressing how important it is, in children’s
television, to relate the stories to children’s experience and, when possible, add
something that will be valuable to the child’s daily life. Elaine Sperber, at the time head
of CBBC drama', stated in a debate on children’s drama and fiction that she prefers
issue-driven programmes dealing, in a responsible and even humorous way, with
situations that children are likely to face at some point of their lives. Recommending
that producers and broadcasters should be aware of the reality children live in and
prepare them for it. A similar argument was also drawn by Finn Arnesen’, at the time
Vice President of Programming, Development & Acquisitions for Cartoon Network
Europe, who said that the channel looks for shows relevant to children’s lives,
approaching subjects with which they deal with on a daily basis such as sibling rivalry.
If one of the purposes of children’s programmes is to prepare them for live, who then
decides what should children learn about? And according to whose standards of living

are decisions about programme content made?

Being a medium that produces and divulges readings of reality, television can be said to
have a mythologizing character; its narratives are mythical, they are particular ways of
reading, interpreting, and explaining the world. More than a means of entertainment,
children’s television is also generally expected to teach something useful to its viewers.
Thus, television should provide child viewers with skills that might help them face the

more or less complex situations that they will encounter in life.

! September 11% 2002, Children’s Television Drama and Fiction, Chapter, Cardiff
> April 27th 2001, Bristol Animated Encounters, Watershed Media Centre, Bristol



As Bird and Dardenne (1988) put it, myth’s primary function is precisely to explain
phenomena and provide acceptable answers that do not necessarily reflect reality, but
convey this through an imaginary world and in so doing they become reassuring.
Television is, according to Campbell (1995), the contemporary expression of myth,
defining and reinforcing society’s cognitive, moral, and aesthetic structures. The
medium can be seen as modern societies’ way of replacing the ancient forms of

storytelling whose purpose was to reduce life’s contradictions and complexities.

Because of its role as a producer of social meaning, television is also a producer and
divulger of ideology. According to Grossberg et al (1998), media are one of society’s
most important producers of meaning and codes of meaning; they portray assumptions
about values and norms that reinforce their unquestionable character. The authors
suggest that, whilst they might not overtly support the dominant elites, media take for
granted a set of relationships that are in agreement with social relations of power.
Ideology is the means of those who control power within a society to seduce people into
seeing the world according to their own terms or codes. Applying such a view to the
relation between children and television, Bazalgette and Buckingham (1995) stress the
impossibility of children’s television, saying that it is a world made for children but
created by adults - whose texts, though far from being simply coercive, have implicit
power relationships. The authors argue that, because of the widespread belief that
children are somehow alike in their tastes, interests and aspirations, it is just as
important to understand what adults want and demand from children through television

texts.

The question of children’s tastes is even more pertinent in the present context, as the
production of children’s television for young audiences suffers the constraints and the
pressures of international markets. According to Claire Jenkins, Executive Producer at
HIT Entertainment’, the high costs involved in the production of animated programmes
mean that producers have to look at international markets both for profit and funding,
and that international co-productions are increasingly becoming the solution. She
acknowledges that in the international market producers risk ‘watering-down’ the
original idea in order to please everyone. Still, the producer’s belief is that it is possible

to try and maintain cultural specificity whilst compromising in other aspects essential to

3 September 11" 2002, Children’s Television Drama and Fiction, Chapter, Cardiff



international appeal. What characteristics, then, are able to convey cultural specificity;,
and what can be said to have international appeal? How can we define cultural
specificity in a multicultural country like the UK; or even in Portugal where
communities of immigrants from former African colonies, or from Eastern European
countries are increasing in numbers? And to whom is cultural specificity relevant? To

the audience, or to the adults who determine what children should or should not see?

The study of children’s animation has been marked by an emphasis on its
commercialisation, particularly in the US since the de-regulation of children’s television
in the 80s, the consequent increase of toy-driven cartoons; and the globalisation of
American Culture. However, there are different ways from which these media products
may be approached revealing how children use and mediate the programmes’ messages.
Zipes (1995), for instance argues that Disney’s movies have racist and patriarchal
agendas. Richards (1995) suggests that the context of home viewing videos allows little
girls to learn and appropriate the powerful fantasy world created in the song and dance
sequences of Disney’s Little Mermaid, and to explore adult roles through their own
dancing. A more recent programme, the Japanese anime series Pokemon, has proven to
be an international success. It was undoubtedly one the most popular, if not the most
popular, cartoon amongst the children in my pilot study. Its success appeared to be
related to the series’ playground possibilities; children enjoyed reinventing the series in
their play, and this was something to which merchandising contributed to. Some will
say that this is a result of the commercialisation of children’s culture, but is it not the
case that children tend to imitate the world around them in their play? What is the
difference between the girl that chooses to imitate her mother by putting on make-up,
and the girl that chooses to similarly groom her Little Pony? Or, for that matter, the
difference between the boy who during the 1950s played with a wooden sword
pretending to be a pirate, or a little boy who in the 21st century plays with a Jedi’s
lightsaber inspired by the Star Wars movies? Of course one can always argue that the
wooden sword has a different value because the chances are that the child had made it,
but on the other hand, the lightsaber will most definitely be complying with safety
regulations being less likely to cause serious injuries. One thing those two little boys
have in common is the way that they can play roles that they are not usually allowed or

expected to play.
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In the context of a semiotic approach, animation for children emerges as a mythological
representation of reality. Cartoons are thus ideological constructions; products of
programme makers’ assumptions, values and normative standards, which are ‘imposed’
on the public. Here it is possible to consider children’s agency as deconstructions of
cartoon meanings in a way that it is not necessarily coincident with that intended by the
programme makers. Semiotics allows us to consider contextual determinations that can
be of a varied nature; the construction of meaning will depend on variables such as

gender, age and socio-cultural context.

This study will place an emphasis on issues of identity. How these are addressed in
children’s animation; how creatives construct children’s identities, and how children use

such programmes to construct their own identities.

The media play an important role in constructing cultural identity. Television allows the
audience to become familiar with a diversity of cultural identities, and define
themselves in relation to those. Individuals learn about their culture and about their
place through a process of acculturation in which different agents like the family,

school, media and peer group play a part.

Increasingly responding to the international market, producers of children’s animation
feel the need to justify the originality of their work and its relevance by referring to
‘cultural specificity’. Such an abstract concept indicates that it very clearly translates
into the concrete characteristics of the product. However, it appears to derive from the
producers’ own knowledge of the country where they work, and the international
market within which they operate. How is this knowledge acquired, and how is it
reflected in the programme itself? Is cultural specificity a synonym for ‘cultural

identity’?

Cultural identity is commonly defined in relation to both geographic and historical
references, often linked to nationality. Such an approach is certainly problematic in a
context of globalisation and Diaspora. Cultural identity can be better understood as a
result of people’s perceptions of class relations, gender, sexuality, ‘race’ and ethnicity;
these will determine the ways in which individuals position themselves in the

surrounding world(s).
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Global television disseminates of particular forms of narrative in which western
assumptions about the world are embedded. This can easily be synonymous with
cultural imperialism. But global television can also be a mean for the circulation of
multiple cultural discourses at a global scale as long as diversity is respected.
UNESCO’s Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity stresses precisely this point:
*“...the process of globalisation, facilitated by the rapid development of new information
and communication technologies, though representing a challenge for cultural diversity,
creates the conditions for renewed dialogue among cultures and civilizations”. Hall
(1992) also defends this argument; he suggests that television should respect a diversity
of representations and programme types, as well as public debates on quality. Here, in
my opinion, lies a crucial point in relation to children’s television, created by adults

often without much consultation with or empirical knowledge of their audience.

d) This thesis

In this thesis I will present a study of animated programmes that results from the
triangulation of three different moments of analysis: a) on the creatives’ own view of
children’s animation, their perspectives on what animated programmes for children
should be, the challenges they face in the global market and how important they
consider ‘cultural specificity’ to be; b) on the texts themselves, using semiotics to
understand how the child audience is addressed. I have chosen to focus on four
animated programmes. Pokemon and SailorMoon, both Japanese animations. At the
time of the pilot study the first was an example of success in the global market,
achieving popularity among children from different countries; and the second, appeared
to be popular among the girls. The other two programmes are, from the creatives’ point
of view, characterised by a strong cultural ‘specificity’. The tale of the three sisters who
fell into the mountain, which is an episode from a series of world folktales, the
international co-production The Animated Tales of the World; while the second is an
episode from The Quest for The Enchanted Islands, a rare example of children’s
animation produced in Portugal — I have chosen Portugal not just because it is my native
country, but also because here there is a general belief that investment in national
programmes for child audiences is not worthwhile. The story is based on a myth from

the time of a ‘proud’ period of Portugal’s, widely known as ‘the discoveries’; ¢) and
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finally, I will be dealing with issues of audience reception through the results of
fieldwork conducted with a group of Portuguese children, trying to perceive the extent
to which they are able to read the texts’ messages in similar ways as those intended by
the creatives - as well as to understand how children use animation to construct their

own identities.

In this study I will be testing these hypothesis: a) Cartoons for local markets reflect a
greater concern with cultural relevance and diversity; b) Animation professionals’
constructions of childhood reflect different interpretations of children’s roles within
society; ¢) Children’s readings of the cartoons differ from the ones adults expect them
to have; d) Gender, age and social context influence children’s talk about cartoons; e)
Older children are be less interested in commenting on animation due to its low
modality; and f) The familiarity with the text’s cultural signifiers favours children’s

interest in culturally relevant animation when this is available.

The research is presented in eight chapters. Chapter I is devoted to a review of the
existing literature relevant to the study of childhood, and the relationship between
children and television. Chapter II continues to explore the subject from a
developmental perspective, looking at the ways in which meaning is mentally

constructed.

In Chapter III I present the theoretical model of analysis that informs this research.
Drawing from theories of mass communication and semiotics to design a triangulated
analysis that considers how meaning is produced in the circuit of communication

between producer, text, and receiver.

The following chapter discusses theoretical approaches to animation and how they can
be said to relate to children’s animation. It also considers the influences of globalisation

on the production and distribution of children’s animation.

Chapter V covers the methodological aspects of the research, explaining how the
research methods were employed. In Chapter VI I discuss how the child audience, and

cultural specificity are constructed through the animated text, using the results from a
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semiotic analysis of the four animated programmes mentioned above, and the

interviews with animation professionals.

The data from the fieldwork with Portuguese children is analysed in Chapter VII, which
is organised according to the different moments and tasks of the fieldwork with the

Portuguese children.

The final chapter is a conclusion that gives an overview of the results in relation to the
research question, the theoretical background, and the initial hypothesis, also looking at

further directions for future work in the area.
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CHAPTER I - Constructing television’s young audiences

States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming
his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all
matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due
weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child®.

The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right
shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and
ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or
in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the
child's choice”.

1.1) Childhood has a construction

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child places children on a
competence platform. It recognises them as competent human beings who hold,
therefore, the right to participate in decisions concerning their own lives. Whatever
rights are allowed to children, Article 12 still limits the child’s position by referring to a
somewhat abstract measure of allocated importance, stating that the child’s views
should be given due weight according to age and maturity. Thus the Convention itself is

providing arguments against children’s rights to decide.

Davies (2002, p.6) says that through Article 13 the ‘universal child’ is constructed in
two ways: on a social-psychological bases, children become competent individuals
whose opinions do not necessarily coincide with that of adult caretakers; and politically,
where children become agents independent of caretakers while, simultaneously, having

the right to claim the adults’ protection and sustenance. The author argues that:

The construction of the child as a free agent, while clearly
humanistically enlightened and disinterested, also fits well with the
view of the child as a consumer: an independent operator in the
market place capable of free ‘choice’. The modification of the
construction of the child as agent — that the child also has the right
to be protected by adults — underlies attempts to regulate media
production and promotion to children (ibid)

It is now a common place concept that childhood is not merely defined in biological

terms, but is seen as a product of historical and social circumstances. As the above

* Article 12, point 1, Convention on the Rights of the Child, UNICEF
* Article 13. point 1, Convention on the Rights of the Child, UNICEF
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interpretation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child reveals, the
ways in which societies understand childhood has a profound impact on the child’s

social role.

Confronted with the question ‘What is a child?’ it is likely that most of us would
provide a reply based on age characteristics, competence and occupation. Perhaps the
answer would be something like: ‘A child is a very young, dependent human being who
demands constant guidance and protection, and who spends most of his or her time at
school and playing’. However, a differently equated question such as ‘What is a child

able to do?’ might not provide such obvious or consensual answers.

The concept that adults have of what children represent can be influenced by factors
such as economic conditions; social, political and cultural background; and historical
context. Being a child nowadays does not have the same meaning it had during the
medieval ages, or in the industnial revolution when child labour was a norm. Ariés
(1996, p. 125) argues that during the medieval period, for instance, the child’s nature
was not distinct from an adult’s, and as soon as the child could live without the constant

need of an adult’s attention he or she would become a part of the adult society.

Elsewhere (1992, p.36) the author suggests that:

[1]n medieval society the idea of childhood did not exist; this is not
to suggest that children were neglected, forsaken or despised. The
idea of childhood is not to be confused with affection for children;
it corresponds to an awareness of the particular nature of
childhood, that particular nature which distinguishes the child from
the adult, even the voung adult. In Medieval society this awareness
was lacking (p.36)

Nowadays, subjects such as child labour are constantly brought up. Some argue it
should be unconditionally forbidden, some are in favour of considering the cultural,
social and economic contexts in which the child is raised, and others having total
disregard for the child’s well being, and employing children from a very young age in
extreme working conditions. This illustrates that there might be a diversity of
approaches to childhood, which can be seen as a result of constantly evolving social

constructions. Ariés (ibid, p.126), suggests that the concept of childhood suffered a
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great change during the 16th century, when “[a] new concept of childhood had
appeared, in which the child, on account of his sweetness, simplicity and drollery,

became a source of amusement and relaxation for the adult (ibid)”.

According to DeMause (1992), between the 14" century — one that saw an increase in
the number of child instruction manuals - and the 17th century, there was an
‘ambivalent mode’ in which the parents’ task was to mould the child. Popular images of
children often portrayed them ‘as soft wax, plaster, or clay to be beaten into shape’ (ibid
p.57). From the 19th to mid-20th centuries, raising a child was more about training and
guidance, teaching and socialising. Recently, in DeMause’s opinion a new mode has
emerged, the ‘helping mode’, which is based on the idea that the child is better informed

than the parents of his or her own needs at different stages of life.

Warner (1994) argues that, in Britain, early Victorians kept Romantic theories of ‘the
child as a free spirit’ though the reality of the 19th century’s industrial context was one
of exploitation and cruelty in the factories and mills. Concerns with this reality lead to
reforms on the employment laws - seeking to protect children and educate them but, at
the same time, increasing children’s dependence on adults. In modern times, the
‘separate sphere of childhood has grown — as a social concept, as a market possibility,

as an area of research, as a problem’ (ibid, p.5).

Buckingham (2000a) asserts that collective definitions of childhood result from social
and discursive processes, which are not always consistent or coherent but are often
characterised by resistance and contradiction. To illustrate his argument the author looks
at the contradictory nature of institutions like school and family that expect children to
‘grow-up’ and behave in a responsible manner, while denying them privileges because
they are not old enough to deserve or to appreciate them. Though such institutions hold
the power to define the rights and responsibilities of children, the author suggests that
children are constantly challenging and renegotiating those definitions. Even when law
defines children’s roles, contradictions still emerge; childhood is defined in contrast to
adulthood. To be a child is not to be able to do a number of things that belong to the
adult sphere; nonetheless, the age limit at which children are legally allowed to do
‘adult things’ varies in relation to different issues, even within the same country.

Buckingham points out that in the UK teenagers are allowed by law to have
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heterosexual sex at the age of sixteen, but cannot view explicit scenes of sexual

behaviour on film until they are eighteen.

Boyden (1999) stresses this separation between childhood and adulthood, stating that in
the 20th century, it contributed to the discourse over nostalgia for the lost happiness of
youthful innocence. However, the author believes this has hardly been the case for
many children around the world as news about violence, sexual exploitation, physical
and emotional abuse constantly remind us. The ideal of a ‘safe and protected childhood’
has been given great impulse, Boyden suggests, from the social preoccupations and
priorities of capitalist countries in the Western World. In its initial stages
industrialisation relied greatly on child labour, but the increased mechanisation and
consequent need for skilled workers lead to a realisation that youngsters subjected to
hard working conditions would not constitute such a labour force. ‘Schools then became
a training ground for industrial workers and a place for containing and shaping
childhood’ (ibid, p.192).

Notions of childhood from the industrialised North have been exported to the South,
firstly through colonisation and more recently, through organisations like the United
Nations. Boyden explains that such notions created a ‘fixed childhood’ mainly informed
by biological and psychological traits rather than the recognition of the social and
cultural context. However, there are great contrasts in the way different countries
perceive children’s competencies and incapacities. The author gives Britain as an
example of a country where young children cannot be left in the care of juveniles under
fourteen years of age, and Peru where six to fourteen year olds are frequently the heads
of the households. Similarly, the AIDS pandemic in Africa is increasing the number of
parentless children. A report issued by UNICEF® at the end of 2001 explains how it
orphaned eleven million African children — half of the orphans are less than ten years
old, and the other half is between ten and fourteen — UNICEF estimates that this number
will increase to twenty million by 2010. Though there is still a relatively low number of
households headed by children under eighteen, 61% of the households are headed by

grandparents - a fact that, along with the increasing numbers of children living on the

¢ * Africa’s Orphaned Generations’, http. ‘www unicef org/media/files/orphans. pdf
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streets, does not make it difficult to understand how specific the needs and

circumstances of childhood in those countries affected by the pandemic are.

The majority of the world’s children today do not live according to
‘our’ conception of childhood. To judge these alternative
constructions of childhood — and the children whose lives are lived
within them — as merely ‘primitive’ is to display a dangerously
narrow ethnocentrism. (Buckingham, op.cit., p.10)

As constructions of childhood evolve distinctively according to social contexts, so does
academic research approach subjects related to childhood in different ways, and indeed,

with quite diverse outcomes. Bazalgette and Buckingham (1996) stress that

Childhood has been the subject to a particular division of labour
within the academic studv. While sociologists have concerned
themselves with ‘vouth’, children have predominantly been seen as
the province of psyvchology, as if they were effectively devoid of
social experiences. Children, it would seem, are implicitly
regarded as asocial, or perhaps pre-social (ibid)

Psychology’s concerns with child development resulted in an emphasis on the
inadequacies of children in relation to adults, on their lack of maturity compared to
fully developed adults. Similarly, cognitive approaches focus on what the child can or
cannot do due to their immature and irrational ways of thinking. Changes have come,
from constructivist approaches (Dorr, 1986; Ariés, 1996; James and Prout, 1997, 2000)
showing concerns with how age is constructed as a social category, and how this

impacts on the different meanings that childhood has acquired historically and socially.

