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Abstract 
 

In my context statement, I describe the process of building an assessment research 

tool for observing young children’s media interaction born out of a need to 

acquire unbiased information that better informs the TV production process. 

 

Building on the work of Mihaly Csikszentimihalyi (1991), and Ferre Leavers 

(1994) regarding scales of involvement and engagement, I draw together results 

from my own research with young children and offer a description of a pilot 

research tool for further refinement. Production of my own films and documents 

are cited as primary source evidence and as a way of offering a significant 

contribution to this body of knowledge: the possibility of a more reliable 

measurement of how children respond to television/screens in terms of 

engagement and levels of involvement. In tandem, I propose the emergence of a 

unique model of play: Immersive Digital Play (IDP) based on schematic 

movements that provide a backdrop to the pilot tool. I offer insights into how 

young children experience digital screen narratives through a moment-by-moment 

process, and suggest, therefore, that a methodological tool for research needs to 

probe and examine that experience for levels of engagement and involvement. 

Furthermore, I propose that young children (and their parents) have a right to 

involvement and participation in the development of any media narrative and 

application for consumption. 

 

Finally, it is proposed that the pilot tool and analysis will elucidate potential 

outcome measures for the continued study of media. 
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Explanatory notes: 

A power point presentation, films and PDF documents are provided on a separate USB. 

Hard copies of books, papers and articles also accompany this work.  

 

Directions regarding the supplementary information are provided at specific points and 

accompanied by an explanation of relevance within the context statement. 

 

A system of flags is used to explain the construction and flow of concepts: 
 
 

 

                                          
Theoretical: Symbolism Attention Power Symbols Texts Moment-by-

moment Educational Bias Developing child Creativity Destination  

 

 

Methodological: History Ethnography  ‘Unsaid’ Participation Codes Body 

language Thought Signals Schemas Flow Scale Destination 
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Introduction 

 

I obtained a Certificate in Education in 1980 and subsequently taught in primary schools. 

In 1986, I was commissioned by Ladybird Books to write four books for young children 

with an educationally biased remit. Following publication, I was invited by Hodder and 

Stoughton to write a book about child observation and assessment and it was at this point 

that I became interested in the close study of children in order to accurately assess and 

monitor their engagement and reaction to the world.  

 

However, it wasn’t until twenty years later that I began to formally construct a researched 

model for consistently observing and assessing a child’s specific reactions to media 

offerings. The journey to that point led me through the study of several disciplines and 

relevant experience within the workplace. It was a journey of discovery through child 

development, child education, education policy, and lastly through the area of children’s 

media. My specific area of interest lies at the intersection of child development and 

media. Within the context of my study, the areas have converged at the point of 

questioning: is this media offering appropriate and truly engaging and involving a young 

child, how can we know and, if we can know, how can it be improved? 

 

The consistent and unifying thread that has run through all the work in each area has been 

one of seeking to understand the young child’s reactions to particular media stimulus. 

The development of a pilot tool that enable a closer examination of the child’s response 

to specific media narratives has made a distinct and significant contribution to knowledge 

in this area and has led to a paradigm shift in thinking for producers and broadcasters 

around the question concerning: what constitutes quality media for young children? 

Historically, research for children’s media has either been absent or consisted of audience 

testing in much the same way as adult audience research. One notable exception is the 

work undertaken for Sesame Street, whereupon systematic audience research led to 

longitudinal studies, revealing that intense examination and development of TV material 

for children can lead to better educational outcomes (Fisch and Trugliuo, 2000). The 

other notable exception is Teletubbies, whereby each episode was subject to filmed 
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evidence of children’s reactions. However, as far as I am aware, no systematic analysis 

using a consistent tool of measurement of the type that I propose was ever employed to 

provide reliable data. To that end, I negotiated multiple discourses in order to locate a 

suitable theoretical position.  

 

I was conscious of the need to build a theoretical framework regarding media screen 

engagement for children under five years of age as well as a methodological framework, 

and to that end the literature review is divided into two parts whilst also interweaving the 

journey towards the pilot tool. 

 

The diagram below exemplifies this construction: 

 
 

In 2005, I undertook 18 months study through a more traditional PhD route supervised by 

Professor David Buckingham at The London Knowledge Lab, in the area of young 

children’s trans-media experience. Since that time, I have sought to apply the same 

academic rigour to my subsequent work even though I couldn’t pursue my PhD any 

further at that time as work with Tomorrow’s Child and producers all over the world took 

precedence. Consciously, I have avoided presenting my work to producers and other 

interested parties in an overly academic manner in order that the concepts should be 

embraced. Accessibility to my work has been my constant aim and has been appreciated. 

To that end, I will continue in the straightforward manner that I adopted and will avoid 

over referencing (although this style should not be interpreted as reductive but merely as 

an attempt to reflect the journey my work has taken).  
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Over the last decade, I have been privileged to work in senior positions in education, 

media and in film production that have enabled me to exercise independent critical 

thought whilst investigating and scrutinising the interplay between the disciplines of 

education, media and child development. I have a permanent record of my work through 

film and reports. Each piece of work presented demonstrates an evolving research 

methodology and process. The originality of my work is to be understood as contributing 

to a new way of understanding children’s media through the application of given criteria 

(based on the notion of engagement and involvement and the creative flow) as a measure 

of suitability for children. The academic apparatus will be explained and its limitation 

and strengths discussed. It is framed within the context of an ever - changing landscape of 

media and juxtaposed against the young child’s developing needs. Whilst also drawing 

upon my work conducted through film production, the context statement will mostly 

discuss the following works:  

 

• Clangers 2014-2015 

• Kazoops 2015 

• POSCON work across Europe– identifying criteria with which to judge online 

experiences for children (2012 -14)  

• Ruff-Ruff, Tweet and Dave (2011 - 2014) 

• Bing (2013) 

• Teletubbies (2013) 

• Surprise Lane (2013) 

• Advert for CBeebies: Can’t sit still TV (2013) 

• Online Environments scientific study sponsored by The European Food 

Information Council (EUFIC) (2008) 

• Film and research across several platforms: Sony, BBC, etc (2007 - 2013)  

• Creative Wellbeing ethnographic study in two schools sponsored by the Arts 

Council (2006-8) 

• Publication of books concerning children and their development (1987 - 2014) 

(Other work undertaken such as work with Peter Rabbit, Parentchannel.tv, and Hodder 

films can be found in Supplementary Evidence films and documents on the USB) 
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NOTE: At this point please view the Journey Power point presentation in the 

accompanying USB. 

 

My work within Tomorrow’s Child UK Ltd; POSCON; Parentchannel.tv; work with 

broadcasters and production companies worldwide afforded me the privilege of earning 

the respect to guide media applications worldwide. The guidance is built on my 

Tomorrow’s Child (TC) body language system and filming process, matched against an 

in-depth knowledge of early years’ education and child development. I put forward the 

argument that the value of children’s media for under fives is measurable in terms of its 

ability to engage and involve them in the process. Furthermore, I emphasise a child’s 

agency, thereby proposing that the young child is positioned as an active participant in 

media culture. Moreover, that there is a significant relationship to schematic attraction. 

Further to this, I propose new criteria for quality in media output. Whilst this criteria has 

not always been welcome (as children’s media has historically born the sense that 

‘anything goes’ and ‘it’s easy to produce media for children’ perhaps because they are 

not adults and therefore not as discerning) has meant that a more scientific application 

needed to earn the respect of producers and not obscure the meaning through the use of 

over complex language. The approach has begun to place the production and broadcast of 

children’s media in a different position: one that is now more accountable and 

measurable regarding its value to the all-round development of the child and resists the 

temptation to accept poor quality. The tool raises questions regarding rigour of thought as 

well as the creative opportunity offered through any proposition. Furthermore, my work 

questions recent rhetoric regarding whether the work of screen content is ‘being done to 

the child’ or actually works with the child in terms of their right to quality media 

(Buckingham, 2002 and 2003). And, as previously stated, this position questions their 

right to be heard around notions of shifting power between adult and child, and 

acknowledges their important place in society whilst examining their right to contribute 

to production of media content. Reviewing children’s rights (UN Conventions on the 

Rights of the Child, 1989) and approaches to participation in everything that concerns 

them, Morris  (2003, p.346) in Children’s Rights in Practice comments usefully, 

‘Assume that all children and young people have something to communicate. It is up to 
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us to find ways of understanding their views and experiences’ (Jones and Walker, 2012, 

p. 103). Moreover, this signals the need to rely less on a young child’s verbal responses 

and utilise their natural way of communicating: body language, a theme to which I will 

return later in the methodology section. 

 

  
Figure 1. (Bing TV show) Young children express themselves through body language and 

these movements are monitored through the pilot tool 

 

A literature review of work within the field of young children’s media at the cross section 

of child development in the early years will underpin the journey described in my context 

statement. Interestingly, as I traversed across the various domains of research, I began to 

explore the nature of digital play and have subsequently proposed that what we are now 

witnessing is a mutation of existing play patterns hitherto unknown: Immersive Digital 

Play (IDP) which is based on a young child’s fascination with schemas, described as 

repeatable actions by Athey (2007).  

 

Schemas 

Schematic interest will also be examined as part of this section and woven into the fabric 

of the theoretical underpinning followed by an account and critique of the research 

methodologies employed. In particular, the work of Mihaly Csikszentmihayli (1991) and 

Ferre Laevers (1994) will be discussed in order to demonstrate how my journey and 

theoretical basis is built upon the notion of ‘flow’ and ‘involvement,’ through to an 

enquiry into the relationship between creative flow states and media engagement and its 

intriguing relationship to the attraction of schematic movement and the nature of 

‘immersion’. 



 19 

Why the work has significance? 

The rapidly changing landscape of children’s media and the arrival of new media 

platforms (placed directly into the hands of young children) has meant that reflection on 

the impact of these new technologies has been mainly at the whim of those perhaps less 

able to make an informed and objective critique of its possibilities and its limitations 

(such as commercial companies). The work of Professor David Buckingham at 

Loughborough University and Professor Jackie Marsh at Sheffield University has 

contributed a rigorous, robust and systematic analysis to this important field. I rely on 

their work as a measure of sanity in a field which is largely dominated and discussed by 

commercial companies themselves and, at the other extreme, those who wish only to 

dismantle media progress and desire a return to a perceived golden age (Sigman, 2005, 

Postman, 1983) and yet who are unable to offer any true substance or evidence to support 

their view. The result of which, I have witnessed is fear, guilt and apprehension amongst 

parents towards screen - based content. We need to move beyond these discussions. 

 

In this context statement, I offer an original voice in the scholarship of media and 

children within a narrow area: specifically regarding a young child’s involvement and 

engagement with mostly TV screen-based content together with an interest in the child’s 

right to comment and contribute to the process of building content without which the 

other questions seem irrelevant. I assert that levels of engagement and involvement are 

fundamental to further discussions regarding educational value; comprehension, length of 

TV shows, relevance of content, script writing, filming angles/edits choices. It seemed to 

me that acquiring this basic information was essential to content building. 

 

My perspective is both from an internal point of view of helping to create and develop 

content, and from an external point of view, as one who examines content from a child’s 

level of engagement and involvement. The contribution I offer is based on over ten years 

sustained experience at the intersection of child development and children’s media, in 

theory and practice.  
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Figure 2. (Small-scale study in a nursery 2014) My interest lies at the intersection of 

child development and a child’s screen based interactional experiences 

 

The guidelines for context statements for a PhD by Public Works state that it is 

impossible to prescribe the content of the work or provide a template due to its very 

nature. In the absence of a template, I intend to explain and supplement my professional 

works by way of a metaphor: ‘A journey’ which highlights new knowledge and insights 

gained at particular junctures and which are inextricably linked to my published works. 

And, at the same time, I will provide a critique of each of my works’ strengths and 

limitations, together with a detailed description of how each work relates to the next step 

in the journey. I intend to take this implicit learning, reflect on it and make the learning 

explicit so that a body of knowledge emerges which others in the field and beyond can 

employ. I am taking my private knowledge into a public space. 

 

The journey 

My journey began by addressing children through book publications followed by 

publications addressed to professionals regarding child development. The next juncture 

took me into the arena of education through a headship followed by entry into consulting 

on government policy making. The next turn in the journey took me to the BBC and work 

within media followed by setting up my own company in research and production: 

Tomorrow’s Child UK Ltd (TC). 

 

With the onset of the Creative Wellbeing project (2006-2008), my work took on a new 

direction that encompassed creativity and wellbeing. At that point, an interest in ‘flow’ 

‘engagement’ and ‘involvement’ provided a focus for my work within the context of 
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broadcast and the ensuing work on refining the pilot tool: The Tomorrow’s Child 

Engagement, and Involvement Tool (from hereon, I will refer to it as the pilot TCEIT) 

through the art of coded observation and film recording. 

 

 

 
 Figure 3. (Bing research 2012) records are taken of individual child’s verbal responses 

in addition to coded behaviour  

 

Much of my advisory work is already accessible to the public in its resulting format such 

as children’s TV production Poppy Cat; Kerwhizz, Teletubbies; Rhyme Rocket; Peter 

Rabbit; and Surprise Lane (my own production), Teletubbies (new format due 2015) and 

Parentchannel.tv., PCTV, (my own production) and advert for CBeebies Can’t sit still 

TV. The work that has preceded actual broadcast in terms of the documentary and film 

evidence that accompanies this context statement needs to be embargoed (for an agreed 

length of time) to ensure that I do not breach any contractual agreements with clients. 

Note: Please see separate power point presentation, documents and films on 

accompanying USB that will punctuate this document together with hard copies of 

books, article and academic papers.  

 

‘Sofa sof’: I offer this film as a starting point because it embraces a number of the points 

that will be raised during the course of my journey. Thus, this recursive viewing (keeping 

the end in mind) may well provide a vantage point. Sofa Sof was filmed at the start of the 

production process (before a script was written) enabling young children to take part in 

its formation and thus providing them with the opportunity to become cultural actors 

within this framework (Burn and Richards, 2014). Although still in production with the 
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BBC, I have worked for a number of years with the production team to reach this 

juncture. This short research film notably demonstrates a number of the points that will 

be raised throughout my work: children’s participation and contribution to the script; the 

use if imagination as a ‘driver’ of the narrative; the essence of moment-by-moment 

viewing; it addresses a shift in adult-child power relationships and demonstrates a high 

level of involvement and engagement on the pilot tool (‘Sofa Sof’ Film 16 whole 

footage). Having started with the end in mind, I will now return to the start of my journey 

with the building of a theoretical framework. 

 



 23 

Building a theoretical framework regarding media screen engagement for children 

under five years of age  

 

Part one: theoretical framework juxtaposed with the practical building of the pilot 

TCEIT 

 

The first section will follow the route of interrelated core themes and are as follows under 

sections as identified on the contents page:  

• Symbolic representation 

• Attention 

• Adult power 

• Signs 

• Multi-modal texts 

• Attention and the moment-by-moment experience 

• Educational bias 

• The developing child and media 

• Creativity and the moment-by-moment experience 

• Destination: arriving at a theoretical position 

 

As stated in the introduction, through a prolonged iterative process, I built a theoretical 

framework regarding TV screen engagement for children under five years of age (mainly 

3-5 years) as well as a methodological framework, and to that end the literature review is 

divided into two parts. The critical relationship between theory and method is the starting 

point for all research in any discipline. Understanding the theoretical basis of visual 

research methods is crucial to my search into how children engage with visual images. 

Some experts in the field such as Sarah Pink (2006) believe that most researchers’ 

methods evolve and that the very objects researched and investigated inform their work. 

 
 
 

  
Theoretical: Symbolism Attention Power Symbols Texts Moment-by-moment Educational Bias Developing child Creativity Destination  
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This proved true in my search for a tool that would better inform an understanding of 

how children engage with the screen and provide detail as to the level of involvement it 

might evoke. The journey of discovery to a suitable theoretical framework needed to 

result in one that could be shared with clients in the media industry. And, importantly, it 

needed to offer a fast and cost effective approach. In essence, once the theoretical 

framework had started to build, the following notions evolved simultaneously, which 

have since been shared with production companies and broadcasters: 

• Digital play is a new kind of play and is frequently immersive and engaging in 

nature 

• Young children and parents have a right to be involved in content creation  

• Schemas are repeatable actions with which young children have an innate 

fascination and can be witnessed within screen viewing 

• Young children live in the moment, therefore, the moment-by-moment experience 

whilst engaging with media content is most crucial 

 

At this point in the context statement, four main terms are defined and then elucidated 

upon within the context of the journey: 

1. Engagement: ‘Voluntary attention and sustained interest’ as discussed within the remit 

of a young child’s interaction with screen content. Further explanations are provided in 

the course of the journey. 

2. Involvement: ‘Deep connection and participation’ as discussed within the remit of a 

young child’s interaction with screen content. Further explanations are provided in the 

course of the journey. 

3. Immersion: ‘A sense of flow and saturation’ as discussed within the remit of a young 

child’s interaction with screen content. Further explanations are provided in the course of 

the journey. 

4. Schemas: ‘Identifiable patterns of repeatable behaviour in young children’ as 

discussed within the remit of a young child’s interaction with screen content. Further 

explanations are provided in the course of the journey.  

 

Theoretical: Symbolism Attention Power Symbols Texts Moment-by-moment Educational Bias Developing child Creativity Destination  
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Inevitably, it would be neat and convenient to state that the theoretical framework was 

built prior to the methodological framework but in fact the two developed in a circular 

motion: one impacting the other. I have attempted to separate out the two parts for ease of 

explanation, although at times, the two are addressed in parallel. Nevertheless, I have 

restricted my literature review to include studies that are more strictly relevant to my 

narrow field of interest. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Theoretical: Symbolism Attention Power Symbols Texts Moment-by-moment Educational Bias Developing child Creativity Destination  
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Buckingham (2003 and 2004) points out that whilst there is a great amount of research 

regarding children as an audience, there is little in the area of how children impact media 

texts for children. He insists that research in this area should concern: the interactions 

between media institutions, texts and audiences. Influenced by Buckingham’s work, it is 

also at this intersection I position my work. Furthermore, of particular relevance to my 

studies is the work of Csikszentmihalyi (1991) in the area of creativity, and The Leaver’s 

Leuven Wellbeing and Involvement Scales (1994). 

 

As previously stated, my central interest lies in the engagement and level of involvement 

of young children in their reaction to TV viewing and their agency, hence, I am drawing 

from film and media studies, as well as discourse analysis. However, I consciously chose 

not to draw from the tradition of psychological (effects) research, but from cultural 

studies whilst employing psychological insights. I found it imperative to draw upon 

studies that have investigated how children make sense of TV (television literacy) 

through the work of current researchers, such as (Messenger Davies, 2010, Buckingham, 

1993, 1996, Burn and Richards, 2014, and Marsh, 2005), and to take account of what 

children pay attention to in terms of formal codes and conventions. Of further relevance 

are the child’s developmental understanding of the TV genre and their perspective of how 

TV works (production process) and I have drawn upon the work of researchers such as 

Jaglom and Gardner, 1981 and  Flavell et al, 1990 . Thus, the parameters for this 

literature review have been set, and most crucially (as stated above) it will focus on the 

work of Csikszentmihalyi and Leavers. It must be noted that my discussions span 

animation -2D and computer generated images (CGI) and live action, and the mix of 

both. This research crosses the boundaries between both (for example, more factual 

production: (See film example BBC Rhyme Rocket 19, King Ding 14) and the more 

fantastical: (See document example Nickelodeon Poppy Cat 10). Therefore, I have not 

attempted to differentiate between a child’s engagement and level of involvement 

between fictional parts and more factual elements. I am less interested in the boundaries 

between them and am solely focussed on the quality of the viewing experience as 

expressed in engagement and levels of involvement. 
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1. Symbolic representation 

Although, as previously implied, my work lies at the intersection of several disciplines of 

study, there is little research specifically in the area of a child’s engagement and 

involvement in TV (or screens) and how that can be understood. In consideration of areas 

that other researchers have extensively examined, I have resisted the temptation to call 

upon wider contextual research such as childhood in the 21st Century; the negative impact 

of media and modelling and issues such as advice regarding screen time, 

consumerisation; or whether it’s ‘good for children’ (although reference is made to such 

debates). Similar to other researchers (Tobin, 2000), I wanted to distance myself from the 

media effects paradigm where children are seen to be powerless in the face of exposure. 

Although these debates are worthy of study, my interests lie elsewhere. I hypothesised 

that if young children were to be part of the process of content building then I needed to 

research their contribution rather than research the impact of media once it is has been 

created. Hence, the parameters were further refined in terms of a young child’s 

immediate spontaneous engagement and involvement in screen content. Furthermore, at a 

time when researchers are discussing the move to screen and visual dominance and a 

departure from text dominance (Gunter Kress, 2003) it occurred to me that a theoretical 

underpinning should inform a suitable methodological tool in order to accommodate a 

better understanding of how children make sense of this new visual dominance. 

Multimodal representation systems permeate the contemporary world and the 

environment that has been created appears to be as natural to them as the provision of 

books, comics, paper and crayons were to children only a few generations ago. Whilst 

literature reveals much in terms of perceived dangers (Sigman, 2005), there is little 

research investigation into the levels of engagement or involvement for the child (and 

with the child) and what that looks like or indeed what that means. A historical 

perspective is necessary in order to probe this issue further. 
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1.1 Image dominance over text 

Over the past four decades, technological developments have led to significant changes in 

the ways in which we communicate through both spoken language and written text  

(Kress, 2003). The layout and presentation of text have moved to a new level of 

importance and digital technology is reconfiguring the relationship between images and 

words (symbolic representation). Importantly, it appears that young children perceive the 

relationship between image and text quite differently to adults. I propose that the value 

that these digital natives (as described by John Palfrey and Urs Gaser, 2008), born after 

1980, place on images as compared to digital immigrants.  

 

1.2 Symbolic representation 

Results of a small-scale online study carried by Tomorrow’s Child (2014), amongst 58 

adults with diverse responsibilities for children: ranging from parents, grandparents, 

carers, educators to students of 1-7 year olds, will usefully contribute to the discussion 

and punctuate other more in-depth studies.  

 

‘Swiping images is natural to them…they understand all about tapping screens to make 

things happen as well as the action of swiping to move things on…,’Mum of 18 month 

old and three year old, Tomorrow’s Child research, (2014).   

 

 
Figure 4. (Tomorrow’s Child small-scale project 2014) Swiping images  
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The work of Marsh (2005, 2010), Buckingham (1996) and Kress (2003) in particular will 

be drawn upon within a digitally suspicious world that fears the erosion of the written 

word. 

 

           ‘The screen is now the dominant site of texts; it is the site which   

            shapes the imagination of the current generation around communication’… 

            This does not mean that writing cannot appear on screen, but when it does,  

             it will be appearing there subordinated to the logic of the visual’ 

            (Kress, 2003, p166). 

 

(See film example Global Learning 23, where text is used in a prominent manner) 

 
Figure 5. Industry example (Sherlock Holmes, 2012), which demonstrates a shift in 

relationship between text and image 

 

 
Figure 6. (TC screen grab from a campaigning film, 2012, concerning action against 

child abuse) example of shift form text to visual representation dominance in conveying 

meaning 
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One of the most significant results of the above mentioned small scale study, was that it 

elucidates the relative position of symbols to texts such as storybooks: 90% of those 

surveyed in the 2-5 year age range, regarded the ‘reading of images symbols; pictures; 

photographs or videos to be as important as reading traditional texts for children’. It was 

also noteworthy that 87% believed that young children are active participants in their 

media use. Of course, a more comprehensive study needs to be conducted to confirm 

these findings. Nevertheless, the results correlate well with other studies (Marsh et al., 

2005). The power of digital media to engage and involve the child was consistently 

agreed across the age ranges surveyed, with over 90% in the 1-2 year age range, stating 

that they would rate their child’s level of engagement and involvement as point 4 on a 0-5 

scale, with 5 being the highest level. Similarly, in the Digital Beginnings study, parents 

were positive about the role of new media in the lives of their young children (Marsh et 

al., 2005b). 

 

 
Figure 7: Tomorrow’s Child small-scale project (2014), example of Visual based literacy 

 

The word ‘literacy’ traditionally refers to the ability to read and write print-based media 

sources, such as in the form of books. The belief that digital technology is rapidly 

reconfiguring the relationship between images and words is resulting in the expansion of 

our existing definition of literacy. It demands the inclusion of a wide variety of media, 

including computers, video games, television, and the Internet. This reconfiguration is 

taking place as fast as the hardware becomes outmoded and replaced, offering more and 

more sophisticated ways to represent ’text’. Written text dictates the compulsory flow 

and reading path whereas ‘the reading path of the image is of a more open nature with 

several entry points’ (Kress, 2003, p. 3).  
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The move away from ‘telling the world to showing the world (Kress, 2003, p.140), as 

typified by Facebook and selfies depicts the profound shift in the act of ‘reading’. Kress 

(2003, p.140), also discusses how, in a western text driven society, there is a move to ‘the 

appearance of an image without accommodating text’: thus, most importantly, allowing 

the image to stand in its own right. Several researchers, (Kress, 2003, McGonigal, 2012), 

also provide evidence of how in the use of online games, children employ of skills of 

visual analysis, manual dexterity and strategic and tactical decision-making at meta-

levels. Whilst reading the text (which remains on screen only fleetingly) it has to be 

acknowledged that children are also simultaneously listening to the musical scores and 

dialogue from characters. Children appear to have little trouble deciphering visually 

saturated screens that adults typically cannot ‘read’ at such a faster pace when 

simultaneously embracing other accompanying clues emanating from a rapidly changing 

surface. The debate concerning whether text based reading really is in decline must be 

subject to the demands of the nature of faster reading patterns, which also include images 

and sounds to which the child must attend. Perhaps, as Kress (2003) proposes, this does 

not indicate a decline in standards of reading at all. When observing young children 

engrossed in such activities as IPad and IPhone games, the digital playfulness attached to 

‘reading’ visual imagery is hard to deny. (See film example 13 Baby Play, 2014, timing: 

0:19-27 where a baby of seven months seeks to swipe screen and his eyes follow 

movement of characters and shows enjoyment of music).  

 

An interesting issue regarding traditional reading ability arises from this point but one 

which is not strictly relevant to my work and so I will not pursue the argument further 

except to discuss its relevance to immersive digital play at a later stage. However, a 

related point remains around the description of the ‘in the moment ‘experience. 

Traditional means of accessing and making sense of text occur over a limited 

concentrated period for a specific purpose and Kress (ibid) proposes that children are 

now reading for information that relates to the moment.  
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Donaldson, in Children’s Minds, discusses Piaget’s expression of a child’s experience of 

life as: ‘he lives in the state of the moment, not bothering himself with how things were 

previously, with the relation of one state to those which come before or after it. His world 

is a like a film run slowly’ (1986, p. 20). And, it is this moment-by-moment experience I 

propose to capitalise upon as an essence typifying the young child’s sequence of 

maturation in terms of screen experience and interaction, and one that is particularly 

relevant to the development of the pilot methodological tool.   

 

 
Figure 8. (Bing TV 2012, show) Children live in the moment and I suggest are 

‘immersed’ in the experience 

 

1.3 Media literacy 

Media literacy, in a broader sense has been investigated for over twenty years and 

Buckingham (2003), provides a suitable definition whilst acknowledging that confusion 

remains as to its function ‘something we use when we want to communicate with people 

indirectly’ (Buckingham, 2003, p. 5). He further proposes that the different forms of 

media are ‘representations of the world’ (ibid., p. 3). So, for Buckingham, media literacy 

concerns the combination of written and spoken language, sounds, images and symbols 

used by these forms of communication. (See film evidence ‘Sofa Sof’ 2012, number 16, 

timing: 0-3.22 for development of a TV show for CBeebies that relied heavily upon 

imagination and use of symbols. See references to pretence, abstract thought and 

imagination) 
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A paradigm shift has occurred in relation to children’s communicative practices in the 

21st century, but there is scant research pertaining to the role of popular culture and new 

technologies, especially when considering the needs of the birth to five years age range. 

That is, apart of course from the work of Professor Marsh at Sheffield University. For 

example, in Popular Culture, New Media and Digital Literacy in Early Childhood, 

(2005), Marsh ponders the question: how do young children engage in multimodal 

activities and make use of these experiences? Certainly, given the multiplicity of 

platforms this question is not easily answered. ‘The new technology have changed 

unidirectional into bidirectional’ (Kress, 2003, p. 6). A point taken up by Buckingham   

(2003, p. 6) who also identifies three specific areas for media literacy: accessing, 

understanding and creating. This in turn raises the question as to how children interpret 

what they see and hear whist engaging in media literacy. From an early age, children 

practice "reading" messages and stories across multiple media platforms and progress to 

recording their thoughts through those mediums too. Of course, without engagement and 

a level of involvement in what the screen has to offer, young children will not even begin 

to reach the stage of ‘reading’ the messages. It is at that very point that my interest lies.  

 

 
Figure 9. (Tomorrow’s Child 2014, small-scale study) reading the visual message 

 

Researchers (Buckingham, 2003) propose that the use of all forms of media must be 

included in the repertoire of literacy skills in order to be considered literate. Bazalgette 

(1991) emphasises the need for children to be involved in critical analysis and practical 

work in their media education.  
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For me, this is still one step beyond; my interest lies in the child’s right to content to 

which they desire to attend and, as a consequence, inherently raises their levels of 

engagement and involvement. At this point, it must be assumed that all screen content has 

first to be subject to scrutiny in terms of acceptable standards of ethical and age 

appropriate content. What I believe cannot be assumed, is the quality of narrative, pro-

social content and visuals. (See document example 24, Big body - Little body which I 

rejected as unsuitable for children in terms of pro-social content as the visuals proposed 

were disturbing in nature with disembodied body parts speaking about their experiences) 

 

2. Attention 

I propose that the involvement of children in the creation and production process is 

critical if production companies and broadcasters are not to waste time building content 

that squanders the scarce skill of ‘attention’. Indeed, As Dr Chaudhuri and I explain in 

our Creative Wellbeing research (2008), children’s brains are signalling at a higher level 

when they are free to attend to suitable creative stimulation. As Siegler (1998, p. 103), 

comments, ‘Attending involves determining what in a situation is worthy of detailed 

processing.’ Of particular consequence to my work is the link between attention and 

memory and cognitive development. As Styles expresses: ‘Memory is intimately related 

to attention’ (1998, p.  5). A cursory glance at theories of attention reveal how research 

commenced in the 1950s and took an interesting journey across various fields, including 

cognitive psychology, and biology and neuroscience more latterly. Initially, the research 

interests were in the area of human performance and re-routed into interest regarding 

internal representation. By the 1990s a shift had occurred - placing the emphasis on 

attention within brain networks systems. As a consequence, it has become a complex area 

with different kinds of ‘attention’ emerging (ibid., p. 8). For the purpose of my study, 

attention has been confined to the area of its relationship to flow and creativity: ‘When a 

child is deeply engage in the creative moment, their bodies appear to be highly 

controlled. Their attention is wholly directed toward the activity at hand,’ (Harding and 

Chaudhuri, 2008, 54). A point to which I will return.  
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Smith (2014), writing in Audiovisual correspondences in Sergei Eisenstein’s Alexander 

Nevsky: a case study in viewer attention, discusses how within film, attention operates in 

the most relevant sensory modalities (audio and visual) and the way in which a film 

maker can direct visual attention within a scene is by ‘cutting to a close-up; to an object 

within a shot by presenting it in sharp focus; or by directing audio attention to objects out 

of shot using off-screen sounds’ (2014, p. 1). Furthermore, Smith valuably comments on 

how the filmmaker directs viewer comprehension by controlling what the viewer sees and 

does not see, and most importantly, ‘controlling where viewers look within a frame is 

also important, due to the limited visual acuity of the human eye’ (ibid., p. 1). I would 

argue that this in itself should be a sufficient challenge to producers of children’s screen 

content to be more aware of what children see and hear. And, furthermore, whether it 

matches their visual acuity and tells the narrative in a way that will lead a child from 

moment-to-moment understanding and onto a more holistic appreciation of the whole 

narrative (as will be demonstrated throughout this context statement). 

 

2.1 Attention, participation and humour 

(See film example Ruff Ruff 4) This clip is an example of how children, who were 

involved in the research, genuinely influenced the humour of the whole show at an early 

stage. The ‘bananas’ joke has a notable presence in the final scripts. The value of young 

children as active agents in the creation of media content has resulted in scripts that are 

genuinely influenced by the interests of the child. And, as Burn and Richards (2014) 

discuss: children can begin to have shared economic interests in media have the 

opportunity to modify media to suit their own imperatives. (See document Ruff Ruff 14a 

and film example Kreechaz 15 timing: 0:58 where child announces ‘I am the Bookerfly’ –

and interrupts to give information possibly through indentifying with schema of 

trajectory. Furthermore, see film example Kreechaz 15 - timing: 1.25 where child says ’I 

am going to be him’ – this is spontaneous and the child feels the need to interrupt). 
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2.2 Attention and character identfication 

The section below is taken from the Peter Rabbit report (2012), and demonstrates the 

need to have characters to whom children can identify: 

Action: Scenes with high levels of tension and action and onomatopoeic language 

received the highest levels of engagement (comments, leaning in, smiles, laughs, etc.). 

Two boys, 4 commented in the first person as if they were actually Peter Rabbit himself 

– then slipped back to third person.  Example: ‘I ran as fast as I could…’ 

 

Peril and Jeopardy: Children were also observed responding to the jeopardy by 

widening eyes, opening mouth, and covering mouth with hands. One child was seen 

opening her mouth wide in response to Jemima Puddleduck putting an orange in her 

mouth. These responses demonstrate a true immersion in the narrative of the story.  

 

Again, early stage research that permits a child to contribute to the production process, 

ensures that media consumption refects their point of view. Script writers and producers 

were subsequently able to build in humour and characters that resonate with young 

children. 

 

 
Figure 10. (Bing TV show, 2013): Matching a child’s visual acuity 
 

2.3 Attention, imagination and creativity 

In terms of imagination and creativity as a tool for engaging and involving children in 

media texts, the following TV shows (to which I am currently contributing) are of 

relevance to this discussion.  
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Kazoops is due to air on CBeebies 2016 and is a brave show that relies on imagination as 

its key driver.  

  
Figure 10.1 Kazoops (2015) 

 

Although research has only just commenced, I am interested to establish the level of 

flexibility and fluidity of thinking that this shows offers the child. Furthermore, it will 

examine how at the age of four years, how children attend and make sense of the leaps of 

imagination as proposed by the central child character and his pig when they go on flights 

of fancy (see Kazoops film 17 teaser 2015). My work on Poppy Cat (Nickolodeon) which 

throws the challenge out to ‘imagine’ is similar in its flow of narrative. The question for 

me is: does the narrative offer sufficient structure from which the child can make a leap 

in imagination? My understanding is built on Dr Chaudhuri’s and my work on Creative 

Wellbeing (2008) where we witnessed that children need a degree of stability to embrace 

the next step. Participatory research with children will directly contribute to this process 

and the producers are keen to work within these perimeters. Drawing on the recent work 

of Professor Norman Doidge (2015) his description of neuroplasticity is useful to this 

discussion. He asserts that imagination actually turns genes on or off inside the nerve 

cells which then make proteins that then change the brain’s architecture. In other words, 

imagination is speaking to the brain in its language. I am interested to learn how this 

might relate to a media format as Professor Doidge’s work develops. 

 

My recent work on Clangers (2014 – 2015 ongoing) has contributed much to this initial 

understanding of how the offering of a more imaginative structure can resonate with 

young children.  
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The high levels of engagement registered during research specifically with four year olds 

but interestingly less with 6 year olds who appear to demand greater reality and 

questioned the whistling (see Clangers film 10). In fact, the more absurd and tangential -

the greater the engagement. 

 

(Figure 10.2 Reaction to Clangers initial film 2015 for research: girl 4 years old at the 

point of the whistling) 
 

3. Adult control and use of power  

My research interests also include discussions concerning power struggles between adults 

and children in this area. What of children’s presumed media sophistication? Interestingly, 

it is ‘adults who are believed to have most to lose, as children’s expertise with technology 

gives them access to new forms of culture and communication that escape parental control’ 

(Buckingham, 2000, p. 5). Paradoxically, it is now debated whether 'adulthood' and 

'childhood' any longer truly occupy traditional normative spaces due to both groups 

shared media interest and use of common ground in terms of social media platforms 

(Buckingham, 2003, 2007). Positions of power and influence have been examined in 

depth and scrutinised for a child’s apparent vulnerability (Buckingham, 2003, 2007 and 

Steinberg 2011): one view is where television is seen to be powerful and in which the 

child is seen to be powerless and regarded as a passive victim – reacting to the events on 

screen rather than attempting to make meaning. 
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                ‘Television is not a ‘one-eyed monster’ lurking impishly in the  

                corner of the living room, kitchen or bedroom waiting to exert  

                an evil influence over young members of the household. It is a  

                channel through which a range of entertainment, drama and learning  

                can be obtained and experienced and increasingly these days it is under  

                the control of the viewer’  (Gunter and McAleer, 1997, p. xii-xiii). 

 

The opposing view is where children are seen to be far more active in constructing 

meaning from television and are consciously processing and evaluating what they view. 

This poses two questions: is it possible that TV shows made by adults for children where 

research and participation with children is absent, might require children to be more 

passive? And, secondly is it possible that TV shows which are built on research and 

collaboration with children are of a more ‘active’ nature? (See document example 

Kerwhiz 12). Evidence so far has led me to believe that, at times, this maybe indeed be 

the case (See film 4 Ruff-Ruff, timing: 00-1.34 for shortened response time advised and 

demonstrated as a result of collaboration with children). Of course, further research 

specifically in this area is needed. Nevertheless, my work has gone some way to  

position ‘collaboration and participation’ with children as integral to the production 

process. (See film examples 1a, 2,3,4) 

 

Specifically, see film example ‘Sofa Sof’ 16 timing: 1 – 4.00 where the children are 

involved in the development of the script (through guidance) the humour is being 

measured and the responses to the characters is also being monitored (see 7.19) 

alongside character responses other measurements are taking place through body 

language responses (see researcher in background taking notes: 01.30) 

 

Further, (See film 4 Ruff-Ruff, timing: Response to humour demonstrated 3.39-4.01) 
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As Buckingham indicates, children are defined in relation to adults and the study of 

children as a media audience provokes discussion concerning the substance of screen 

narrative to empower or dis-empower children. He frames the argument at the point of 

production: TV shows are not produced by children but by adults and the argument 

follows that therefore adults use this medium to ‘regulate their relationships with them’ 

(Buckingham, 2003, p. 6). Moreover, he discusses how in this scenario adults seek to 

come to terms with the loss of childhood itself or provide a way to satisfy the ‘inner 

child.’ He makes the point that the production process may indeed be a reflection of 

adults’ interests rather than the child. The negotiation of adults relationship to the 

mourning of the passing of childhood can be reflected in the script and are addressed 

more for adults needs that that of the child. Indeed this nostalgia could be seen to be 

indulged in the desire to return to old TV shows, proposing that watching remakes of 

older TV shows together is new for the child and evokes memories for the adult. In my 

opinion, this perhaps suggests that for adults it is a wish to return to a more desirable time 

without responsibility. (See film example 10 Clangers a re-launch of a TV show from 

1970s) 

 

 
Figure 11. (CBeebies research with parents) During my research adults often reminisce 

about their childhood in terms of the media they consumed 

 

Whilst in the UK, the position of childhood maybe juxtaposed against the needs of adult 

as evidenced by re-makes of TV shows such as The Clangers (see film example 10 

Clangers and document example 15 Clangers) whereas, the US are largely driven by 

adult concerns to make content fit their educational aims.  
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US funding is largely dependent upon satisfying one educational advisor who, in my 

opinion, yields power over the broadcasters in the decision-making process. If the 

educational rationale was not seen to be sufficiently prominent then the script and even 

animated scenes needed to be redone. This educational pronouncement executed by the 

advisor holds the financial key for co-production and is therefore powerful. Nevertheless, 

these positions, although perhaps well intentioned, do not take account of wider issues 

such as relevance and quality of content, the child’s voice and opinion and interests: the 

right to leisure, and the need for developmentally appropriate content, such as, 

imaginative narratives and those that are schematically driven. Indeed, adults ‘doing TV 

to children’ are ones that often have an educational agenda, which at times, may be 

contrary to the very developmental needs and voice of the child. Buckingham argues for 

TV shows that are designed to speak to children, and not merely adults and further he 

discusses the position of Teletubbies as one where anarchy is prevalent which in turn 

helps everyone to ‘buy into childhood’ (1999, 2000). It is from this viewpoint that I chose 

to discuss media and its influence in terms of positions of power rather than media effect. 

In terms of the power conflict, I have consistently sought to address any imbalance by 

focusing on the child and their engagement and involvement and the important part this 

plays in their contribution to the production process. (Example, children participating in 

research see document evidence 2 CBeebies; film examples 4 Ruff Ruff; CBeebies film 2 

(which I advised upon) and asking adults CBeebies film 14 and ‘Sofa Sof’ 16)  

 

 
Figure 12. (Bing TV show, 2013) Repositioning power-children can contribute to the 

production process 
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3.1 Participatory role 

Scholars, such as, Julian Sefton-Green (1998), have highlighted the fact that the internet 

is redefining conventional definitions of childhood through social usage rather than in 

terms of biological age. These dichotomies and apparent contradictions contextualised 

the challenge: The argument follows that if, 'adulthood' and 'childhood' no longer occupy 

traditional normative spaces, what might the long-term issues look like? (Buckingham, 

1994). The answer appears to lie in the ways in which adults tend to consider, plan and 

organize their lives, educational experiences and play experiences (if these are seen as 

separate) for children. Undoubtedly, this discourse is inseparable from specific social, 

cultural, and historical circumstances. Policy discourse which concerns involving 

children in decisions regarding media is set within the framework of the UN Conventions 

of the Rights of the Child (Messenger Davies, 2010). Article 13 concerns the child’s right: 

‘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.’ I propose that the practical solution to this edict lies within the hands of 

screen content providers offering a participatory role to young children. 

 

 
Figure 13. Ruff Ruff research (2011): Stick puppets to enable children to respond to 

screen. Note the middle child’s facial response (pursed lips and smile) regarding her 

involvement that can be interpreted as a feeling of power to be involved in the screen 

process through the use of puppets (her input was valued)  

 

                                                  
Theoretical: Symbolism Attention Power Symbols Texts Moment-by-moment Educational Bias Developing child Creativity Destination  



 43 

As the very substance of multimodal texts is increasingly challenging the prevailing view 

of linear reading, it is evident that neither children nor adults can be restricted by the 

normative structures and conventions of the adult as superior knowledge holder and the 

child as the recipient of that knowledge. ‘Closely related are the interests of those who 

ask about power, about exclusions and inclusions, and about domination through texts. 

Others ask about reading from the point of view of leisure and pleasure…’ (Kress, 2003, 

p.61). An important question I faced constantly was one of a child’s right to leisure as 

balanced against educational goals prescribed by adults. 

 

3.2 A right to entertainment? 

At the same time, these multimodal texts are creating new demands on parents and educators 

to face the challenges and identify new ways of embracing ways that place the child firmly at 

the centre of the media literacy learning experience; it is more than simply a matter of 

investing texts with the voices, sounds, gestures which reflect and build on the child’s 

previous home experience. In my view, it is much more to do with the way in which young 

children think about, view, approach, decipher and make sense of these multimodal texts and 

contribute at an early stage of development. As discussed by Messenger Davies (2010), 

research is limited in the area of identification of enjoyment and pleasure that children might 

derive from TV content,                   

 

                    ‘There is no evidence from anybody who has taken the trouble to  

                     look, ask and properly analyse, that watching television is a  

                    ‘mindless’ activity- for children, or for anybody else’  

                     (Messenger Davies, 2001 p. 84). 

 

It is my opinion that the entitlement to pleasure appears to be the sole domain of 

adulthood for TV viewing, however, when the curriculum for screen narratives (as it is 

often described) includes an educational agenda, it becomes more acceptable and 

palatable for adults. 
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 (See examples Oscar film 3 regarding emotional and social development and example 

document Poppy Cat 10, and Tilly and Friends document 23)  

 

Interestingly, TV is more commonly seen to be a form of leisure for adults and not in 

pursuit of education. But what is TV for children? Perhaps it is best described by 

Messenger Davies (2010, p.164) as ‘a place where anything strange might happen’. (See 

film example Teletubbies 13 and document 26 a) and b) However, there is often an 

implicit understanding that TV for children should be educative is some sense. (See 

example, Kerwhizz document 12). I have continued to challenge this standpoint and steer 

discussions towards offering a more imaginative script born out of early stage research 

with children themselves. (See all reports to producers) 

 

 
Figure 14. The screen experience can take place within an imaginary space. (See Sofa 

Sof evidence film 16 example ‘Sofa Sof’ timing: 3.57 where the children are ‘wishing’ as 

an example of the moment-by-moment immersion in the narrative.  

 

3.3 ‘Monologue’ 

As stated earlier, young children are encountering texts, images, video motion and audio 

with new assumptions about its organisation and hierarchy. New literacies, which 

encompasses words and symbols confronts the ‘reader’ with the need to analyze multiple 

representations. This new language is multi-modal and multi-layered. My view is that the 

demands it places on the child are complex: for example, there is a need to construct 

meaning from images at the same times as employing critical thinking in order to make 

sense of it all. Furthermore, the child then needs to fully integrate the meanings so that a 

holistic point of comprehension can be achieved.  
                                                                                          
Theoretical: Symbolism Attention Power Symbols Texts Moment-by-moment Educational Bias Developing child Creativity Destination 



 45 

One way this has been achieved is through a monologue which provided a ‘more 

knowledgeable other,’ (Vygosky, 1978). (See Film 1a Bing research timing: 1.48. Here I 

am talking about the importance of the monologue in providing children with an 

overview of the narrative which has built on the moment by moment experience – 

amongst other benefits) 

 

4. Symbols, signs and the moment-by-moment experience 

In essence, it seems that these multi-modal texts are deeply connected with spatial 

awareness within text. Drawing upon theories regarding language acquisition and 

connection to mental processing (Chomsky, 1959, and Marsh, 2005), in relation to 

intertextuality, I suggest that these perspectives can offer an understanding as to how 

young children might manipulate and make sense of symbols, signs and codes in media 

propositions. Also, how perhaps children are re-organizing their internal images of multi-

modal text in a spatially cohesive way, due to early experiences of moving images. Of 

course, these symbols, signs and codes are accessed by a child and stored as internal 

images as Bruner suggests during the iconic stage (1976). The moment-by-moment 

experience of storing these mental images is a further theme to which I will return whilst 

building the pilot TCEIT. But firstly, exactly how the meaning of mental images is based 

on relationships between signs must be explored particularly in relation to schemas. (See 

Film example Kreechaz 15 timing: 2.46 where child demonstrates the helicopter 

movement indentifying with trajectory schema and can’t help but use the crayon and 

make it fly in demonstration of the effect. See also examples regarding schemas as signs 

in document 39 Peter Rabbit and the rabbits running – trajectory schema, and film 8; 

King Ding - rotation schema examples and film 6a Surprise Lane where schemas are 

demonstrated throughout)  

 
Figure16. Tomorrow’s Child small-scale project (2014): Schemas (as signs) and the 

relationship between screen based images and mental images 
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4.1 Semiotics 

The field of semiotics is helpful to this discussion. Movement, gesture, music, sounds, 

image are the modes that children begin to recognise, understand and begin to manipulate 

in order to be become literate (Marsh, 2005). It appears that even young children are 

actively poised to negotiate the territory in order to meet their varied cultural and social 

needs (Marsh, 2005). In recognition of cultural relativism and the importance of building 

on children’s funds of knowledge and experience in the home environment, there is an 

attempt to make learning more relevant, Marsh asserts that: 

 ‘Children engage in a semiotic world in which texts in  

 different modes are conceptually linked. They do not  

 see a neat dichotomy between print and televisual texts  

 as they move seamlessly from one mode to another in  

 their quest for meaning-making … they use visual,  

 literate, oral and corporeal modes of communication  

 in a range of multi-modal practices’ (Marsh, 2005, p. 43). 

                                   

Televisual texts became a perfect place to start my search for any possible effect of the 

complex shift in a young child’s literary experience in the use of multi-modal texts as 

semiotic analysis is rarely considered a field of study in its own right, but used in a broad 

range of disciplines, including art, literature, anthropology and sociology. This ‘semiotic 

world’ where a variety of signs, codes and mental images are embraced is of importance 

to my work. And, as some post-modern critics such as McRobbie (1994) would argue, it 

is difficult to distinguish between the media image and the ‘real’. However, I confine my 

study to discussions surrounding narratology and discourse analysis in as far as a child’s 

immediate response to segments is discussed. Although, ultimately, I find initial 

agreement with Bertrand and Hughes that ‘ it is culture which organizes our responses to 

signs’ (2005, p.204), I remain puzzled concerning the way in which schematic attraction 

appears to surpass culture – perhaps because schemas are embedded within a child’s 

biological developmental pattern. 
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A point to which I will return. However, the debate concerning statistical production of 

evidence in connection with codes is avoided in order not to deviate from the path of my 

journey. Nevertheless, in agreement with Bertrand and Hughes (ibid), I am interested in 

the way in which connection and relationships might be evidenced and otherwise 

overlooked for such subtle matters are not always reducible or measurable entities. 

 

4.2 Signs and culture 

Saussure’s notion of the sign and how it places the emphasis on our individual ‘concepts’ 

corresponding to the sound images, allows distinctions to be made between those things 

which are of particular significance to be attached. Furthermore, it makes assumptions 

about how culture might be incorporated into the codes used:  

...’reality’ is always encoded, or rather the only way we can perceive and make 

sense of reality is by the codes of our culture. There may be an objective, 

empiricist reality out there, but there is no universal, objective way of perceiving 

and making sense of it. What passes for reality in any culture is the product of the 

culture’s codes, so ‘reality’ is always already encoded, it is never ‘raw’  

      (Fiske, 1987, p. 4-5). 

                                        

As linguistics and cultural semiotics is a branch of communication theory, it was 

appropriate that I investigated sign systems and the modes of representation that humans 

use to convey feelings, thoughts, ideas, and ideologies. As semiotic analysis actively 

seeks to identify the cultural and psychological patterns that underlie language, art and 

other cultural expressions, I utilised a semiotic approach whilst developing the 

methodological tool. Hence, I adopted this approach as a tool to examine the cultural 

structures and human motivations that underlie perceptual representations. Furthermore, 

this approach informs about a text, its underlying assumptions and its various dimensions 

of interpretation. It assisted me in my search for identifying those very sign systems as a 

critical skill for media literacy in a postmodern world and my understanding of 

engagement and levels of involvement of young children.  
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The signs which have most impacted the pilot TCEIT are schemas as earlier articulated 

through film examples and appear to cross cultural boundaries. 

 

5. Multi-modal texts 

At the outset, it is important that distinctions are made between mono-modal and multi-

modal texts in order to consider how young children might interact more fluidly and 

naturally with these texts and read the various meanings embedded in the different 

modes. Therefore, the reading of multimodal texts demands attention as to how texts are 

constructed. Multi-modal semiotic analysis allows for the analysis of texts containing 

colour, image and movement.  

 

             ‘Convention is necessary to the understanding of any sign, however 

              iconic or indexical it is. We need to learn how to understand a photograph...  

              Convention is the social dimension of signs..: it is the agreement amongst  

              the users about the appropriate uses of and responses to a sign,’  

(Fiske, 1987, p. 77). 

                                   

The semiotic approach sees communication as a mutual negotiation of meaning rather 

than a linear transfer of messages from transmitter to receiver. The notion of ‘meaning-

construction’ was pivotal to my study with young children. Furthermore, in terms of 

media discourse for children in a multi-modal world, this raised an important question: 

what might this mean for children traversing digital platforms in terms of ‘signifiers’ and 

‘signifieds’? The distinction between sound image (signifier) and concept (signified) 

raises one of the difficulties associated with ‘meaning.’ As already stated, from a purely 

practical standpoint, semiotics played a role when I began to understand the lens children 

might be using to construct meaning from these multimodal texts: what causes them to 

wish to attend, engage and be involved.  
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Furthermore, if it is accepted that young children are meaning makers, then it can be 

assumed that there is a need to assess them differently and attend to their process of 

learning, for example, which of their senses were they utilising? Young children, I 

propose, excel in the use of their full range of senses and this affords them ease of access 

to a multi-modal approach to learning (Harding, 2013). 