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (ibid) recognises children’s rights to
freedom of speech and choice, but ultimately gives adults the responsibility to decide
how to cater for them at the different stages of the child’s life. How adults construct
childhood is thus, of great importance in defining the role children play and the ways

they exercise their rights.

In relation to media texts produced for children, Bazalgette and Buckingham suggest
that they are bound by a ‘power-differential’ between children and adults, and that the

study of such texts must go beyond concerns of what children want or need from them,
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to include the understanding of what adults expect and want from the child through

those same texts.

The question of how adults ‘imagine the child audience’ is an important one.
Thornborrow (1998), for instance, discusses children’s participation in television
genres aimed at young audiences. Looking at the discourse of children’s television and
at the role children play in its production through their involvement and participation,
the author argues that the child’s world is often constructed as wild and anarchic,

though, in contrast, children’s roles are often conditioned by adults.

The actions of children themselves are strikingly restrained and
controlled in all the interactive sequences analysed (...), while the
presentation of the children’s worlds as wild, uncontrollable and
disorganised remains by and large an adult construction of what
childhood is about. There is little evidence in these programmes of
children being given the space to display discursive competence in
anvthing other than their ability to participate in adult forms of
mediated talk (...) (ibid, p.152)

The constraints on children’s participation in media texts for child audiences led
Bazalgette and Buckigham (op.cit.) to suggest that children constitute an ‘invisible
audience’, in that they have very few opportunities to participate. It is frequently
assumed that child audiences are somehow similar in their tastes; gender tends to be the
main subdivision in terms of this audience but even so it is often turned to a single male
category, as it is assumed by the industry that girls will watch boys’ programmes but
the opposite does not occur (see for e.g. Seiter 1995). The authors want to make a case
for difference, appealing in favour of the many ways in which the child audience may
be differentiated culturally and historically, and also on the grounds of ethnicity and

gender.

1.2) On the importance or ignorance of age: childhood as a methodological

construction

Developmental perspectives stress the importance of considering age when researching
children; their focus is on the steps the child will walk towards adulthood. A common
way to research the relation between children and media, and in particular television, is

the influence of age on the cognitive and behaviour functions of the child. For example,
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What are the implications of pre-school television programmes on the child’s social and
personal development?. Research projects based on this approach will prioritise the
influence of biological and genetic features to understand the child’s relation to its

surrounding environment.

There are, however, some critical voices of the developmental theories. Harden et al

(2000) suggest that:

[d]evelopmental studies of childhood stress the difference between
children and adults. Children are, at different stages, in different
stages of development towards adulthood — the older they become,
the more adult they become. One indicator of this is in terms of
language. Moreover, the assumptions that such differences are
inherent has encouraged the development and use of standardised
tests to assess child development.

The authors consider that belief in natural and age-related differences has, indeed,
influenced the ways in which childhood is constructed in modern societies. They argue
that the developmental paradigm has practical effects on social organisation and
interaction. School and family activities are organised in age specific ways, and it is the
authors’ believe that this is likely to produce behaviour, defined as age specific within
particular settings. Referring to possible research methods, though not dismissing age-

related issues, they assert that

[t]here are many factors other than age which are central to research
strategies and outcomes, including other forms of social
differentiation, the situational contexts of interviews, and the subject
area explored (...). [I]t is children’s social location rather than
anything inherent in being a child, which merit our attention. (ibid)

In adopting such a perspective, the authors favour questions of self-presentation while

underlying the importance of considering the social context around both the research

and the subjects.

When arguing that childhood is a dynamic arena of social activity, authors such
Hutchby and Moran-Ellis (1998) also criticise developmental approaches, which they
suggest, see children as less competent than adults. To the authors, the assumption that

children are in a position of inferiority in relation to adults must be avoided, as it
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deflects attention from the children’s daily experiences. The competence paradigm

prioritises precisely the present, collective experiences of children.

Methodologically, this implies a recognition of the primacy of empirical research. If
children are understood as social agents, their competencies must be studied in the
empirical circumstances of their everyday lives. These circumstances have the potential
to be both constraining and enabling in a child’s capacity to display social
competencies. When considering what methodological approaches would be more
appropriate to study children’s social competencies they assert that, so far, the most
popular of the ‘methodologies of competence’ has been ethnographic research, using
techniques such as participant observation, interviews, and the analysis of children’s
documentary accounts of their own lives. But ethnography can be problematic in this
field. The fact that the researcher is an adult is a clear obstacle to participation in the

social world of children.

Mandell (1991) has approached this problem, and advocated that the researcher should
take the ‘least adult role’ that can be achieved - by attenuating all adult-like
characteristics except the obvious physical size. Nevertheless, Hutchby and Moran-Ellis
(op. cit.) alert us to the fact that the results accomplished cannot be considered as
authentic, as they are an explication of what people appear to be doing. Another
‘methodologies of competence’ is, according to them, the ‘conversation analysis’,
which focuses on the study of language as a resource that allows children to display
social competence’, particularly when combined with ethnographic methodology. For

them:

[e]thnography is useful in allowing children more voice in social
scientific accounts of their lives, and can provide much needed ways
of linking the micro-level details of agency to the macro-level
constrains of social structure. Conversation analysis, on the other
hand, provides a means by which we can see into the details of
children’s social worlds in situ, as they are being negotiated and
constructed. Together with suitable ethnographic data this represents
the closest we can yet come to viewing how children themselves
competently organise their lives and accomplish the activities
involved in ‘doing’ childhood. (ibid, p. 14)

" See as an example E. Sanders et al, 1998, ‘Children’s neo-rhetorical participation in peer interactions’ in
Hutchby et Moran-Ellis
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While the ‘competence paradigm’ has raised the feasibility of studying children as
research subjects in their own right, it is legitimate to question its detachment from the
implications of adult control on the child’s life. That is, though arguing that children’s
competence can either be enhanced or constrained by the social context where their
actions take place, Hutchby and Moran-Ellis’ argument concerning the ‘methodologies
of competence’ seems to overlook the ways in which these enhancements and

constrains occur.

Buckingham (2001) comments on the shift from the ‘effects’ model to a growing
recognition of children’s agency and competency in relation to media. Though valuing
the importance of seeing children as competent social actors rather than passive victims
of media, he stated his concern over celebration of the sophisticated, ‘media-wise’
child. The author considers that both views; the one that constructs a dependent and
vulnerable child, and the one that constructs children as spontaneously and innately
‘media-literate’, are equally sentimental and patronising. Hence, he argues that when
studying children and the media, a researcher must go further than simply interpreting
children’s experiences with media and examine how notions of ‘childhood’ are
constructed in relation to producers, children, parents and media researchers

themselves.

Solberg (1996) draws from her own experience as a child researcher to explore ways of
obtaining valid knowledge about the everyday life of children. Her main concern is the
adult-child interaction, not only in a research situation but also on a daily basis, and
how this may provide an understanding of how childhood and age are constructed in

contemporary societies. According to the author:

[tlhe study of children and childhood seems to confront us with a
twofold challenge with regard to the problem of ethnocentrism. Like
other researchers sharing a culture, we risk being ethnocentric.
Because we are positioned within that culture as occupying adult
roles, notably in families, we may have difficulty obtaining the
necessary distance to reflect on adult ways of conceptualising
children and childhood. (ibid, p. 53)

Without disregarding the existing differences between adults and children, Solberg

describes how she came across the importance of using the ‘ignorance of age’
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technique during her own research, and its significance on further work with children.
During a study on children’s work in a fishing community in northern Norway, Solberg
had the opportunity to take part in the activities herself. By observing and imitating
others, the researcher joined community members, aduits and children included, in the
baiting of longlines and she realised that, despite age, everybody did similar kinds of
work. Children were dismissed from work during school time, but apart from that they
were assigned the same obligations as adults. The author exemplifies this with an

episode she observed:

A bov of about 11 years was complaining to his parents about work. He
repeatedly asked what time it was, and I learned he wanted to leave the
work and to join in Bingo at school. When no one seemed to take notice,
he turned to his mother and asked her to complete his tub. To me his
voice sounded ‘child-like’, and I noticed he was rather thin and
considerably shorter than myself. Had she heard him? She obviously
had. By continuing her work she demonstrated to all of us, what we
(including her son) already knew, that if she took over his tub she could
not at the same time complete her own, and the entire baiting work
would be delaved. In relation to this, she implicitly said, our different
ages do not matter. At the moment I saw him grow. I asked myself (...)
whether childhood existed in this situational context. (ibid, p. 57)

Childhood might be overlooked in the situational context of work, but to say it did not
exist is not accurate for the eleven year-old boy wanted to be elsewhere and take part in

the school activities. However, as a child, the parental authority limited his actions.

Solberg goes on to describe how she administrated questionnaires, and interviewed
children. Rather than adjusting the techniques to particular qualities of her young
informants, her team designed the former to fit the setting where the research took
place. Again, the emphasis is on the situational context admitting its influence on the
behaviour of the children and, therefore, on the interaction between researcher and
research subject. Also, the author believes that, whether researching children or adults,
it is important to remain as a researcher and not to move to that of an ‘ordinary adult’

or, in the case of child research, an educator.

In terms of alerting us to pre-established assumptions of what ‘childhood’ is or of
comparing children’s competencies with those of adults, Solberg raises some

interesting questions. Still, it seems to me that the author dismisses too easily the
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importance of considering the existence of different stages of development of children,

and I would argue the same in relation to Hutchby and Moran-Ellis’ approach (op. cit.).

Solberg fails to reflect on the structuring of research techniques, by focusing only on
the moment of interaction between researcher and child. Is it the case, from her
perspective, that a questionnaire or the structuring of an interview for school children
on a specific topic could be reproduced for an adult population? Questions as simple as
the language to be used can be raised. It seems reasonable to question whether the
assumptions regarding childhood are or not influencing the researcher at the initial

stages of a research project. Most certainly they are.

Hutchby and Moran-Ellis tend to consider children as a homogeneous group,
emphasising different competencies in relation to adults but overlooking differences
between children. Though it appears to be a risk to attribute standardised competencies
to children according to developmental stages, it is perhaps equally dangerous to ignore

that these differences do exist.

Regarding this subject, Davies (1997) argues in favour of considering age differences
when studying childhood, and of using the existing body of knowledge about the
biological development of human beings. From the author’s point of view,
developmental approaches to childhood are not to be used prescriptively, but as a valid
form of knowledge about how biological features strongly interact with educational
inputs that surround the child. In her own study on children’s literacy (ibid, p. 9),

Davies used age difference as a variable to suggest that:

[1]f a 5-vear-old proves to be as articulate and knowledgeable as an 8-
vear-old, and an 8-year-old shows more imaginative reasoning than a
10-year-old, this tells us something about the potential capacity of 5-
vear-old, 8-vear-old, and 10-vear-old: maybe they can cope with more
advanced books and lessons than we are giving them. But we cannot
make this discovery without having some general expectations drawn
from large numbers of observations of different-aged children.

Indeed, one of the conclusions of this study was that younger children tend to focus on
the immediate, the concrete, the personal and the idiosyncratic when dealing with

mediated representations such as those seen on television, and they can still view the
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world as one populated by fantasy and magic. Around the age of seven or eight, the
author asserts, there is a developmental shift towards rationalism as children’s media
tastes move away from fantasy and cartoons to more realistic genres. As Davies found,
‘[o]lder children (...) recognised the importance of magic, including the special magic
of television techniques and effects, for the little kids’ such as Sesame Street, ‘but not
for themselves’ (ibid, p.145).

Acknowledging age differences is not an obstacle to the study of childhood; on the
contrary it can actually be a departure point for a deeper understanding of children’s
culture. Approaches that like Solberg and Hutchby and Moran-Ellis’ raise valuable
questions regarding how research can be guided by the researcher’s own assumptions
on what childhood may be. However, researchers - being themselves social actors -
cannot achieve a total detachment from any kind of pre-established assumptions. The
recognition that these do exist may be the best way to reduce its effects on the research

itself.

1.3) The helpless child

Moral panics are often sparked off by one particular dramatic and
newsworthy event that crystallises and distils a range of latent
social fears and concerns (Murdock, 2001,p.158)

Neil Postman’s (1994, p. 24) work is marked by a heavy criticism of television. He
asserts that this medium has led to the disappearance of childhood as it blurred the
separation between childhood and adulthood. According to him these two spheres had
been separated by the invention of printing with movable type in the middle of the
fifteenth century. “Literate Man had been created. And in his coming, he left behind
the children (ibid p.36)”.

The distinction, according to the author, did not exist in the medieval world, where a
great part of the population was illiterate and shared the same social and intellectual
environment. From this point onward, the young would require reading skills to enter
the adult world, European civilisation reinvented schools, and childhood became a
necessity. Schooling is essential when attempting to define childhood in modern

Western societies. It is a well-established idea (unfortunately not always true to life)
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that children have the right to education, and it is in a school environment that they
should spend most of their time. But simultaneously, their right to leisure and

entertainment is also recognised, and associated with childhood.

Nowadays, along with other media like the Internet and video games, children’s leisure
time has become inseparable from television, of the programmes it broadcasts, and the
products it offers. The screen heroes have jumped into the children’s hand as toys
allowing stories and adventures to be reinvented by them; they have been given bodies,
weaponry, wardrobes, and all sorts of accessories essential to the remaking of the
screen’s fantasy world. Television’s role as a form of children’s entertainment,
however, is not restricted to those programmes specifically designed for younger ones;
it broadens to other more family oriented genres. The analysis of children’s preferences
regarding television contents in a study about the role of television in the daily life of
Portuguese children (Pinto, 2000) suggests, for instance, that one of their favourites

genres is the ‘telenovela’, the Portuguese and Brazilian equivalent of soap-operas.

Through the years television has been the target of varied criticism, as well as public
and academic debate. Some of these critiques, undoubtedly due to television’s success
among children, has been directed at the relation between the child audience and this
popular medium. Neil Postman (op. cit.) believes that television is the main reason for
the loss of children’s innocence, arguing that “[i]t is in television that we can see most
clearly and why the historic basis for a dividing line between childhood and adulthood
is being eroded (ibid, p.75)”. The idea is that television has opened the secrets of
adulthood to children, being responsible for the end of a ‘golden age’ of family values
that has been replaced by a decay of morality as children loose respect for their elders.
Before television, children could not so easily access printed information, they were
protected from knowledge about adult behaviour that, Postman believes, is bad for the
child.

Whether television has in fact contributed to the disappearance of childhood may be
questioned. Access to information has historically evolved both for adults and children.
Nowadays the new technologies of communication in general, not just television,
provide opportunities to obtain knowledge about a diversity of subjects that otherwise

would not be so easily attained. Children and adults do have different spheres of action
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and forms of social interaction. Even if one was to accept the argument that access to a
variety of information sources leads to children’s loss of innocence - can the existence
of a children’s culture, as well as of childhood as a particular stage of human
development, be so quickly dismissed? This argument seems to reduce childhood to a
stage characterised exclusively by some sort of naivety, with childhood and innocence
being the same thing. If such was the case, childhood should then be an a-historic
stage, somehow frozen in time and prevented from making any kind of evolution and
transformation. As society changes, so does the child’s role and place within it.
‘Innocence’ cannot be understood as the only dimension of childhood. It is within

specific socio-cultural contexts that childhood needs to be understood.

Others have shared the unconditional view that television cannot contribute in any way
to the child’s well being. Though from a different perspective, Winn (1986) asserts that
television has had such a powerful effect on children that it works as an addiction,
depriving them of play and of sharing family life, and thus, existing in a sort of ‘living-
dead’ condition. Moreover, she believes that it retards the physical development of the
brain, encouraging mental laziness, impairing attention span and linguistic abilities, as
well as depriving child viewers from their own identity. The idea that television is a
drug derives from the author’s argument that images do not convey the kind of
meanings carried by words, and that visual stimuli do not involve mental information-
processing activities. Suggesting that visual messages are devoid of meaning is an
argument that cannot be accepted without criticism. Afterall, research has shown how
images carry symbolic meanings, and how television messages are texts that result
from the combination of two symbol systems (verbal and ‘filmic’), which viewers need
to know and decode®. Winn presents an account of desperate parents and educators
struggling to win a battle with television over their children’s attention, and of their

attempts to ‘regain control’ over the young ones.

¥ M.M. Davies (1987). researched the effects of television editing techniques — such as cutting, close-ups,
fades - on understanding and memory of verbal information. She suggested, for instance, that the
transformational function of the cut to close-up was analogous to sentence transformations such as the
passive sentence, in the sense that both can be used as syntactic rearrangements that will give more
prominence to the patient.

S. Calvert (1988), assessed children’s temporal comprehension after viewing a television programme
containing a flashback marked or not with sounds effects, either using dreamy camera dissolves or abrupt
camera cuts, and concluded that formal production features affect children’s comprehension of time.
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Such approaches are mainly concerned with the negative effects of television, which
the authors believe to be harmful. Their analysis expresses a point of view that does not
allow any space to consider the child, and the child’s own perspectives on the medium.
Children are constructed as vulnerable and incapable of assessing what television
offers, passive consumers in need of protection. Television messages are understood as
having a fixed meaning, one that will affect the child audience in similar ways,

moulding their behaviour and consciousness.

Media violence has greatly influenced the debate over the ill-effects of television.
Meyrowitz (1985) for instance, in a similar argument to that of Postman (op.cit) shows
his concern with the effects of electronic media on social behaviour, arguing that the
transformations on communications media have merged adulthood and childhood.
Television allows children to participate in events once exclusive to the adult sphere,
which will inevitably have consequences in social behaviour. Sanders (1995), suggests
that watching television is an activity that retards children’s ability to develop their
own creativity and imagination. Therefore, this medium has created an illiterate youth
as it cannot provide the true orality possible only by book culture. The false oral
culture provided by television leads to a lack of selthood and, consequently, an absence
of consideration for human life, leading to violent behaviour. The author’s ultra-
conservative approach concludes that only by the return of mothers to the home and the

rehabilitation of the nuclear family can literacy be guaranteed.