 

  
Figure 16. Baby play screen grab from Baby play film (2014) using sense to explore the 

digital environment 

 

(See film example Baby Play 13, timing: 00:45 looks up at mum and checks in with her -

she is nearby- and engages in mum in the laughter by directing eyes back to screen 

moving forward to touch the screen again. The presence of a familiar adult is reassuring 

and through his meaningful gaze in her direction, he draws her into the game. 

Furthermore, it is evident that he utilises his senses to investigate the digital landscape) 

 

In addition to a range of ways of ascertaining meaning, semioticians included the use of 

facial expressions (Nelson et al., 1979). Body language signs will later be discussed in 

detail as a crucial part of the pilot TCEIT tool. 

 

 
Figure 17. Ruff Ruff TV show research: Facial expressions can be signals  
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5.1 Websites 

Returning to discussions around traversing multi-modal narratives, I am in agreement 

with Marsh (2010) who asserts that children will move fluidly between communication 

systems choosing to switch between modalities as the need arises. Marsh’s work (2010), 

exploring young children’s literacy practices though Club Penguin and investigates the 

way in which children participate in exchanges with others. The precise patterns of 

meaning - making in digital texts is only just emerging. For example, my work on 

children’s websites led me to begin to assess the many entry points that can be identified. 

In 2008, I was commissioned to research children’s website by the European Food 

Information Council (Eufic), the results were interesting in terms of educationally 

perceived sites and the way in which navigation and signs and signifiers, can lead to 

greater comprehension. (See document research paper Online Environments 4 and 

Oddizzi paper work: site www.oddizzi.com and document 11) 

 

More latterly, I began to make a direct comparison with an IPad application for a story 

and then a child’s traditional storybook (see Coda page 125, for reference to work with 

publishers in this area. However, the preliminary results are outside the scope of this 

context statement). Children have learned early on in their multi-modal experiences that 

digital text may offer more than one entry point, whereas in traditional text there may 

have been only one: the top left hand side of the page. A website, for example is likely to 

have three to six entry points, even for those productions that are dedicated to the under 

sevens. Drawing on the debate concerning linear versus a multiplicity of starting points in 

children’s digital media, it is interesting to note that one of Saussure’s fundamental 

insights was the notion of sign-systems as arbitrary systems: a set of agreed conventions. 

Language is linear: producing one sound after another; words follow one another. A 

paradigm is a set of associated signs that are all members of the same category. These 

insights sit well within a language system but when applied to other sign systems, whilst 

attempting to use the same terminology, for me this begins to challenge the original 

notions of language itself.  
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For example, in children’s television the range of transitions between shots, cut, fade, 

dissolve, wipe, constitute a paradigm and the transition effect which is chosen, signifies 

(through its opposition) the other signs in the paradigm. However, I agree that most 

words, though, are symbolic signs. Similarly, in the moving image, iconic signs and their 

signifiers are located. Symbolic signs are also present, though, for example, young 

children become aware of particular triggers on TV that proclaim an arrival of a new 

section: such as the trumpets sounding in the Teletubbies which announces a new section. 

Indeed, Beentjes’ et al., research into the more formal features concerning how children 

read TV (2001, cited in Messenger Davis, 2010) are closely linked to semiotics and the 

study of language acquisition. See film example ‘Sofa sof’ 16, Bing Film 1 symbols and 

Ruff-Ruff symbols film 4). I am cogently arguing that the action of humans is to make 

meaning and I assert that children as young as three are active in their search for meaning 

with screen content, in much the same way as Kress (2003), proposes that meaning 

makers make changes in learning to their resources and to themselves. I suggest that, as 

co-creators of media content, young children have much to offer. However, as David 

Parker proposes in Popular Literacies, Childhood and Schooling (Marsh and Millard 

2006, p.158), perhaps there is a need to go beyond semiotics and establish new accounts 

of pedagogy? A noteworthy point in current research regarding semiotics is the study into 

3 and 4-year-old children’s interpretation of television images (Flavell et al., 1990): his 

work indicated that 3-year-olds assumed the objects to be actual solid objects whilst 4-

year-olds clearly believed they were images without substance. However, the researchers 

argue that ‘the 3-year-olds did not really believe that a television set contained physical 

objects but rather had difficulty in distinguishing conceptually between television images 

and their referents,’ (1990, p. 45). Interestingly, I note that even this statement by the 

researchers is couched in language that infers that in some way it is a child’s ‘failure’ to 

be unable to make this distinction: as if visual maturity and literacy were testable. The 

signs and signifiers as encountered in children’s TV all need interpretation.  
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In some ways it is similar to a verbal or written language, but in many ways, I propose 

that it is not. Flavell et al. argue for a developmental process by which children gradually 

learn about images and that around the age of 4 years, children are capable of 

distinguishing TV images from their referents. Jaglom and Gardner discuss this point:  

             ‘Between the ages of 3 and 4 years, children recognize the fact that  

              the television world is in fact separate from their own. Its events do  

             not actually exist in reality; they cannot be acted on directly’  

                                                               (Jaglom and Gardner, 1981, p. 45)  

 

In summary, I am continuing to build the case (and reiterating an earlier point of 

argument) that content producers should include children as active participants in screen 

content building as their ability is more advanced than perhaps previously assumed. I 

concur with Parker (2006) that a new pedagogy is indeed needed and one that takes 

account of a young child’s ability in this area. 
                                                                                    
5.2 Media executions 

A frequent device for overtly explaining the visuals in children’s programming is one of 

narrator (out of necessity regarding costs and translating across other territories). 

Children’s TV shows/films are frequently and most commonly told from an omniscient 

point of view where the intention is to tell a story in the manner as earlier mentioned, 

rather similar to the manner of a more knowledgeable other (Vygotsky, 1978). For 

example, through a narrator (a voiceover most commonly) the child sees or hears 

whatever the storyteller/producer intends. (See film example Ruff-Ruff film 4, Teletubbies 

film 7, and Clangers film 10, and document evidence 10 and 23) Similarly, a number of 

technical media executions must be examined for their power to influence attention: do 

we read the screen by paying attention to images in random or organised ways? The 

camera angles, pans or zip pans (or cut) must be considered together against integrity of 

the use of space (and how these elements help to create a pan or a cut for example).  
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A pan appears to ensure reality of space is maintained but in reality, humans tend to 

move their eyes from one object to another and remain disinterested in the space in 

between, so a cut becomes closer to normal sight and visual interpretation. (See film 

example Teletubbies 7 where careful construction of the narrative and use of pans and 

edits support the connection between each sequence) 

 

5.3 Pacing and hierarchical roles within content 

How TV content has changed in relation to pace and editing has been well recorded 

(Sigman 2005). Current children’s media which, in contrast to 1950’s shows, such as, 

Andy Pandy, are generally faster paced. However, less discussed is how, in these earlier 

shows, the child’s voice is rarely heard and the adult dominates the narrative. Central to 

my argument is the voice of the child and their active participation in contributing to 

texts. (See all reports to producers – this central theme clearly emerges) 

  

Undeniably, the aesthetics have changed exponentially. Edits and cuts or dissolves all 

play a part in the way in which the producer/director wishes the child to understand the 

screen. (See film example Ruff Ruff 4). The increase in quick pans, zooms and edits has 

been debated by Sigman (2007). He criticises its power to draw and demand attention 

claiming that children pay too much attention to TV (over-attention) that this in turn 

causes attentional damage. Quite what this means is never explored. Sigman attempts to 

explain that attentional damage is somehow related to the release of dopamine which is 

released by the brain as a reward for paying attention. He sees this as linked to ADHD as 

this condition is itself is related to dopamine functioning. I am yet to be convinced of this 

correlation or association. In addition, I would argue that it is important to understand 

that children around three years of age’ can ‘begin to control their attention stopping at 

starting at will’ (Harding, 2013, p. 96). Indeed, I continue to argue that early stage 

research with young children can alert researchers to any such dangers. 
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Figure 18. ‘Sofa Sof’ TV show development: Attentional control 

 

Gunter and MacAleer is in agreement ‘even children as young as 3 have this ability to 

monitor the soundtrack on television whilst looking elsewhere, and have been observed 

to shift their attention back to the screen when appropriate’ (1997, p. 33). Furthermore, 

here again, I attempt to move the debate towards quality. I would argue that the debate 

needs to start at the development of TV and screen based shows with an eye on scrutiny 

for quality at this point. In other words, the narrative should be worthy of a young child’s 

attention.  The distance of the camera from the subject, long shot, mid shot and close up 

controls to a large extent where the child should position their view; further the use of 

lens (sharp and soft focus) is acknowledged for its ability to guide the viewer and direct 

attention perhaps away from one feature to another. (See film example CBeebies advert 2) 

Furthermore, the angle (squarely symmetrical or oblique) may be used to help determine 

a relationship between characters. (See film example, Kerwhizz 12 document)Audio as a 

component in the process of screen content construction deserves examination for the 

place it occupies in children’s TV shows as its pervasiveness actually means that it can be 

ignored. Environmental sounds, speech, sound effects and music all provide the 

underpinning tone. (See film example Surprise Lane 6b; and document example 18 for 

Surprise Lane; and film example 7 and document example for Peter Rabbit 29 page 16 

where the crescendo indicating the end is coming).  
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For example, Palmer (1986, quoted in Fiske 1987, p. 73) provides a useful point of view: 

      ‘children watched with a wide variety of modes of attention that  

       varied from rapt, total absorption often with the child within a couple  

       of feet of screen, to a very loose “monitoring”, when, for instance, a  

       child would play cards with his/his back to the screen and would turn  

       round to look only when something such as the sound track (often laughter)  

       caught his/her attention.’  

 

Indeed, this corroborates with my findings. (See film examples Surprise Lane 6a-c) 

However, contrary to my findings, Palmer’s work (1986) also found that periods of rapt 

attention rarely lasted for more that ten minutes at a time. (See reports for all TV shows) 

 

6. Attention and the moment - by - moment experience 

I progress at this point to examine attention in relation to the moment-by-moment 

experience. Singer’s important study (cited in Gunter and McAleer, 1997, p. 29), 

suggests that the ‘orienting reaction’ is a natural response to new information born out of 

a primitive drive. However, I am inclined to support the view that active viewing draws 

on the way in which a child will attend to something that they understand in which case it 

can be argued that attention is driven by comprehension. (See film example Bing 1a) 

timing 1.54 where I discuss how deep level of engagement leads to greater 

comprehension)  

 

In fact, I would argue that in order to sustain this moment-by-moment viewing, children 

attempt to fill in the comprehension gaps and this changes the nature of the discussion.  

(See film example 1.b Bing case study 2013) 

 

Here is an example of just three scenes spanning 30 seconds: 
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Seconds 0-10 10-12 12-25 25-26 24-30 

 

On screen 

content: 

Visuals 

Audio 

 

                                 

  

Event 
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Scene  

Narrator 

Humour 

Music 

                 

Transition 
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move in time, 

shift in 

location or 

move to new 

character 
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6.1 Fill in the gaps 

My view is borrowed from studies outside media research. For example, ‘Because they 

are such active thinkers, children usually construct their own theories to fill the gaps in 

their knowledge’ (Tizard and Hughes, 2002, p. 103). Furthermore, the authors describe 

the thinking processes of the young child as a ‘large number of half assembled 

scaffoldings’ (2002, p. 105). Hence, I would argue that screen-based productions for 3-4 

year olds need to be sensitive to this gap and anticipate short falls in media literacy and 

guide the young viewer so that the viewing is meaningful and gradually moves the child 

to the next level in understanding-acting as a ‘more knowledgeable other,’ (Vygotsky, 

1978). Indeed, a point to which I will return frequently is one where respecting a child’s 

moment-by-moment experience is important and this moves the debate into a more child-

centred arena:  
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(See Film 1a Bing 2013 research timing: 1.16 – 26  ‘don’t rush experience’ – here I am 

explaining why the moment-by-moment is important –I draw on the earlier comment at 

1.00 where I make the point that this is real life and how children perceive life. 

Attentional inertia is an interesting concept proposed by Anderson et al (1991) arguing 

that the more a child views - the more they will continue to be engaged in viewing. It is 

proposed that this cyclical effect contributes to a developing understanding of the way in 

which a child is monitoring content in order to make the decision to continue to view. 

Studies have also investigated the impact of varieties of genres for levels of attention with 

children’s shows gaining the highest percentage (Gunter and McAleer, 1997, p. 36). 

Whilst some studies have discussed the choice to continue or abandon viewing as 

appearing to fall within the area of fast paced action in connection with shifts in a scene 

or character changes, Gunter and McAleer (1997, p. 38) attribute continued viewing to 

the visual and audio meaning as having sufficient relevance and the slower pace allowing 

for absorption of content. Here again, there are assumptions about the nature of children’s 

screen content which ignores the central point of quality in a child-centred narrative. Yet 

again, I am shifting the debate to one, in my opinion, is of greater relevance: schematic 

attraction. 
                                          
This point is confirmed through my observational work on the slower paced Teletubbies 

(it must also be noted that Teletubbies is premised upon schematic practice). This is a 

strategy about which I doubt the creators were aware. A further point to which I will 

return along my journey. Whitley (cited in BFI, 2003) sets out the argument that it is with 

ease that children are able to make inferences and deductions based on gestures and signs 

within social contexts. (See film example Bing 1.b as the characters are set within a home 

environment and references are within the home i.e. vacuum cleaner) Furthermore, 

Whitley discusses the notion that where children experience challenges using particular 

decoding skills when encountering text based materials they often exhibit higher ability 

as compared to when they encounter media texts. Editing acts as grammar through cuts, 

dissolves, changes in points of view, scene changes etc.  

 

                                                  
Theoretical: Symbolism Attention Power Symbols Texts Moment-by-moment Educational Bias Developing child Creativity Destination  



 58 

Interestingly, children between 4 and 7 years demonstrated that they were able to make 

connections and fill in the gaps when the film had edited out particular sequences. 

Children appear to acquire the rules in much the same way as language without formal 

instruction (Messenger Davis, 2010). In further discussion concerning semiotics and how 

children’s attention to TV is controlled, Gunter and McAleer (1997, p. 31) comment that 

there are two viewpoints: one is described as reactive: that children’s attention is 

controlled by formal features such as scene changes, music and sound effects and 

secondly, that children learn to control their attention according to the meaning they can 

access. Studies indicate attention control as the motivating force for a young child’s to 

comprehend the content, for example, research for Sesame Street as discussed in Gunter 

and McAleer (1997, p. 33). Hodge and Tripp (1986) demonstrate that children are highly 

literate when it comes to understanding representational codes of TV and calls upon 

educationalists and parents to take this area of their lives more seriously. Indeed, my 

rationale for a more open and inclusive approach to content production (with children and 

parents) is born out of a desire to truly meet the changing needs of families and an 

attempt to move the debate onto child-centric  work. (See film evidence CBeebies 

research film 2. Commence 00.30 seconds to end) 

 

6.2 Scripts, power and the moment-by-moment experience 

Returning to the theme of adult versus child control and power, one of the most important 

aspects to be considered is the construction of the TV shows themselves and 

acknowledgement of how different parts of the show contribute to the script for an 

implicit dialogue between child and TV characters. (See script example 30 Bing and 14 

Ruff Ruff) The reverse was attempted successfully and demonstrated in ‘Sofa Sof’ 

research. (See Film example ‘Sofa Sof’ timing: 6:38 and 7:01 where children are actually 

contributing to development of script) 

 

Importantly, I amplify the notion that these ‘power-based led’ scripts not only influence 

the child’s behaviour but also the dialogue exchange.  
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Scripts have implicit indicators for certain kinds of social interaction and even examples 

of vying for power. For example, who will play the teacher? Who will play the pupil? Or, 

does the social script imply a more equal status? As mentioned earlier, TV shows in the 

1950s and 60s reveal the position of children in relation to the superiority of the adult. 

For example, Watch with Mother: BBC where the adult is clearly the orchestrator of all 

events and adjudicator of all consequences of actions. Of course, the adults would have 

been exposed to several examples of pedagogic relationships with clearly defined roles: 

pupil and teacher to which the adult can refer. Clearly, these social dynamics have the 

ability to reframe the nature of interaction between TV and child. Within each TV show 

there is an implicit agenda for suggested codes of behaviour or at least dialogue. The 

construction of TV texts for children can be seen to contain a multitude of positions: 

closed question activities, dictatorial, narrative etc. Unintentionally or not, TV shows are 

scripted in such a way as to promote different kinds of behaviour between child and 

show. (See script examples document 14 Ruff Ruff train adventure page one is 

highlighted where the child is placed in the position of recipient of knowledge rather than 

one who is active in the process). I further assert that with careful crafting the script can 

help the child make connections between scenes and promote creative thought through a 

higher degree of involvement, thus taking the child beyond the moment-by moment 

experience (where children inhabit most of the time). This will be discussed further in the 

outcomes of the pilot TCEIT. (See film example Surprise Lane, 9 and 10) 
       

 
Figure 19. Involvement and engagement processed in the moment (see ‘Sofa Sof’ film 

2012, number 16 for examples of involvement and engagement in script) 
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Of course, interactivity afforded through IPad, Iphones and other digital media is 

altogether changing the relationship between screens and the young child. The control of 

power is shifting to a position where the child is able to make more choices and even 

produce content themselves. My interest at present has mostly been limited to TV screen 

content and when it is played on other screens such as IPads. However, I have also 

consulted and been asked to write chapters within books regarding content for apps. (See 

documentary evidence 27, regarding my advice concerning humour that is tied to the 

here and now (moment-by moment experience) Furthermore, I have provided advice 

directly to parents regarding the link between media and child development via the 

CBeebies website and Nicklodeon website section of parents as I am the child 

development expert for both Nickolodeon and CBeebies. Indeed, I have worked 

strategically, to involve children and parents in media - related activities in several 

capacities; a pincer movement to ensure their inclusion in the development and 

progression of media – driven content in various forms (See one sample evidence 28– one 

of over forty articles that I have provided online) 
 

6.3 Quality of the moment-by-moment experience 

Turning from the debate concerning apportioning power to the issue of the momentary 

experience where involvement can indicate a degree of ability to control the outcomes 

through an interactive experience rather than a passive one. I propose that perhaps a more 

didactic approach encourages a passive role, as the child is not given the power to control 

the sequence of events. And, it is also interesting to note (as I have already proposed) that 

young children are living ‘in the moment’ so, at times the intent of the script is entirely 

nonsensical when it demands that they carry meaning from one scene to another. The 

cognitive load is onerous. A telling case is demonstrated in the Clangers, where I 

delineate the message through the role of the narrator (See film example when a meaning 

is inferred see document 15 Clangers) I propose that it is the actual quality of the moment 

that counts. It is this small but important fact that is frequently misunderstood by 

programme makers or producers.  
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In my view, it is of fundamental importance that it is understood that young children do 

not watch TV in the same way as adults and therefore research methodologies must probe 

for better understanding of the way children involve themselves in TV viewing or any 

media device. However, that is not to say that children would not be engaged in content 

that was inappropriate (as far as possible I have avoided researching such content that 

could be dangerous to children, for example, disembodied parts in Big body Little body 

see documentary evidence 24). Indeed, as stated earlier, there is a need for an initial level 

of scrutiny for age appropriate and ethical standards before research commences.  

 

 
Figure 20. Music Makers TV 2012, show research: Children involve their bodies in the 
screen experience  
 
 

I assert that as a young child’s disposition and approach to screen content is 

developmentally driven it would be nonsensical to research in the same manner as for 

adults (who can be relied upon to complete questionnaires). Researchers, such as Piaget, 

1969, Bruner et al, 1976, and Vygotsky, 1978, all adequately demonstrate that children 

do not comprehend or make sense of situations or actions in the same way as adults. I am 

not arguing for abdication of adult guidance, surveillance and safeguarding principles but 

I am making the case that young children do not perceive media content in the same way. 

It follows then that the greater the understanding of what triggers their engagement and 

what motivates the young child to be involved (and to have active control over the visual 

texts) producers, together with researchers, can begin to explore more meaningful screen 

content for children.  
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In the absence of brain scanning equipment, where it would be possible to witness and 

record brain wave activity, the next most useful point of reference in my opinion was 

observation according to strict criteria and cross referenced with age appropriate follow-

up questions.  

 

The development of a tool that seeks to inform adults of moments at which a young child 

is engaged or not engaged, and to what level they are involved in the visual text, can help 

content producers make content more relevant to their stage of development. In my view, 

comprehension of the content is secondary and cannot be considered until attention and 

involvement are established in much the same way a teacher will seek to engage and 

involvement children before proposing that learning is taking place. Goswami in 

Cognition in Children questioned if infants could learn not only by observing people 

acting on objects in real life (as their research had already shown)…but by observing 

people acting on objects in film,’ (Goswami, 1997, p. 63). She discusses Meltzoff’s 

(1998) work which evidenced 14 month olds performing in the manner proposed.  
                                                                                                                                                
Tangentially, this work also supported my developing awareness of schematic 

movements in their potential to drive screen attraction by taking real life schematic 

movements onto screen with the same impact as derived from real life. (See film example 

Surprise Lane 6a, b, c & King Ding 8) 

 

 
Figure 21. Schematic attraction in this case through a trajectory schema: a flying 

animated character in the Kreechaz TV show research –( see also Kreechaz film 15)  
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Moving on to a discussion of cognitive load, Potter 2008, draws upon the work of Huston 

et al, 1983; Hollenbeck and Slaby, 1979; Wartella, 1981, and Meadowcroft and Reeves, 

1989, and discusses the cognitive demand TV places on children to understand narrative 

progression at a time when they can only focus on action and to dialogue and are only 

interested in the ‘moment’ or events as separate entities. Moreover, Potter (2008), 

discusses Goleman’s (1995), work regarding the relationship between emotion and 

cognition and is concerned with how a child’s lack of emotional development impacts the 

way a young child cannot yet understand suspense or follow the interconnected elements 

in a continuing plot. Again, their work can be interpreted as proposing how young 

children’s focus is on discreet elements (moment-by-moment). This is an important point 

on which I built and illustrates the need for producers, broadcasters and scriptwriters to 

better understand child development in order to ensure content is engaging and involving. 

(See film example child development films in supplementary folder)  

 

Misconceptions around the simplicity regarding making children’s content are prevalent. 

The ‘sweet spot’ (as described by programme makers when choosing a target age) is 

frequently the three or four year old. However, as commented by Tizard and Hughes 

(2002, p.213) this is the very age they experience a state of intellectual disequilibrium: a 

place when confusions and misunderstandings occur due to an incomplete structure of 

their conceptual framework. In my view, this is also where the challenges begin for 

producers and broadcasters. For all intents and purposes, it can appear that young 

children under five years of age, are engaging in the narrative due to their desire to view 

the whole episode and observers can be mistaken in their belief that they are actually 

following the events in a sequential and constructive manner. However, what they are 

actually accessing from the time spent viewing may not be what is assumed. In 

agreement with Potter (2008), children under three years of age tend to focus on each 

event separately, moving from one ‘action’ to another ‘action’.  
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(See documented Bing evidence 21, page 46, and Peter Rabbit 9, page 1, for children’s 

errant answers to questions).And, I propose that it is at this critical point: the moment - 

by - moment experience, where engagement and involvement in screen viewing becomes 

meaningful. Furthermore, I suggest, it becomes measurable and quantifiable. It follows 

that if young children are on the verge of being able to make connections between one 

scene and another, then it is most critically the scene-by-scene account that has value 

(independent of the next scene). For example, the humour that young children embrace is 

one of slapstick; falling over and clown like behaviour of Mr Tumble  (see film advert 

CBeebies example 2) is discreet and manageable, without too much dependence on the 

next section of the narrative. It stands alone. However, that is not to say, that young 

children can’t make sense of a sequence and follow a story line. They can and do. 

Paradoxically, it is the way in which the show progresses, scene by scene together with 

the signals provided in the music (imbued with schematic references) that I propose 

might enable a child to more easily build a composite picture by placing a value on the 

moment-by-moment experience. A view that I have posited in Bing TV show 

development. (See document evidence 1a and b -where there is a complex narrative but 

each moment is crafted to contain vivid facial expressions, animal movements which are 

engaging and relevant moment-by-moment experiences which are not necessarily 

demanding a knowledge of the whole narrative) 

 

7. Educational bias 

In my opinion, as indicated earlier, the mistaken belief that all TV/screen content for 

children must be educational can result in fabrication of educational points. Moralistic 

storytelling has presented the greatest challenge for me when researching. Well-

intentioned advisors to broadcasters (in the US) have insisted that in the absence of an 

overt educational curriculum, an educational rationale be imposed on top of an existing 

format (see Clangers film 18, and documentary evidence 15).  
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This fervent activity has mystified me and I have sought to ensure that any moralizing 

tone has been reduced in the UK to ensure that the quality of a simple narrative has 

priority. However, educational advisors, whose work depends on their sanctions to be 

heard is problematic. (See work on Ruff-Ruff document evidence 14, and Clangers 15, 

both with US Sprout TV) In contrast, my work strongly suggests that young children live 

in the present (within the exploratory stage) and the connections between one scene and 

another need ‘obvious connections’ to ease their thinking forward and reduce cognitive 

load. My journey is making in-roads in these areas but there is a long way to travel 

especially when the US market is involved. 

 
                                                                                                                           

 
Figure 22. Bing research (2013): Connections must be made between one scene and 

another. Note lips parted and deep concentration and involvement  

 

7.1 Making sense of content 

A shift occurs around four to five years of age when children move from exploratory 

stage to search mode, often possessing an agenda of what they are looking for and can 

understand prompts such as music. Precisely how young children discern the moving 

shapes and colours within the various media platforms and how they make sense of it all 

is of utmost concern to parents.  
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Buckingham (2005, p. 19) states,  

 

          ‘To begin with, television may be perceived as a kind of ‘magic window’, or  

           alternatively as a magic box in which tiny people are living. Yet by the time  

           they are about two, children seem to have understood that television is a  

           medium that represents events which are taking place (or have taken place)  

           elsewhere. Through the experience of video, they also come to understand that  

           television can be recorded and replayed, and that it is not necessarily ‘live’…. As  

           they develop the ability to identify three-dimensional shapes, and come to  

           understand the functions of language, children begin to develop hypotheses  

           about the relationship between television and the real world.’  
 