Other authors’ opinions on the effects of television and media on children result from
more systematic, though not totally convincing, approaches to the subject. Behaviourist
studies conducted with children seem to demonstrate the influence of the medium on the
child’s behaviour. In the 1960s, Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory asserted that
viewers learn which behaviours may be punished and rewarded through watching
television, thus imitating the media model for rewards. He did a series of studies,
famously known as the ‘bobo doll studies’, in which a young woman aggressively
attacked a bobo doll painted as a clown. Bandura then showed his film to groups of
small children who were given access to a room filled with bobo dolls that they then

attacked in a similar way to the person they saw in the film.
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Cantor (2001) explains that research on children’s behaviour after watching distressing
scenes on television shows they do experience fear and horror. This might even have
long-lasting consequences, he argues, on their conduct and anxieties post-viewing,
such as avoiding activities that may place them in similar situations. Bushman and
Huesmann (2001) argue that viewing violence on television has not only a short-term
stimulating effect on aggressive behaviour for viewers of all ages, but it also has a
long-term socialising effect that makes lifelong aggressive behaviour more likely for
children who watch a lot of it while growing up. According to these authors, children
imitate aggressiveness; they become more condoning of violence; they believe the
world is a hostile place; they are emotionally desensitised to violence; they use
televised violence to justify their own violent acts; and are more likely to have
aggressive 1deas. Elsewhere, Huesmann (1986) suggested that social behaviour is
controlled by ‘programmes’ stored in memory during childhood; repeatedly watching
violence on the screen would lead to an ‘encoding’ of it on the cognitive map of the
child, thus helping the maintenance of aggressive thoughts and behaviour patterns.
Viewing violence contributes to the formation of the child’s own cognition of how to
behave in response to violence and what the outcomes are likely to be. The bottom-line
argument is that heavy diets of television violence trigger a cognitive process that

results in aggressiveness, and an increasing interest for programmes of that type.

Such arguments could only be credible if resulting from a life-long research project
accompanying the children’s development and behaviour, and then assessing it in
relation to their viewing habits. The problem is that behaviouristic approaches tend to
adopt an experimental methodology, whereby children are subject to a series of
laboratory experiments designed precisely to assess the influence of violence on
television. The main problem is that they tend to isolate children from their social
environment, thus producing artificial situations, which raise questions as to whether
children will behave according to the experiments’ results in their day-to-day

interactions.

Wartella et al (1998) conducted a content analysis of programmes on American
television from 1996 to 1998, and found that there was at least one violent act on the
majority of the programmes. Usually such violence occurred in a sanitised context and

was very rarely punished (in more than 70% of the cases, the perpetrators were not
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punished), and the negative consequences on the victim were rarely portrayed.
Nonetheless, the authors do not consider this as something that will unconditionally
lead to viewers’ violent behaviour, and alert us to existing variations on the depiction
of violent scenes, as well as on the viewing context. According to them (ibid, p.59),
reactions to media violence vary in relation to a number of contextual factors such as
the nature of perpetrator; the nature of target; the reason for violence; the presence of
weapons; the extent and graphic detail of the violence; whether the violence is

rewarded or punished; the consequences of violence; and whether humour is involved.

To put violence and the viewing experience into context helps to understand of how
children perceive and come to use what they see on the screen. In a review of research
into media violence in Japan, Kodaira (1998) shows that in the late 1970s the amount
of violence in Japanese animation was comparable to that showed in the USA, though
its nature was different. According to the author, Japanese animation shows actions and
consequences in a more vivid way, with greater emphasis on the victims’ suffering.
Western media, on the other hand, show violence in a more sanitised manner, with
little or no blood, and with heroes suffering less than villains. In relation to child
viewers, Kodaira suggests, it appears that Japanese children tend to watch more violent
programmes when under stress — even parents seem not to be so strict at home with
what children watch on television - but the author considers that there is no valid
evidence indicating that this results in violent behaviour afterwards; what appears to be

the case is that more aggressive children tend to prefer the more violent genres.

In Buckingham’s (2000a, p.125) opinion, moral panics about media’s contribution to
violence and crime such as child pornography, paedophilia, and child murders carry
two distinct constructions of childhood: the first is that of the innocent child in need of
protection; the second being that of the sinful and savage child with drives towards

violence, sexuality and anti-social behaviour, instincts that the media seem to unleash.

Barker (2001) recalls the James Bulger case, a two year old murdered by two ten year
old boys who beat him to death and abandoned him on the railtracks. At the time the
media linked the incident to the movie Child’s Play III, though no evidence was found
that the boys had in fact watched it. The author argues that a closer analysis of the

movie suggests it is a moral tale, in which a misunderstood and abused teenager does
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the right thing regardless of the cost to himself, gaining courage and an emotional
stability through the process. In Barker’s view, the movie criticises adult exploitation,
including corporate exploitation of children’s culture. To the author, uninformed
criticism of violent movies -making claims and assumptions about audiences’ readings

and to its bad influences - is not an innocent process.

Histories of censorship, for instance, show how repeatedly the

censors act in self-serving ways to limit or bar materials which

might embarrass them. Yet, in attacking them, they always do so

by calling them ‘harmful’ (ibid, p.35)
In 1994, shortly after Bulger’s death, the Newson Report9 was released. News articles at
the time said it had conclusively established a link between video violence and real-
world violence. It consisted of an overview of international research linking these two
types of violence; concluding in favour of a strong connection between the violence
children watch on television, and their aggressive behaviour. According to Barker,
Newson’s argument was informed by the effectiveness of advertisements, but Barker
points out the fact that the latter usually work with positive feelings, and that negative
feelings do not appeal to the viewers. Thus the use of negative imagery in educational
adverts, aimed at making viewers think critically. To the author, ‘media violence is the
witchcraft of our society’ (ibid, p.42) as studies on it have repeatedly failed to describe
it properly, considering everything from cartoons to horror and news as belonging to the
same category. Barker instead proposes that research should be done on the history of
anti-media campaigns, and that different approaches to the subject be centred on the
viewers, such as considering how different segments of the public develop and
characterise their own categories of ‘media violence’. One could also study how
children develop their interests and how this relates to their liking for certain materials
that critics may worry about; as well as the media preferences, and understanding of

delinquents.

A similar view is shared by Gauntlett (2001), who suggests that much of the discourse
about children and the media places the first as potential victims, an assumption often
left unchallenged by children due to the methodologies used in such approaches.
Laboratory and field experiments adopted by psychologists tend to place children in

situations where little space to show their independence is given; violent scenes are

° Newson E. ‘Video violence: direct causal link’, in Social Science Teacher Vol 24 1, Autumn 1994
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isolated, and quantified rather than interpreted. This type of research involves a
‘distinctly ideological interpretation of what constitutes antisocial action’, often

expressing concerns with a perceived challenging of the status quo (ibid, p.53).

The methodological problems of research that focuses on the ill-effects of television has
also been referred to by Gunter and McAleer (1998), who argue that television violence
has been quantified by counting the violent scenes in programmes which researchers
consider violent. This raises some problems as viewers’ perceptions of violent events
can indeed differ. According to the authors, research conducted to understand how
children and adults rated violence has shown that some programmes viewed as
extremely violent by ‘objective’ content analysis were seen differently by children,
particularly in the case of cartoons. Once again the importance of context is stressed,
since viewers can and do discriminate between types of programmes and the way in
which they depict violent scenes. These capabilities are what the authors call
‘perceptual discriminations’. Gunter and McAleer suggest that the debate on television

violence is an ongoing one, and that:

it is a subjective question as much as a scientific one: the answer
lies, to a large extent, in prevailing public taste and opinion. Values
change constantly and are reflected in what is deemed to be
acceptable viewing fare (...). Much depends on the type of effect
(...) and on the method used to measure TV’s impact (ibid, p.116)

1.4) Children as consumers

In the midst of consecrating innocence, the modern mythology of
childhood ascribes to children a specially rampant appetite for all
kinds of transgressive pleasures, including above all the sado-
masochistic thrills of fear. And these child heroes — and heroines -
now enjoy a monopoly on all kinds of unruly passions which
adults later have to learn to control in themselves. (Wamer, 1994.

p.7)

The role of television in defining childhood has also been equated by departing from a
particular feature in society to which television is intrinsically associated -
consumerism. Steinberg and Kincheloe (1997) saw the media as an ‘evil corporative
ideological instrument’ to which children are particularly vulnerable, with the power to

destroy imagination and critical thought, homogenising the masses and stripping them
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of social criticism. In the authors’ view, media corporations are powerful enough to

destabilise children’s identity.

Kline (1993) adopted a similar approach, describing the ‘homogenising’ and ‘labelling’
influence of commercialisation in a context of massification. According to the author,
there has been a decline in the quality of children’s cultural products since what he
calls the ‘Golden Age’ of classic children’s literature. To him, children’s culture, once
an Eden like place, is being corrupted by commercialism that has gradually destroyed
the traditional activities of childhood. He considers television viewing a passive
activity even in a family environment, and believes that street play, peer and family

conversation have been hopelessly replaced by electronic games.

This process of destitution of meaning started in the 19" century market’s
communication activity, and the Victorians’ construction of childhood. Elsewhere
(1998), Kline suggests that an awareness of the domain of children’s commodities
could be witnessed in the children’s sections of the new department stores. The toy was
seen as a symbol of the distinctiveness of children’s world in relation to the social

world of work.

The Victorians awakening to the preciousness of childhood helped
ensure that children’s goods would expand along with other
markets. Childhood was being increasingly characterised by
specific behavioural traits and products (Kline, 1998, p.102)

Hendrick, who has investigated the historic constructions of childhood in Britain from
the 1800s to the present, adopts a market-logic to analyse the relation between parents
and children in modern societies. The author considers that parental authority is largely

based on their control over consumer goods.

[W]e know that adults have far greater control over the meaning
and availability of consumer goods, which subordinate children’s
choices towards patterns that do not seriously conflict with those of
adults. Moreover, since toys usually reach children as ‘gifts’, and
we know from anthropological studies that ‘gifts’ are a very
special form of exchange which require their own reciprocities,
clearly gifts are not given ‘freely’. Some return is expected. (1997,
p. 59)
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Kapur (1999) perhaps, better develops the argument that childhood in modern societies
is constructed on a market basis. The author considers that children have been
constructed as consumers, particularly in the USA, ever since the Second World War.
She suggests that “there has been an active effort on the part of industry to transform
the twentieth-century notion of children as innocents in need of protection to one of

children as sovereign, playful, thinking consumers (ibid, p. 125)”.

For her, television with its close relations to the toy industry is at the centre of the
construction of children as a market segment with particular lifestyles and, therefore,
distinct desires from those of other similarly constructed categories. The process
provides formats, themes, narratives and characters that become central to the
construction of a child’s social identity in contrast to adults’. The author argues that the
rapid disappearance of the world adults knew as children is a major factor creating the

knowledge gap between them and the younger generations:

The gap between the narratives, games, skills, and technologies
that we knew as children and what our children know is vast, and
the distance continues to grow rapidly. Children are no longer so
dependent on parents for guidance in the world (ibid, p. 129)

This unfamiliarity with children’s consumer culture has led to a loss of adult authority,
and television has often been the scapegoat. However, Kapur considers that this
medium is not a cause but, instead, a symptom of capitalistic expansion, and the new
technologies are altering the relation between the public and the private realms on
which the institutions of family and childhood rest. To the author, the notion of
children as autonomous and sovereign consumers makes us forget that they are

vulnerable, and likely to be exploited by the market.

Seiter (1995) had previously suggested that television does not only contribute to the
construction of children as consumers, but also to their construction as audiences, and
that this implies age and gender-based assumptions about what they like and what they
should see. The analysis of children’s television programmes, together with other
genres such as game shows, news and general entertainment for children is a means to
understand how the media constructs childhood, and can also reveal how those
involved in the production and selection of television programmes construct their

audience. The author examined some animated American series that appeared in the
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1980s targeting the girl’s market, such as My Little Pony and The Care Bears. In such
programmes the characters’ structure was rooted in no myth, fairytale or even cartoon,
but on the manufacturer of products for this specific market. The shows tended to
borrow from popular women’s genres like romance, soap opera, and the family
melodrama, and made critics speak out against the lack of ‘creative integrity’ in the

programmes (ibid, pp. 150 — 151).

Comparing boys’ and girls’ cartoons (ibid, p. 175), Seiter argues that there are
differences in the form of narrative construction. While boys’ cartoons tend to
emphasise chase and combat, girls’ cartoons focus on the ‘twists and turns of fate’; also
the generic codes differ, for example, horror, science and fiction in the first, with

romance and melodrama in the second.

The girls™ programs take cognisance of work behind the scenes, the
work that adults do, and sometimes express an admiration for
discipline, order, and hard work that constantly occur. This
workers-behind-the-scenes motif is exclusive to girls’ cartoons. On
boys™ shows magic, bravery, weaponry, and combat produce the
result, no imagination is wasted on the boring, sacrificial, repetitive
work that adults might do (ibid, p. 160).

These differences illustrate assumptions behind the production of the programmes,
regarding masculinity and femininity. Not only inspiring their tastes but also their
roles, and emotional and educating needs. Despite this, most children’s programmes
are not aimed at specific sections of the child audience; on the contrary sex and age
differentiation tends to be ground down. Programmes are produced to appeal to a broad
audience. As a result, stories tend to be centred on male characters and more male-
oriented narratives. This is because it is believed within the production medium that
girls will respond positively to such stories, but boys will not ‘buy’ female characters,

romance; or family saga (ibid, p. 147).

In relation to toy advertisements, Griffiths (2002) claims that during the last quarter of
a century the former have not suffered a clear change in terms of content and
composition. They still rely heavily on stereotypical understandings of what roles
males and females play, and those advertisements perceived by child audiences as

being neutral and having mixed appeal are the product of a conscious effort to create
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In fact however, the mixed ads were consistently ‘masculinized’
in terms of their formal features, even though this was not
obviously apparent to an audience (...) who were effectively

‘tricked’ into thinking that the texts were gender neutral.

Seiter believes that ‘pink and sugary’ series like My Little Pony offer “representations

child audience ‘not made out of identification with an
insipid and powerless femininity but out of identification with the limited sources o
power and fantasy that are available
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in the commercial culture of femininity (op.cit, p.

The work of authors like Kapur and Seiter illustrate how the relation between

television and the child audiences does not necessarily need tc be represented as

intrinsically negative. one must consider some limitations to their

approaches; the first of which relates to the fact that both analyses focus on the

specificity of American television during a period when the deregulation of children’s

television ed programmes guided by gender and

allowed the emergence of toy-led

)
Q
Q
®
3
3
@
Y]
!
i
i

based marketing strategies (see, for example, Kline, 1995, 1993). This perspective

might not be so easily applied to other contexts, like the British, where children’s
television is characterised by the protection of young audiences. The 1990 British

Broadcasting Act required, for the first time, that commercial channeis (Channel 3 and

S) should devote “a sufficient amount of time”"” to children’s programming, defined by
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the ITC'' (Independent Television Commission) as ten and three and a half hours
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espectively, per week. It was also stated that these must inciude a range
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entertainment, drama and information programmes. Furthermore, the ITC Code
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! References to ITC are previous to the creation of the Office of Communications. At the time they were
taken from links that are now deactivated:
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Advertisement Standards and Practice incorporates a section on advertisement and

children, which includes guidance on toy advertising. Among other things, it rules that:

Advertisements in which personalities or other characters
(including puppets, etc.) who appear regularly in any children’s
television programme on any UK television channel, present or

g & T P

positively endorse producis or services of particular interesi io
children must not be transmitted before 9pm (...).

Advertisements for merchandise based on children’s programmes
must not be broadcast in any of the two hours preceding or

The second point to be made relates to the way the child audience is constructed, and in
this case both approaches cannot be said to greatly differ from those of Postman and
Winn, in the sense that, when equating the relationship between children and television,
they fail to consider the role played by the viewer. Emphasising the chiid as an active
viewer, rather than merely addressing the issue from an outsider’s point of view, could
be achieved by adopting other levels of analysis - such as pondering the cognitive
processes that occur when children watch television. One could also examine the
child’s understanding and knowledge of television messages, and thus their ‘literacy’;
or by contemplating children’s own views on subjects such as programme content,
regulation and television consumption, aiming to understand in which ways television
is meaningful to them; and by so doing incur a lower risk of speculating about this
medium’s relevancy. The following sections discuss ways of understanding the role of

children as ‘televiewers’.

1.5) The ‘uses’ of children’s television

1.5.1) Theoretical approaches

The “ill-effects’ perspective, according to Davies et al (2000) has at its core a concern
with children’s vuinerability and ignorance. This assumes that, in matters of taste,
children will choose to watch material with poor morality and low cultural value, almost
as if children have an innate preference for vulgarity and sensationalism. What to say,

then of all those presumably, ‘informed’ adults who, more or less consciously, choose

http //www.itc.org. uk/itc publications/codes suidance/advertisr
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to watch ‘low culture’ shows like Big Brother? It seems that adults’ legitimacy to watch
meaningless television programmes with little or no educational or cultural content is
widely accepted. Arriving home after a day’s work, switching on the television and
sitting down to watch whatever poor quality programme is on appears to be recognised
as a leisure activity adults are entitled to; switching on the television and switching off
the brain is a relaxing activity to some, a deserved reward. With children, though, this is
not often the case. Many academics, educators and parents, stress the need to give child
audiences with programmes which provide educational and moral value, attacking
‘mindless’ shows; criticising animation programmes which, in some cases, they have

never bothered to, watch and discuss with children.

Hodge and Tripp (1986) stress the importance of analysing not only the content of
television but also the ‘content’ of viewers’ response to it. The content of TV is not just
the product of an encoding process, but is also a product of its interpretation, and this is
because ‘meaning is not a self-evident property of the image itself”. Responses to
television’s content are, therefore, a communication process to be decoded. ‘[J]ust as
the television message is transmitted by different media and codes, so responses are

communicated by different media and codes’ (ibid p.43).

Decoding children’s responses to television requires, in the authors’ opinion, a prior
theory of how television has ‘content’, considering the different levels of a message, as
well as different codes and media. They stress the need to consider different codes and
differences between distinct kinds of viewer and sender, also taking into account the
social dimension of children’s responses, and its effects on the language used. This is
why Hodge and Tripp choose to pay detailed attention not just to the verbal responses
of children, but also to non-verbal responses, to the body language of children as a form

of performative and significant discourse.