Furthermore, Buckingham proposes that around the 4-5 year age range, children are also 

developing an understanding of the ‘language’ and grammar of television. Children learn 

that it follows rules or conventions which are different from those of real life (Messaris, 

1994). The distinction between fantasy and real life emerges between the ages of three to 

seven years (Harding, 2013) and the way in which this understanding relates to TV and 

screen appears to be in alignment. Around ‘the age of five, children generally give more 

considered responses, suggesting that television is sometimes real, sometimes not’ 

(Messaris, 1986).  

 

 
Figure 23. Music Makers research: Five year olds can provide more considered 

responses 
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Most researchers now agree that children start to develop media literacy from early 

infancy, developing “a wide range of skills, knowledge and understanding of this world 

from birth” (Marsh, 2005, p. 5). Children have frequent and often limitless access to all 

forms of media. For the first time, Ofcom (2012) has researched the media habits of 3-4 

year olds. The report indicates that many in this age group are using a range of different 

media devices, including over a third (37%) who are going online using a desktop PC, 

laptop or netbook. I propose that this is possibly to do activities such as visiting familiar 

websites, watching a TV programme or playing games online. One in ten (9%) 3-4 year 

olds use a tablet at home, according to their parents. The research also suggests that this 

age group spends an estimated 15.5 hours watching TV every week and one third (33%) 

has a TV in their bedroom.                       
                                                                                                                                      

From all quarters, there is a mounting need to research exactly how children are engaging 

with different media devices and moving between platforms; the drivers; what skills they 

are gaining from these new activities; what the benefits might be; how parents and 

educators can best support these new activities and ultimately provide guidelines for 

parents. Both Buckingham (2004) and Marsh et al (2005) agree that children will develop 

media literary skills even if they are not in receipt of formal media education at school. 

Ofcom defines media literacy as ‘the ability to access, understand and create 

communications in a variety of contexts’ (2006, p. 2).   

 

 
Figure 24. Example of media use in a variety of contexts (2009) 
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8. The developing child and media 

In terms of maturation, or intuitive deconstruction of media, there is general agreement 

with Piaget’s view of child development within which a child is able to decentre 

according to their ability to infer and deduce character motivations. Buckingham (2003) 

identifies an age-related set of media literacy skills for children between 5-7 years old. 

Furthermore, he elucidates this as a time when children begin to be able to distinguish 

between different sorts of programme on the basis of which are the most realistic. 

However, he continues by proposing that they are yet unable to distinguish the 

motivations of television and film producers or begin to relate what they see to their own 

experiences. Buckingham states that it isn’t until children are over eleven years of age 

that they have the ability to decode and consider the impact of what they watch and its 

affect on particular groups or audiences.  
 

However, my experience in observing children conflicts with the proposal that children 

are unable to relate what they see to their own experience, or other experiences (see film 

6a, timing: 4.10 and 4:56-5:24: Surprise Lane research development where children 

clearly connect the movements they see on screen to the narrative they were told earlier). 

The time at which a child begins to take notice of TV can start as early as a fleeting 

glance at 6 weeks. At first, the viewing appears to be of an exploratory manner (I believe 

much the same way as babies explore the real world) through sight, hearing, touch and 

smell (Piaget, 1969). (See film evidence 13 Baby Play 2014) 

 

My study and theoretical stance reinforces theories proposed by Hollenbeck and Slaby, 

(1979, cited in Potter, 2008) who discuss how babies viewing TV at 6 months are 

responding to the action and sound rather than the narrative and that at around 4 years of 

age children move from this exploratory mode of viewing to a ‘search’ view. However, in 

much the same way as I have identified the moment - by - moment process of 

engagement and involvement, Potter continues by explaining that young children cannot 

understand interconnected plots and will focus on individual elements.  
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Potter states quite clearly that age alone cannot render someone media literate. The 

necessary media skills are acquired differently.  

 

8.1 Active agents 

Anne Wood (creator of Teletubbies) speaking at the Literacy conference: TV is here to 

stay, how can television contribute to children’s language development (2004) the 

transcript reveals her desire to produce shows that match children’s preverbal imaginative 

skills (and asserts that children can think imaginatively long before they can talk). 

Furthermore, she discussed the absence of an adult who would interpret or be seen to 

guide the child through the show or supervise the child on screen. It was indeed 

revolutionary and produced varied reactions from adults. She discusses how it had been 

remarked upon that Teletubbies might well have been made by children (not adults) as it 

reflects their thinking processes. She asserts that an adult presenter is no guarantee of 

active participation and that it should be the script itself that guides children through the 

process. My work finds agreement with this principle. (See film example 7 Teletubbies 

insert and Teletubbies document 26) 

 

Wood also challenged the belief that that TV is passive. Drawing on her own 

observations of children she explained her belief concerning active participation. She 

asserts that although children often watch TV on their own, it doesn’t mean they are 

passive. She continues by drawing on the comparisons between a book demanding active 

participation and the same way in which a TV show uses grammar and symbols to which 

the child can respond. She referred to the show as a conversation between screen and the 

child: judging when to leave a pause for the child to respond. It must be noted that 

research with children underpinned the show. Furthermore, she criticised the prevalent 

media debate: education versus TV, which did not (and perhaps still does not) permit 

expression and experimentation of TV as an art form and neither does it allowed to 

evolve by research with children. 
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Wood discussed the work of Messaris (1994) in as much as it describes how the language 

of TV follows conventions, which are not the same as reality. For example, how a close 

up shot does not mean that an object is enlarged itself. She also discusses how a child’s 

interpretation of a cut does not mean children can’t join the sequences: it is evident that 

with well researched and informed scripts, children can begin to make meaning from one 

scene to another in much the same way as one words in a sentence can eventually form 

meaning for a child beyond the meaning of one work, such as ‘cat’ in the sentence: The 

cat sat on the mat. Her observations concur with my findings in this area. Similarly, I 

noted that children can read the sound track and will anticipate a crescendo knowing that 

a joke is climaxing. (See film example Ruff- Ruff Humour 0:27) 

 

Wood (2004) also discusses how TV is a combination of active gestures and emotions, 

pattern, movement and spatial relationships. She continued by discussing how children 

are adept at picking up new language and how the language of TV can be interpreted in 

the same way by building a desire and instinct to create meaning and translate them into 

their own play. This way they learn how TV tells a story. Some researchers, such as, 

Calvert, Strong, Jacobs, Conger, (2007), have adequately demonstrated that TV shows 

that attempt to involve children and require them to participate by asking questions 

through character prompts served to elicit answers which, they claim, demonstrate deeper 

understanding.  

 

TV shows, such as Ruff Ruff and Kerwhizz on which I have worked, invite participation 

in much the same way as Dora the explorer and was particularly interesting to my 

research. The similarities in the findings are striking and the conclusions go some way to 

confirming that the greater the attention, the greater the retention of the narrative 

structure and its contents identified in the show.  
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Karmiloff-Smith laments the media perception of screen exposure, ‘Despite its topicality, 

there are currently few in-depth scientific studies that measure neural, cognitive and 

behavioural changes induced by screen exposure, but this is likely to be the focus of 

considerable research in the near future’ (2012, p. 231). Her view of the future is one 

where screen narratives are influenced by scientific research that enables young children 

to become active participants rather than passive observers. A view to which I subscribe 

and believe is possible when producers are prepared to set aside the time to take the lead 

from children by observing their active viewing patterns. Gauntlet (1996), discusses 

Anderson and Lorch’s (1983) work concerning the roots of the passive viewing debate by 

citing the presumption that visual attention to television is reactive and that children are 

simply inadequate viewers who can’t resist the flow of images. With this assertion, 

comes the assumption that quality of content is in some ways irrelevant and that it has no 

bearing on a child’s perception. Furthermore, he cites Albert Bandura (1977), and 

Jermome Singer (1980), who also propagated the view that the content is irrelevant and 

that it is the edits and sound effects that capture attention: leading the child to some of 

sort of involuntary action that precedes the image. This is contrary to the moment-by-

moment premise that I propose and it also devalues the emerging abilities of the child to 

be co-creators of media content. Gauntlet also counters this argument by discussing the 

research results of Sesame Street. Taking his argument further, Gauntlett (1996) discusses 

Robert Hodge and David Tripp’s arguments in Children and Television: A semiotic 

approach, thereby attempting to bring the content back into the study of effects. 

Discourse around children as: ‘passive recipients of external social forces, rather than 

active participants’ is a recurring theme of Buckingham’s work (1993, p. 7). It is clear 

that again this changes the tenet of discussion and it is upon his work that I build the 

premise of a child’s willingness and active ability to make sense of media content (even 

if only through a moment-by-moment process). ‘At this age (4 and 5), children’s thinking 

is concerned totally with life in the present and they have difficulty connecting the 

beginning, middle and end bits...’ (Gunter and McAleer, 1997, p 42).  
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Furthermore, this premise assumes a basic level of engagement and involvement and the 

greater these become the more a child is able to make sense of the content. Buckingham 

(1993, p. 14) expertly sets out the argument regarding the power of the media as the 

relationship that occurs between the screen text and the audience. Although his work is 

not in the area of under fives, this perspective provided me with the confidence to believe 

that children could possibly construct meaning themselves from the TV texts offered. 

Gauntlett (1996, p. 48) also takes account of the work of Buckingham (1993, 1996) 

where children were found to be eager to discuss characters within shows, thus promoting 

the idea of active rather than passive viewing in much the same way as I have 

experienced in my work with Teletubbies, Bing etc. 

 

 
Figure 25. Music Makers TV show research: Children discuss characters on screen 

 

Buckingham also draws upon David Morley’s study, The ‘Nationwide’ Audience 

(London British Film Institute, 1980) through which his work altered the sense of 

audience participation with text: a shift from the viewer being the subject of the text to 

one where the viewer became more active.  
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This in itself paved the way for a more ethnographical method of TV research where TV 

viewing is seen as activity capable of being researched. This typifies a paradigm shift 

away from the standpoint that the child is acting as a spectator (passive role) to one who 

is capable of engagement and involvement in the screen text (active role). Furthermore, it 

enables the researcher to situate the screen within the wider understanding and 

expectation that it can become something over which the young child can gain control. In 

addition, I propose that young children can also take ownership of their responses rather 

than to be seen as passively accepting what the screen has to offer.  

 

 
Figure 26. Tomorrow’s Child small-scale study (2014): Taking ownership of responses 

 

8.2 Hybridisation and rehearsal  

Indeed, my research has confirmed that given the opportunity children will take 

ownership of the media text. As Burn and Richards discuss, children create a media 

hybrid text by reconceptualising existing text and transporting it, ‘Rehearsal, then 

suggests the recounting of something old but also the invention of something new,’ (Burn 

and Richards, 2015, 15). Indeed, the concept of hybridisation as suggested by Burn and 

Richards (ibid) is akin to the proposals I will later put forward in terms of Immersive 

Digital Play. But first, a discussion of how children import (or hybridise) their interests in 

schematic movements into their media play must take place. 
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8.3 Body language and evidence of schematic attraction in screen viewing 

As mentioned above, Whitley (1996, cited in BFI, 2003) proposes that inferences and 

deductions are based on gestures and signs within social contexts and asserts that this is 

due to the way that media texts permit the use of visual clues. So, whilst children are 

embracing that moment-by-moment experience (which, I will later propose can be 

recorded through the pilot engagement and involvement tool) these visual clues based on 

those very signs and gestures (which are pertinent to the narrative structure) can be fully 

understood and exploited. Most significantly, I have begun to observe a pattern: these 

gestures and signs which children are viewing on screen appear to be the ones to which 

children pay the most attention and show greater levels of engagement and involvement. 

The gestures and signs fell neatly into the area of schematic movements.  

 

The relationship between schemas and how children are attracted to schematic 

movements on screen became my next step of enquiry. Bruce (1997), cited in Harding, 

(2013) proposes that schemas are clusters of pieces that fit together. Furthermore, she 

describes schemas as behaviours, which the child can utilise in varying ways in different 

places and situations. This supports the understanding that the young child can hold a 

mental image of a favoured schematic movement, and I suggest, even demonstrating the 

ability to transfer this recognition to an on- screen movement (later documentary 

evidence will support this view).  

 

Indeed, Vygotsky describes how movement precedes perception: ‘The child resolves her 

choice not through direct process of visual perception but through movement’ (1978, p. 

34). Initially, I researched the young children’s recognition of schemas through a 

narrative, which focused on the trajectory schema and subsequently on screen through 

Surprise Lane. The results supported my early thoughts. The children made the 

connection between schemas they had recognised in a real situation to one spoken about 

in the story.  
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Subsequently, they also made the connection between the one they had seen on screen to 

where real children were involved in the same schematic movements. In fact, Athey in 

Extending thought in Young children (2007, p.197) comments that whilst watching a 

cartoon, one child said: ‘They’re all dizzy,’ The child had identified the effect of rotation. 

Although, Athey was not researching the impact of schema recognition on screen, 

nevertheless, this was pertinent to my work. The fascination of schematic movements on 

screen was further tested with other young children when the Surprise Lane film was 

developed into an animation and live action promo. The levels of attention and 

engagement were high on the pilot TCEIT. (See film examples Surprise Lane research 6a 

and b and screen grabs and animation and results from UK and US, King Ding 8 and 

document Peter Rabbit 29) 

 

Indeed, my work with Peter Rabbit also confirmed my early suspicions that schematic 

movement appear to be innately interesting to young children. The section below is a 

note within the Peter Rabbit report. 
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Figure 27. Movement – is the engine for the show 

The music drives the ‘movement’ of the characters (as demonstrated by the actions of the 

children who coordinated their movements in accordance with the visuals and the music). 

Further, I discussed with the producers the similarity in the types of play  (trajectory in 

nature) that children experience in a non-screen based situation as pictured below. 

 

 
Figure 28. An example of real world schematic play  

 

Through praxis, my theory regarding schematic attraction in the digital world has been 

influenced primarily by five theorists (although others will be discussed): Piaget (1951), 

who discussed schemas as a way of explaining how young children learn; the work of 

Athey (2007), and her analysis of the way children repeat actions (schemas, such as 

enclosure, trajectory, connection, enveloping, and so on) that in turn help with 

classifications The work of the following theorists were also insightful to the process: 

Vygotsky (1978), describes the zone of proximal development wherein the child can 

begin to stretch towards the next level of understanding; the nature of creativity proposed 

by Csikszentmihalyi  (1979), and lastly, Laevers (1994), interest in the deep involvement 

of children in their play. (See example of scaffolding woven into narration Bing film 1 

and Ruff –Ruff film 4) 

 

                                                       
Theoretical: Symbolism Attention Power Symbols Texts Moment-by-moment Educational Bias Developing child Creativity Destination  

                                                                                               

Methodological: History Ethnography  ‘Unsaid’ Participation Codes Body language Thought Signals Schemas Flow Scale Destination 



 77 

8.4 Schemas and semiotics 

Turning to consider the link between schemas and semiotics, I now draw upon the 

important contribution that Piaget and Inhelder (1969) make to this area. In discussion 

concerning mental images, Piaget and Inhelder propose that an imagined bodily 

movement stimulates the same electrical waves as a real action. They continue by 

describing the phenomena as a kind of a sketch of the absent movement. Between 

eighteen months and two years, Piaget and Inhelder also propose that the ability to form 

representations (the signified) occurs. The ‘thought’ is to be based on ‘an evocation of an 

absent object. …imitations which commences after an event is described as ‘deferred 

imitation…imitation which starts after the disappearance of the model (1969, p. 53). ‘The 

memory of evocation is very precocious (it exists in the lower vertebrates) and is 

necessarily related to action schemas or habits’ (1969, p. 80). I have built on these 

conclusions by relating them to the child’s digital environment and the storage of images 

which hold a schematically driven interest.  

 

Therefore, I propose that the child has the ability to form representations that enable the 

child to make sense of TV shows that allow for already recognisable objects in their real 

world (even if these are distorted) such as Noo-Noo in Teletubbies or the vacuum cleaner 

in Bing. (See film example Bing 1b). As mentioned earlier, Surprise Lane builds on 

schematic movements and the moment-by-moment encounter and engagement children 

have with the screen (a recurring theme in my journey). In relation to a young child’s 

memory of evocation and their interest in schemas, the nature of digital play and its 

relationship to schemas must be discussed.  
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Figure 29. Example of a connection schema as used in Surprise Lane research 

 

 
Figure 30. Example of a rotation schema as used in Surprise Lane research 

 

 
Figure 31. Kreechaz TV show research (film 15) Trajectory schema explained by child’s 

movements after a screen experience 
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In undertaking such exploration, I have sought to blur the boundaries that have 

traditionally separated child development theory (specifically schema theoretical 

perspectives) from media production. In order to concentrate on an understanding of the 

interplay between attention and engagement and schematic movement (within the 

confines of descriptions originally offered by Athey). I have not attempted to rethink the 

construct of schema and I pay little attention to current debates such as the challenge to 

Piaget’s belief that behaviours become thought as opposed to Goswami’s (1997) proposal 

that thought arises first, and Gopnik et al., (1999) proposal that it is from birth that 

cognitive representations are available (Manning-Morton and Thorp, 2008). I have kept 

within the boundaries of the established belief that young children demonstrate schematic 

preoccupations and that perhaps body movement does initiate thought as suggested by 

Professor Pat Preedy in the pilot work I conducted with her in Dubai (2014) where my 

tool contributed to the analysis of interaction – this time between adult and child around 

schema-based play in the home. (See film 17 Play Partners research)  

 

Interestingly, Bee describes schemas as the ‘action of categorizing in some particular 

way’ (2010, cited in Gross, p. 528). Nevertheless, I acknowledge that not all researchers 

are in agreement with the theoretical robustness of schemas proposed by Athey. Julian 

Grenier (2009), questions the theoretical relevance of motor schemas for children over 

three years of age as Piaget’s theory places a parameter of relevance to their prominence 

in cognitive development for the under threes. Moreover, he questions if the theory itself 

is built on Piagetian stage theory, which is largely rejected now. However, he affirms the 

validity of the identification of schemas but solely as a means of a way of 

reconceptualising the child through respecting their interests. He offers other 

explanations, such as the mere act of a practitioner starting with the child's interests and 

then planning for more complex movement means that play excellence due to practice 

alone. However, for the purposes of identification of schemas on screen (simply through 

a new medium) the basic definitions proposed are suffice at this point. Common schemas 

for children are also described by Mannning-Morton and Thorp (2003). 
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I posit that the principles of assimilation, accommodation, adaption and maintaining 

equilibrium still apply within the paradigm I am proposing: the child, through choice of 

schemas or clusters of schemas, identified in film as well as in the real world, undergoes 

the same process aided by a sensitive script and narrative that helps the child assimilate, 

accommodate, and maintain equilibrium. For example, the narrative is able (through the 

moment-by-moment process) to build on concepts perhaps in a more conscious manner 

enabling a smooth process through assimilation to equilibrium, (see example Surprise 

Lane Films, 6a,b, and c). 

 

8.5 Immersive digital play (IDP) 

Whilst recognising the dynamic and pervasive nature of play, I propose that we are 

witnessing a new kind of playful behaviour (based on the intrinsic attraction of schematic 

movements and creative propositions) that is born out of the new media opportunities that 

children from the pre-digital era would not have experienced. I also propose that, as 

suggested by Burn and Richards (2015), children are re-negotiating identities; re-

fashioning previous play experiences and are exercising agency and choice over their 

media play patterns. To that end, I am re-inspecting transmedia (Jenkins 2007). (See film 

example Creative Wellbeing timing 12.40 – 16.11) Interestingly, although the focus of 

transmedia concerned the lives of children between the ages of 5 to 11, Herr-Stephenson, 

Alper, Reilly and Jenkins (2013), describe the process of transmedia in a similar way to 

my description of IDP for younger children: as one that is immersive, interconnected, and 

engaging multiple literacies (2013: 2). Furthermore, in agreement with my description of 

IDP, transmedia, play is aligned with a constructivist approach to learning (e.g. Bruner, 

1976; Piaget, 1969; Vygotsky, 1978). 
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Of course, many researchers have discussed the inclusion of aspects of media in 

children’s play (Kinder, 1991; Paley, 2004; Seiter, 1995; Burn and Richards 2014, 2015). 

However, just how this kind of play functions and the intricacies of its nature are not well 

discussed or documented, let alone agreed. In what follows, some of those complexities 

will, I hope, become more evident. Perhaps, most importantly, the protection of the right 

for a child to play has already been debated and agreed and there should be no need to 

cover old ground. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), 

states that there is a collective agreement about the value of play for young children: a 

child should not have to work but should have opportunities for play and leisure 

activities. However, in reality, the price placed on the value of play differs from context 

to context. The aspect that concerns my study is a young child’s right to play within the 

digital world, and, if that can be agreed, what might that it actually look like, and how 

should it be accommodated and valued? It is appropriate to attempt some kind of parallel 

between traditional portraits of the nature of play and the new kind of play I saw 

emerging for the under fives in their moment-by-moment experience of multi-media. 

However, right at the start, I found myself surrounded by a number of conceptual 

conundrums concerning the basic nature of play.  

 

Play researchers over the last fifty years present child play in a variety of contradictory 

lights. I examined many of the portraits of play offered by researchers since the 

nineteenth century in order to establish a developmental trend that might describe a 

child’s adaptation to media experiences. Furthermore, as my interest lies in how children 

have imported such established play principles into new media play and in particular their 

engagement with screens, I have also drawn upon: ‘ludic bricolage’ (a metaphor for re-

working of any specific elements inserted into a new play paradigm) as suggested by 

Burn and Richards (2015). Therefore, I start with a conceptual and thematic overview of 

play, in particular identifying any salient trends in children’s media culture on which to 

build.  
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However, before this next section, it is interesting to refer back to my journey and note 

that I was asked to re-write Mary Sheridan’s pioneering work on play, which addresses 

how children play and the developmental progress, they make as a consequence (Play in 

Early Childhood: birth to six years, Harding and Meldon - Smith, 2008). This particular 

juncture in my journey was to prove particularly useful as I started to position the nature 

of digital play. Whilst rewriting this book, I identified several types of play: active, 

explorative and manipulative, imitative, constructive, pretend, games with rules. It was 

notable that with each of the descriptive elements there were numerous points that were 

apparent in this new kind of digital play, but none of the identified types of play 

completely satisfied what I was witnessing. Indeed, in Play-Its role in Development and 

Evolution, (1976, p. 70), Bruner et al. adequately describe the need to be alert and agile in 

our approach to children’s new play patterns, ‘we must always be receptive to new forms 

of interplay; and we must always come back to the children and learn to recognise the 

signs of unknown resources which yet might flourish…’.  Usefully, in the Marsh (2010b), 

study of children’s play in virtual worlds, the types of play identified were categorised 

using classifications developed in studies of play in the offline world. Types of play 

included fantasy play, socio-dramatic play, play with rules and ritualised play. I propose 

that a new kind of play is emerging and the signs are evidenced in screen-based play. 

(See examples film 24 Baby and film 12 Sony) 

 

8.6 Play history 

The literature on play is fragmented. The work of Groos (1901); Isaacs, S. (1932); Piaget 

(1951); Garvey (1977); Moyles (1989), Rideout et al. (2003); and Pellegrini (1995), are 

sources of real value for the purposes of an overview that might relate to media play. Play 

is frequently seen to be an activity without a goal, engaged in for its own sake. In other 

words, children might play for the sake of playing; it often has its own focus which 

evolves in the doing of the activity. Bruner (1976) describes play as focusing attention on 

the means (the process) not the end.  
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The notion of play developing sequentially was put forward by Friedrich von Schiller in 

the 1880s, and Charlotte Buhler in the 1930s. Mary Sheridan (1976) continued this work 

in the later part of last century and I updated her work (Harding, 2008). Other 

researchers, such as Huizinga suggest that one of play’s most important features is its 

‘spatial separation from ordinary life’ (Huizinga, 1955, p. 19), realised either materially 

or ideationally. Whilst others, such as Karl Groos (1901) view play as the preparation for 

later life. Functional theories of play appear to assume that the effects of play are fairly 

direct, mostly to do with preparation for adult life, adaption and survival. In which case, 

it could be proposed that play in the digital world may well be functional as an essential 

survival tactic: in fact, one which will serve well as a preparation for the future. Whether 

play is always a happy affair has been much debated and it has been agreed that this is 

not a determining feature as children are often using play to ‘coming to terms with things 

that are physically or emotionally unpleasant’ (Harding, 2008, p. 4). Indeed, the 

seriousness of play, finds greater agreement amongst play researchers (Piaget, 1969). 

Perhaps the most serious of play is “deep play” in which the stakes are “irrationally high” 

(Geertz, 1973) and as the digital world is rapidly changing and placing demands on 

humans in many ways as various authors comment in How the internet is changing the 

way we think (2011), it could be suggested that this new kind of digital play is at a place 

which would warrant the deepest of engagement. In which case, digital play could be 

positioned as preparation for the future and schemas related to an emotional or relational 

need and may well account for a young child’s interest and levels of engagement and 

involvement in particular moments on screen. Could these all be part of a child’s instinct 

for survival? Significantly, the features of the new kind of play I was witnessing involve 

the following features: deep immersion in the moment, full attention, curiosity, and so on. 

Most of the signs are in common with Geertz’s description of ‘deep play’. (See appendix 

page 151, for signs of deep play) Vygotsky’s (1978) proposal that activities should be 

positioned in advance of current abilities are worth considering within the context of this 

new kind of digital play and its relationship to schemas.                         
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If, as I have mentioned earlier, optimization of development is achieved where a ‘more 

able other’ extends the zone of proximal development, then it could be proposed that play 

could indeed precede a functional activity such as digital play mastery. As has been 

demonstrated discourses around play crosses several disciplines and, as such, the notion 

of play is difficult to define. Interestingly, Marsh (2010) also suggests that rather than 

‘pinning down definitions’ locating signals associated with different kinds of play might 

be useful. Moreover, Marsh (2005) also makes reference to playful rituals around media 

porous applications within her study of Teletubbies and she quotes from the work of 

(Escobedo, 1992, Labbo, McKenna, and Kuhn, 1996; Laing and Johnson, 1999), which 

have suggested that children move through a progression of play behaviours similar to 

the way in which they would embrace other more traditional play activities.  

 

 
Figure 32. (Creative Wellbeing book and film) Digital play in which children are 

immersed in the moment and see Film 1a Bing research timing: 2.17 Demonstration of 

complete involvement in screen narrative by moving chair towards screen. 

 

As stated previously, my interest lies with in a narrow field: a young child’s attention and 

involvement in screen play and its contribution to a creative experience as described by 

flow and autotelic experiences. (See book evidence and 25 Creative Wellbeing book and 

film housed in pocket at the back of the book). Nevertheless, there is a real sense in which 

there remains a need to provide a brief analysis of continuities and discontinuities 

between historical theories of play and play in general media.  
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Consequently, I finally drew on Brian Sutton-Smith’s work (2001), discusses seven 

rhetorics of play which usefully draws together conceptualizations of play suggesting that 

across the different disciplines each bring into being rhetorics for specific purposes for 

play. For example, the notion of play as progress wherein Sutton-Smith suggests that 

play can be viewed as developmental growth and hence he draws upon the disciplines of 

biology, education and psychology. Again, he addresses the notion of play as fate (magic 

and luck) and the act of the imagination being attributed to other disciplines such as art 

and literature and the creativity agenda. (See examples from Creative Wellbeing book 25, 

and film) 

 

Returning to the work of Marsh (2005), the suggestion that play today (within media) can 

usefully be apportioned to either continuities or discontinuities, is a clear approach to 

take. Thus, continuities in play over time appear to lie in the areas of the functions of 

play: having fun, distraction from boredom, coming to terms with emotional challenges, 

play as a ways of letting off steam, pretend play etc. Furthermore, continuities can be 

located in terms of ‘framing’ how children frame or position the meaning of their play. 

The discontinuities in play can be described in the area of the more complicated ways in 

which children can now link in global and local ways through new media assemblages 

which extend to new kinds of texts as there are now different modalities which are 

breaking down boundaries between the online and offline world (Marsh, 2010). In very 

much the same way, boundaries between adult and child play are now being dissolved as 

both tend to inhabit the same media space (for older children Facebook, for example, and 

video game practice). I suggest that multi-modal practice alongside portability and the 

capacity to rewind and replay content all contribute to the ways in which play today is 

impacted.  
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As Kinder (1993) in Playing with Power in Movies, Television, and Video Games: From 

Muppet Babies to Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles suggests, ‘Transmedia’ enables the use 

of wider artefacts in tying them to new narratives and then being able to take the 

experience with them via tablets and smart phones. The barrier between online and 

offline play barrier is being eroded. Of course, ITunes, apps and tablets promote cross 

consumption and children can even copy texts they come across in the media - even 

taking film narrative into other areas and embedding the dialogue. My initial PhD work 

investigating the notion of ‘media literacy play ‘under Buckingham’s supervision in 

2006, indicated a more porous type of play whereby children moved seamlessly from one 

platform to another (See appendix for PhD draft). Jenkins (2007), discuses this 

participatory culture where, within online spaces children transmedia storytelling children 

are sharing experiences complex fictional worlds through virtual worlds, such as Club 

Penguin. Mackey (2007) in Literacies Across Media: Playing the Text proposes a more 

pervasive hybrid of play. 

 

As Marsh (2010) has demonstrated, children soon subvert materials according to their 

need and I propose that they collect together strands from other play patterns into the 

fabric of play in the digital world. Of course, the never-ending feature of play provides a 

point of difference in new media play. The narrative need never finish. Future 

developments in digital media are highlighting this feature as fundamental. For example, 

through QR codes and wearable technologies (pyjamas with QR codes bedtime stories). 

(See examples QR codes in Book Harding, 2013, document 27) 
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As previously demonstrated, my work has drawn on these disciplines but I am clearly 

positioning the child as a necessary active agent in the process. I propose that the young 

child is transferring play practices by utilizing their representations from traditional 

methods of play; they are using the same meta-messages but representing them 

differently. In positioning children as necessary active agents, I am moving the discussion 

on from the reductive notion of their perceived vulnerability and need for adult 

domination and direction to one where children mutate existing play patterns and are 

cultural participants or cultural actors as described by Burn and Richards (2015).  

 

 
Figure 34. Tomorrow’s Child Small - Scale project (2014), Transferring play practices to 

onscreen play 

 

Interestingly, it was the work of Athey (2007) and Arnold and the Pen Green Team 

(2010) (who debate the emotional and relational links children make as they develop 

interests in schemas) which brought about greater insight and meaning to my search for 

moments of specific interest. Furthermore, Marsh in Popular Culture, New Media and 

Digital Literacy in Early Childhood (2005, p. 42) makes reference to schemas in the 

context of ritualistic play to create social performances in which the child plays a 

significant role and discusses how these rituals and schemas become part of the family 

discourse.  
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Marsh elucidates the role of ritual in child’s playful engagement with media texts and 

continues with a discussion around media - related performaty and how these scripts and 

acts are about exploring identities. Marsh is a strong advocate for active viewing 

regarding a child’s relationship with meaning making in the media context engagement.  

 

When discussing the porosity of media texts, Marsh draws upon the seamless texts 

leaking into each other and informing their play. In my view, these reasons concern 

children’s depth of engagement and levels of involvement in relation to particular 

moments on screen. I propose that it is as children play (and similarly as they make 

meaning in their digital experiences), where the ‘process’ (the moment–by–moment 

experience) is most important. For example, a two-year-old child who woke in the night 

and called to her dad from her cot and announced to him that she woke because she 

wanted to bounce (a schematic movement). There was no apparent connection with any 

other event and it had no specific consequence other than in that moment it was important 

to her to bounce (however, frustrating that might be for her dad at that moment!). As 

acknowledged by Gunter and McAleer, children and adults frequently do not watch 

television in a completely focused manner. ‘The way children watch varies considerably 

from one day to the next and even moment to moment’ (Gunter and McAleer, 1997, p. 

29). Interestingly, in the TV show Bing, the main character focussed on the big events in 

children’s lives and ensured that those moments were played out in real time. (See film 

example Bing 1a) 

 

Before returning to the notion of IDP, it must be noted that strong arguments for play are 

proposed by a number of researchers field of animal behaviour, such as, Tizard and 

Harvey (1977), Groos 1901, Harlow and Harlow 1966, who suggest that play ‘informs’ 

the body and brain towards increased likelihood of successful survival. However, by 

means of contrast, Bruner (1976) suggests that play permits a focus on the act rather than 

the means; emphasising again, that being saturated, immersed or being in the moment, is 

meaningful.  
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Indeed, my choice of the word ‘immersion’ in describing this digital play is significant.  

 
                                                                                                                                                           
The term ‘immersion’ is most commonly used in conjunction with second language 

learning (Bruck  and Genesee, 1995;  Harley, 1993), however, more latterly, the term has 

been used to describe the experience of children as ‘digital natives since the mid 1980’s: 

‘Immersion in this technology-rich culture is said to influence the skills and interests of 

digital natives in ways significant for education,’ (Bennett, Matton and Kervin, 2008, p. 

2). Although, in this paper the authors contest the speculative claims surrounding the 

need to change education according to any new ‘digital needs, they do not dispute that the 

child is ‘immersed’ in the digital world from birth: ‘While technology is embedded in 

their lives’ (ibid., 2008, p. 9). Similarly, Lankshear and Knobel described new literacies 

as new types of knowledge associated with ‘digitally saturated social practices’ (2003, p. 

16). Manning-Morton, and Thorp (2003), are in agreement that many of the signals of 

involvement outlined by Laevers (1994), are especially relevant to children birth to three 

within the confines of descriptions relating to energy, facial expression and posture.  

 

Additionally, Bruce (1997) identified how children ‘wallow’ in their free flow play and 

discusses its benefits in much the same way as the experience that I identify as 

immersion. Hence, the term ‘immersion’ appeared to be most useful when attempting to 

begin to describe the new playfulness associated with digital play. Concomitantly, the 

focus on the present and in the moment deepened my inquisitiveness regarding schematic 

movement and attention to each moment as it occurs on screen. Interestingly, my 

observations begun to take me further into the study of how children live and make sense 

of life ‘in the moment’ through media play - one moment seamlessly morphing into the 

next.  
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A young child’s engagement and involvement in what the screen has to offer (moment-

by-moment) appear to embrace the flow as described by Csikszentmihalyi. The consistent 

signs observed in this situation that indicated ‘flow’ are the following: 

• Concentrated involvement 

• Clear goals 

• Little sense of time 

• Feeling of control 

• Merging action and awareness etc 

(Csikszentmihalyi (1979, cited in Robson, 2006, p. 260) 

 

 
Figure 34. Tomorrow’s Child small-scale project (2014): Merging action and awareness 

 

9. Creativity and the moment-by-moment experience 

I acknowledge that the connection between the way in which young children view 

screens through a moment - by - moment process and imagination and the art of 

creativity may not at first appear obvious. But it is at this precise point that I propose that 

there is an opportunity to enhance creative thinking. Csikszentmihalyi suggests ‘one 

obvious way to enhance creativity is to bring as much as possible of the flow expedience 

in to the various domains’ (1991, p.342).  
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Indeed, the rising importance of the domain of media and creative screen viewing cannot 

be denied. I would argue that creating a sense of flow in screen content for young 

children is not accidental and is ironically a creative act in itself.  
 
                                                                                                                                                           
This creative flow designed to induce a sense of flow can in itself develop the highest 

levels of involvement for a young child. (See film example Creative Wellbeing timing 

12.40 – 16.11) Furthermore, this premise finds agreement with Laever’s description of 

the highest levels of involvement: 

Level 4: Activity with intense moments. The activity is of real consequence to the child 

Level 5: Sustained intense activity. Child’s eyes are more or less uninterruptedly focused 

on the actions and on the materials. Surrounding stimuli barely reach the child (adapted 

from The Laever’s Leuvan Involvement scale, 1994). 

 

Returning to an earlier theme of ‘attention’, its primacy must not be underestimated 

‘Attention should be given first place among the major functions in the psychological 

structure underlying the use of tools’ (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 35). As I state in my book, 

Child Development (2013), children around the age of three are able to control their own 

attention when playing, stopping and starting at will and are beginning to gain a sense of 

time passing – the difference between past and present. Indeed, children appear to 

continue this disregard for passage of time for some years to come, especially when they 

are immersed in an activity that consumes them. Therefore, it came as no surprise to me 

that the moment - by - moment concept was one that needed to be addressed in screen 

viewing and building content. It is also noticeably true of adults who are involved in an 

activity (usually a creative one) that absorbs them to the point that they become unaware 

of time and space (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). As a thought leader on TED films (2007), 

Csikszentmihalyi discusses how adult screen viewing can induce a sense of flow but only 

if the viewer has the desire to watch the content. 
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He asserted that 7/8 percent of the time viewers do want to watch and do receive 

feedback from the involvement with the screen. Metzinger (2011) proposes that the 

subject of discussion regarding the internet and its impact on human thinking should be 

directed towards attention management. Metzinger passionately discusses attention as a 

scarce commodity and states, ‘consciousness is the space of attentional agency: conscious 

information is exactly that information in your brain, which you can deliberately, direct 

your attention’ (2011, p. 99). 
                                                                                                                                                         
Although outside my narrow area of interest, but nevertheless interesting, is the work of 

Bearne (2009, p.184) who usefully proposes a framework for analysing children’s 

multimodal texts that pays attention to: 

• Image: content, size, colour, tone, line, placing/use of space 

• Language: syntax and lexis 

• Sound/vocalisation: content, emphasis, volume, vocal intonation, 

pause, pace 

• Gaze: direction of gaze of communicator or character in representation 

• Movement: gesture and posture. 

 

9.1 An emerging hybrid of play 

As I turn to consider my studies in the light of how multi-modal texts attract young 

children, it is the sense of timelessness and ‘being in the flow’ which appeared to me to 

be directed and driven by connection to schemas within the text. This took my search full 

circle. Hence, the very substance of media is where IDP finds resonance with several 

facets of at least three main theories: creative flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1979), 

involvement levels (Laevers, 1994) and schemas (Arnold and the Pen Green Team 2010). 

Thus, my work does not separate out children’s media and relationship with the screen as 

a research domain but sees new media as an emerging hybrid relation between existing 

theories of play alongside the emergence of a new kind of play based on schematic 

interests that are experienced moment-by-moment.  
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I propose a more porous type of play whereby the young child imports play patterns from 

the offline world into the online/screen-based environment and subverts them most 

importantly according to the needs of the moment.  
 
 
                                                                                                                                                           
 

 
Diagram: Three areas interlinking for the pilot tool 

 

In order to contribute to the developing body of knowledge and understanding about the 

changes taking place in young children’s communication landscapes it was 

acknowledged that without some kind of working description of the nature of the young 

child’s digital play, my task would be meaningless. The impetus upon which young 

children draw to search for meaning is interesting to this debate and demands that the 

child’s more intuitive and playful drive for meaning from media texts be examined. What 

are the motivations? Why would children wish to make sense of what they see?  What 

cognitive structures do they draw upon to make meaning out of visual and moving text? 

What emotional responses does it evoke? Is it important that children derive some sort of 

educational value from media or is a pleasurable and playful media experience simply 

valuable in its own right?  
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My study also appears to be demanding a dynamic and interdiscursive model of relations 

between media texts and the child as a social reader. 
                                                                                                                                                         
(At this point, I make a distinction between transmedia and IDP in so far as the aspect of 

the moment-by-moment engagement is absent). In an attempt to answer the questions, I 

arrived at a working description of the nature of Immersive Digital Play (IDP): 

• IDP is deeply engaging play to a child under five, when it is a) schematically 

driven either by image and encouraged by sound: see my work on Surprise Lane 

later in this study, b) encased by a sense of flow which is experienced ‘in the 

moment’ c) makes space for the young child to ‘hybridise’ existing play patterns 

and subvert them according to their personal agenda. 

 
Diagram: IDP depicted 

 

10. Destination: Arriving at a theoretical position 

The point at which I was able to make a decision regarding a suitable theoretical 

framework came simultaneously as I made decisions regarding the methodological 

framework. At no point were they separated: one informed the other. By far the greatest 

influence lies within the field of work produced by Buckingham (1996), and Robson 

(2006). 
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Reducing the theoretical framework to the following statements offered a simple 

approach and one that I could share with clients: 

• Young children have a right to be involved in content creation  

• Immersive Digital Play is a new kind of play hitherto unknown but is related to 

important theories connected to schemas, creativity and a sense of flow, and 

engagement and involvement and imports existing play patterns 

• Schemas are repeatable actions for which young children have an innate 

fascination as well as an important role in emotional development which appears 

to encourage young children to notice schemas on screen 

• Young children live in the ‘now’ so the moment-by-moment experience whilst 

engaging with media content is most crucial to understanding the appropriateness 

of media for children under five. 
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Part two 

Building the methodological framework 

I propose that building on the aforementioned theoretical basis, the most effective method 

for capturing a child’s interest in new media content through their (IDP) is measured 

though filmed observation followed by simple and straightforward questions and results 

correlated to ascertain the need for change in narrative or visuals. 

 

This section builds on the theoretical framework in section one in order to better 

understand a suitable methodological framework and begin to pilot ways to measure 

children’s engagement with screen - based media. This second section will follow the 

route below: 

• Historical TV research 

• Ethnography 

• The ‘unsaid’ 

• Viewer participation 

• Coded work 

a) Coded body language 

b) Shaping thought 

c) Creative signals 

d) Schemas 

e) Creative flow 

f) Wellbeing and involvement scale 

• The creative experience 

• Destination: arriving at a methodological position 
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11. Setting the parameters 

The aim of building a pilot TCEIT was to offer an evaluative method for examining and 

measuring a specific area: engagement and involvement in the moment (whilst still 

valuing the whole narrative). As previously mentioned, at times it is impossible to 

separate the theoretical from the methodological and, when appropriate, I have refrained. 

 

The link between the different methodologies and their respective theoretical approaches 

co-exist in academic discourse (Pink, 2006, p. 5). My work is built on the following 

assumptions concerning a methodological standpoint: filmed observations capture the 

moment-by-moment experience that can then be cross-referenced against their verbal 

responses to questions. As a starting point, I adapted Miller’s (2010, p. 32) description of 

the forms of inquiry that are available for discussion: 

• Historical records 

• Ethnography (as borrowed from sociology and anthology). This methodology 

allows for an investigation into how audiences experience media 

• Experimentation and testing methods: borrowed from psychology to establish 

cause and effect in relation to behaviour as a consequence of viewing 

• Content analysis: borrowed from sociology and communication studies. This 

allows an evaluation of programming in terms of generic patterns 

• Textual analysis: borrowed from psychoanalysis to analyze psychological process 

• Political economy: examining ownership 

 

Right at the start of my route to locate a suitable methodological tool, I was in immediate 

agreement with Buckingham (2005), who woefully proclaims the inadequacies of 

research methods that have long since been employed regarding responses from children. 

By way of explanation, he states clearly that researchers have been looking for simplistic 

explanations to complex phenomena. As Pink (2006) points out, the method must ‘serve 

the aims of the research,’ (2006, p. 5).  

 

 
  Methodological: History Ethnography  ‘Unsaid’ Participation Codes Body language Thought Signals Schemas Flow Scale Destination 



 98 

Furthermore, Pink (ibid) discusses the fact that the variety offered in the methods links to 

specific theoretical approaches and that these competing methodologies happily inhabit 

the same space in academic discourse. Hansen and Machin make a similar point in that 

‘research must always be theory and policy driven not method driven’ (Hansen and 

Machin, 2013, p. 4). My choice to work within the field of ethnography and observational 

methods emerged and I identified with Hansen and Machin’s comment, ‘Ethnographers 

would argue that broader social behaviours are far too complex to understand by simple 

questionnaires alone’ (2013, p. 61). The strengths of this method lie in its reliability as 

collection of data rests heavily ‘upon what can be shown’ (Hansen and Machin, 2013, p. 

78). Of course, clarity concerning which specific data is to be recorded in the case of 

ethnography eases any limitations when interpreting the data commences. Interpretation 

of data resides within content analysis protocol consequently demanding that robust 

guidelines must inform the analysis (Hansen and Machin, 2013, p.107). Indeed, again as 

discussed by Hansen and Machin, the protocol needs to be replicable and piloting and 

fine-tuning are essential to the process. A process that took many years for me but now 

permits a clear breakdown of the content into mostly manageable parts. These parts can 

then be analyzed through attention to body language (meticulously annotated on the 

script) and simultaneously compared and cross-referenced to answers to questionnaires as 

will later be discussed and examples provided. (See film example 1b Bing 2012) 

 

As mentioned previously, it was imperative that the journey of discovery to a suitable 

theoretical and methodological framework should result in one that could be shared with 

clients in the media industry who are busy and need answers in a simple and digestible 

fashion. Needless to say, finances drive the production process. Importantly, it needed to 

offer a fast and cost effective approach. Crucially, I was aware that a more scientific 

approach involving controls groups would be out of the question due to costs. My 

journey inevitably led to the ground previously travelled by researchers from various 

disciplines studying audience monitoring. 
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11.1 Historical TV research 

I move now to consider another perspective. Historically, most TV research has 

traditionally been interested in effects and affects: what potential harm might be 

occurring or what it might offer a child educationally. Thus, interviews and 

questionnaires and observations of children (post viewing) have largely been based on 

questions that will elicit answers to do with behavioural consequences or possible 

learning that might have occurred. As stated at the outset, my interest does not lie in this 

area, so I have left it for others to debate. Furthermore, a more recent interest is in the 

area of social construction of media, although the most prevailing research for children’s 

TV audience is in terms of numbers of viewers.  

 

Buckingham (1993), states that the most common method for audience research with 

children is interviewing with contrived informality and one with which I was familiar at 

the outset of my career at the BBC, when I worked on Kerwhizz TV show, as the 

educational consultant and accompanied BBC staff on audience research days (see 

document evidence 12). The format was to simply present the show to the child using 

whatever visuals that were available and tell them about the show. I was struck by the 

subjective nature of the research and began to question if this was in fact the most 

effective way of conducting research. The school children were happy to gain the 

attention of excited media staff who were of course passionate about the film concept and 

there was no doubt in my mind that the children were conscious of the need to please the 

adults. It was at that point that I embarked on the long process of refining a tool that 

would be less subjective and one that would not rely on questioning children. Direct 

observation of the young child viewing screens was not commonplace in programme 

development: ‘On rare occasions researchers have observed television viewing directly’ 

(Gunter, McAleer, 1997, p. 2). Buckingham also states that he supplemented the 

interviews with what he could make sense of through observation but, to my knowledge, 

he did not use a consistent mode of examining the observation.  
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The usual approach of the in-depth interview method of study in cultural studies with one 

–to- one or focus groups was advanced by the participatory approach as discussed by De 

Block and Buckingham in Global Child, Global Media (2007, p. 27). This approach 

involved helping children to develop their own media work and was managed in 

respectful recognition of the International Rights of the Child (1989). De Block and 

Buckingham (2007), describe the discourse of children’s rights as strangely neglected in 

the domain of children’s actual participation in media. De Block and Buckingham 

attribute the cause to the adult - mediated substance of children’s lives, which ignores the 

fact that children’s lives are largely immersed in the media world. In contrast, Berger 

(2011) discusses the need to observe and interview simultaneously to ascertain a more 

comprehensive picture. He describes the difference between the two methods of 

observation and interviewing - claiming that observation only provides context and 

interviewing can elicit more information regarding ‘why’ people do the things they do. 

Of course, in the context of young children, this becomes even more important as very 

young children are unable to reflect on their feelings ‘the decentering which is a 

prerequisite for the formation of the operations applies…also necessarily to an 

interpersonal or social universe’ (Piaget, 1969, p. 95). 

 

11.2 Ethnography 

Ethnographic research into the way young children behave at home as they move 

between different media platforms (perhaps inspired to do so through their favourite 

character-led programmes) is particularly useful to this area of research. A naturalistic 

environment allows distinctions to be made and separates out the more educative 

influences imposed by a more formal environment, such as school, and permits a closer 

study of how children behave with media in a more relaxed environment. Pink (2006) has 

suggested that the benefits of an ethnographic approach are being popularized in media 

work and describes how ethnographers interpret and make sense of what the audience 

says and does (triangulation) as often a gap exists.  
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The ambition of the ethnographer concerns the social construction of media and positions 

audiences within a political, cultural, economic framework; hence the research has 

ambitions to produce a more – rounded picture of what actually occurs, in fact a ‘thick 

description’ as described by Geertz (1973) without obscuring the data with overly 

academic language in order to prove useful to the recipient (producers). 

 

 
Figure 35. (Kreechaz TV show research) ethnographic approach 

 

It was at this point in my journey that I began to formulate plans for researching 

predominantly in home settings, which are more naturalistic to the real way in which 

children will view TV at home with cushions and a sofa and without perhaps the need to 

please an adult in authority.  

 

 
Figure 36. (Bing TV show) Home settings are favourable for a natural response 
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Young children relish the attention of adults and ‘around two years of age begins to share 

experiences with others’ (Harding, 2013, p 75) and are often anxious to please. 

Furthermore, I was aware that children behave differently in school (school is engineered 

in a way that brings about adult power through questioning, and children are conscious 

that they should provide the right answer as Mercer (1995) has suggested through his 

research on pupil talk). It appears that this social power of adults within an educational 

setting can skew attempts at impartial TV research. The need to please the researcher 

appears to be stronger when the adult is seen as an authoritarian figure and one who 

expects the right answer especially at a time when young children are trying to define 

who they are and at the same beginning to cooperate with others (Harding, 2013, pp. 98-

99). Researchers, such as, Buckingham (1993), have been well aware that it is necessary 

to attempt bring about a level of informality to the process even if the children suspect 

otherwise. 

 

11.3 The ‘unsaid’ 

As raised in part one, my study also appears to be demanding a dynamic and 

interdiscursive model of relations between media texts and the child as a social reader. 

Indeed, Hall (1973), was insistent that audience research should be in the business of 

locating significant clusters of meaning and charting them with the social discursive 

positioning of readers. Of course, the younger the child, the less reliant I could be on 

traditional methods of research, such as, interview or focus groups. Whilst 

acknowledging that Bob Hodge and David Tripp in Children and Television (1986), and 

David Buckingham in Children Talking Television (1993), introduced a step-change in 

engaging child audiences to talk about the visual text. Nevertheless, the task becomes 

problematic with a younger audience where spoken responses are less reliable. My study 

builds on the above-mentioned work in acknowledgement that viewer responses studies 

had further to travel with younger audiences.  
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As advocated by researchers, a hybrid approach could offer solutions through ‘rigorous 

and imaginative interpretive strategies for making sense of viewers’ responses’ Tobin 

(2000, p.146), draws upon Pierre Machery’s (1978), notion of the ‘unsaid’ and 

specifically how the speaker may lack the words to express their opinion. As a director of 

a research and film company (Tomorrow’s Child), learning that cameras had been a part 

of the process was particularly fascinating (ibid., p. 8). I was impatient to understand how 

the footage had been interpreted. However, it appears that studies do not attempt to 

analyse footage but use it merely as a reminder of what had occurred. It is not an essential 

part of the process, and therefore not part of their reasoning or methods. 

 

Understanding the quantity of viewers is the inevitable interest of broadcasters due the 

inextricable link between numbers of viewers and funding. Here there are assumptions 

about the nature of audience research: one which is to be understood within the 

constraints of commercial aims. The Broadcasters’ Audience Research Board (BARB) 

addresses this issue and Ofcom produces updates of market figures. However, research 

that aims to say more about the audience and was useful in terms of a baseline empirical 

study of the effects of TV on the young was published in 1958 by the London School of 

Economics (LSE). However, the concern was around ‘affects’ and not about engagement 

of the interest of children. For me, this is further demonstration of the notion of the 

domination of adults to ‘do something to children rather than with them’...the concern 

remains at the level of interest around how TV might impact children’s behaviour 

negatively. Research carried out for Sesame Street (Fisch and Trugliuo, 2000) with its 

strong educational agenda appeared to rise above this immediate challenge and escape the 

scrutiny of ‘affects’ research. 