If one child says something and the rest nod approval, the single
utterance has the status of group assent; but if a child says
something and the others are all looking away, that indicates their
distance from the utterance, though not necessarily their dissent.
Laughter is another important though ambiguous and complex
indicator. Sometimes it indicates that the statement is completely
ridiculous, and is disowned by the laughter. Sometimes it signals
great enjoyment and endorsement of what is said (ibid, p.51)
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In response to Winn’s argument and other similar ones that television has a narcotic like
effect on children, Hodge and Tripp emphasise that concerns about fantasy’s effects on
children have a long history. This goes back as far as Classical Greece, where Plato in
his work The Republic makes a plea to ban epic tales like Homer’s Odyssey for ‘telling
false stories to children’, in favour of tales designed to produce the best possible effects
on a child’s character. The philosopher’s concerns derive from a belief that children
cannot understand these stories’ allegorical character, and thus they will have a strong
impact on the individual’s character as an adult. Such arguments derive from the idea
that children do not have the capacity to distinguish between reality and fantasy; Hodge
and Tripp consider the development of tools that will enable adults to understand how
children make such distinction to be of primordial importance. The authors suggest two
main factors that influence children’s ability to make sense of television’s content;

understanding of myth, and modality judgements.

In relation to the first, Hodge and Tripp suggest that, in the case of televised animation,
from an early age children are capable of some comprehension regarding the formulas
underlying different episodes or versions of stories. This they refer to as children’s
capacity of ‘understanding the myth’. The authors conducted research based on the
analysis of Famgface and on children’s readings of the story. They concluded that
children had a good grasp of the stories’ structures; being able to establish comparisons
within the genre (in this case both Scooby-Doo and The Hulk) which Hodge and Tripp
consider an important unit of meaning as child viewers go from the general — the genre,
to the particular — the series and episode, in order to decode meanings. The participants
in the task were also clear in the understanding that the episode would end with the
triumph of good over evil and that the villain would eventually be caught. The children
could also provide theories regarding who the monster in the story was, a fact that the
authors see as the children’s capacity to project the character’s dual identity. Another
finding was that children were able to give comments about stereotypic characters and

their expected behaviour, as shown by this group’s conversation:
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Interviewer: What’s the difference between goody-goodies, and
Just plain goodies?

Chnis: Well, the goody-goodies real good-good. [loud laughter
from the whole group]

(.)
Alan: The goodies might not solve the problems — the goody-
goodies would. [whole group laughs] (...)

The main characters do not drive the car. And the not so
main characters do not — do. Ha!

(...)

Interviewer: The one that was driving. Mm. What sort of person
was he?

Alan: Oh, a person that agrees with anyone. [smiles; so do the
other boys]

Chris: Kind of a boring person. [Smiles; as do the other boys](ibid,
pp.54-55)

As to modality, Hodge and Tripp describe it as the reality attributed to a message, and
the degree of certainty it contains. The authors insist that it is not a fixed property of a
message but, on the contrary, it is individually constructed; it is a subjective and thus a
variable, relative and negotiable judgement that individuals, when making sense of

television, constantly compare with their knowledge of reality. For that reason,

(...) it is very likely that the modality judgements of children will
be svstematically different from those of adults, leading to verv
different responses to the same message compared to what adults
assume is necessarily and objectively ‘there’ (ibid, p.106)

Hodge and Tripp point out a number of markers in messages that influence individuals’
modal judgements that weaken the degree of reality in a message. These are: negation
and doubt; contradiction; accumulation of indicators of certainty; laughter, non-verbal
and paralingual cues (such as a shrug of shoulders or tone of voice), which shows that
modality is multi-semiotic as it is conveyed in a variety of codes. As children become
aware of the unreality of various programmes (e.g. when horror movies become
exciting rather than disturbing because of their implausibility) changes take place in the
ways children feel about television messages (ibid, p.106). This is why, for example,
younger children prefer cartoon characters, whereas nine to twelve year-olds in the
study reveal a shift towards stronger modality in their favourite characters. But even
younger children were able to make distinctions between cartoon characters and ‘real’

people, as this six year-old boy shows (ibid, p.123):
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George: This one, Shaun’s most real and Yogi Bear is less real.
Interviewer: Okay, and why is that?

George: Because Yogi's a film and Shaun was born.

Interviewer: Can you give me another reason why Shaun is more
real?

George: Because God made him.

Interviewer: I see. Didn’t God make Yogi Bear?

George: No.

Interviewer: How did Yogi Bear get created?

George: Um he... um a man or a boy ...

Interviewer: Who made Yogi Bear?

George: He was just a film by a camera and they’re moving him
but vou can’t see the hands. I don’t know how they make the
cartoons.

Similarly, older children seem to have their own particular judgements of reality, which
Hodge and Tripp observed to be quite distinct from those of adults; they revealed, for
example, that they ascribe different degrees of reality to things or people they consider
real, and that these judgements are based on different criteria than those employed by
adults. Lisa, a twelve year-old, for instance, explains how her mother feels more real

than her father:

Um. my Mum seems more real than my Dad because, my Mum’s a
lady as well, and my Dad’s a boy. And my Mum, she’s always, we
always go out together and my Dad, I always see him too but my
Mum she always picks out my clothes and she just seems more real
than my Dad (ibid, pp.122,123).

In Lisa’s case proximity, or a sense of identification with her mother were relevant on
her assessment of reality. George’s judgement resulted from his understanding of
cartoons as man-made products. Though admitting his lack of knowledge about the
technical aspects of producing animation, this young boy was indeed showing that he
was capable of separating what goes on inside and outside the screen, based on his own
‘theories of creation’. It seems to me that, far from Winn’s amorphous child, these
children are actively constructing meanings from the world surrounding them,

television included.

David Buckingham (1996) also refers to the relevancy of understanding how children
respond to television. Unlike a great deal of research done to study the relationship
between children and television, the author’s main concern was not with the effects of

television, but with the ways in which child audiences responded to the medium. By
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using the term ‘responses’, Buckingham emphasises an active relationship rather than a
passive one between receiver and transmitter, which is to say that children do have
strategies to assess and redefine television’s content. The author suggests that children
are not passive subjects but active viewers, and he sees the viewing experience as a
dialogue. The idea of an existing dialogue results from the argument that when
watching television children develop viewing skills, which they will use each time they
see a programme. Not only that, but he also suggests that children will bring knowledge
from their daily lives, as well as a set of influences deriving from the social

environment where they are being immersed in the televiewing experience.

Another point of interest for Buckingham is the social dynamic behind the strategies
children use to talk about their experience as viewers. The author argues that when
talking about television, children position themselves in relation to others. To express
his thrill when watching horror movies and his contempt for fairytales may be a
question of status to a teenage boy, who wishes to distant himself from ‘babyish’ stuff,
and to assert his maturity by displaying indifference towards the ‘scariness’ of the

horror movie genre. The author suggests that:

[1]n describing how they feel about television, and in passing
judgement on what they watch, children (like adults) are also
making claims about themselves, and thereby constructing
relationships with others (ibid, p.7)

Elsewhere (1993), the author displayed an interest in children’s media literacy, adopting
a definition of literacy that takes into consideration the social practices within which it
is embedded, and the specific cultural and institutional contexts. He argues in favour of
existing ‘literacies’ rather than ‘literacy’, these are ‘defined by the meanings they
produce and the social uses they serve’ (ibid, p.34). Buckingham states that children
bring with them different levels of competency when making sense of television,
originating from distinct social and cultural experiences, and subject to historical change
and development as media languages and technologies evolve. According to him, a

social theory of television literacy would see children:



43

as members of ‘interpretative communities’ (...) which have
different orientations to television, and may use it as a means of
negotiating social and cultural identities in quite diverse ways. In
this sense, different social groups may employ different ‘television
literacies’, or different modalities of literacy, which have different
social and ideological functions and consequences (ibid, p,34).

The author is particularly concerned with the ways in which children talk about
television, and suggests that television is not an anti-social activity; on the contrary it
seems to be primarily an activity that involves discursive engagement. Very often
people will watch television in the company of others, but even when that is not the
case, it is likely that television’s contents will be discussed outside the viewing

experience.

Talk about television is a vital element of our social lives (...)
What we ‘think’ about television and how we use it in our daily
lives depend to a great extent on how we talk about it with others,
and the contexts in which we do so. At the same time, talk about
television is instrumental in constructing and sustaining our social
relationships, and thus our sense of our own social identity (ibid, p.
39).

Buckingham, applies Fairclough’s (1989) basic framework to the analysis of texts. This
is based on a distinction between three sets of constrains that operate in discourse:
contents (what is said or done); relations (the social relations between people); and
subjects (the subject positions they can occupy). As Fairclough argues: “power in
discourse is to do with powerful participants controlling and constraining the
contributions of non-powerful participants” (Fairclough, 1989, p.46). It is also
suggested that the formal features of texts (vocabulary, grammar, and larger-scale
textual structures) have three types of value corresponding to the above constraints.
‘Experiential’ values reflect the ways in which the speaker/ writer represents his
experience of the natural or social world; ‘Relational’ values indicate the social
relationships that are being enacted via the text; and ‘Expressive’ values reflect the way

in which the speaker/writer evaluates the aspect of reality to which the text refers.

Buckingham’s analysis pays close attention to four related discourse constraints. The
first assesses how the interview situation is defined, looking at the relations established;
that is, the ways in which the children perceived the interview situation, and how they

judged what would be appropriate to say. The second relates to the importance of
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context and social class - though Buckingham has noted differences in the ways
children from middle-class families and working-class families talked about television,
he is not prepared to see ‘social class’ in a deterministic manner. He suggests that
middle-class children (though the author actually fails to provide a detailed description
of how he determined the social class of the children) in the suburban school
approached the activity much more formally than working-class children in the inner-
city primary school. Nevertheless, he states that to see this as proof of social class
determinism is to neglect the context in which the interview takes, place and the power
relationship between interviewer and interviewees. He suggests that if the working-class
children were less likely to elaborate on their answers or to offer general statements, it
does not mean that they were incapable of doing so, but may simply suggest that they
perceived the context in a rather different way. In this respect it would be much more
accurate to explain these differences not merely in terms of social class, but in terms of
the relationship between the school and home (or peer group) cultures. Thirdly,
Buckingham considers how the subjects define themselves and others, by looking into
issues of age, race and class. Finally, the author refers to the importance of considering
how texts themselves determine children’s talk, or how content also determines
relations and subjects; to talk about soap operas will bring up different issues than those
arising from talk about other genres like news or horror. Different themes direct the
interviewer to ask different questions, and this in itself is a strong discourse

determinant.

1.5.2) Children’s television by Children

a) Contexts

Judging from children’s talk, much of the pleasure of television
lies in the relationship between text and context. The younger
children in particular would often introduce their preferences with
phrases like ‘me and my mum like...” or ‘my brother always
says...”. In many cases the pleasure of particular programmes
seemed to be intimately connected with the discussions and games
that took place around them — guessing the solution of a detective
story or the answers in a quiz show, for example. Television was
often described as part of a family ritual or routine (Buckingham,
1993, p.110)
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Livingstone et al (2001), in a comparative study about the changing media environment
for European children, emphasise the importance of considering the location, the
‘where’ and ‘how’<of research context when analysing the data. The pilot study
revealed that the context of the interview influenced children’s positioning as to their
relationship with the media, thus calling for an understanding of the social contexts

(domestic, school, leisure activities, media usage) in which children interact:

At home alone with their family, the impact of parents and siblings
on behaviour is most easily observed. Group interviews in schools
give the opportunity to witness peer pressure in action, whereas
interviews in the classroom may reveal more academic efforts to
‘explain’ or ‘understand’. (ibid, p.35)

The importance of understanding the different contexts of interaction is also stressed by
looking at Pasquier’s analysis (2001). Interpreting data from the same research, the
author argues that television appears to be a major focus of family interaction, despite
the fact that many families own a number of TV sets that can be watched independently.
Leen d’Haenens (2001) found that there is a similar level of access, between the 12
countries considered in the study, to television and VCR in the home; concluding that
television is the most pervasive medium in European homes. It is also the medium with
which children spend most time with, as well as the medium children and parents are
more likely to talk about, reinforcing Pasquier’s (op. cit.) argument that most children
say they watch their favourite programme with other family members. Also, together

with music, television emerged as the main topic of debate with friends.

Buckingham (1993), analysing the data from research conducted in an East London
Primary School, suggests that children seemed to perceive the context as one where a
critical response seemed appropriate, providing them with the opportunity of placing
themselves as ‘adults’ for the benefit of each other and of the adult interviewer, as well
as a means of refuting what they might suspect adults believe about the influence of
television on them. By this he does not mean that children are not usually so critical in
other contexts and that they were trying to please, but that they have a multitude of
speeches available to them, a “range of discursive possibilities, or repertoires” (ibid,

p.44).
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Context, however, the author says, cannot be seen as a variable of equal weight and
significance for all individuals. Its relevance is not constant or easily predictable, and
cannot be simply ‘subtracted’ from the findings. The children in the study did not
consistently adopt a critical discourse. The author considers that a crucial factor
influencing the children’s speech is that they were talking simultaneously to a group of
peers, and to the adult interviewer. Referring to Hodge and Tripp (1986) Buckingham
suggests that ‘non-television’ meanings might sometimes be powerful enough to swamp
‘television meanings’. That is, the existing social relations between group members and
the ways in which these are negotiated will significantly determine the meanings
produced. For example, in debating the ‘Cosby Show’, a sample group of children
showed that they were aware of racism in the media, but at the same time they were
concerned that they would themselves be seen as ‘anti-white’ if they raised race-related

issues.

b) Likes and dislikes

Quantitative research indicates a certain uniformity of tastes in terms of children’s
preferences in relation to television programmes, both between same-sex children, and
across cultures. This, however, is not necessarily evidence that global television is not
problematic and that its concerns with cultural specificity are to be dismissed. Although
children’s tastes are conditioned by the limited offer of programmes for young
audiences, when asked to point out what they like or dislike about TV schedules
children can only elaborate on what is out there to assess, and their preferences are

linked to what is on television at the moment.

Valkenburg and Janssen (1999), aimed to assess the extent to which children’s views of
children’s entertainment television are universal across cultures. They conducted a
comparative study of Dutch and US children, in which they investigated which
programme characteristics six to eleven year-olds most valued. They concluded that,
overall, the most important characteristics were comprehensibility and action, followed
by humour, interestingness, innocuousness, realism, violence and romance,
respectively; though US children placed greater emphasis on realism, innocuousness
and interestingness, results that the authors related to the heated debate on television

ratings, the V-chip, and the new FCC regulations happening in the US at the time of the
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research. Gender differences emerged in both samples, as boys showed a preference for

action and violence, while girls stressed innocuousness and comprehensibility.

An ITC report (1998) looking at British children’s preferences in relation to cartoons
reached similar conclusions in terms of gender differences, but it also showed that even
same-gender likes vary with age. In relation to ‘action’, for instances, the report
concludes that it appeals mainly to the younger boys (five to seven year-old). Girls, in
turn, were interested in ‘action’ cartoons that had an on-going story-line, featuring
strong girl characters. Another interesting finding relates to children’s comprehension
of story, the report concludes that younger children do not always have the ability to
relate events in cartoons to real life being, thus, less frightened by certain storylines
than older children, while feeling more scared by other elements of the plot like the
music. Such results suggest that communication gaps are likely to occur when
children’s television slots do not take into consideration the heterogeneity of child

audiences.

Garitonandia (2001), asserts that in recent years there has been a decline in the
production of children’s programmes in Europe. This broadcasters have justified with
the increasing provision of thematic commercial channels for younger children, as well
as with the fact that audience figures for older children indicate a preference for adult,
or family programming. However, the author argues that audience figures may not give
an accurate picture of children’s preferences, and this is because the choice of
programmes offered to children is often restricted. Also, preferences for adult

programmes may be a result of viewing choices made by other family members.

In relation to the genre tastes of European children (the data revealed television as the
most common medium used to follow any of the interests, followed by books), the data
presented by Garitonandia shows that, asked to select from a list of 14 topics, children
from different countries proved to have similar tastes: Sport (24%), music (17%), and
animal/nature (9%) were at the top of the list. The tastes were also similar regarding
their favourite programmes: a majority of six to seven year-old children chose cartoons
(most popular in Israel and least popular in Sweden); while narrative genres such as
soaps were the favourite among nine year-old or older children (though in Germany,

Finland and Spain this age group mostly liked cartoons).
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In terms of cross-cultural differences, British and German children like sports more
than children in other countries; British, German, and Israeli children are particularly
interested in soaps; and Spain is the only country where children show a great interest
in quizzes and family shows. The author concludes that many of these differences are
likely to be attributed to the context of viewing, namely differences in availability (UK
and Germany have each a highly popular national soap; while in Israel a number of
Latin and American soaps are very popular among teens). In other cases, however,
discrepancies may be due to the researchers’ coding decisions. In general, the author
was able to conclude that the interest in music and romance increases with age, while
adventure/action and animal/nature diminishes with age; and science fiction peaks at
twelve/thirteen, sport remains high and stable, as does a moderate interest in

comedy/humour, and a low interest in travel.

In terms of gender, boys’ interests are more uniform (they tend to like action/adventure
and sport) and generally more action-onented, while girls’ interests are more diverse
and people-oriented (animals/nature, sport, romance), but interestingly, romance only
appears in the top five favourites for girls aged fifteen to sixteen. Music does not
feature in the main options for nine to ten year-old boys and appears second in girls’
preferences after animals; but it emerges as a favourite for girls in older stages, and

begins to appeal to older boys (though sport is always their favourite).

The tendency is for tastes to change in relation to age. Overall, girls’ preference for
soaps peaks between the ages of nine and thirteen; older children are less interested in
cartoons; boys’ interest in sport increases with age, while girls’ interest remains low
and stable; a taste for situation comedies increases with age, above all after the age of
nine; interest in serials increases with age, although by fifteen boys’ interest tends to
decrease. The research found that, from a list of child, family and adult-oriented
programmes, the majority of children preferred adult or family-oriented, with the

exception of the younger children.
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From 9 years old onwards, (...) the overwhelming majority prefer
programs aimed at adults. Moreover, where the youngest children
have named a children’s program, in the majority of cases (80%)
these are cartoons. As children get older, narrative programs
account for an increasingly large proportion of favourite children’s
programs. In short, although the youngest children prefer cartoons,
as they grow older children rapidly develop a preference for family
and adult programs over those made specifically for children.
Those children’s programs that remain successful tend to be
narrative-based (ibid, p.154).