 

Broadly speaking, audience research for adults has been commonplace for producers and 

broadcasters for many years, whilst for children it has not been subject to the same 

significant and consistent rigour.  
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For many working in children’s television, have specifically chosen to work in a creative 

industry (over and above any specific desire to make programmes for children) encounter 

challenges. … ‘children’s television producers have no sustained formal or informal 

means of training…that would explicitly equip them for the very specific problems and 

issues raised when dealing with a child television audience’ (Oswell, 2002, p.155). 

Oswell also offers insight into the historical development of understanding the child 

audience: ‘Early researchers on children and television did not have a pre-existing 

knowledge of the child television audience, nor did they have a sense of the child 

audience as a discrete object of study’ (ibid., p 11). With the emergence of ITV, which 

confronted the middle class attitudes of producers at the BBC, the need to research the 

interests of the child began to emerge when faced with competition (Buckingham, 

Davies, Jones, Kelly, 1999). Historically, research concerning directly observing 

participants viewing TV, is rare as families are reluctant to be observed in their homes 

(Gunter and McAleer, 1997). Indeed, with the emergence of TV for children in the UK in 

1946, research was absent. Since the 1970’s audience research with children usually 

comprises of an interview based on an agreed questionnaire between 

producer/broadcaster and researcher. In terms of research methodology, the format has 

been much the same as for adults regardless of the fact that young children do not view or 

comprehend TV in the same way as adults. Messenger Davies (2001), in Dear BBC 

Children, Children, television storytelling and the public sphere, usefully discusses 

audience research with children aged 5 years and up but the studies did not aid me in my 

understanding of methodologies for the younger age range. Whilst in the US, since 1967, 

Sesame Street embarked upon the notion of combining research with TV production with 

the goal of helping children learn. Researchers (Fisch and Trugliuo, 2000) detail their 

journey in ‘G is for Growing” and remark upon its integration of the educational 

curriculum and constant evaluation through formative research. Interestingly, the authors 

discuss their awareness of the moment-by moment judgements as to whether a child 

attends to the show and how they are ‘highly responsive to the qualities of the 

programme at the moment’ (ibid., p. 12).  
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They describe the types of effects that may or may not engage the children and discuss 

the use of a ‘distractor technique’.  

 

The technique involved competing visual stimuli images and ‘at 7.5 second intervals and 

a researcher would record whether the child was watching the television or looking 

away,’ (ibid., p. 15). The researchers also document how, over time, they developed other 

methods for testing in groups rather than individually and they claim it helped producers 

make decisions concerning music; use of puppets voice over, pacing and camera angles 

amongst other editorial and production decisions. They also chose to ‘freeze-frame’ 

moments as an opportunity to ask children questions about the narrative. Furthermore, 

they document the observation of the spontaneous responses of the children. However, it 

was the testing for understanding of educational points that was a priority for the team of 

researchers and production techniques were fine-tuned to enhance the educational 

message. Although the authors comment on the results of attention data, they do not 

describe the method in any detail except to state that in addition to visual attention they 

included the behaviours that ‘indicate engagement by individual children (e.g., laughing, 

moving in time to music)’ (ibid., p. 49). Disappointingly, the research was focussed 

solely on educational outcomes and of little use in my search for compelling ways to 

research with younger children. The authors also discuss the development of the method 

to include their need to ask questions as well as observing the children, stating that their 

early research was influenced by behaviourist theory for example, Skinner (1971). Later 

work evolved into an: ‘eyes - on - screen’ method but (in my opinion) failed to take 

account of the different ways in which children react to the screen (although the authors 

do acknowledge that other methods must be employed). Their eyes may indeed be on 

screen but the child may well be feeling superior to the content (see screen grab below 

where, although the child’ are on screen, the child has head titled back indicating 

superiority in relation to with the content).  
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Figure 37. (Bing TV show research) tilt of head indicating superiority to screen content 

 

Nevertheless, the researchers acknowledge that when testing comprehension they found 

that eyes on screen did not always correlate to comprehension of the material. Indeed, my 

work has demonstrated that children are able to glance at the screen whilst attending to 

something else and yet still able to answer comprehension questions. The researchers do 

not discuss levels of involvement and seem singularly interested in engagement from the 

point of view of the child’s understanding of the given educational message; for me this 

was limiting and the child’s involvement (active participation) is a greater indicator of the 

types of more desirable behaviour that a TV show can elicit. Which, I must acknowledge 

can lead to better understanding of the content and perhaps educational outcomes. Indeed, 

today, market research is a significant part of programme development to which Oswell 

(2002, p. 161) refers to as a lack of distinction between educational and commercial aims. 

Since the 1950s, consultants have been engaged within children’s programming making 

and the 1980s saw an increase in academic expert input. Oswell (2002), points out that 

this academic engagement is often to counter any arguments regarding the perceived lack 

of educational and any other value in a programme. It appeared to me that a more 

objective viewpoint was demanded: one that started from the foundations of engagement 

and involvement (by placing the needs of the child at the forefront) and by boldly 

ignoring such discourse surrounding educational and commercial aims. 
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11.4 Viewer participation 

Again, although Fisch and Trugliuo (2000), document the researchers’ interest in 

involvement from the point of view of viewer participation in answering questions (a 

valid point for active viewing), I have discovered that active viewing carries greater 

significance than simply responding to questions provided by a character on screen. (See 

film 4 Ruff-Ruff, timing: Character recognition demonstrated: 4.48 - 5.13) 

 

For me, ‘involvement ‘ equates to the involvement in the flow of the narrative; moment - 

by - moment involvement in the creative and imaginative thought that the content evokes. 

The ability to attempt to answer a characters’ question is not the only measure of 

involvement. See film example Ruff Ruff 4 and film 5 Kidscreen and film 6 Mipcom) 

Additionally, I am interested in the visual clues to which a child attends that are 

represented by schematic movements. Of course, the production values, angles, music 

and editing all play a part in the initial attraction and engagement of the content through 

the sustainable and motivational features in IDP: trajectory, circular, connections etc. The 

emotional attraction of these movements is well documented by Arnold and The Pen 

Green Team (2010), although their research does not include the impact of the moving 

image. Although their work is relevant to the building of the pilot TCEIT, the differences 

lie in the objectives. Firstly, testing of the educational message held little interest for me 

and secondly, due to my commitment to recent developmental theory which reveals that 

emotional and social competence in the early years as a greater predictor of later 

educational success for example, Pascal and Bertram (2006) in The Effective Preschool 

and Primary Education Project, my interest remained at the level of engagement and 

involvement.   

 

More latterly, discourse around the notion of quality in TV shows for children has an 

economic consideration (Buckingham, Messenger Davies, Jones, Kelly, 1999, p. 69). 

Quite what broadcasters and producers mean by quality and how it can be measured is 

elusive.  
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However, there is general acknowledgement that quality is an agreed and defining feature 

amongst broadcasters and producers (and gate-keeping audiences, such as parents). 

Quality screen content for young children, I insist, must be one that bears the qualities of 

IDP (which in itself embraces schematic movements, amongst other features which I 

have previously indicated). An optimal challenge to programme-makers (of which they 

frequently comment) is within the area of engagement and will speak of their ambitions 

of doing so effectively (ibid., p.147). However, the method by which this can be 

measured is never discussed. And, how ‘engagement’ can be recognized is certainly not 

documented. 

 

11.5 Coded work 

Interestingly, the pilot TCEIT as a methodological framework was developed in much the 

same way as Robson (2014) describes her work within creativity. She details the building 

of her framework for observing creative acts: literature review, trials, and modifications 

categories that all became helpful for my future categorization. In addition, usefully, 

Robson (2014) makes the case for a coded observational framework for the purpose of 

examining children’s creative thinking. The framework relies on observations of 

everyday behaviour and she argues for the use of this approach rather than reliance on 

tests and hypothetical contexts. Robson (ibid., p.125) draws upon the work of Sylva in 

the suggestion that children communicate more about ‘their inner thoughts and emotions 

through overt behaviour’ (ibid., p. 10). Clearly, as a consequence, this offers the 

opportunity to record non-verbal as well as verbal behaviour where, for the young child, 

language will be less developed. Robson (2014) makes the case for the use of camcorders 

as evidence of what children do (indicative behaviour is coded). Notably, Jordan and 

Henderson (1995), also describe the value of filming as a way of bringing greater truth 

and accuracy to the data it yields.  
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Indeed, I reasoned that the use of cameras permits a degree of objectivity and allows a 

feature of reflection through a revisit to the scene and a slight removal from the event 

where the aspirations of the producers may inhibit initial responses (at least to the degree 

that inevitably they wish their production to be liked by the children). (See Film example 

‘Sofa Sof’ timing: 3.16 where child identifies with ‘shame’ by placing hand over mouth 

as rich evidence of empathy with a character and script point)  Furthermore, it allows 

researchers to analyse scene – by - scene account against the annotated script. 

Additionally, screen grabs permit another layer of analysis and a way of comparing the 

children’s reactions relating to scenes or to differing characters. Distinctions are clearer, 

although the potential invasive nature of cameras is undeniable (Green and Hogan, 2011, 

p. 244). And indeed this was a point raised at the Children’s Media Conference, in July 

2014, when I delivered my speech and paper on the pilot tool, to which I answered that 

undeniably this does have an impact and is taken into consideration when analysing the 

results. However, I also pointed out that when children reach a stage of deep involvement 

they are in an autotelic state and set apart from other influences. In addition, objectivity 

offered through the medium of film is useful in convincing producers or broadcasters of 

the need to change a scene or dialogue. For example a point of safety: See Film 1b Voo 

Voo edit timing: 2:53 safety issue as flop rides on vacuum cleaner and opens cleaner to 

retrieve car toy (4:16) Interestingly, the challenge to content producers and broadcasters 

to ensure that screen content is appropriate appears to be gathering momentum as 

discussed by Lord Puttenham in the video Does the Media have a duty of care? Ted Talks 

(2013).  

 

11.5.1 Coded body language 

Arnold and The Pen Green Team (2010) discovered that videoed observations in their 

early preschool settings permitted greater use of the senses than simply written records 

and also permits a revisit of the data to analyse in greater depth (post event).  
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Furthermore, they discuss its use as an objective tool. Interestingly, Buckingham (1996, 

p. 11) describes sophisticated coded computer systems for qualitative analysis and 

discusses the range of codes developed and how it is able to cross reference specific 

extracts. Indeed, recommendations for the next step in my work would be to develop such 

a programme to expand the data (sub codes) that could be inserted and analysed. The cost 

has rendered this step prohibitive so far.  

           

In agreement with Berger (2011), the unveiling of ’codes’ offers a useful way to refer to 

structured behaviour, arguing that much of human behaviour can be seen as coded. 

Berger, further draws upon the work of Paul Ekman (1992). Ekman’s extensive research 

revealed seven universal facial expressions and one ‘neutral state’: fear, determination, 

disgust, anger neutral pouting sadness and surprise and acknowledges the forty three 

muscles in the face which at times may only reveal a fleeting emotion that lasts a 

fragment of a second – hence the work of film to slow down and reveal emotion. 

Furthermore, Berger (1992), discusses a report to the National Science Foundation 

Facial Expression Understanding, highlighting the following information about facial 

expressions: 

• They provide information about emotion and moods 

• They reflect cognitive activity - perplexion, concentration and boredom 

• They reveal truthfulness and lying 

 

The report adds that “the technological means are now at hand to develop automated 

systems for monitoring facial expressions and …face technology could revolutionize 

fields such as medicine…and education”  

 

Marsh’s study of Teletubbies described in Popular Culture, New Media and Digital 

Literacy in Early Childhood, Marsh (2005, pp. 92-98), proved a useful comparison  

(although her work focuses on babies and the remit was wider in scope).  
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In this study she describes how a camcorder was set up to record reactions for 20 children 

14-20 months and then once faced with the vast amount of visual data, the researchers 

divided the content into segments. From this data, she developed a protocol for analysis 

and followed patterns of body movements, vocalizations and facial expressions which 

had emerged. In contrast, the pilot TCEIT has a predetermined set of codes built on years 

of experience of watching hours of filmed content and experience in child development 

and observation. (See film examples 1,3,4,6,8,15 and 16). Next, Marsh describes attention 

levels according to the work of Cuppitt and Jenison (1998), which is graded between avid 

watching to no response.  

                                             

The next section addresses a parasocial response, followed by another section recording a 

child’s response to naming characters, then a category for verbal echoing is entered. The 

fifth section relied upon cognitive responses and two movements that might, for example, 

indicate confusion, such as frowning. Next, signs of pleasure such as laughing were 

provided. Lastly, action around the TV set. Interestingly, Marsh has a section dedicated 

to a desire to share the experience with a companion, which is similar to my own research 

regarding the creative moment findings. (See Film example Creative Wellbeing) 

Researching the impact of TV content with such as young age is unusual due to 

restrictions regarding age across the continent. My work is most commonly with 3-5 

years. However, although this was only a small-scale study, the results were consistent 

with my results in terms of sections but would be unwieldy in an everyday research 

context with its high degree of sophistication in terms of coding system and budget 

required. Marsh’s findings were comparable to my results regarding levels of 

engagement: children are able to attend for much longer periods than traditionally 

expected. Similarly, she confirmed the salience of sound effects. Furthermore, in 

agreement with other studies, such as Anderson et al., (1991) Marsh confirmed that 

children’s attention can be seen as a ‘function of a strong need to make cognitive sense of 

the world,’ (2005, p. 99).  
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However, my interest in schemas provided a different layer of interpretation upon the 

meaning Marsh proposes concerning a child’s movement of pointing upwards during the 

Teletubbies cloud sequence. For me, these actions are symptomatic of a young child’s 

innate interest in schematic moment and demonstrates their intense viewing interest in 

schemas. (See film evidence Surprise Lane 6a-c).  

 

The work of David Lewis in The Secret Language of your Child, (1978), was valuable to 

my work. His discussion of the process by which film techniques (such as slowing down 

the motion) revealed the unspoken communication was insightful. Importantly, Beattie 

(2003), also discussed the relevance of micro-expression - a fleeting facial expression 

which ‘leaks out’ played in real time hard to detect but when footage slowed down 

becomes obvious and holds the key for understanding other behaviours. His theory 

proposes that the hands represent the human mind in action. He proposed that the 

gestures were somehow connected with the speech itself and appeared perfectly 

synchronized. Indeed, around ten months, if not sooner, children start to use gestures to 

communicate and pointing is one of the first deictics to draw attention to an object or 

person, for example, ‘milk bottle’ or ‘dad’ (Harding, 2013).  

 

Later, children begin to use iconic gestures – which is the integration of movement and 

speech and continues throughout childhood. Beattie (2003, p 72) poses that ‘Iconic 

gestures are not separate from thinking,’ and suggests that these gestures provide a clue 

to the inner workings of the mind and even demarcate the parts of the discourse that the 

speaker considers a most significant factor.  
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11.5.2 Sharing thought 

My interest in the body language of the child commenced in a similar manner to Golding-

Meadow’s (2005), research into Piaget’s observations into children’s thinking. Similar to 

Golding-Meadow, I witnessed a mismatch between children’s verbal answers concerning 

questions set by production companies and what the language of their body was 

conveying. As Golding-Meadow asserts, young children will use gesture when they are 

limited in what they can say and it ‘can extend the range of ideas of what they can say’ 

(ibid., p.243). Golding-Meadow argues that any discrepancy between gesture and 

speech is actually the point that researchers should be paying attention to. Furthermore, I 

was struck by the fact that adults use gesture even when no one is looking, for example, 

on the phone. As expressed earlier, I am in agreement with the proposal that gesture 

appears to contribute to the thought process otherwise the accompanying gestures in the 

absence of an audience would be pointless. As Golding-Meadow argues, it perhaps 

“shapes thought” (ibid., p.  246). Furthermore, she proposes that gestures when they do 

not match utterances are indicative of times of instability in a concept. In agreement with 

Vygotsky (1978), with support at strategic moments, I believe that children can move to a 

new level of understanding.  

 

I have employed this view to support the notion of the significance of ‘moments’ and the 

significant steps forward that children take under five years of age moving from the 

conceptually building blocks offered (in the moment itself) through to schematic 

movements. In this manner, a cohesive narrative can be built which guides the children 

from one moment to the next scene or alteration in direction or concept by achieving a 

bridge. Indeed, signals on film can act as that bridge or point of ‘contact.’ For example, 

the Trumpets in Teletubbies announce the next scene. Or, a question might be posed by 

character such as found in Ruff –Ruff’s Hatty Hamster. Both methods can signal a change 

in direction thus facilitating a shift from one moment to the next moment (or concept). 

(See film examples Surprise Lane 6, 8)  
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Figure 38. Child Development films book (2013)  

(See also where children include their bodies in the response to screen content and film 

content Surprise Lane research film 6) 

 

The evidence gleaned through body language becomes all the more important when 

matching verbal and body language. Buckingham (1996), comments that it is problematic 

to take too literally what children say about how they feel concerning TV viewing as it is 

making assumptions about what goes on in their minds particularly at a point in their 

development where access to descriptive language is limited. Furthermore, Buckingham 

(ibid., p. 8), comments that ‘emotion can’t be separated from cognition or from social 

relationships’. He asserts this within the context of asking children to talk about their 

emotional responses to TV.  

 

I worked closely with composers to compose music that would encourage specific 

schematic movements and fulfil an emotional function too as music plays a significant 

part in the film production process. (See music examples 1 and 2) Interestingly, 

Trevarthen (2003), also proposes that emotion is the motor of cognition and for my 

purposes this argument assists in the debate between active and passive viewing.  
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In agreement with Buckingham (1996, p. 16), the need to take seriously what children 

say is the crucial starting point regarding TV viewing. In addition, I propose that listening 

to their voices also includes listening to what their bodies ‘say’. Children comment 

according to their perspective. Buckingham (1996), Messenger  Davies (2010), and 

Marsh (2005), are all proponents of the importance of listening to children and point out 

that adults will often do what they think is best for the child without reference to them. 

Furthermore, in agreement with Buckingham (1996), any discussion about TV is not 

neutral and inevitably makes fundamental judgments about exactly who we think we are. 

Even young children are conscious of their position when contributing statements about 

what they like or dislike. The desire to be accepted by peers and respond in a way that is 

acceptable to others in their group can influence what they say. To that end, I organised 

questioning time with children in an individual manner as far as possible. As 

Buckingham (1996), states what adults (or indeed children say) about how they feel or 

think (in fact children can’t differentiate between these two) does not privilege us to their 

internal processes: what they really think. However, as Shapiro (2003), comments a 

babies’ first language is their body which is providing adults with macro and micro signs.  

In my opinion, up until about the age of five years, the child’s body ‘leaks the truth’ as of 

yet they are unable to completely control these signs. (See example film Bing 1a) 

 

 
Figure 39. (Bing TV show 2013 research) the body ‘leaks the truth’ (See Film example 

‘Sofa Sof’ timing: 3.41 where the children empathise with the pain that might have been 

inflicted on a character) 
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11.5.3 Creative signals 

My deep interest in the observation of body signals that indicate involvement, or lack of 

involvement, arose out of a two-year study I conducted with a medical doctor and 

scientist in 2006, regarding creativity and creative signals. (Harding and Chaudhuri, 

2008). From a biological point of view, we established that creativity occurs within the 

context of information and energy flow emanating from the nervous system. Ultimately, 

the end results are subtle yet powerful in the process that is reflected in the body, but as 

Chaudhuri claimed, it occurs primarily in the nervous systems of the body. We (Harding 

and Chaudhuri), discussed creative signals as channels for observer awareness of this 

process. The signals we chose to observe were based upon the work of Laevers (1994), 

Czsikszentmihalyi (1991), as well as more artistic, neurological and physiological 

assessments. We (Harding and Chaudhuri) also investigated personal, linguistic and 

social engagement as a creative signal in order to discover its relationships to the creative 

moment. (See film example film Creative Wellbeing)  

 

11.5.4 Schemas 

In essence, the creative experience (which I assert can only be experienced moment-by-

moment) is also the basis of the way in which young children view TV content. Of 

fundamental importance is the young child’s fascination with schemas and the 

subsequent draw of attention when the content mirrors the movement associated with 

schematic behaviour. Nutbrown (2006), identifies a range of established storybooks 

which contain schemas such as enclosure, rotation etc and details how each story includes 

ideas of the schema. ‘Stories like My presents (Campbell, 1988), Dear Zoo (Campbell, 

1997) and The Jolly Postman (Ahlberg and Ahlberg, 1999)…contain themes about 

different enclosures’ (ibid., p.100). However, the application of this premise to screen 

content had not occurred. I sought to better understand how a young child’s fascination 

with schemas might in some way account for their attention and engagement and levels 

of involvement with on-screen characters and their moments and particular narratives. 

(See film example 6a Surprise Lane research schemas) 
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Managing this new knowledge regarding schematic attraction responsibly and with 

integrity had earlier prevented me from sharing my thoughts within a wider context so it 

came as no surprise when I was challenged at the Children’s Media Conference (see 

further notes on the event on page 132, when a producer questioned me on ethical 

practice: could the knowledge that children are in some way innately interested in 

schemas be used to manipulate them? A question that I had posed myself earlier in my 

journey and one to which there is no real comfort to offer: as always, working with and 

for children demands that their needs are paramount. 

 

 

 
Figure 40. Child Development book Harding (2013): Example enclosure schema  

 

 
Figure 41. Child development Hodder films book (2013): Example transforming schema 

with deep concentration – lips slightly parted, eyes steady 
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Identifying the range of schemas in existing screen content would be a useful area for 

new research. Indeed, once the substance of schemas is known it is not difficult to 

identify particular film sequences that provide the evidence. For example, in Teletubbies 

the windmills turning is a rotation schema and the running of the rabbits in both 

Teletubbies and Peter Rabbit are trajectory schemas and match heightened points on the 

pilot TCEIT scale. A further three examples are provided below: 

 

 
Figure 42. (Bing TV show 2013 research) car being pushed round and around plate: 

rotation schema                

 
Figure 43. (Jumping and leaping in CBeebies advert 2013) trajectory schema 

 

Body signals were a significant part of the building of the creative signals (Harding and 

Chaudhuri, 2007, p. 7): 

              Creativity is as much about the journey as the outcomes to which it  

               leads. Given the complexities of the individual brain, the creative journey 

               is highly individualised, and constantly evolving. In Basildon we saw many  

               children embark on creative journeys of their own, until,  

               eventually we observed a culture of creativity emerge within both schools  
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               ... we chose to speak of the creative process in terms  

               of the ‘creative moment’ – the point at which unconscious desires,  

               neurological changes and conscious design come together to produce a 

               moment of intense understanding and wellbeing. These moments are like  

               foundation stones; they provide the bedrock of experiences that make us who 

               we are. They carry meaning and purpose, and create our sense of self worth  

               and personal fulfilment.  

 

The signals were also built on my observational work of children (See Harding book hard 

copy: How to Make Observations and Assessments).  

 

11.5.5 Creative flow 

According to the American neuroscientist Nancy Andreas, in The Creating Brain 2005, 

creativity occurs when associations in the brain are flying freely during unconscious 

mental states – when thoughts become momentarily disorganised, prior to self-

organising. We (Harding and Chaudhuri), proposed that the brain self organises to form a 

new idea and the result is creativity. From the outside looking in, this highly creative 

state of free association looks smooth. The child is in full concentration and absorbed in 

the moment, within a sense of timelessness, while being productive. This state has been 

described by Csikszentimihalyi (1979), as ‘creative flow’. When an adult or child is in a 

state of creative flow Csikszentimihalyi identifies eight distinctive dimensions of 

experience are evidenced. These are: 

1 Clear goals: an objective is distinctly defined, thus you have built-in instant 

feedback: a child knows instantly how well they are doing in relation to the goal. 

2 The opportunities for acting decisively are high and are matched by the child’s 

perceived ability to act. Personal skills, in other words, are suited to the challenge. 
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3 Action and awareness merge; one-pointedness of mind (meaning that the mind is 

focussed on one point or moment).  

4 Concentration on the task at hand. Irrelevant stimuli disappear from 

consciousness and worries and concerns are temporarily suspended. 

5 A sense of potential control. 

6 Loss of self-consciousness, transcendence of ego-boundaries, a sense of growth 

and of being part of some greater entity. 

7 Altered sense of time, which usually seems to pass faster. 

 8 Experience becomes autotelic. (See film evidence Bing 1 for evidence of 

immersion) 

 

 
Figure 44. (Bing TV show 2013 research) example of an autotelic experience 

 

11.5.6 Well-being and Involvement Scale  

The Leuven Well-being and Involvement Scale (1994) is a standardised educational tool 

widely used within schools to assess levels of involvement; the author purports that when 

a child is involved in a given activity then a more meaningful learning experience takes 

place. His work is built upon the premise that the most productive aspects of learning 

occur when humans are embedded in a given activity to the total exclusion of anything 

else. Since, the media engagement of young children is an experience frequently 

described as one where children are more colloquially described as ‘in the zone’ ‘lose 

themselves’ or ‘in a trance’; it appeared to be one of the more useful places to start a 

discussion regarding possible signals for engagement and involvement in media 

experience. Notably, Marsh, J. et al., (2005), also adopted The Leuven Involvement Scale 

for Young Children (Laevers, 1994) in a technology, project involving 14 children. The 

findings were similar in that they indicated an increase in children’s levels of motivation 

and engagement.  
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Figure 45. (Ruff–Ruff TV show research) signal of engagement: eyes wide, lips parted 

and head still 

 

There appears to be compelling emerging evidence regarding the capacity for screen-

based content to involve children in a deep way. 