Pinto (2000), in a study of primary school children in the north of Portugal, reached
some convergent results - concluding that there seems to be a significant relation
between television preferences and age, and especially, gender. Girls’ preferences were
centred on soaps and game shows; while boys were keener on sports, movies and
serials. An interesting fact is that, when asked to name their favourite screen heroes,
both boys and girls preferred male characters, though girls chose more sensitive
characters with a sense of humour, whereas boys identified themselves with heroes who
had physical power and special gifts. Moreover, children in rural areas appear to have
distinct preferences to those in urban areas, a distinction reflected by a preference for
MacGyver, the creative, in the former, and Rambo, the violent, in the latter. This
preference for male heroes is still relative, as it could only be properly assessed in a
context where the representation of both genders on television could said to be
balanced, the case is still that, and in relation to children’s television, male characters
are perceived by producers and broadcasters as having universal appeal. Another
question relates to the definition of the word ‘hero’. In Portuguese, ‘herdi’ is a
masculine word nom but can be used to refer to the both female and male heroes. Had
Pinto included the two words ‘her6i’ and ‘heroina’, children’s understanding might
have been different (though the lack of heroines on television might still lead to similar
results). Also, the word ‘hero’ has connotations of bravery and extraordinary events, so
choosing ‘main character’ instead might have widened the options in terms of

characters to choose from (soap-operas, for instance, frequently feature ‘heroines’).

Garitonandia (op.cit.) nonetheless, concluded that children’s preferences for television
programmes or electronic games cannot be seen as primarily media-led, as children and
young people appear to select programmes and games that are in line with their general
interests, and may be seen to follow those interests across different media. However,

the influence of broadcasters’ provisions and the media industry on children’s interests
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still needs to be considered. Also, the popularity of national soaps among children in
countries where local productions are available indicates that young people are likely to

respond well to narratives that reflect their own culture.

¢) Gender talk

The gender differences noticed by quantitative studies are strengthened by qualitative
work on children’s discourses about television tastes. Here, gender emerges as an
important element in defining one’s identity. In classifying a particular programme
children often use gender as a measure of comparison, and in doing so they are not
simply categorising, but also constructing and presenting their own social persona. In
discussing what makes a good programme, a group from an Oxfordshire primary school

interviewed in research conducted by Davies (2001) suggested the following elements:

Boy 2: Lots of violence.

Boyv 3: Action packed and bloodthirsty.

Girl 1: Problems and how the characters work through them. ..
Interviewer: Who is your favourite character in Eastenders ?

Girl 1: Joe, because he’s a bit nutty.

Girl 2: Grant and Phil because they are a bit rough, they can be
nice but they are alcoholics and things like that

Such statements tally with Garitonandia’s findings that boys prefer action-oriented
programmes, while girls’ preferences are for people-oriented programmes where
narrative is emphasised. Similarly in the findings of Pinto (op.cit), the girls chose male
characters as their favourites; and from the girls’ explanation, one can deduce that these
are not likely to be shallow characters, but complex characters whose personalities have
strong outstanding features. Could the absence of suitable complex female characters

explain this?

An extract from Buckingham’s (1996b) study reveals girl’s frustration at the lack of

females in children’s animation:

Serena: You should talk to boys. Because cartoons are for boys.
Because they’ve got most boys in it, and men.

This eleven year old girl revealed her awareness of the limited representation of

heroines in children’s television, not just in relation to their appearance as main



51

characters, but also to the roles usually played by females, as this conversation
illustrates:

DB: So, what is it you like about She-Ra?

Sharon: I just like the way she acts, for a girl. Like He-Man, they
wouldn’t let a girl be it, I thought. They wouldn’t let a girl be so
strong, and she’s strong.

DB: So she does all the things He-Man can do?

Serena: Makes a change. ‘Cause most of the boys thinks that girls
are a wimp and everything. But I don’t think that’s right, so let
them shut their mouth. The girls should take over the boys so they
know that they’re a wimp.

Sharon: Like they feel like we’re feeling now.

[General agreement]

Serena: Because they always say that because they play football
every single day that girls can’t play with a ball. Because the boys
just takes over the ball and keep it.

(ibid, p.239)

In another of Buckingham’s works (1993, pp.211-212), it is possible to find more

evidence of girls’ interest in strong female characters:

Navin: Well, I like her [Bobby from Home and Away] because
she’s always sort of stubborn and she’s sort of um / I don’t know
why I like her, she’s always sort of like, doesn’t act so feminine
sort of thing, and evervone is always thinking oh you know they’re
girls, they ‘re all dainty, but she isn’t like that and / and sometimes
she’s wrong and she has, and she admits it, like thing. I don’t know
why I like her.

(...

Sally: I think she’s really bitchy. [laughter]

(..)

Susan: I think she’s really sick actually.

Sally: Yeah, she, I just hate the way she storms in on everything.
Navin: That’s why I like her, she storms on everything.

Sally: And like that she thinks she can get her own way just ‘cause
she’s Bobby and everyone has to bow down to her.

Susan: I like, I like how she stand up.

Further into the discussion it is possible to understand that Sally’s disliking of Bobby
has to do with what she sees as a lack of credibility in the character’s behaviour, as in
her own words she is not very ‘lifelike’. Such a position, though from a negative point
of view, only reinforces the fact that this type of female character is not common, and
does not conform to her expectations as a viewer. The debate on the representation of
female role models does not escape the boys either. Debating the relevance of 7he
Demon Headmaster for nine to fourteen year old children, a group from a Cardiff inner-

city primary school displayed their awareness of anti-sexist discourse:
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Boy 1: It’s a bit sexist. It’s got a Demon Headmaster, why not
have a Demon Headmistress instead?

Interviewer: Were there any scary female characters?

Boy 1: There was Rose and Eve — in the current series...

Girl 2: Can I just say that he made the point that it was sexist
because the Demon Headmaster is a man. But if there is only going
to be one main villain then either way it’s going to be sexist.
(Davies, op.cit., p.181)

The term ‘sexist’ is less skilfully employed by a group of young boys debating the
cartoon series Thundercats, but possibly this is significant (Buckingham, 1996b, p.214):

Rodney: Have they [the girls] got My Little Pony cartoons to
watch, same as us, we've got...

DB: No, they’re going to watch Thundercats as well.

Boys: Oh...[...]

Richard: They ain’t for girls.

Anthony: Anyone can... They can watch it!

Robert: Yeah. It can be for girls and boys.

Rodney; Yeah, girls can watch it.

Gareth: It’s sexist. It can be for girls and boys. Like, a girl... Like,
girls are in it. Like Cheetara’s in it. Cheetara’s in Thundercats.
Cheetara’s a girl.

Rodney: She’s a woman you idiot.

It’s clear that the boys in both groups are choosing a ‘politically correct’ approach to the
issue of gender representation on television; talking to an adult interviewer they are
clearly displaying a sensitivity to issues of gender equality and gender role models in
the media. However, particularly in the second group, it is still possible to see from the
initial spontaneous reaction, that some programmes are clearly assigned to girls, and
others to boys. It would have been interesting to see what direction the conversation

would take if it was suggested to the second group that My Little Pony was also a boys’

programme, as some of the ponies are actually meant to represent male characters.

d) Age as status

Rodney’s last comment raises another interesting aspect in matters of social identity
arising out of children’s talk, that of age as status. When Rodney makes the point that
Cheetara in Thundercats is not a girl, he is not simply making a correction, but he is

also saying that he knows a woman when he sees one.
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Children in Davies’ (2001, pp.176-177) research used age as a justification for the
selections made when designing television schedules for children; the author argues that
this is part of a strategy of differentiation whereby children define their social identities.
This was something that the author had also come across in previous research (1997,

p.134,135) as these extracts on Sesame Street illustrate:

Int: Who would like to watch it?

Ryan (third grade): Like 4 years old.

Int: Would vou watch it?

Ryan: Not Sesame Street.

Int: What do vou think of it?

Ryvan: I don’t like it.

Int: What do vou like?

Rvan: I like movies like fighting.

(...)

Ruth (third grade): Older people don’t like watching a lot of little
cartoons and young people do.

Int: And when do they change and stop enjoying it?

Ruth: Around 6 or 7.

Int: Why do you think that is?

Ruth: Because then you like watching regular things that aren’t
cartoons.

Though the comments were originally about the use of illusion on television -
illustrating, as the author suggests, children’s own theories of maturation, they are also
examples of how children detach themselves from certain programmes considered
childish in order to establish their own position as ‘older people’, as Ruth puts it. Davies
et al (2000, p.14) refer to ‘aspirational tastes’ in what they noticed to be an effort by

older children to project their future identities into ‘cool’ teenage lifestyles:

Int: Do vou think it [Sister Sister] is a programme for teenagers?
All: No.

Int: Why is that? Aren’t the characters sixteen?

Sharon: Yes, but they’re the sort of age where, you know, we can
understand. ..

Annie: | think teenagers can like it as well.

The decision to detach oneself from certain programmes while adopting others also
emerged in studies considering the perceived effects of television (Buckingham 1996;
Davies, 1997, Davies 2001). As parents tend to displace the effects of television on
themselves into anxieties about the consequences for unaware children; so older

children argue for their own ‘maturity’ and for younger children’s ‘vulnerability’:
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Girl 1: The Queen’s Nose has got magic in it.

Int: And is that good?

Gilr 1: Some people don’t think it is very good, because small
children think there is magic everywhere.

Int: These are all small children: Do you think there is magic
everywhere? [addressing a group representing 4-8 year olds]

Group leader: No.

Int: Would you if you were four?

Group leader: Yes.

(Davies, 2001, p.177)

‘Cool’ and ‘older’ are not to be mistaken, however, with boring ‘granny’ programmes

as Davies et al’s (op.cit., p.16) research suggests:

Int: Why do you think it [the quiz show Countdown] is so boring?

Annie: Because it’s full of all these words that vou have to make.

Int: Who do vou think would like those kinds of programmes?

Julia: Grannies.

Annie: Yeah, grannies!
This opposition, the authors refer, is often translated into the opposition between
‘action’ and ‘talking’, which was also noted in the research itself. Children, particularly
younger children, were keen to participate in activities resembling games, but more

reluctant when it involved the rationalisation of answers.

e) Cultural adaptations (ethnicity, class, social self)

If children’s understanding of age and gender in relation to television are subjects,
which have now been extensively researched, the same cannot be argued for issues
around ethnicity and class. The most common approach to these issues is by stressing
the differences between the discourses of children from different social and ethnic
backgrounds. Even so, a proper group classification is often missing. In terms of class,
for example, the studies so far outlined in this sub-section have not considered the
complexity of class belonging, which in studies like Almeida (1986) has involved
extensive information about the parents’ education, job categorization, wages, and so
on. Distinctions are often generalised, around working/middle/upper-class; not from the
individual children and their families, but from the majority of children in a given area
(usually the school area). Attempts to assess class differences in children’s discourse
have been superficial not only because of little investment in the categorization of

children’s socio-economic backgrounds, but also in relation to children’s own
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assessment of class issues. This is probably a consequence of deriving indirect

conclusions from research tools aimed at evaluating other issues.

Buckingham (1993, p.274) argues that the debate about the power of media tends to be
characterised by the opposition between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’, between the
determinant power of the text and that of the individual reader. For the author, the
discourses readers employ about media, as well as the production of meaning, are
beyond this rather limited opposition. He suggests that they will depend upon the
institutional contexts in which the activity of reading is itself defined; his emphasis is on
‘being an audience’ as a social practice. The argument bares a contradiction in itself, in
the sense that Buckingham’s own research sample was in fact based on broad
definitions of class belonging — a ‘working-class’ and a ‘middle-class’ school; in doing
so, the author is already admitting that social class is an important determinant of
context. It may be the case that his failure to reach any significant relation between class
and children’s discourse results from his failure to approach the subject in a methodical

way.

Nonetheless, the author suggests that the ways in which children perceived the tasks
differed mainly according to social context, explaining that, generally, ‘middle-class’
children approached the initial interview more formally, as if it were an educational
event. The older children in this school took the opportunity to display their critical
judgements and ‘good taste’, while children in the ‘working-class’ school took fewer
risks in expressing their views. Buckingham’s reference to class emerges in other
passages of his research He suggests, for instance, that ‘middle-class’ children made a
larger number of modality judgements. They also appeared to make these judgements in
terms of what they know or believe to be truth about the world, as well as employing a
more extensive vocabulary. However he is quick to dismiss these findings, attributing
them instead to the ways in which the children perceive the interview contexts — but
even if one chooses to allocate any determinism to the findings, are not these different
perceptions significant on their own? The author also found that certain programmes or
genres emerged as ‘class tastes’; ‘middle-class’ children seemed to prefer ‘alternative’
comedies and factual programmes, while horror, mainstream comedy and
‘entertainment’ programmes seemed to appeal more to working-class children. The

British soaps Fastenders and Coronation Street emerged as the only programmes to be
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dismissed in class terms, and were considered ‘depressing’ and ‘boring’ by middle-class
children (ibid, p.79)":

Nigel: Yeah, but East, Eastenders [laughter] East, Eastenders, is
really dreadful, though.

Petros: Yeah I know.

Nigel: It’s, it’s not colourful, it’s all grey houses.

(...

Pradesh: [Yeah, I mean, with burnt wallpaper and things like that/
{laughter] [and it’s all brown.

Nigel: [laughing] [Yeah, yeah, yeah.

Sally: People live in places with burnt wallpaper.

Petros: It’s a bit like=

Pradesh: =and the carpets are all yeugh.

Nigel: [laughing] Yeah, {it’s, it’s=

Int.: [Is it why you don’t watch it?

Nigel: [It’s, it’s=

Pradesh: [No, it’s just boring, I mean, [the way (&)

Sally: [well Howard’s Way is
more vour style

Ruth: Yeah [laughs].

Pradesh: (&) everything’s set out, it’s made to not [watch it

Nigel: [It looks, it
looks like a, it’s it, it just looks, it looks [really horrid, you’d never
want to live there (&)

Pradesh:

[With the man from the fish and chip shop.

Nigel: (&) and they don’t seem to put any colour into it.

Petros: No, but [some people do live there, that’s the only thing=

Nigel: [It just seems to be all grey.
Sally: = Yeah, I know, but about [laughs] half the people in Britain
live like that.

Though claiming not to watch the programme, these children do seem pretty confident
in the comments they make about it, revealing a familiarity that they maybe try to

conceal, by distancing themselves from the reality shown by the programme.

The fact that the only insights on class are related to Eastenders, a long-running and
popular British soap, is not surprising as it is about people living in a specific area of
London, carrying high modality markers and making it easy for children in a suburban
London school to establish comparisons with their own families’ lifestyles. In terms of
animation programmes, though, it is likely that children will not be quick to make class
based assessments. The low modality levels in animated programmes mean that

signifiers of class are not often that obvious, and possibly children may attribute

'3 Transcription conventions as used by Buckingham
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differences in lifestyles to the fact that such stories take place on the plane of fantasy.
And this argument is probably just as valid to issues of race and ethnicity; for not only
do animated characters not always resemble real people but the programmes are also
frequently devoid of obvious cultural references - so that they can be appealing to the

international market and adjusted to local specificities'.

This does not mean that children are not aware of issues of cultural diversity on
television; those emerged in Davies (2001, pp.196,197) when a group of Welsh children
discussed whether or not to keep S4C pre-school Welsh programme Slot Meithrin on

their children’s schedule:

Boy 2: I think it would be Slot Meithrin [to be eliminated].
Because this is a channel across Britain, lots of children aren’t
going to understand Welsh.

(...)

Girl 2: Not evervone speaks Welsh and even the Welsh children,
not a lot of them will watch Slot Meithrin. I’'m not sure how many
of them watch the Welsh television.

Boy 3: The popularity of Welsh, is like even if the families are
Welsh, ...

Int: Suppose I'm the supreme channel controller and I say vour
channel should represent different language groups in the country,
what would vou say?

Girl 1: I would say get rid of Top of the Pops first.

Boy 1: I agree with what you’re asking but a lot of people don’t...
I don’t read many Welsh books either.

Girl 2: I think the same really, you should represent as you said,
different countries, but it doesn’t really matter if one Welsh
programme goes...

Bov 3: We've got to have these English programmes; even though
I wouldn’t watch Slot Meithrin, some people would.

More than illustrating children’s awareness to the diversity of audiences’ needs, this
discussion also suggests that it is not enough for a product to be culturally relevant for
children to consume it. None of the children in the group admitted watching or having
watched Slot Meithrin — a likely reason being that it is a pre-school programme — or
even knowing someone who actually watched it. And even if their discussion was
limited by a list of programmes from which to choose, so they could still have

mentioned another more appealing Welsh programme.

14 See Chapter IV for further details on the global appeal of animation



58

In relation to race, Buckingham (1993, p.86, 87) assesses that, in general, it was an issue
children actively chose to suppress; though the author noted that particularly black
children brought up racial identity in some inner-city school groups. To the latter, the
author argues, racial differences are much more salient, in a context where white culture
dominates, and children are permanently confronted with difference. From the examples
given by the author, it is possible to conclude that children adopted a discourse of
consensus, whereby when questions of race were approached, balanced media
representations would be advocated. The fact that black children were more likely to
debate race may result from white children’s awareness about how delicate the issue is,
and from a conscientious effort not to be termed as racist. In the same way, black
children were prompt to appropriate black representations on screen, but were also
careful not to dismiss the presence of other ethnicities, as this black girl’s discourse

illustrates:

Serena: I think it’s night to have a lot of white people AND black
people AND Chinese people AND Indian. This is what my
granddad said, now, ‘cause he’s on his on own, he says that there
should be MORE black people, more / all different colours in
films, and whatever. ‘Cause that’s not nght, just putting white
people, white people, white people. They think about more white
people than black people. But I don’t think that.

Newton: But that [The Cosby Show?], it’s all black people.

Serena: But vou think about just white Neighbours, and like

L

Others [interrupting]: [No, I don’t, Serena, I don’t.

Serena: (&) everything white this, white that, But I don’t.
[Confusion of voices]

Kerry: Not all persons=
Newton: Most of my friends are black.

Interviewer: So, what you like, Serena, is not to have a white
programme and a black programme, but to have programmes that
have a mixture of people in it?

Others: Yeah.