 

As described in part one of the theoretical framework, the nature of IDP was developed 

out of the need to measure the process rather than the outcome which, in itself, was 

driven by an awareness of a young child’s moment - by - moment experience within the 

digitally immersive environment. Laevers’ (1994), methodology involves the practice of 

observation of a child where the observer uses a given list of signals that are recorded on 

a five-point scale. These signals range from level one, “where a child may seem absent 

and display no energy, activity is simple, repetitive and passive”, to level five “where a 

child is concentrated, creative, energetic and persistent with intense activity revealing the 

greatest involvement” (ibid., pp. 3-4). Several UK early years’ teams are trained in this 

methodology through the Effective Early Learning Self-evaluation System, (1996) 

devised by Professor Christine Pascal and Dr. Tony Bertram at the Centre for Research 

in Early Childhood, University College, Worcester. Their work amalgamates research 

primarily from Laevers, Pascal and Bertram. The transferability of this scale from an 

educational setting to a creative one did not appear problematic. The common ground 

between the behaviours for creative expression and the behaviours I witnessed in IDP 

was the pivotal point in my thinking for the migration of the creative assessment tool into 

the digital environment. From this point, it became clear that its value to a media 

environment had the potential to evolve. 
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Robson (2006), whilst analysing the way children think, discuses Laevers’ work and, at 

the same time, links it with Vygotsky’s (1978), zone of proximal development. Robson 

describes these level descriptors for Laevers’ work:  

Level 1: No activity 

Level 2: Frequently interrupted activity (fiddling, staring into space) 

Level 3: More or less continuous activity, but children appear indifferent to the activity. 

Action ceases whenever an interesting stimulus appears 

Level 4: Activity with intense moments. The activity is of real consequence to the child 

Level 5: Sustained intense activity. Child’s eyes are more or less uninterruptedly focused 

on the actions and on the materials. Surrounding stimuli barely reach the child (adapted 

from Laevers, 1994). 

 

Robson (2006) also cites Segard (2004), who identified higher levels of involvement with 

child-initiated activities (rather than adult directed tasks). Researchers, such as Robson 

(2006, p. 97), raise the question whether this is something to do with the way that 

children perceive TV as situated within their domain.  

 

Interestingly, Robson continues by citing my own work in terms of how to plan to 

observe these processes Harding and Meldon Smith, (2000, cited in Robson, 2006). 
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12. The creative experience 

In 2006, Dr Chaudhuri and I began to build the following tool and this was used in the 

Creative Wellbeing project over a period of 18 months. The book was published 

alongside the film in 2008. Our work regarding the awareness of creative signals was not 

for the purpose of assessing whether a child is creative or not, but rather as an assessment 

tool for gauging whether the children’s creative needs are being met. The signals we 

identified were not scalable, rather we adopted a binary approach: present or absent. The 

underlying reasons for the presence or absence of these signals are complex and multi-

factorial, and the purpose of the recording of these signals in this way was only to 

document and investigate the creative process through event sampling. 

 

In the midst of a creative experience we (Harding and Chaudhuri) describe how the brain 

goes through a transformation that produces certain characteristic changes or ‘creative 

signals’. These signals are visible. For example, a child’s eyes become more defocused, 

more dilated and relaxed. Vascular changes reveal themselves as a reddening of the skin. 

Muscle tone and posture change, becoming primed and alert during an activity, more 

precise during movement and then more relaxed in the later reverie-like stages of 

creativity, when endorphins are also working their mood-enhancing effect. As part of our 

research, we documented these signals in response to the creative opportunities we 

witnessed and filmed. We also questioned the artists, teachers and some of the children 

themselves to describe what they saw and felt in the moment. They were in no way a 

reflection of the creative potential or ability of a child, merely a channel of reflective 

awareness for teachers and artists to develop their ability to think and teach creatively. 

Put simply, they are a tool for greater awareness, and a means of understanding the 

creative process. We found that these creative signals occur in stages that build upon one 

another in a upwardly spiralling fashion, leading to a peak moment of intense 

engagement and understanding, followed by a ‘landing period’ when the child is filled 

with a sense of wellbeing.  
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Visualised, the process looks like this: 

Preparation…………………….leap…………………….landing 

 

 
Diagram: creative leap and landing as depicted in Creative Wellbeing (2008) 

 

During the creative processes and relaxation, dreaming or meditative states, scientists 

observe a greater prevalence of alpha waves on EEG. These slower brain waves allow for 

electrical signals to travel deeper and further inside the brain, allowing neurons located in 

distant parts of the brain to interconnect. (See film example Creative Wellbeing housed in 

the back of the Creative Wellbeing book: timing 12.40 – 16.11) We developed the chart 

below and it was used in two schools and the responses were also filmed.  

 

 
Diagram: Signals for creative wellbeing 

 

Furthermore, Lewis’ work proved a useful reference particularly regarding descriptions 

for the interpretation of micro movements for the face and head. For example, eyebrows: 

‘raised in a brief flash of recognition…or to query an activity. Eyebrows drawn together 

and upwards signal doubt or surprise…Head inclined: produces a friendship 

signal…sometimes the body is also inclined at the waist’ (1978, pp. 285-6). 
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Figure 46. (Bing TV show 2013, research) male child in focus - head inclined; trunk 

forward, relaxed mouth 

 

13. Destination: arriving at a methodological position 

As mentioned at the end of the last section, I made decisions simultaneously regarding 

the methodological framework and theoretical framework.  

 

Again, in the same way that I adapted the theoretical underpinning, I now include a 

condensed methodological framework with the intention of offering a simple approach to 

share with clients: 

1. The method for capturing a child’s interest in new media content is best measured 

though ethnography (direct observation and filmed observation) followed by simple and 

straightforward questions and results correlated to demonstrate the need for change in 

narrative or visuals. 

 

2. That the levels of engagement and involvement are important indicators for media as 

much as they are for educational activities (the original purpose of The Leuven Well-

being and Involvement Scales (1994). Interestingly, there is a tendency to trust the 

educational content of linear activities offered to children but less inclined to trust the 

content if media-related. 
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3. Engagement and involvement levels are good indicators for creative activity and 

creative thinking and if we can identify the moments when children’s are deeply engaged 

and involved then we can start to understand the value of specific moments and media 

constructs or narratives which have the capacity to generate creative thought.  

 

The act of engaging in a creative activity appeared not to be so far removed from a 

child’s engagement in TV viewing. As a result of the usefulness of the above tool during 

the Creative Wellbeing project, over the next four years, I continued to refine the work 

and adapt it to a new area: measuring children’s behaviour whilst viewing TV shows or 

taking part in any media activity. Following several iterations, by 2011, I had simplified 

the tool to include the following observable features (see table below on Page 110-111).  

 

Tangentially, there were two projects that although not specifically connected to the 

development of the pilot tool, were nevertheless, influential in terms of theoretical 

understanding. Firstly, work with BBC and Nickelodeon and producers, such as 

Silvergate Media, began to engage me to measure the suitability and educational value of 

shows. Indeed, in 2005, I was commissioned to evaluate the educational value of all 

CBeebies shows for children and evaluate their educational output as set against 

competitors. I engaged an advisory committee of leading experts in the field including 

Professor Buckingham and Professor Marsh. The results are of course confidential. 

Secondly, I was commissioned to undertake a small scale study for the company Sony, in 

order to better understand the possibility that frequent video game players, might indeed, 

perform better in terms of ‘concentration, ‘visual acuity’ and general alertness, than non-

game players. I chose a simple but scored online memory and concentration activity/task 

with which to measure the possible impact of video game. Due to time constraints I 

undertook a random sample, based on an existing database of colleagues and friends and 

posted an advert on a game players site.  
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Deadline for completion was set for two days. Participants were asked to provide the 

following information: score, their gender and age and time usually spent on video 

games. Surprisingly, fifty respondents completed the task from a wide geographical area 

including children and adults and both genders - all anonymous. 

In brief, the results were impressive for a small-scale study: 

• 80% of the highest scorers played games every day 

• 75 % of the lowest scorers – did not play video games at all 

• The highest scorers were male  

• The lowest scorers were female 

• No discernable age pattern identified 

 

 
Figure 47. (Observation of video games for Sony small scale study) intense concentration 

 

It is, of course, problematic to make superior, robust inferences from such a small-scale 

study but the evidence does suggest a clear and marked difference in terms of visual 

perception between gamers and non-gamers. A further, more in-depth study under more 

controlled conditions would better manage the variables in any given situation. Further 

filmed evidence of the benefits of video gaming was accompanied by a document. (See 

film 12 Sony and document 19) 
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14. Description of the pilot tool process and findings 

• The process and protocol 

• Pilot TCEIT staged process 

• Individual framework as described to clients 

• Research/survey questions 

• Selection of participants 

• Filming 

• Robust research and testing 

• Protocol 

• Graph showing flow and absorption 

 

14.1 The process and protocol 

Clients are informed of a typical process as set out below: 

As previously stated, it must be assumed that all screen content has first be subject to 

scrutiny in terms of acceptable standards of ethical and age appropriate content. What 

cannot be assumed is the quality of narrative, pro-social content and visuals. The first 

step in the methodological involves an initial scrutiny of age appropriate content. Clients 

are aware that before an agreement concerning research with children can be reached, all 

material is scrutinised for ethical standards. The work is also in line with the ethical 

guidelines from Middlesex University and TC adheres to the use of consents from heads 

of schools and nurseries, parents and children were told of their right to withdraw at any 

time. Mauthner, M., Birch, M., Jessop, J. and Millar, T. (eds) (2002), argue that consent 

must be ‘ongoing and renegotiated between researcher and researched.’ Cameras are 

always within the main room and never taken into private areas such as toilets. Staff 

members are always welcome and parents often accompany too. As Hansen and Machin, 

point out, ‘The research must not involve procedures that could cause either physical or 

psychological harm to the percipients…absolutely essential where children under 18… 

are involved,’ (Hansen and Machin, 2013, p. 25). Miller and Bell (2002) argue that 

consent should not be a one off event and that a completion of an ethics form does not 

negate the need to re-visit ethical considerations throughout the project’s life. Ethical 

qualitative research with children has been of greatest concern to me throughout my 
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career. An acute awareness that consent gained from gatekeepers (often parents but 

frequently schools) has at times seemed limited although I have made it my practice to 

consult children at all points during the research process, I am still aware that their 

immediate consent may well not be their opinion as they mature. It is an area that I have 

discussed at length with the BBC and other broadcasters but one that at this moment in 

time I have not completely resolved. So, for the present, I have satisfied myself that an 

ongoing reflection and discussion regarding children’s rights in this area is still on the 

agenda. (See Document evidence 30 sample consent form) 

 

Integrity at this stage also reduces the pressure to make the correct decision at the outset 

and allows for a change of mind and direction. Furthermore, it allows reflection within 

the process itself. Indeed, the use of annotated transcripts and viewing footage (post 

research) is as a way of further decontectualising the data and permitting reflection and 

change of direction.  

 

14.2 Pilot TCEIT staged process 

Preparation, includes discussing with client the needs of the research, explaining the 

process, agreeing questions for asking children and parents/educators; accessing scripts 

that accompany the show; sharing with the client the pilot TCEIT and how it works and 

correlates with the questions; gaining contributors in schools and in homes; gathering 

consents and setting the date. Next, clients provide the animation/animatic plus script and 

these are scrutinized for safety and appropriateness. Feedback is provided. The process of 

agreeing questions is followed by printing out scripts for annotation for use alongside the 

pilot TCEIT. Consents are gathered. During the research session, children are filmed, 

followed by asking questions individually. The data is then entered onto a spreadsheet. 

The answers to the questions are analysed to ascertain if they correspond with the 

‘answers’ displayed through the pilot TCEIT. Frequently, it is necessary for each child’s 

answers to be compared against their body language analysis. The film is viewed and 

edited, scanning for points of drop or peaks in viewing and provides another level of 

security regarding behavioural clues. A flow chart is provided demonstrating points of 
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engagement or drops in attention. The film is presented alongside a report to the client 

together with screen grabs to illustrate points. 

 

Process: 

Sheet 

Observations 

per child 

Researchers 

take one or 

two children 

each to 

observe 

Questions 

are asked 

Check 

film by 

freeze 

framing 

And 

obtain 

levels of 

‘peaks 

and dips’ 

within 4 

level 

descriptors 

Average 

out the 

responses 

from 

Questions 

and 

observations 

Correlate 

responses 

from 

Observations 

and 

questions to 

illuminate 

further 

Apply child 

development 

knowledge 

(context etc) 

and 

 

Provide 

overall 

response 

 

Flow 

chart 
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14.3 The pilot TCEIT 

 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

Annotate Tick when seen 

Look away/distracted La  

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey  

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F  

Smile Sm  

Laugh L  

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF  

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand over mouth Z  

Child comments  

 

 

 

 

 

The TC team of researchers use this simplified version 
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Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey  

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F  

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm  

Relaxed facial muscles RFM  

Head tilts forward HTF  

Pointing P  

Biting lips BL  

Head held erect HHE  

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  

Laugh L  

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF  

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV  

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS  

Shallow breathing SB  

Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  
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Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

NOTE: This is the more sophisticated version and is the one against which I measure 

levels of engagement and involvement. The TC head editor and lead camera operator is 

also fully trained in the technique and can film accordingly. 

 

Note: within each of these descriptors is another layer: intensity scored accordingly 1-3 

(1 is lowest.) 

 

Furthermore, in 2009, I trained Tomorrow’s child staff in carrying out the observations 

for greater effectiveness in managing large-scale projects such as Peter Rabbit and Bing. 

In addition, I began to see the usefulness of further capturing the children’s reactions on 

film. I asked the film crew to use wide shots and close ups. The crew are also trained in 

the tool. 

 

The tool has the capacity to evolve and be used to measure a child’s involvement in 

Apps, stories books websites – see also my work on development of websites. (See 

document Oddizzi 11 and Eufic 4) 
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Regarding the choice of facial and body movements and possible limitations, the choice 

was made as a result of drawing upon the work of researchers such as Lewis, 1978 and 

Csikszentmihalyi (1991) through my knowledge of child development. Furthermore, I 

drew upon my earlier Creative Wellbeing work. However, it could be suggested that 

other movements are just as valid. It must also be recognised that where possible, results 

are confirmed or correlated against questioning of children and parents/teachers who 

know the children well. 

 

Around three years into the development of the pilot tool, I began to share with clients 

the numerical system I had devised. I had not anticipated the interest that this would bring 

to the process. It appeared to heighten the producers’ interest in the results. Perhaps for 

them, the number had greater significance and seemed more quantifiable and less 

subjective. Producers and creators are also fascinated by the results that do not always 

correlate between the child’s responses to questionnaires and the evidence provided 

through the pilot TCEIT analysis. The results are frequently not what creators and 

producers want to hear, but the depth and robust analysis is sufficiently convincing for 

them to be willing to make the recommended changes (See film 4 Ruff-Ruff, timing: 

Music appeal demonstrated: 6.07-6.17). Children were filmed in order that I could 

capture actual specific moments of interaction alongside specific moments that related to 

film script. In addition to a written report with relevant screen grabs and a film contain 

the most significant moments (weak spots and more engrossed moments) the crew filmed 

my verbal responses which producers also appeared to welcome often using the evidence 

to capture new markets. 

14.4 Individual framework as described to clients: 

• We believe it is important to select research techniques that our respondents are 

comfortable with, providing an environment in which they are relaxed and 

receptive 

• Our experienced researchers are skilled at making the most of the time available, 

delivering consistent and credible results 
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Research/survey questions 

 

• The questions used in research (in addition to the filming component) are often 

framed to encourage the use of multiple intelligences (Howard Gardner, 1989). 

Questions incorporate facets of the 7 different learning “intelligences” such as 

logical/mathematical and musical/auditory. Questions and surveys are devised so 

that children actively employ the use of each ‘intelligence’ to express their 

answers.  

 

Examples of questions: (See documentary evidence 21) 

 

14.5 Selection of participants 

Mostly, I used stratified random sampling so that clients can witness results within 

particular subsets, for example gender bias. Numbers for sampling range between 20 and 

150 usually governed by cost. Participants are usually selected across all socio-economic 

groups with equal number of boys and girls and always around the ‘sweet spot’ as 

discussed with producers/broadcasters. 

 

An examination of pictures children draw whilst waiting to be interviewed on a one to 

one or small group basis has also proved enlightening and demonstrates the focus. (See 

document example Peter Rabbit pictures 22) 

 

14.6 Filming and questions 

• Discreet filming (consent from families gained): videotape for later accurate 

scoring for visual attention, enthusiasm and active programme engagement. 

Assessed through comprehensive analysis of unique framework for body and 

facial expression. 

 

1) Every question is considered for suitability in schools and homes. 

2) The questions are being used mainly on a one-to-one basis.  

3) Discreet filming takes place. 
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4) Footage edited for analysis and examples. 

5) Paper written to present findings accompanied by film. 

6) Every programme element is to be tested. 

• Research conducted on children’s own ground 

• All research adheres to strict protocols governing child interviewing  

14.7 Protocol 

• Consents 

• Ongoing consent 

• Quiet. No distractions from team 

• Introduce camera operators 

• Silent observers 

• One main point of contact for children to lessen confusion and overwhelm 

• Team trained in protocol 

• Wear badges 

• Known to schools that we frequently use 

• Paper and pencils available if they want to do something else – parents and staff 

advised not to stop them! 

• Home preferable to observe but as previously noted this is not always practical 

 

Consent forms from parents and schools are always obtained. Children are also consulted 

regarding the process. 

 

14.8 Results 

Following analysis the two results are compared for accuracy. Then, a number ascribed to 

the process in order to monitor differences in heightened expression or less interest at any 

given moment during the process. 

 

For example: 

      Graph showing flow and absorption 

      Key to rating: 
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• Low 1-4 

• Medium 5-8 

• High 9-12 

 

1-2 2-3 

Minutes 

3-4 

Minutes 

4-5 Minutes 5-6  

 

6-7 

Minutes 

9 10 12 11 11 11 

 

           Total score: 64 

           Using previous scoring for part one: minus 11= 55 

Note: the correlation between presence of schemas (or clusters of schemas) is interesting. For 

example, the connection schema that can be identified in one episode of Bing entitled Blocks 

which is about the building and connecting of blocks. (See documentary evidence Bing 1a) 

        

              14.9 Case studies: 

The first case study is in-depth and concerns the property Bing (one Episode of Bing 

together with sample documents and film). 

 

Background information:  

I was asked to review the first fifteen episodes of Bing (an established story book series 

that was being turned into a TV show). The specifics regarding geographical spread, 

demographics are detailed in the full report and film. (See film evidence Bing 1a and 

document Bing 1B)  

 

The process for Bing is similar to the one carried out for Peter Rabbit. Both properties 

utilised the full TC pilot tool thus far developed. This case study shows just one element 

of the work: one episode. The full report details the overall findings. 
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Step one: Observation 

Researchers use the coded sheet as a guide to what they are witnessing and enter on the 

script. Each researcher has a copy of the script against which they annotate the body 

language. 

 

*See Bing example of annotated script 7 

 

Step two –researchers complete one overall coded sheet for each child – entering an x for 

each time this action/behaviour has been observed to measure predominance of body 

reactions and provide an overview of that particular child’s reactions. (See Bing 

document 7 evidence coded sheet one child) 

 

Step three a) children are asked questions 

Children are asked questions that are mainly set by producers but guided (or usually 

reduced in number by me). Each set is individually written for each episode. (See Bing 

document of example answers 5) 

All answers are then entered on an excel document and analysed as a whole for common 

responses. 

 

Step 3b) parents are asked questions 

 
Figure 48. Parents are interviewed 

 

Questions are set for parents to elicit their views. Note: often, there is a mismatch 

between what parents think their children like and what they actually like. 

(See Bing document of example answers 6) 
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Again, answers entered on an excel document and analysed for common responses. 

 

Step five 

a) Film (all rushes from 2 camera angles) are screened for extra signs that were missed 

and screen grabs taken to provide evidence for particular points for producers. 

 

b) Context and camera influence or unexpected events are taken into consideration. 

 

Step six 

Overall coded sheet for each child set against questions answered for each individual 

child is correlated. This is the point at which knowledge of child development and media 

is necessary – the other parts can be completed by researchers with limited experience. 

(See documentary evidence 7 demonstrating the coded observation sheet and the 

individually answers question for each child and correlated sheet) 

 

An overview is taken from all correlated sheets to form an overall report for each episode 

and presented with flow chart and written report. (See documentary evidence 7) 

 

Significant points regarding schemas are noted but not generally shared with producers as 

at times they have requested that I keep the information to a minimum (although they are 

always impressed by the level of detail provided). For example, a schema that is apparent 

in this episode is when the car being pushed round and around the plate. This action in 

itself is sufficient to attract attention from a young child. 

 

Step seven 

Film edited: the two/three placements are then edited to demonstrate particular 

‘moments of significance. This is shared with producer as evidence. (See film evidence 

1B for Bing Voo –Voo)  
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              Graph showing flow and absorption 

This section is a result of the combined information gleaned from each child 

               observed and a rating assigned to each minute 

            Key to rating: 

Low 1-4 

Medium 5-8 

High 9-12 

 

1 -2 

Minutes 

2-3 

Minutes 

3-4 

Minutes 

4-5  

Minutes 

5-6  

Minutes 

6-7 

Minutes 

5 10 12 9 9 10 

 

           Total score: 46 

           Note: Average ratings with other research conducted is in the range of 25-30, so the  

           rating for this episode is particularly high. 

           Note: This whole process was repeated for each episode and a final report written.  

           (See Bing document report evidence 1a and Bing presentation of research 1b) 



 141 

 

            One case study provided below 

 

            (Appendix provides further case studies: Stills that demonstrate precise coded  

            observation records) 
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              Case study one 

 

               
            Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

             Sample of completed annotation: For duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey  

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F  

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm  

Relaxed facial muscles RFM  

Head tilts forward HTF  

Pointing P  

Biting lips BL  

Head held erect HHE Xx 

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  

Laugh L  

Torso stiff T X 

Lean forward LF  

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV  

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf  
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Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS  

Shallow breathing SB  

Blinking rapidly BL Xx 

Rapid breathing RB Xx 

Mouth open MO Xx 

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F X 

Look away/distracted La Xx 

Leaning away from screen  LAS X 

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up X 

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X Xxx 

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB Xx 

Head drawn back into neck B Xx 

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

Silent 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Head back and face titled 

 

             Interpretation in this context: eyes looking down at screen 
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14.10. Overall results regarding the pilot TCEIT: it is noteworthy that the combination 

of the more positive and negative body language signs (annotated against the script) 

correlated with verbal responses provides a more reliable score. 

 

Peer review (see also 15.7) 

Location Geographical area Date Comments 

Children’s Media 

Conference 

Audience: 

researchers, 

Producers, 

broadcasters  

UK  2013 

 

As a result of my 

presentation at the 

conference  the BBC 

invited me to share 

the pilot tool with 

all BBC staff for in-

service training. 

A book publisher –

(Penguin) asked me 

to develop the pilot 

too for use with 

development of 

their book. 

One member of the 

audience (a 

producer) asked that 

if knowing that 

schemas will 

increase the 

engagement and 

involvement of  

children –is this 

manipulation? I 

answered that 

indeed it is, but one 
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that should be done 

knowingly as it taps 

into their 

developmental stage 

of development. 

 

For further 

comments see 

coda/conclusion 

Dr Natascha 

Crandall  

US  2011-to date 

 

Dr Crandall has 

worked as my 

counterpart in 

America, 

undertaking 

research on Surprise 

Lane, Bing and 

Peter Rabbit and 

sharing my protocol 

to ensure continuity 

of results. Her work 

on Sesame Street 

was useful in the 

development of the 

pilot tool and we 

were able to discuss 

and share our ways 

of working. Indeed, 

she imported many 

of the ways in 

which Sesame Street 

was researched 
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which included 

some direct 

observation of  

children but with a 

greater emphasis on 

questioning children 

at length and the 

interest is primarily 

in children’s 

comprehension with 

no interest in their 

levels of 

involvement in 

terms of flow or 

schema or interest 

‘in the moment’. 

Her work includes 

filming of each 

research with a 

simple camera set 

up but unfocused. 

The pilot tool uses 

two cameras and the 

camera crew are 

trained to look for 

body movement. Dr 

Crandall has now 

incorporated much 

of my work into her 

work in America 

Mip com: France  2012 The emphasis of the 
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Audience: 

Researchers, 

Producers, 

broadcasters  

 talk concerned 

gauging the 

emotional response 

of children to screen 

applications. 

Questions from the 

audience ranged 

from questioning 

the way in which I 

proposed that 

children think and 

react differently to 

media according to 

child development 

theory to deeper 

questioning 

regarding the length 

time it took to 

ascertain robust 

results. 

Eufic paper: an 

analysis of website 

design for children 

Brussels 2007 Paper was peer 

reviewed by the 

Journal before 

publication 

 

14.11 Strengths and limitations of the methodological framework 

At this point it is important that I state the limitations of my methods of research: the 

pilot tool does not, for example, provide rich data concerning any depth of 

comprehension (although the questions following viewing are often designed to elicit 

comprehension levels and do so reasonably accurately). The limitations of interviews as a 

method of research is well documented (Wimmer, Roger and Dominick, 1997, p.139) but 
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few discuss the specific challenges and limitations presented to the researcher within the 

field of TV research with young children perhaps with the exception of Fisch and Truglio 

(2001), and Morley (1980). I am in agreement with Tobin (2000), who states that 

children can resist or enhance our attempts to find out more from them. It is clear that 

even young children become aware that they have something that we ‘want’. However, 

the triangulation of methodology offers some comfort in terms of accuracy of findings. 

Moreover, I also find agreement with Tobin (2000) that it is ridiculous to suggest that the 

research context does not impact the way that children react. The way that the researcher 

speaks to the children and the body language they use; the questions asked and the 

immediate surroundings affect their answers. Problematically, at times, during the 

process of observation the ‘audience’ has increased: camera crew; two researchers and 

quite frequently clients attend too (although I have always refused to include more than 

one at a time). As the researcher and camera operator’s presence is within the contextual 

factor, I factor in an interpretive step in the manner Tobin (ibid., p.141) describes. The 

readily identifiable positive features of the tool are that it is fairly easily executed and 

does not rely on verbal answers solely; it captures immediate responses; it appears to be 

of more use than the expansive and costly approach used in Sesame Street; (which I 

perceive as rather restrictive as its focus is educational material) the evidence is preserved 

through film and the responses can be revisited for accuracy and slowed down to pin 

point to the second any significant responses. Furthermore, it measures reliability of 

verbal answers whereupon a correlation of verbal answers to film and the pilot TCEIT is 

easily achieved.  

(See Film 1a Bing research timing: 1.54 where at this point I discuss the importance of 

engagement in enabling a child to recall the event accurately) 

 

In addition, the edited film can be scanned for decision-making moments for film 

production. Finally, it does not rely on expensive equipment such as brain scanning or 

eye tracking software. The limitations of the pilot tool are specifically in the following 

areas: an in-depth knowledge of child development and media is needed to accurately 

interpret the data; an instinctive gauge is needed for levels 1-3; filming needs to be 
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sensitive as filming can interrupt the flow of viewing experience and consent is harder to 

obtain. In all, the work is time consuming.  