Serena: But we've only got three black girls and two black boys. I
don’t think that’s fair/

Kerry: That’s bad, if you have a programme for black people and
[one for] white people. Because the black people would feel
ashamed if they got white friends. They should just mix it.

Kate: But in most programmes they just base it on one colour. Like
Cosby Show they just base it on black people.

Serena: But it makes a change, makes a change.
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Kerry: I know, but they never usually put them together. It’d be
nice if they did.

Serena: But I’'m happy about The Cosby Show, because they put.
There’s always white people and never black people, or many
black people.

This chapter shows that academic efforts to consider children’s own constructions of
childhood have contributed to demystify notions of young audiences’ passivity. The
latter are capable of critical discourse, which is revealing of young people’s tastes, but
also of their constructed social identity. The emphasis is placed on the ways in which

children’s discourse can be influenced by social dynamics.

James et al (1998) assess that new social studies of childhood place an emphasis on
‘being’ rather than ‘becoming’. The child is conceived as a social actor who evolves in
time and history and, as such, efforts need to be made to develop strategies to study the
‘experiences of being a child’. The authors argue that this paradigm is characterised by
four main approaches to childhood: the social structural child; the minority group child
the socially constructed child; the tribal child.

The ‘social structural child’ has metaphorical links with the analysis of social class.
Childhood is not a historical invention but an integral part of any social system, a
recognizable state that must, therefore, share some kind of global identity. James et al
compare the ‘minority group child’ to the ‘women movement’ in that it sees childhood
as a universal category in relation to its rights, needs and identity. Children everywhere
are exploited and subject of discrimination through gender and age. The child has
limited agency, though in different societies they experience different degrees of
institutionalised oppression. The authors see these two approaches as dichotomy

considering that, frequently, empirical work moves between the two boundaries.

A second dichotomy is between the ‘socially constructed child’ and the ‘tribal child’.
The former is based on the argument that there is no essential child, and that childhood
is constructed through practice. James et al include in this perspective, historicism that
sees childhood as a product of material conditions; and discourse theory, which argues
that childhood is constructed through dominant modes of speech. By contrast, the ‘tribal

child’ places agency over structure. Children are ‘a social category of their own’,
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sharing a ‘system of signs, symbols, and rituals’ that enables them to resist against the

normalizing effects of adult world.

My research moves across these different perspectives. I am concerned with children’s
agency as audiences in a localised setting, while also considering the institutionalised
constructions of childhood that determine the contents of children’s television watched
by those same children. At the same time, this cannot be dissociated from the structural

level; from the external conditions that constrain social interaction.

The next chapter deals with yet another dimension of the study of children’s television,;
the importance of the body. Chapter II addresses the developmental issues and the

cognitive processes that work together in the construction of meaning.



61

CHAPTER II - Televiewing as cognition

Obligations specific to operators holding the public television

service concession:

1 - Operators holding the public television service concession shall

assure quality programming that is balanced and diverse and which

contributes to the cultural and civic development of viewers,

promoting political, religious, social and cultural pluralism, and

allowing access by all viewers to information, culture education

and quality entertainment.

2 - Operators referred to in the previous paragraph are specifically

obliged to:

a) Provide pluralist programming which takes into account

minority interests and promotes cultural diversity; d) Ensure the

production and transmission of educational and entertainment

programmes destined for young people and children, which will

contribute to their education'’
The above is a section from the Portuguese Law of Television referring to the general
programming obligations of public broadcasters. It is implicit that television audiences
are not uniform on what concerns their tastes and needs; the section above refers to
questions of cultural and geographic diversity, as well as language, citizenship, and
national identity. An emphasis is also put on young audiences, and the need for public
broadcasters to promote their education and cultural enhancement. Despite this
recognition it is not specified who these different audiences are, what is meant by
‘culturally enhancing and educating programmes’, nor how much these should figure in
the schedule of each broadcasting channel. Perhaps because of these ambiguities, and
particularly regarding young audiences, it is sometimes difficult to perceive how the
law is being applied. For example, national production in the area of science fiction,
documentary and animation for a young audience is virtually nonexistent. And who are
these ‘young audiences’? Infants? Children? Adolescents? Young adults? These are all
very different stages in life, in which the ability to understand and the knowledge
possessed varies widely, and are factors influencing, along with the individual’s social
and cultural background, educational and entertainment needs. Aiming to offer quality
television to these audiences requires a comprehension of their dynamics that goes

beyond the recognition that they have special needs.

15 Television Act: Law no. 32/2003, of 22 of August, Article 47
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Woodhead (2000) draws attention to the extensive use of the expression ‘children’s
needs’. In his opinion, such expression serves only as a veil for uncertainty and

disagreement as to what is in the best interests of children.

“(...) I have argued that concealed beneath the apparent simplicity
and directness of ‘need’ statements is a highly condensed
combination of both empirical and evaluative claims. They are
often not fully specified, but depend on a consensus of knowledge
and values between author and reader (...). A more explicit
statement of the sentiment ‘A child needs love’ might read: ‘It is
desirable for a child to grow up emotionally secure. A child who is
not given love will not grow up emotionally secure. Therefore the
child should be given love (ibid, pp.67,68)".

The author suggests that the use of ‘needs’ often specifies something the child should
have without elaborating on why the child should have it i.e. what will it do for the
child, and who should provide it. The question the author poses is whether these needs
are part of human nature, or cultural constructions. He suggests that in a homogenous
society where the findings of psychological research derive from and are fed back into a
shared normative framework of cultural values and practices, such concern with notions
of childhood needs may not seem too important. However, if considering culturally
diverse societies, and especially when it is a group of societies as diverse as the United
Nations, simple generalizations about children’s needs are much more problematic.
Nevertheless, Woodhead believes in the importance of achieving an agreement on the
boundaries of minimal adequacy regarding children’s needs; and he does not dismiss
the fact that perspectives of childhood are not only informed by cultural constructions,
but also by biological features of human nature. According to him, “[t]he challenge is
not to shy away from developing a perspective on childhood, but to recognize the

plurality of pathways to maturity within that perspective (ibid, p.76)”.

This chapter aims to give a brief account of the developmental and cognitive
approaches to children’s understanding of information. Though my own research does
not follow developmental psychology methods - I consider, nonetheless, that it is
important to be aware of such a body of knowledge, as it can inform the analysis of
data gathered, and allow a better understanding of the results through a comparison

with existing research.
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2.1) Piaget’s egocentric child

Research on how the child thinks and understands the world emerged in the early 20®
century through the work of Jean Piaget, whose main concern was to explain the
normal development of human intelligence. Margaret Donaldson (1987) presents
briefly the main themes of Piaget’s theory, highlighting its credits but simultaneously,
addressing some issues brought up by subsequent research. As the author recounts
(ibid, pp. 129 — 145), Piaget sees human development as an adaptation and conquest of
an extended environment, unlike animals, which can only adapt to things close to them
in space and time. A child’s development is thus characterised by the capacity to be
knowledgeable and think about remote environments. This occurs gradually, in stages
that are unified by a particular mentallity and re-shaped when the move to the following
stage occurs. Piaget's developmental stages succeed in an order that is common to all
children. Each stage builds up on the one before; the speed in which this evolution
happens can however differ and the ages between which he estimates the

transformations will take place are approximate.

Knowledge is not something humans are born with; it is by means of constructing
knowledge that development takes place. This occurs through the child’s capacity for
assimilating and constructing what the socio-cultural environment offers; and by the
awareness of others’ points of view, strengthened by exchanging ideas. A central idea is
that of the ‘egocentric child’. In the early stages of its development the Piagetian child
does not have the capacity to understand that what it sees is relative to its own position,
and is bound by an ‘egocentric illusion’ when it needs to form a mental representation
of an unfamiliar view. Such conclusions emerged from experiments conducted by
Piaget, like the ‘3 mountains model’ in which children are shown a three-dimensional
model and are asked to describe the view that a doll, which was placed in a position
different to that of child, would have of the ‘mountains’. The experiment showed a
tendency for children below the age of six or seven to give answers which match their

own point of view.

Egocentrism can also be illustrated by analysing the way a child communicates. In his
book first published in 1923, The Language and Thought of the Child (2002), Piaget
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reports and analyses his experience at the Maison des Petites de I'Institut Rousseau’'®,
where he and a colleague each followed a boy for about a month, writing down in detail
everything said by the child. The author presents extracts from the conversation records
of talk during a group activity. Apparently there is active conversation going on
between the children in the group, but a closer look at the data reveals that the children
seem not to pay too much attention to what the others are saying, and that much of it is

what he calls ego-centric speech in which:

(...) the child does not bother to know to whom he is speaking nor
whether he is being listened to. He talks either for himself or for
the pleasure of associating anyone who happens to be there with
the activity of the moment. This talk is ego-centric, partly because
the child speaks only about himself, but chiefly because he does
not attempt to place himself at the point of view of his hearer.
Anyone who happens to be there will serve as an audience. The
child asks for no more than an apparent interest, though he has the
illusion (...) of being heard and understood (ibid, p.9).

This type of speech is characterised by the Repetition (echoalia) of words and syllables
with no particular intention other than the child’s own pleasure; Monologue, that has no
social function and serves only to accompany and command the child’s action,
deriving from the process of learning to command and speak to others; and Collective
Monologue when the child talks aloud in front of others without really addressing them.
The child is only engaged in what Piaget calls Socialised Speech in those situations
where Adapted Information is actually exchanged with others; when Criticism is
addressed to somebody’s actions, when Commands, Requests and Threats are placed or
followed; when the Questions posed ask for an answer, and when Answers are given to

real questions.

In another experiment at the Maison des Petites, children were asked to listen carefully
to a story and tell it to another child who, in tum, would reproduce the story to the
researcher, aiming to see how the explanations would evidence ego-centrism, and the
extent to which it would affect understanding between subjects'’. A number of

instances suggested the existence of an ‘ego-centric character of childish style’ (ibid,

' This was a morning class where children were free to choose from a range of activities offered to them,
as well as whether they would work individually or in groups.
'" The researchers verified whether the explainers had themselves understood the story by questioning

them.
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p.101); 1.e. a lack of effort to make oneself clear to the other and assuming that the
listener will understand the explanation just as well. For example, pronouns, personal
and demonstrative adjectives (he, she or that, the, her, etc) were used regardless without
any concern to specify what they were referring to'®. There was also an absence of
order in the account given, and a scarcity of casual relations that reflected a lack of
concern with explaining the events of time or the cause that united them, with the
emphasis being on the events themselves. Piaget asserted that this happened although
the child is capable of understanding the story himself. The results also show that, in
the case of describing the order of events, children between the ages of six and seven
invariably tended to ignore it in their descriptions, while seven to eight year olds
seldom overlooked it. This would indicate a transition to the second sub-stage of the

concrete operational period. In fact, the author argues that:

[before the age of 7 or 8] understanding between children occurs
only in so far as there is contact between two identical mental
schemas already existing in each child. In other words, when the
explainer and his listener have had at the time of the experiment
common preoccupations and ideas, then each word of the explainer
is understood, because it fits into a schema already existing and
well defined within the listener’s mind. In all other cases the
explainer talks to the empty air (ibid, pp,121, 122).

The concrete operational period is a long stage divided into two sub-stages, the
preoperational (up to around seven-years old), and the concrete operational. The
operations that children perform at this stage are mental, and have originated from the
physical acts of the semsori-motor period (from birth to approximately eighteen
months). These periods exist in an organized system, or ‘grouping’. Initially, the child
begins by representing things to him/herself and then starts internalising them,
rebuilding the group structure that existed in the previous developmental stage. The
child is now able to think about doing things, the building blocks of the concrete
operational period are ‘acts of thought’ rather than ‘acts of the body’. Still, the new

symbolic acts are closely tied to the performance of physical acts, for doing things with

'® Here are some extracts from children’s explanations presented by Piaget (ibid, pp102,103):

«Gio (8 years old) tells the story of Niobe in the role of the explainer: “ Once upon a time there was a
lady who had 12 boys and 12 girls, and then a fairy a boy and a girl. And then Niobe wanted to have some
more sons. Then she was angry. She fastened her to a stone. He turned into a rock, and then his tears
made a stream which is still running to-day.”»

«The reproducer (8 years old): “There was a lady once, she had 12 boys and 12 girls. She goes for a walk
and she meets a fairy who had a boy and a girl and who didn’t want to have 12 children. She fastened
Niobe to a stone, she became a rock.»
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concrete objects. This new stage represents an improvement on how children deal with
transformations between states and their relation to each other; a greater interest in
understanding things and explaining them; and a capacity to deal with greater

abstraction and to act on objects in a wider space and time.

It is in the formal operational period that intelligent adult thought processes are
consolidated. The child is now capable of logical thought, drawing logical conclusions
from the initial hypothesis through an ability to deduct from and test them. The concern

is not to mentally manipulate things, but to manipulate ideas.

Yet, Piaget’s perspective should not be accepted without criticism. Donaldson (op. cit.,
pp. 20 - 24) calls our attention to the fact that some experiments on children as young
as three and a half revealed that younger children are indeed capable of understanding
other people’s point of view; the author bases her criticism on the work of researchers
like Martin Hughes (1975), who conducted a similar experiment to that of Piaget’s
‘three mountains’. In its simplest form, the model consisted of two ‘walls’ intersecting
each other and forming a cross, with two dolls representing a boy and a policeman.
After carefully introducing the model and the task to the child the researcher placed the
boy-doll in one of the sections of the model, and asked if it could be seen by the
policemen (the question was repeated for all the sections); next the child is asked to
hide the boy from the policeman. If the child made a mistake, the questions were
repeated until a correct answer was given. In the second stage of the experiment,
another policeman was introduced and the child asked to hide the boy from both of
them, a result that could only be achieved by the co-ordination of two points of view.
According to Donaldson, the results were, in her own words, dramatic; 99% of the
thirty children aged three-and-a-half to five were able to provide correct answers, and
so could 88% of the ten youngest children, aged in average three years and nine
months. Why is it, then, that the children in the ‘three mountains’ experiment failed to
appreciate a point o view other then their own? Donaldson ascertains that the child’s
emotional empathy with the task he or she is asked to do plays a major role in his
performance. Children know what it is to try and hide, and can easily conceive that a

boy who had done something bad would want to hide from the policemen.
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The point is that the motives and the intentions of the characters are

entirely comprehensible, even to a child of three. The task requires

the child to act in ways which are in line with certain very basic

human purposes and interactions (escape and pursuit) — it makes

human sense. (...) [I]n this context he shows none of the difficulty

in ‘decentring’ which Piaget ascribes to him. (...) In respect of

being humanly comprehensible, the ‘mountains’ task is at the

opposite extreme (...) ‘the mountains’ is abstract in a

psychologically very important sense: in the sense that it is

abstracted from all human purposes and feelings and endeavours

(ibid, p. 24).
The author continues to criticise some crucial points in Piaget’s theories based on
further illustrations of experiments conducted with young children. She concludes that
the ability to assess the child’s deductive inference'®, which Piaget believes not to exist
before the age of seven, likewise the reversibility capacity, varies according to the
success of the experimenter in communicating with the child. This Donaldson calls a
‘failure of communication’ between researcher and child, implying that researchers
themselves can display egocentrism, when they are unable to realise that a child’s bad
performance may be due to the researchers themselves being unable to communicate

their goals in an understandable way.

2.2) The egocentric child watching TV

Nevertheless, Piaget’s theory seems to be a useful departure point for further research
into children’s understanding of the world. Grant Noble (1975) makes use of Piaget’s
developmental stages to assess how children of different ages understand television
programmes. The author states that a child’s egocentric thought, characteristic of the
pre-operational sub-period, will influence the televiewing experience in five main
ways. First, children aged between two and five years old are likely to think in a binary
way and so will perceive no shades in television characters; these will either be good or
bad. Also, a child is unable to perceive events from any point of view other than his

own, up to the age of five:

'° The author gives some examples of children under the age of six commenting on stories told to them
(ibid, p.55):

‘What a lot of things he’s taking! He wouldn’t have...he’s only got two hands and he wouldn’t have space
for his two hands to carry all these things’ (...)‘I think you’ve missed a page. You didn’t say that he cut
out the leather (Premises: (I)There is a page on which the story tells of cutting out leather; (2) No
reference has been made to cutting out leather. Conclusion: A page has been missed).’
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(...) children cannot differentiate between internal experiences,
such as dreams, which they think everybody can see, and external
experiences such as television. Young children may be expected,
therefore, to consider television as reality because they are not
capable of imagining that people can act dramatic parts. (...)
Similarly, both puppet and cartoon characters are likely to be
thought of as real and alive (ibid, p.83).

Thirdly, the child imagines being involved in television programmes where events
occur because of his or her intervention. Another issue is that of classifying objects and
events, as these are classified in a unique way; an object is defined by its location so,
for example, when a scene changes in a television programme and an object or
character appears in a different situation or size, the child may understand that this is
different from the one previously seen. One last way in which children may view
television content relates to their incapacity to reverse the constituents in a chain of
events. Noble exemplifies this point by referring to Piaget’s ‘jug and water’
experiment, in which children appeared unable to realise that the amount of water
passed from one jug to another with a different shape remained the same, and argues:
“Young viewers, who cannot reverse operations, are unlikely to recall the beginning of
a TV programme, nor be able to predict what will happen next. They will not perceive
that the story of a TV film has a beginning, a middle and an end (ibid, p.84)”.

Noble is, thus, inclined to agree with Piaget’s notion of a ‘cognitive revolution’ that
occurs between the ages of five and six, the pre-operational and the concrete
operational sub-periods. The author exemplifies (ibid, pp. 92, 93) with the results of an
experiment in which 40 five year olds and 40 eight year olds saw a short cartoon film
(Scarecrow) in which a scarecrow protects a baby bird from a cat. The film was
stopped at a critical moment, and the children were asked, ‘Is that the end?’. 30 five
year olds and 16 eight year olds replied affirmatively. Those that replied ‘no’ were
asked why they thought it was not the end; the younger ones answered, ‘It has broken
down’, while the older children were able to predict what would happen next. While
this account might show how children in different age groups do not equally understand
similar events, and in this case, how younger children focused on a particular physical
event while the elder were able to elaborate on further developments; it seems to fail in
demonstrating the sudden ‘cognitive revolution’ that the author alludes to. If nothing

else, it overlooks the whole idea of sudden change by comparing not five and six year
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olds, but five and eight year olds. Noble does however refer to another exercise, this
time with twenty-seven Canadian children between two and twelve in which a similar
methodology was applied. On this occasion two versions of a Hercules cartoon were
shown, and the first cartoon was stopped when a large rock threatened to kill the hero.
Three-quarters of the children aged five or less thought this was the end, while only one
of the older children believed so. Also, after viewing the two different stories, the
children were asked, ‘Was that all the same story?’. Only two children aged five or less
said otherwise, while all but two children aged six or more acknowledged that the
stories were different. The author believes this is evidence of the critical difference
between the two age groups, and that this is due to the fact that younger children are
unable to use operations such as reversibility prior to the cognitive revolution
mentioned earlier. However, one cannot help but wonder about the significance of
Noble’s experiments, and the way he reports his results. For instance, the reader does
not know how many children belong to which age group out of the twenty-seven
children questioned; nor if the children in the older group who gave answers similar to
the ‘five or less year olds’ were, in fact, aged six. Some clarification of these points

would, undoubtedly, strengthen (or not) the author’s argument.
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Table 1 — Piaget’s developmental stages applied to children’s televiewing style*

Concrete Operations

Pre-operational

Concrete operations

Formal Operations

- Children see a series of
separate and fragmentary
incidents rather than the TV
story as a whole;

- Children see either good or
bad characters;

- 3 and 4 year-old children are
likely not to recognise the
identities of the main
characters throughout the film;
settings dominate this

perception;

- Children tend to believe that
TV events are real;

- Incidents and events may be
imagined into the plot;

- They are likely to use TV as
the basis for social play;

- Young children mimic
television events and acquire
their future how-to-behave
models from TV watching.

- Children are unable to
comprehend the emotional
interplay between TV
characters

- Perception that films
have a story;

- Children still have some
degree of difficulty
reconciling the story as a
whole with isolated
events in the piot;

- Slow awareness of
characters’ motives and
feelings, but still
incipient;

- Children in this stage
can be expected to
recall films as well as
adults;

- Rejection of fantasy
programmes, the
children prefer ‘life-like’
genres;

- Children can respond
in non-binary ways to
the films;

- Their increasing
reflective thought, and
interest in the opposite
sex is reflected in their
ability to comprehend
motives and feelings of
TV characters, and
explain inconsistent
behaviour;

* As in Noble (ibid, pp. 94,102, 104, 108)

2.3) Children’s construction of meaning

Noble’s (op. cit.) contribution to the understanding of children as television viewers

considers not only the ways in which progressive developmental changes influence the

child’s perspective, but also elaborates on the idea that television is a medium by which

‘art’ — as someone’s expression of feelings — can be conveyed whether through fantasy

or reality, allowing the viewers to have a broader experience of life, different than the

one they are physically and social constrained to live. Television programmes have the

potential to replace traditional forms of storytelling through which myths are conveyed,

providing charters for social action. To the author the loss of extended kin family, and
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of their role in the socialisation of the child, can be compensated by television, in what
he calls ‘para-social interaction’. Such interactions show the viewer how to behave in

different situations, compensating for the lack of real life interaction.

(...) [Hjuman animals, by dint of evolution, need to interact with
stable extended kin group which is representative of the larger
social grouping in order that the individual learns how to behave in
future roles. It is suggested that the motive for para-social
interaction is to allow the viewer to converse with the screen
community, which in tum is representative of the larger social
grouping (ibid, p. 39).

‘Para-social interaction’ occurs if children recognise characters on television as similar
to people they are familiar with. Children respond to these characters in the same way
as they would have done to the extended kin, by learning how to react and behave with
others outside the family unit. Noble asserts, «children learn how to interact in larger
social groupings by dint of their interactions with regularly appearing TV characters,
who also became ‘generalised others’ (ibid, pp. 46, 47). This type of interaction is
achieved by the creation of what the author calls an ‘illusion of intimacy’. Some
television characters, such as the persona, are particularly successful (the persona is a
character who speaks directly to the audience; in chat shows and similar programmes,

the personas’ illusion of intimacy is aided by the use of close-up camera techniques).

To the author, television influences a child’s understanding of society to such an extent
that ‘a French child exposed to French cartoons is going to acquire a different
perspective on the world than the American child exposed to American cartoons’ (ibid,
p. 80). This perspective seems to be somewhat reductive and generalist since Noble’s
child is deprived of extended kin relations, and appears to be stripped of any other form
of socialisation, or social interaction, rather than televiewing. If French cartoons differ
from American cartoons then one needs to consider the socio-economic and cultural
contexts in which these were produced, how this will contribute to the child’s view of
the world, as well as to the child’s understanding of television content. Can it not be the
case that viewers recognise television characters and identify with them because they
find similarities with parents, siblings, schooling, and peers? Though the author
considers that para-social interaction occurs when children recognise television

characters as similar to people known to them, his emphasis on television’s role as a
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socialising agent relegates other institutions to a shadowy backstage role when it comes

to children’s apprenticeship in the world, including learning about television itself.

During the 1980s, developmental psychology begun to conceptualise the child as a
‘social being’ — playing and talking with others, learning through interactions — and
through social life acquiring a framework for interpreting experience; learning how to
negotiate meaning in a manner congruent with the requirements of cultural context.
This was a move away from the idea of the child as an ‘active scientist’ working alone
when constructing the world. According to Bruner et al (1987, pp.1-5), making sense of
the world is a social process, an activity that is always situated within a cultural and
historical context. A child’s social world is one where language, interaction and

cognition are interwoven.

Dorr (1986) suggests that childhood is a time when

(...) individuals learn what must be known if they are to function
in their culture. They learn what others believe about how the
physical, human, and ethereal worlds work and how to behave with
people, amimals, plants, objects, ideas, and spirits in them. They
become complete human beings, recognizable members of a
cultural and subcultural group. But until this process is complete,
children are marked by their incomplete knowledge of a world that
adults around them take for granted (ibid, p.13).

Learning about the world is thus, a constructive process in which children manage
information from their surrounding physical and social environment, interpreting and
evaluating it. In similar ways, a child will learn about television content created by
adults who are in an advantaged position since they know more about the world. Dorr
pinpoints some differences between child viewer and adult creator in the child’s
transactions with television (ibid, p13): (1) Children may fail to understand or
misunderstand program content if they lack the background knowledge required to
understand it; (2) children may accept program content as accurate “information” when
other more knowledgeable viewers know it to be otherwise, and (3) children may
evaluate content without taking proper account of the means and motives for producing
and broadcasting that content. The author illustrates the interpretative problems that can
emerge from this knowledge gap, using an example from a study of an animated

segment from the pre-school programme Sesame Street that intended to teach young
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viewers about binoculars. It featured Thelma Thumb, a girl who could magically make
herself small, who uses the binoculars to magnify and reduce images. When magpie
Cyrus flies off with the binoculars and drops them, Thelma has to make herself small in
order to retrieve them, and by doing so she is once more demonstrating the binoculars’
function. Pre-schoolers who knew the use of binoculars before watching the clip were
able to assess correctly whether Thelma was playing with them, or using the binoculars
as a tool. In contrast, children who did not know the purpose of using binoculars

understood that people used them either to make things big, or to make them small.

a) Information Processing

The construction of meaning is an individualised process, but one that needs to be
placed in context. Dorr argues that, in regard to televiewing, we need to consider that
individuals as social beings have access to the same television signals. Thus, when they
share a cultural experience they are also sharing a set of construction tools and
processes of interpreting these signals. At some point in Televiewing, the individual
will be involved in information-processing, and also interpretative and evaluative
activities (ibid, pp. 27-40). Information-processing activities involve picking up
auditory and/or visual signals from the set, sending them to the brain, decoding them,
and storing them in the memory for later reference. The author tells us that a single 30-
second advertisement for action figures is likely to contain lots of motion, several
camera angles, quick scene changes, music and sound effects, a narrator, and
sometimes a disclaimer such as ‘Action figures sold separately’. This is more
information than a child can process at one time, so choices need to be made as to what
to listen to, and what visual material to look at. Having made a selection, the child
needs to decode the content to establish meaning in the material explicitly presented by
television - for example, to understand that the message at the bottom of the screen
means that the action figures in the ad are not sold together; or to recognise the cartoon
hero represented by the action figure. After picking up these signals, by transmitting
them to the brain and decoding them the child will make a selection of what

information to keep, or not, in the long-term memory.

One indicator of the developmental differences between children is the increase
throughout childhood and adolescence in the amount of information acquired.

According to Dorr (ibid, p.46), this has been demonstrated as early as the 1930s, when



74

Holaday and Stoddard studied information acquisition from entertainment films. They
found - by asking adults, adolescents and children to write down the ideas contained in
a film — that at all ages viewers recalled both factually correct and incorrect ideas, but
the proportion of incorrect ideas decreased with age. In a similar way, other researchers
have demonstrated age-related differences in children’s recall of television content.
Leifer and Roberts (1972) found that, in relation to understanding the motivations and
consequences of aggressive acts in entertainment programmes, S5-year-olds correctly
answered about 33% of the multiple choice-questions, whereas 8-year-olds answered
about 50%, 11-year-olds about 75%, and 18-year-olds around 95%. Another aspect of
developmental differences is an increase in recall of the incidental — i.e. events that are

not relevant to the development of the main.

Van den Broek et al (1996) examined how children and adults recalled events from
Sesame Street stories. They used a Network Model to represent the events in the story,
and the casual relations between them. Through this they determined the role played by
each event in the story structure. The results suggested that there were developmental
differences regarding children’s sensitivity to causal and motivational structure of

events portrayed in television stories.

With age, the overall number of events recalled increased, and the patterns of recall
varied; although all groups more easily recalled events that had several causal
connections to other events, their recollection became stronger with age. Also, older
participants more strongly emphasized idea units, which were part of the causal chain
that led from the beginning to the end of the story. This suggests that, with age, recall
of televised stories increasingly centres on events that play a central role in the causal

structure of the story.

As to the story-grammar, the two groups of children focused to a greater extent on the
actions that occurred in the stories, while adults were more likely to include
information about goals and motives of the protagonists. In respect to the story’s
hierarchical episodic structure, children tended to recall idea units at superordinate
levels more often than those at subordinate levels; while adults focused on the

intermediate levels.
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Nevertheless, the authors stress that there are similarities between the age groups, such
as the fact that units, which played an important role in the causal structure of the
stories were generally recalled more often than those that were casually peripheral. This
indicates that children’s memory of televised events is not unsystematic, and ‘with age
the memory representation increasingly becomes a casual one, resembling a network of
interconnected idea units centred on the protagonists’ goals and the events that

precipitated these goals’ (ibid, p.3024).

The attention given to television content is varied of course. Dorr mentions work by
psychologists Andersen and Lorch (1983) who did research on the guiding principles
and structures of information-processing activities. They suggested that children as
young as three could guide when and how much they look at a television screen by how
understandable the material is likely to be. The children seemed to have associated
incomprehensible material with such features as men’s voices, extended zooms and
pans, and eye contact, while women, children, and puppets appeared to be associated
with comprehensible content. These abstract knowledge structures operate as
prototypes, as a schema or schemata. As such, they develop and change according to
experience, providing an internal structure for the selection or storage of content and
recollection — a ‘story schema’ is a prototypical structure for a narrative; an ‘action
schema’ is the idealised form of a single act such as reading a book; and a ‘script’ is a

representation of a stereotyped event sequence, such as attending classes.

Dorr argues that age-related changes of children’s schemas around the structure of

television genres may influence their content recall:

Children’s schemas for plots improve with age. Young children
have very simple schemas, usually involving little more than an
initiating event, an attempt at resolution, and the consequences of
that resolution. Motives, plans, feelings, context, orientation,
history, and nature of participants are infrequently part of narrative
models of children eight and younger. With increasing age,
however, more elements (especially motives and feelings) are
added to children’s schemas for a plot and there is more
expectation that plot elements should be related one to the other.
These improved schemas for narrative structure should help
children select and recall more altogether and more that is
important to the plot (ibid, p. 47).



76

Calvert et al (1982) describe the formal features of television production that guide
children’s visual attention, assessing the ways in which children’s selective attention is
related to their subsequent comprehension and recall of story content. He measured the
visual attention of 128 children from kindergarten and third to fourth-grade classes to
the formal features of a prosocial cartoon, considering the salience function of features,
and their marker function. ‘Perceptual salience’ refers to those features embodying a
high level of intensity, movement, change, contrast, incongruity or novelty (e.g. rapid
action, visual and sound special effects). Marker function features are formal features
used by children as signals to mark which content will be comprehensible or

incomprehensible.

The results revealed that salient features had a positive effect on children’s attention;
they paid attention more in the presence of rapid or moderate character action,
vocalisations, sound effects, pans, and visual special effects; while music and zooms
were linked to lower attention levels. Nonsalient features produced variable effects, for
example, children attended more in the presence of child dialogue, but less during adult
narration. Overall, the authors did not find significant age differences regarding
attention patterns to formal features, which may be due to the fact that such features
were used to carry important content. This may suggest that older children attend to
salient features, at least when they are informative. A strong developmental difference
in attentiveness relates to older children’s preference for moderate action, often used to

convey educational messages, and in programmes with complex plots.

From their results, the authors argue that salient forms could help comprehension by
drawing attention to important contiguous content and by providing a representational
form readily encoded by children. Salient features, for example, appeared to be of great
importance in drawing younger children’s attention to relevant content. They gained
information primarily from nonverbal auditory cues, vocalisations and sound effects.
These features appeared to call their attention to relevant child dialogue. Older children
also seemed to use salient features as guides to central content, but they were more
skilled in selecting features that provide information in symbolic forms as well; they
gained information by attentiveness during child dialogue and vocalizations, and were
not put off by camera zooms. In fact the latter may indicate well-developed viewing

skills, and a relatively mature pattern of selective attention.
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Fish (2000), is another author interested in how children comprehend television
content, particularly that of educational programmes. His concemn is with how children
extract and comprehend content from such programmes, and he proposes a model,
called capacity model, to illustrate children’s allocation of memory while watching
television. Specifically, this is how working memory is allocated in programmes that
contain both narrative and educational content. The proposed model has three basic
elements: processing of narrative, processing of educational content, and the distance
between the two; the degree to which the educational content is integral or tangential to

the narrative.

The processing of a narrative, according to the author, may be affected by the
characteristics of both the television programme, and the viewer. Viewers’
characteristics may include: a) prior knowledge of the narrative’s subject matter —
research has shown that, for example, children’s comprehension was enhanced when
their ethnic background matched that portrayed in the television programme — this
allows the narrative to be assimilated into memory more easily, reducing the demands
of information processing; b) knowledge of the story structure, including general
schemas as to how stories are structured; c) knowledge of television conventions; d)
cognitive abilities, including verbal ability and visual short-term memory; €) and

finally, an interest in the subject matter of the narrative.

As for television programmes’ characteristics, Fisch suggests that the processing of
narrative can be influenced by: a) the complexity of the narrative — narratives
containing long or complex chains of events are likely to place greater demands on
working memory processes, b) the degree to which the narrative conforms to the
prototypic structure of known story schemas; c) the degree to which the narrative’s
information is explicit or needs to be inferred; d) linear and temporal organisation of its
content; and e) the use of advanced organisers or cues presented early in the
programme to alert viewers as to its subject matter, such as previews of upcoming
material — this can help the viewer by indicating what type of information will be

central to the narrative.
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Processing of content, for example, is influenced by the children’s prior knowledge
which, in turn, varies as the child grows older and gradually accumulates more
knowledge about the world. Also, increasing prior knowledge will further facilitate
children’s ability to draw inferences from televised narratives. Knowledge about the
formal features of television also increases with age, and children are able to allocate
less effort and resources to understand television. As cognitive tasks become more

practised, the more automatic they become requiring less working memory resources.

Working memory itself will develop with age, for as children mature they are able to
hold increasing amounts of information, this being due to an increase in the speed of

information processing in the working memory:

Particularly within the realm of television where the input of
information is not self-paced, an increase in processing
information speed clearly would provide a great advantage. Such
an increase would allow for more efficient and effective
management of the parallel processing of narrative and educational
content, and potentially, for deeper processing of each while
viewing (ibid, p.81).

One last factor is the development of the ability to manage multiple goals, a skill that
can be taught, and which allows the child to shift from a single channel processing to a
‘parallel processing’. This allows them to coordinate their attention on several sources

of information at the same time.

b) Interpretive Activities

As previously mentioned, interpretive activities involve the usage of schemas. These
will allow the viewer to ‘integrate’, ‘infer’, and ‘attribute’ meaning to television
content. Dorr (op.cit.) describes ‘attributions’ as people’s explanations of behaviours
and feelings. These can also refer to the individual’s interpretation of the creator and
broadcaster’s motives. A viewer may judge a music competition differently if he
believes that the programme is meant, for example, to be a charity event or, on the

contrary, a marketing strategy to promote a singer.

‘Inferences’ also refer to decisions made by viewers, but this time about events that

were not shown, requiring life knowledge of comparable situations. It is likely,
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particular with children who have not had the chance to learn as much as adults that
misinterpretations will occur. The third interpretive activity is ‘integration’, and it refers
to the capacity to integrate together sequences of television content in order to construct

meaning.

Again, research has shown age-related differences in interpretive activities, for example
with children attributing motives and feelings to television characters. Collins et al
(1974) have shown how, in a study where children had to retell a plot after seeing it,
children younger than ten did not mention characters’ motives, while half of the 10-
year-olds and two thirds of the 13-year-olds did so. This, however, does not necessarily
mean that young children are totally unable of understanding the feelings and wishes of

others.

According to Dunn (1987), there are two methods that researchers use to comprehend
children’s awareness of others’ emotions. One is based upon giving the child
experimental tasks that require him or her to take the perspective of another; e.g. to ask
the child to report on the feelings of a storybook character, or to identify an emotional
state from a picture or drawing. The author argues that a range of contradictory findings
has emerged from this approach, which has been unable to clarify how children under
three understand emotions. The second approach, in which Dunn’s own work can be
situated, attempts to make deductions about children’s understanding of another
person’s feelings from their natural responses to others’ behaviour or actions, and from
their spontaneous conversations. Dunn suggests that the social world where children
first begin to develop an understanding of others’ emotions is the family. He states that
research on 4-year-old children has shown clear differences between a child’s
intellectual power and curiosity within the family and in a school environment. The
fights, disputes, conversations and games of a child’s family life provide a better

context to study its growing understanding of other people.

Observing the responses of firstborn children in relation to their siblings, the author
concluded that ‘children of 3 were skilful at reading, anticipating, and responding to the
feelings of their baby siblings — aged only 15 month — and 15 months-old children were
beginning to grasp how to comfort and how to provoke their older siblings (ibid, p.29)’.
Dunn found indicators of children’s capacity to understand the feelings of others in a
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diversity of family interaction situations. During family conflict, for example, the
author observed that in the course of the second year of life child’s behaviour changes
dramatically. ‘Teasing behaviour’ emerges, indicating a perception of what annoys
other people. By 14 months children were knowingly destroying others’ favourite
objects. Between 20 and 24 months children were now able to anticipate their mothers’

reaction to physical aggression and teasing acts.

Also, analyses of conversation between child, mother and sibling showed that children
were able to discuss the causes of feelings, and to use their understanding of these
states for a wide range of social functions — e.g. by attempting to reassure, comfort,
provoke, prohibit and restrain. In a similar way, these conversations during storytelling
and television watching revealed the child’s interest in other people’s emotions. In fact,
this type of family interaction appeared to be related to the child’s concern and
altruistic feelings towards the distressed. Dunn provides an example of a 2-year-old
looking at a book with her mother:

Virginia L and Mother

Child: Great big bonfire.

Mother: Big bonfire, yes, it is a great big bonfire. What is it
burning up the bonfire?

Child: Burning birdies. All hungry.

Mother: They’ve got to fly away because they’ve bumned the tree
that the birdies used to live in, haven’t they? And look at all the
little bunny rabbits crying.

Child: They sad.

Mother: That’s right, they’re sad.

(ibid, p.29)

Finally, the observation of children’s play indicated that at 24 months children were
exploring social roles and rules when playing. At this age they also played with feeling
states, involving discussion and negotiation about pain, distress, sleepiness, anger or

sadness.

As to inferring from implied events, some research reveals that children younger than
eight or nine will very rarely display such an ability. This age group typically
understands less about explicit content, and has less background knowledge needed to
make the appropriate inferences. Collins et al claim that even when they had all the

knowledge about explicit content needed to make correct inferences, children below
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these ages performed at a chance level. Finally, Dorr argues that integration of content

is also linked with development.

Throughout childhood there is a steady improvement in sequencing

the main events of a program (...). Pre-schoolers tend to ignore

plot or content continuity and to focus instead on isolated,

interesting events in their recollection of television content. By

about age seven children prefer plotted programs to segmented,

magazine-style programs and continuity to discontinuity (...) they

have developed a rudimentary model for plots that apparently

helps them encode, integrate and recall television content. Even 7-

or 8-year-olds, however, find integration of the elements of

standard prime-time programs challenging, and their performance

can be notably diminished by placing irrelevant content (e.g.,

commercials) between the central elements of a plot (ibid, p.49).
Shapiro et al (1991), while researching the ability pre-school and first-grade children to
produce stories that were both coherent and cohesive, showed picture sequences of two
familiar events to children (baking cookies and going on a trip to the beach), and then
asked them to tell stories about those sequences. In addition, they varied the type of
picture sequence viewed so that, half the children were shown pictures with an
embedded problem-resolution sequence. Meanwhile, the other half saw similar
sequences, of typical but uneventful, occurrences. The authors argue that children must
contend with coherence and cohesion when constructing stories. The first task is related
to a child’s ability to draw on culturally shared knowledge organise a narrative

temporally and causally, both to himself and his listeners.

In relation to the second task, story cohesion, the results indicate that young children,
though knowledgeable about story structure, are still developing story schema and
therefore have difficulty creating a problem-resolution plot structure on their own. First
graders, on the other hand, were more capable of introducing and describing story
characters, including goals, and developing plots on the basis of problem-resolution
sequences, thus organizing their stories into a higher level of narrative complexity.
They could supplement the available story structure presented to them with basic
narrative components (beginnings and endings, settings, character descriptions, and
actions), as well as enriching them with episodic components (goals, internal responses,
obstacles, and repairs). Despite this, they did not provide the detailed descriptions of
the plot, the event setting, the characters’ physical appearances, thoughts, and feelings,
that other research as shown to be characteristic of 8 or 9-year-old children.
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Developmental differences were also found in story cohesion. Children mainly made
use of additive connectives (e.g. ‘and’), but with age, they were able to use more
complicated conjunctions (such as the temporal connectives ‘then’, ‘first’, ‘next’), and

to tell more linguistically complex stories.

First graders’ stories contained more complex language, and the

temporal sequence was marked both with explicit temporal

connectives and past tense, whereas the stories by preschoolers

more often included simple, continuative connectives and were

identified as using confused strategy of pronominalisation (ibid,

p.970)
In another study, Low et Durkin (2000) aimed to investigate developmental patterns in
children’s recall of television-based narratives. They presented, a total of ninety-six
children aged 5, 7, 9 and 11 years with one version — either a canonical or jumbled
version — of a programme. The latter was edited and abbreviated to emphasise the key
components of a routine, testing the children’s responses to immediate and delayed

recall tests.

The results showed that first grade children were able to recall a lot of the content when
this was presented in the canonical version, but did markedly less well when it followed
the jumbled structure. Though performance improvements were found with age, it was
only with seventh grade children that recollection of the jumbled version matched that
of the canonical structure. Regarding the accuracy with which children remembered the
sequence of events younger children handled canonical television narratives well, but
struggled with the jumbled version. Seventh graders had a good performance in both.
The analysis of children’s inclusion of additional information, once again, revealed
developmental differences. It was discovered that children in the two younger groups
were likely to include additional information when recalling the canonical version,
whereas children in the older groups did precisely the opposite. An analysis of the type
of additional information introduced suggested to the authors that young children find
the canonical story patterns interesting and strive to recall them in detail, while older
children may find them less exciting, thus providing fewer story inferences. Low et al.

conclude:
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(...) what develops with age is that children become less dependent
on the canonical organisation of their event knowledge and
become able to deploy their representations more flexibly to
process departures from standard routines. (...) The evidence (in
the study) supports that conclusion that while the younger child’s
main goal is to seek out regularity in the environment (...), the
older children can accommodate to the unexpected, eventually
handling it as skilfully as more familiar scripts. It is important to
note that these developing competencies are unlikely to be
independent from other developments — such as improvements in
inferential capacities, memory strategies and the acquisition of
more knowledge about the medium and the real world. (...) [T]he
(...) findings underlie the importance of compatibility between the
scriptal structure of the television narrative and the child’s events
representation (ibid, p.266).

¢) Evaluation Activities

Making sense of television content also involves evaluation, assessing what is seen and
emotionally reacting to it. These are not obligatory and can occur with little or no
thought from the viewer, as some images may simply be evocative of real-life
experiences and provoke a reaction in the individual. The emotional responses that
involve a greater activity are those in which the viewer does not immediately recognise
the character’s feelings, and needs to think about what those might be by assessing the
character’s attributes and actions. Dorr (ibid) argues that liking and admiration for
characters are themselves constructed responses. These are influenced by the moral
code and the criteria for evaluating actions typical of the individual’s cultural
background. Evaluative activities depend, to different extents, on the information-
processing and interpretative activities, requiring recognition of what is being seen on
television, as well as attribution of feelings and motives to characters, inference, and
anticipation of events. This, however, is a double-sided influence. One way in which
evaluation can affect information-processing and interpretative actions is by influencing
their quality, when evaluative activities produce moderate amounts of arousal, mental

activity is improved:

Children pay more attention to content, process it better, and
remember it better. Information processing and interpretation are
less good when arousal is very low because children fail to invest
enough energy in making sense of television content and when it is
very high because they are distracted by whatever aroused them

(ibid, p.39).
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Another, way is by focusing on the content processed and interpreted; bad feelings
when watching television, whether caused by the programme or by external events, are

likely to lead the child to remember negative content, and vice-versa.

A part of these evaluative activities is allocated to the child’s understanding of the
reality, purpose, or accuracy of television content, usually referred to as the child’s
perceptions of modality, as suggested in the previous chapter. Once again, Dorr sustains
that there are marked changes throughout childhood in children’s ideas about the reality
of television programmes’ content. According to her, it is about the age of seven or
eight that children begin to understand that what they see on television is not
necessarily an exact representation of reality. As such they start to appreciate ‘the ways
in which it may be unreal, inaccurate, biased, misleading, or false; while for content
that makes no such claims for itself, there is an increasing appreciation for the ways in
which it can be realistic (ibid, p.49)’.

This chapter addresses the mental processes that occur to construct of meaning. The
argument is that children’s psychological development influences their understanding of
television content. Children have less experience of the world and, thus, have less
developed mental schemas to make sense of it. Television content needs to be planned
in order to cater for the diversity of young audiences. This can only be done properly by

an informed knowledge of who these audiences are.

In the next chapter I look at theoretical approaches concerned with how meaning is
carried by audiovisual texts, suggesting that these are ideological constructions that

result from their producers’ assumptions about the audience.
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CHAPTER III - The animated text as communication

The complexity of the subject(s) of study and the lack of research dealing with
children’s television as a process of communication, interpreting it as a whole rather
than isolated parts, lead me to look at ways to understand the threads connecting the

elements of this process.

Chapter I and II show that children’s discussions about media are not simply
reproducing adults’ discourses. They are producing rational and complex arguments
resulting from the consideration of the subject, from the circumstances of viewing and
debate, and from their mental schemas and life experiences. If a teacher chooses to
show a video during a class asking children to comment, it is likely that responses will
be different to comments made among a group of friends with no adult in sight.
Classrooms are guided by a meritocratic system, where children know they are being
assessed on their performance. Similarly, an animator working on a children’s
programme will have to bring into consideration a number of issues concerning the
target audience; the context of viewing, the purpose of the programme as well as
broadcasters and carers’ demands. Ideally, the professional animator would also be
aware of the cognitive processes that occur when children watch television, and how

these change with age.

Thus there is a need for strategies of analysis that allow an understanding of the
conditions in which a media text is received and debated. Also, a consideration is
required as to how young audiences are constructed, and the influence these
constructions have on media texts — in the case of this research, children’s animation —
looking at the ideological meanings carried by the texts and to the ways in which

narratives are constructed.

Semiotics is at the centre of this research; its theoretical-methodological approach tells
us that social communication is established through signs that carry meanings for those
involved in the process. ‘Semioticians search for the systems which underlie the ability
of signs like words, images, items of clothing, foods, cars, or whatever to carry certain
meanings in society’ (Bignell, 1997, p.9). These systems are codes into which the signs

are organised.
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3.1) A model of analysis

I am considering three levels of analysis: the production of animated cartoons for
children; the animated cartoon itself, and the audience of these programmes. The aim is
to try and address the ways in which meaning is constructed, from the production of the
programme to the moment of viewing. Animated cartoons are messages conveyed
through television, messages created and sent by the animation professionals to a
specific group of receivers, the child audience. What interests me is to assess the
similarities or discrepancies between the original encoded message and the ways in

which its primary receivers decode it.

Bearing in mind that the acts of producing and viewing a programme generate a
communication process, I will start by studying the narrative structure and semiotic
features of animated programmes for children, moving on te look at how creatives and

children, agents with their distinct referential backgrounds, perceive the message

communicated.
CREATIVES e i REALITY
(Intended meaning) (Different situational contexts)
ANIMATED
CARTOONS ‘
(Encoded message) ‘
v \ v
MEANING CHILD AUDIENCE

(Different levels of
meaning production) {Perceived meaning)
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3.1.1) Hall’s Model of Mass Communication

Meaning does not exist per se; it is constructed by communicating agents. And, in mass
communication, as Hall ([1973] 1980) proposed, the process is a meaningful discourse
resulting from both ‘encoding’ and ‘decoding’ as signifying practices.

plogiamme as
‘meannghul’ dsmse\
encoding decoding
meaning meaning
/’ structures 1 structures 2 \
rameworks framework s
of knowledge of knowledge
relabons of relations of
Sacth foct
technical technical
nfrastructure nirastruciire

Table 2: Hall’s Model of Mass Communication

Hall (1993) suggests that the traditional mass-communication model conceptualised the
process of communication in terms of a linear circuit — sender/message/receiver.
However it concentrated on the level of message exchange, and failed to recognise the
complexity of the different moments of the process. Hall asks us to recognise that the
discursive form of the message has a privileged position in the communicative
exchange, and that the moments of ‘encoding’ and ‘decoding’ that message are
determinate moments.

Exemplifying the processes of encoding and decoding in terms of television messages,
the author states that the communication circuit begins when the institutional structures
of broadcasting produce a programme. That is, when they construct messages already
embedded with ‘knowledge-in-use concerning the routines of production, historically
defined technical skills, professional ideologies, institutional knowledge, definitions and
assumptions, assumptions about the audience’ (ibid, p.509). In the case of children’s
programmes these assumptions are likely to be based on what the adults have idealised
as ‘childhood’, and their own memories of it. Furthermore, they also draw feedback
from other sources and discourses within the wider socio-cultural and political structure
of which they are a differentiated part. Thus, reception of the television message is itself
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incorporated into the production process in a larger sense. Television messages are then

decoded and appropriated as meaningful discourse:

It is this set of decoded meanings which ‘have an effect’, influence,
entertain, instruct or persuade, with very complex perceptual,
cognitive, emotional, ideological or behavioural consequences. In a
‘determinate’ moment the structure employs a code and yields a
‘message’: at another determinate moment the ‘message’, via its
decodings, issues into the structure of the social practices (ibid)

There are, however, different degrees of understanding and misunderstanding, as well as
different degrees of symmetry in the communicative exchange. They depend on the
symmetry/asymmetry established between ‘encoder-producer’ and ‘decoder-receiver’
(in this case adults and children). Distortions arise from the lack of structural
equivalence between the structural relations and positions between broadcasters and
audiences and also from the different codes used at the moment of transformation into
and out of the discursive form. It is because of this that Hall advocates the importance

of the semiotic paradigm, towards a comprehension of mass communication.

The televisual sign is a combination of visual and aural discourse; as well as being an
iconic sign. As visual discourse, it translates the three-dimensional world into two-
dimensional planes not being, therefore, the referent or concept it signifies. Reality is
mediated by and through language, so discursive knowledge results not from a
transparent representation of reality but from the articulation of language in daily life. In
this way, Hall suggests that all intelligible discourse is produced through the operation

of a code, thus, iconic signs are themselves coded signs.

When codes are incorporated into a specific language community or culture, they

become naturalised and are not understood as constructions.

The operation of naturalised codes reveals not the transparency and
‘naturalness’ of language but the depth, the habituation and the near-
universality of the codes in use. They produce apparently ‘natural’
recognitions. This has the (ideological) effect of concealing practices
of coding which are present (ibid, p.511).

Societies or cultures tend to impose classifications on the social and cultural political

world. This constitutes the dominant cultural order, that may nonetheless, be contested.
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Hall argues that different areas of social life appear to be organised into dominant or
preferred meanings. It is possible to decode events within different mappings, but there

is a pattern of preferred readings that have become institutionalised.

A recurrent example is the industry’s belief that girls will watch programmes with male
characters in the lead role, but that the opposite does not stand. In my research, as
discussed in a later chapter, when the children were shown 7he Tale of the Three
Sisters who Fell into the Mountain whose protagonist was a little girl, boys still enjoyed
watching the film. Even when they state otherwise, boys do watch shows about girls (to

which their informed criticisms are obvious clues).

The process of encoding can influence the decoding, but this does not mean that it will
guarantee it. What it will do is to construct some limits and parameters within which
decodings will operate, for if this was not the case audiences would freely interpret any
message. Though there is a degree of misunderstanding, there is also a degree of
reciprocity between the two moments, without which there could not be effective
communication. When watching a cartoon whose narrative is based on Portuguese
mythology, the children interviewed did not decode straightforwardly the signs of
‘Portugueseness’ encoded in the message. Likewise, in the pilot study, children were
asked to comment on a clip from Rotten Ralph where Ralph the cat eats too many
sweets before dinner, despite the family warnings, and at the dinner table throws the
pasta away while pretending to eat it. Children’s first reaction was to laugh at Ralph’s
wittiness, and only when the teacher asked them if there was any moral to the story did
they refer to the cat’s punishment — being sick, thus complying to the adults expected

meaning.

Hall suggests (ibid, pp.515-517) that there are three hypothetical positions from which
decodings of televisual discourse may be constructed: The dominant-hegemonic
position; the negotiated code or position; and the oppositional code. The first is the case
of ‘perfectly transparent communication’ and refers to moments when the viewer
decodes the message in terms of the reference code in which it has been encoded. A

hegemonic viewpoint, as Hall understands it:
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defines within the mental horizon, the universe, of possible meanings,
of a whole sector of relations in a society or culture; and, second, (...)
it carries with it the stamp of legitimacy — it appears coterminous with
what is ‘natural’, ‘inevitable’, ‘taken for granted’ about the social
order (ibid, p.516).

Negotiated codes result from acknowledging the legitimacy of the hegemonic
definitions to communicate views when these are considered beneficial, but
transgressing the rules when necessary. Finally, oppositional codes are those when the
viewer understands the discourses but decodes the message in a contrary way and

within an alternative framework of reference.

Considering briefly the results from this research, I would suggest that the animation
professionals interviewed operate within a negotiated position when producing
uncompromising ‘culturally specific’ animation that can still appeal to the international
market. The children’s position, however, is less clear. As the results presented in
Chapter VII demonstrate, on the one hand children created stories that conform to
stereotypical representations of gender. On the other, those stories revealed that children

were able to reinvent global characters and plots.

In this way, Hall avoids deterministic ideas about the fixed meaning of texts, opening it
to audiences. Fiske (1987, p.260) argues that the concept of negotiation is central to
Hall’s model. It alerts to conflict of interests and to the idea that audiences are not
limited by pre-established meanings, but active in their interpretations of the text. Still,
one needs to understand the extent to which audiences are able to extricate themselves
from dominant media meanings. Grossberg (1987) addresses this question by
emphasising the importance of context as a variable to be considered; audiences are
constantly articulating texts to construct meaning. As I have explained in Chapter I, new
approaches to the child audience delve precisely into children’s practices and their skills

in interpreting the semiotics of television.

3.1.2) Ideology in mass communication

According to Tudor (1999, p.123) Hall explores Gramsci’s concept of hegemony by
extending the politics of signification to the ‘class struggle in language’, and the
struggle over meaning. Ideology and ideological struggles have ‘relative autonomy’ and

cannot be simply understood in terms of the economic base. Hegemony depends on a
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cultural leadership that controls the form and level of culture and civilization, in such a
way as to sustain the dominant ‘social and productive system’