 

14.12 Achieving confirmation of results of pilot tool 

It would be satisfying to confirm that a transformation occurs as a result of the work of 

the pilot tool, but as it falls into the area of preventative work, such claims are invalid. 

However, it is entirely justifiable to signpost to the remarkable success of all the TV 

shows/media content that have been subjected to the process. Again, the tool cannot take 

entire credit as a number of factors contribute to the success of any media content. 
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               15. Coda and summary of findings 

The following points will be raised: 

• Strengths and limitations of the methodological framework 

• Immersive digital play 

• Outcomes 

• Summary of criteria for quality screen output for three to four year olds 

• The journey continues 

a) Recommendations for further research 

b) Delivery of findings at Sheffield conference 

c) Reflection and feedback 

 

I have consciously avoided the term ‘Conclusion’ as my work in this area will continue to 

evolve due to imminent collaboration with the book industry and Broadcasters (as 

indicated on page 125). To date, my journey has been reflected in this context statement, 

and I offer an original voice in the scholarship of media and children within a narrowly 

defined area: a young child’s engagement and involvement with screen content. As 

previously indicated, I have deliberately written my context statement in clear English in 

keeping with the manner I used to gain engagement of media colleagues as part of my 

agenda whilst still adhering to critical academic rigour. I have placed a narrative around 

my central points regarding a young child’s inherent interest in schematic movements on 

screen and proposal of a new play-pattern: Immersive Digital Play (IDP). Furthermore, I 

offer a pilot tool (TCEIT), as a way of analysing the above concepts. The simplicity of 

the methodology need not distract from its ability to extract meaning from the situation. 

The lack of complexity initially concerned me but confidence in its effectiveness grew as 

producers commented on how they were able to translate the information into action.  

 

15.1 Child centred approach 

I consider that my research process was recursive in nature as the developing pilot tool 

and analysis of data was followed by further refinement and study of data leading to a 

less subjective understanding of the child’s position in relation to screen content. I have 

proposed insights into how young children experience digital screen narratives through a 
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moment-by-moment process, and have suggested, therefore, that a methodological tool 

for research needs to probe and examine that experience for levels of engagement and 

involvement. Moreover, I have problematised the child’s position regarding access to 

screen-based content that has a leisure focus as opposed to an educational bias and 

articulated and applied the rights of young children to involvement and participation in 

the development of media narrative and application for consumption. Crucially, I have 

sought to construct a more child-centred approach to media production.  

 

 
Figure 53. Ruff Ruff TV Show: My work recommends a participatory approach  

 

I have put forward the argument that young children have a right to screen content for 

which they have a part in producing and I reference the Rights of the Child (1989). (See 

speeches at international conferences and related work film 5,6,20,21 and 22). I believe 

that my research can offer a timely reminder that young children can participate and 

contribute to screen content production designed for them. Furthermore, I propose that 

the value of children’s media for young children is measurable in terms of its ability to 

engage and involve them and for which there are criteria for quality in development. This 

is demonstrated by the correlation between evidence from recorded responses from body 

language and their verbal responses to set questions (together with other output such as 

children’s pictures). The outcomes of which can guide the production process effectively: 

an approach that has placed significant productions of children’s media in a different 

position: one that is now more accountable and measurable regarding its value and innate 

interest to the young child and resists the temptation to accept poor quality. I built on the 

work of Csikszentmihayli (1979), and Laevers (1994) regarding the creative process in 

action (indicated by the children’s deep levels of attention and involvement) for a book 
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and film regarding creative flow states in the curriculum. The link between schematic 

movements and screen content arose slowly as I began to make the connection between 

children’s interest in specific moments on screen and those that are schematically biased. 

The digital experience for the young child is, I propose, a moment - by - moment 

experience that can radically change the way that narratives are built for children. I have 

sought to demonstrate that young children need to make sense of content in the moment 

and in a way that is not dependent on the overview of the narrative and yet has the 

capacity to enable them to make progress through the narrative. 

 

15.2 Immersive digital play (IDP) 

Attraction to screen content: the first point of reference is through these three elements: 

                    

 
 

 

Taking the child beyond the moment-by moment experience (where children inhabit most 

of the time) has been discussed in the outcomes of the pilot tool through a scaffolding 

on–screen process.  

 

15.3 Outcomes: 

I have proposed that wellbeing, a sense of flow, immersion in the moment and being in 

the ‘now’, gives way to a greater connection with content and an increased understanding 

of the messaging and have identified a summary of criteria for quality screen output for 

three to five year olds for which there are three main indicators: 
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1. A deep level of engagement 

2. A deep level of involvement  

3. Schematically driven narrative  

 

Other indicators: 

• Music: not distracting, enhances narrative; composition is not to be 

underestimated. 

• Audio: playful and clear. 

• Narrative: Beginning, middle and end defined. The unfolding moment-

by-moment storytelling is valid in itself. 

• Humour –in the moment, playful and does not rely on cause and effect 

too much or if it does then each section is pronounced. 

 

The pilot tool was developed according to these three strategies that are demonstrated in 

the diagram below (indicating the sequence): 

 

 
 

The methodological process is summarised below: 
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15.4 Benefits 

Discerning the benefits (educational or otherwise) of screen content is problematic, as 

children bring to a task, (including screen viewing) their personal histories. In agreement 

with (Gunter and McAleer), I believe that: ‘What children get out of television, however, 

can depend crucially on what they bring to it’ (1997, p. 218). But what can be said, is that 

when young children are given a participatory role in shaping the narrative, as in the case 

of my work on: Ruff-Ruff, Teletubbies, Clangers, and Bing, then, the differences are 

profound and it is possible to identify specific moments that are engaging and involving. 

Furthermore, the experience gives rise to a sense of flow (hence a creative flow process) 

that are built upon schematic movements, which I argue are innately attractive to the 

child. Additionally, this experience has the propensity to ‘grow with the child’ as they 

develop a wider range of interests in different schemas and clusters of schemas as 

demonstrated through the work detailed in this context statement. 

 

In other words, if the screen were to be stopped and frozen at any given point, then the 

child would be immersed in the world that was before them: it doesn’t rely on the 

comprehension of the whole to be understood. It must be valid in ‘the moment’. 

Essentially, film is unlike a book narrative (although there are qualities that are similar) 

but the engagement and involvement levels are shifting from angle to angle; it is not 

linear in the sense of a book narrative. Put simply, it is not a ‘still image’ and needs to be 

understood differently. The media literacy skills involved are complex and the cognitive 

load must be respected. 
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The influence I have exerted has been substantial: I have been privileged to speak at 

conferences internationally impacting hundreds of thousands of attendees (and further 

communicate to those that have subsequently viewed films of my speeches; and read my 

books and academic papers). Furthermore, over ten broadcast TV productions and online 

work for young children has been as a direct consequence of my pilot tool and the 

number of children this has impacted is difficult to quantify but is estimated to be in the 

region of millions. 

 

15.5 Pilot launch –pad criteria 

The following ten-point chart is one that I have shared and continue to share with 

broadcasters and content producers and it has been well received: 

 

Pilot launch-pad content as discussed at conferences with broadcasters and TV 
producers 
 
1. Be a place ‘where anything can happen’  

2. Must be allowed to ‘Breathe’  

3. Provide subtle ‘reflection points’  

4. Pose genuine questions overtly or implicitly  

5. Ensure that ‘answers’ are not drilled-allow space for brain to react and produce own  

    answers  

6. Intelligent use of “Tools/devices” to anchor narrative  

7. Reference points to stabilize narrative are embedded and developmentally correct  

8. Then, content can ‘shock the brain’ – be unexpected/surprising  

9. Punctuate narrative with twists – the unexpected  

10. Bold (not timid) vibrantly have something to say  

 

15.6 The journey continues 

As previously stated, my journey led me through the study of several disciplines resulting 

in a specific area of interest lying at the intersection of child development and media. 

Whilst navigating my way through relevant experience within the workplace ranging 

from print media in the form of books for children and writing books about children, 
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through to working as a head teacher, government consultant and education editor at the 

BBC, the total sum of this experience brought about the synergy between child 

development research and screen content production. Work within my own research and 

media company provided a way for further refinement of areas of interest: IDP. 

Intriguingly, it embraced many of the features of children playing in the real world. I 

began to recognise a pattern of screen content that appeared to best engage children: 

schematic moments. Thereby, my interest in the development of a TV show based solely 

on schemas emerged: Surprise Lane. To date, it has been taken up by a Canadian 

production company and is currently a pilot in animation form. Indeed, I desired that 

there would be a mix of live action and animation but funding which is dependent on 

crossing language barriers rendered the concept impossible. 

 

15.7 The journey forward: recommendations for further research 

Recommendations for further research are largely dependent upon funding. Finances 

permitting, recommendations are in the following areas: develop a control group; develop 

a software package that can easily capture the complexity of data; build on the knowledge 

and equipment available at Middlesex University for eye tracking and combine this work 

within the pilot TCEIT. Since presenting my work at The Children’s Media Conference, 

in July 2014, I have also been offered the opportunity to combine the pilot tool with a 

company that uses biometrics. Ethical principles will need to be in place in order to 

pursue this opportunity. Further refinement possibilities include the use of the pilot 

TCEIT for story engagement in much the same way as used for Peter Rabbit first stage as 

it appeared to be effective, (see notes from this conference in the next section) and 

adaption of the tool for online work such as video games (see my previous work for Sony 

document 19, and work at POSCON document 21). 

 

The journey of discovery concerning a child’s moment-by-moment screen experience is 

far from complete. I have identified some inevitable limitations in my work, which are 

mostly concerned with the actual choice of area itself and through the nature of the 

research. The result of a narrow lens being focused on the area of engagement and 

involvement has been at the sacrifice of other areas, such as ways in which very young 
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children can safely generate their own content and how their interests can initiate content 

rather than contribute to an existing format. These are significant areas for further 

investigation. Of course, there are numerous other opportunities for further research on 

broader matters relating to childhood and the creation of screen content. I will focus on 

just five. First, much of the research that illuminates the relationship between these two 

areas has been undertaken in the area of safety, rules and regulations. But there is still 

much that needs to be understood concerning active participation, such as, second screen 

viewing, which permits the young child to gain greater control over content. Second, 

emergent research regarding the way in which children’s culture is constructed through 

media practices is a rich site for further analysis. Third, as indicated by (Marsh, 2010) 

there is a need for more extensive studies of children’s cultural practices, specifically in 

the area of formal and informal learning spaces and the fluidity of movement between the 

domains. Fourth, children’s participation and involvement in screen content needs a 

central place in explorations of childhood and media than has hitherto been the case if we 

are to offer a meaningful, relevant and genuine model of young children’s capacity for 

true participation in generation of screen content that meets their needs. Finally, research 

is needed in the area of kinds of characters, plot, music and narratives that this age group 

find particularly engaging.  

 

Regarding specific research relating to the pilot tool the following areas are ripe for 

further research: a) refine the tool in terms of commitment of time, b) simplify the 

process and reduce reliance upon a robust knowledge of child development at the initial 

and final stages, c) discern the exact elements in existing screen based narratives that are 

schematic. 

 

15.8 Delivery of my findings at the media conference in Sheffield July 2014 

I have spoken at this conference for many years primarily concerning children’s 

emotional and social development in relation to TV shows. This year, their research focus 

expanded and I submitted an abstract that highlighted the work on the pilot tool. It was 

accepted and I was asked to be part of a panel and deliver my findings. The audience 

ranged from media content producers to broadcasters and researchers in the field. I 
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particularly encouraged the audience to feedback through questions and although the 

response was clearly positive and the audience demonstrated a keen interest and 

connection with the work, there were three areas that were most useful. The head of 

Penguin books submitted a question: she asked whether I had considered applying the 

tool to children’s engagement of books. I replied that indeed the application to other areas 

was the next stage in development of the tool. After the session she made an appointment 

with me to employ the tool within this new area. The second point was raised by a 

producer at CITV, as to whether the pilot tool would be effective with older children (7-

11 year olds). I commented that from a developmental point of view, the tool is less 

useful and almost redundant as children learn to control their bodies and facial 

expressions according to social situations and therefore the data becomes unreliable. The 

third and perhaps most important point was raised by the controller of CBeebies. She 

invited me to teach all staff at the BBC (children’s) how to use my work within the area 

of audience participation with the youngest of children (a gratifying moment and a 

positive conclusion for this part of my journey). A journey that will nevertheless continue 

as I refine it for use in other fields such as children’s engagement with books and other 

applications. (See document example of research carried out for CBeebies 31, and note 

the capacity for change that can occur as a result of all staff learning the pilot tool in the 

autumn, 2014) Furthermore, just recently, Nickelodeon research staff invited me to share 

the findings with them too. I am sure that both broadcasters and publishers will be able to 

assist in the further refinement of the tool by finding ways in which time commitment can 

be reduced and its use diversified. And, as mentioned earlier, there is a possibility to 

include biometrics and eye tracking in a further iteration of the tool. Building on my work 

at POSCON, building criteria for positive online content (see document 21), I believe that 

there is a need to produce a similar body of criteria for creation of screen content (apps, 

TV shows, second screen viewing, video games etc) for the youngest of children as 

media usage is migrating younger.  

 

In conclusion, the consistent and unifying thread that has run through all the work in each 

area has been one of seeking to understand the young child’s reactions to particular media 

stimulus: screen content. Crucially, my work has identified the need to value a young 
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child’s moment-by-moment screen experience and to welcome their participation in 

production of screen-based media for children. 

 

‘We do not remember days, we remember moments’ The Burning Brand: Diaries, Cesare 

Pavese (1935-1950). 
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Appendix 1. 

Immersive digital play (IDP) descriptors: 

Between the ages of 18 months and four years: 

Age Traditionally accepted 

types of play  

 

Descriptions of behaviour 

for (IDP) 

 

18 months Active 

Explorative and 

manipulative 

 

Inquisitive  

Curious 

Experimentation through 

trial and error 

Swiping screens 

Pushing buttons 

Quiet and still 

Eyes scanning up and 

down, left and right 

Fascination with schemas 

Babble/Talk to self  

Smiling  

Laughing 

Desire to show 

accomplishments to a close 

adult  

Time limitations between 

10 and 20 minutes 

 

2 years Imitative (and all the above 

continues) 

Inquisitive  

Curious 

Experimentation through 

trial and error 

Swiping screens 

Pushing buttons 

Quiet and still 

Eyes scanning up and 
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down, left and right 

Fascination with schemas 

Talk to self  

Smiling  

Laughing 

Desire to show 

accomplishments to close 

adult  

Time span from 10 minutes 

to one hour 

Now willingness to share 

with sibling emerges too 

 

2 and a half years Imaginative  

 (And all the above 

continues) 

Inquisitive  

Curious 

Experimentation through 

trial and error 

Swiping screens 

Pushing buttons 

Quiet and still 

Eyes scanning up and 

down, left and right 

Fascination with schemas 

Talk to self  

Smiling  

Laughing 

Desire to show an adult 

accomplishments 

Desire to share with 

another child 

Time limitations: 10 

minutes to one hour 
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3 years Constructive 

 (And all the above 

continues) 

Inquisitive  

Curious 

Experimentation through 

trial and error 

Swiping screens 

Pushing buttons 

Quiet and still 

Eyes scanning up and 

down, left and right 

Fascination with schemas 

Talk to self  

Smiling  

Laughing 

Desire to show 

accomplishments to a 

range of adults and 

children 

 

4 years Play with rules 

(And all the above 

continues) 

Inquisitive  

Curious 

Experimentation through 

trial and error 

Swiping screens 

Pushing buttons 

Quiet and still 

Eyes scanning up and 

down, left and right 

Fascination with schemas 

Talk to self  

Smiling  

Laughing 

Time limitations: 10 

minutes to hour and half 
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Desire to show 

accomplishments to a 

range of adults and 

children 
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Appendix 2. 

Significance of 

my  

publication/film 

employment  

 

 

Contribution to 

Theoretical (TH) 

or methodological 

(M) aspects 

New insight Relevance to 

pilot TCEIT 

Observations 

book  

M 

 

Body language 

Moment-by-moment 

experience for children  

Sign and gestures 

Child 

development 

book 

TH Breadth of understanding 

of the needs of the 

developing child 

In depth 

knowledge of 

how the young 

child develops 

Play in early 

childhood book 

TH Types of play and theory 

of play 

Schematic play 

Head teacher TH Children at play-schemas, 

policy, curriculum 

Children using 

media 

Government 

consultant 

TH Policy regarding 

children’s play 

Foundational 

thinking regarding 

children’s rights 

to be heard in the 

digital world 

BBC 

And eighteen 

months of PhD 

work under Prof 

Buckingham 

TH 

M 

Development of TV 

shows and magazines and 

the products for  

Children 

 

Media literacy 

Intertextuality 

In-depth 

knowledge of TV 

show 

development 

Empowerment of 

texts 

Adult versus child 

voice in 

production of 

content 
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Creative 

moment book 

and film and 

research 

TH 

M 

Csikszentmihalyi and 

Levers work adapted for 

measurement tool 

Moment-by-moment 

experience for children 

Built on the tool 

for media 

application 

Tomorrow’s 

Child company 

M Filming and research 

work established 

 

Structured 

development of 

pilot tool for 

measurement of 

engagement and 

involvement 

Understanding of 

how angles, shots, 

lens, editing 

impact 

engagement and 

involvement 

Paper 

developing 

websites 

identifying 

points 

TH Analysis of how children 

use screens 

Descriptors of 

IDP 

 

Intertextuality 

Bing/Ruff Ruff/ 

Peter Rabbit/ 

Kerwhizz/  

Teletubbies ( x2) 

Th 

M 

Pilot tool in use Refinement of 

tool 

Surprise Lane TH Research into schemas 

and media 

Moment-by-moment 

experience for children 

The link between 

schemas and 

media 

Child 

development 

book and films 

TH 

M 

A refreshed and current 

view of child 

development 

Closer link 

between IDP and 

tool 
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Appendix 3: Films evidence 

Film 1: Bing opening titles 

 

Film 1 a): Bing research 2013  (2.43 minutes) 

 

And film 1 b) case study Voo -Voo 

Description:  

• A reality TV show 

• Aimed at 2-4 year olds 

• Researched at animatic stage  

• Monologues at end aimed at parents too 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Children’s reaction to big moments 

• How not to ‘rush the experience’ for children as they live in the now 

• Social and emotional experience crafted into script 

• How children and parents reacted and their body language 

• Depicts various levels of engagement and involvement 

 

Film 2. CBeebies advert Justine’s house (30 seconds) 

Description:  

• My input: I guided team regarding children’s questioning and engagement 

• Email testimony from BBC: We thought you’d like to see our final CBeebies Big 

Fun Time trail for adults, which launches this weekend on BBC One and Two 

and aims to drive parents who aren’t already engaged with the channel to 

CBeebies and the Big Fun Time zone. Your advice and suggestions were 

fantastic and as you’ll see from the trail, really helped us to get the best out of 

the children’s’ imaginations. Hope you like it! 

 

Significant points:  

• Example of how active rather than passive TV 

 

Film 3. Cinekid Oscar -2011  (2.0 minutes) 

Description:  
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• Footage used for speaking engagement at Cinekid and other such event 

internationally 

• Social and emotional focus on content 

• TV show now developed and taken up by broadcasters.  

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Children’s reaction: see particular reactions of children throughout which match 

with body language system 

 

Film 4. Ruff Ruff (1.5 mins) 

Description: Presented at Cinekid  

• Footage used for speaking engagement at Cinekid and other such event 

internationally 

• TV show now taken up by CBeebies and US Sprout TV 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• POINT at 0.52: HUMOUR banana joke – this now become an integral part of 

the TV show development –example of led by children 

• Examples of body language in evidence that matches with TOOL 

• Note: film shows executive producers in the background as part of the research 

entering data alongside TC team. We share the tool with content producers 

 

Film 5. Kidcsreen 2012 (2 minutes) and Mip com  

Description:  

• Jacqueline speaking at international conference in New York and the reaction to 

my talk about the developing child’s response and how to make successful new 

media products that resonate with digital natives. Furthermore, I discuss how 

content producers need to change their perspective to align content with the 

child’s needs 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• How to make content that meets the child’s needs 

MIPCOM (5 minutes) 

Description:  
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• I spoke at the largest media conference internationally in Cannes. (Edited down 

from 40 minutes) 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Mirror neurons and the link with designing characters who are empathetic  

• Guidance regarding 

• Examples from Peter Rabbit, Kreechaz, and other films TC have worked on 

and description of body language tool 

• Empathy discussion: children saying ‘I am going to be him’ 

• TIPs how to be child like in making content – challenge the developing 

brain and how to make it playful 

 

Film 6a Schema research movie: First research regarding narrative and seeing 

schemas on film  

Description: 

• This was the first step in the process of developing Surprise Lane and shows the 

engagement of children their right to participation in media  

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Children’s reactions to schemas and how the body language revealed their true 

understanding and memory of schemas 

 

Film 6 b. Surprise Lane 2012 (1 minute) 

Description: 

• I am talking about schemas and how I developed the content through research 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Active experience 

 

Film 6c. Surprise Lane promo 2012 (1.36 mins)  

Description: Animation and live action promo based on schemas and research and 

interaction with children  

 

Significant points demonstrated:  
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• ‘In the moment’ demonstrated 

• Schematic action and schematic music 

 

Film 7. Teletubbies insert 

Description: 

• Ducks insert of new Teletubbies due to broadcast 2015. We worked on the 

research and development of the new series for 2015 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• How the filming was led by children i.e. “I am a duck’ 

 

Film 8. Trailer: King Ding 

Description: 

• Utilizing the methodological tool and belief in the moment by moment 

approach, I developed my own TV show with the help of the TC team 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Schemas are demonstrated throughout through a rotation schema, connection 

schema and trajectory schema 

• The in the moment ensures that at every scene the child can comprehend the 

narrative and it does not rely on the whole in order to understand 

 

Film 9. Creative Moments 2006  (39 minutes) 

Description: 

• We were commissioned by the Arts council to research, film and write a book 

about creativity in schools 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• The start of the development of the tool emerged in conjunction with this project 

especially from a medical/biological model 

• 24.12: Emotional social content 

• 25-26: children talking about their feeling sand where they are located –

significant children relate to schemas (without knowing it!) 
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• ‘I do movements and I come up with ideas’ children were able to relate 

movement to thoughtful progress of ideas 

• ‘I felt calm and quiet’ – (Csikszentmihalyi)  

• 26:42: a number of movement there was involvement where there wasn’t 

involvement before 

 

Film 10. Clangers 

Description: 

• I was asked to provide the educational curriculum for the show for both the UK 

and US (see documentary evidence) 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Animatic developed according to advice given 

• IDP and how TV shows for young children need to progress although child 

development patterns remain their expectations regarding media evolve 

 

Film 11.  Rhyme rocket 

Description: 

• This is a CBeebies TV show that I worked on supporting the production team at 

BBC with advice on developmental factors, literacy (poetry factors), plot, 

narrative development and script writing  

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Engagement with children 

• Participation: script being led by children 

 

Film 12: Global Learning 

Description: Children speaking about their experiences of books for a charity  

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Demonstrates combination of moving text and moving image 

 

Film 13: Baby Play (1 minute) 

Description: 

• Baby of six months involved in digital play 
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Significant points demonstrated:  

• Immersion and deep involvement in the moment – importing play patterns into 

the digital environment 

 

Film 14: Cbeebies grownups 

Description: 

• Commissioned to interview parents and research their views about CBeebies 

document produced as well. 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Parents desire educational materials 

 

Film 15: Kreechaz 

Description: 

• Research for a German animation 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Children demonstrated that they were keen to have characters that were similar 

to them 

 

Film 16: Sofa Sof 

Description: 

• Development of a TV show in participation with children (Cbeebies) using 

actors as a precursor to development 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Genuine involvement and participation of children in script development 

 

Film 17: Kazoops 

Description: 

• Development of a TV show built on imagination 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  
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• Imagination and its link to creative thought 

 

Film 18: Play Partners Professor Preedy research 

Description: 

• Development of a Tool to understand parent child relationship in play 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Link to the Pilot TEICT tool 
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Supplementary films 

Film 1. Peter Rabbit (2011) 4 minutes approx) 

Description:  

• Film for client who developed Peter Rabbit – (they are based in America but the 

research was conducted in both UK and US) 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• How story telling crosses perceived literacy boundaries and time 

• An analysis of the structure 

• An analysis of the characters and their attributes, and unfolding narrative 

• An analysis of the strong emotional and social content ‘resilience’ 

• Matching content to early years curriculum 

• Examples of questioning children after the story: stretching children to the 

next level 

• Examples of children’s body language reflecting the narrative 

• Schematic narrative: note the schemas demonstrated: rotation, trajectory – 

running  

• Absorption in the moment (Csikszentmihalyi)  

• Body language demonstrated across all economic groups 

• ‘Being in the moment’ 

 

Film 2. Sony 

Description: 

• Mini documentary of experiences – vox pop style 

• Document accompanies the film – used for Sony in Turkey 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Film depicting real experiences of growing up digital and use of video games 

 

Film 3. Music Makers (11 minutes) 

Description: 

• This is a film that we co-created with a client in the US. We researched with 

children 

Significant points demonstrated:  
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• Use of music and again, schematic movements 

 

Film 4. Research film for Music Makers 

Description: 

• Research film with older specified age range for Music Makers 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Connection with audience and their response 

 

Film 5.  Hodder and Stoughton films 2013 

Description: 

• We were commissioned to produce a book on child development and also 

produce films and photographs demonstrating their development.  

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• These films also include a demonstration of schemas 

• IDP 

 

Film 6. : ITV 2 clips 

Description: 

• I am speaking on national TV 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• Just an example of the trust that broadcasters and parents place in my knowledge 

 

Film 7: Parentchannel.tv  

Description: 

• Parentchannnel.tv was a vision that I had to communicate with parents using 

media. The pre-runner to this was TV4Parents which I took to Government and 

was founded to produce Parentchannel.tv 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  
• Examples of films scripted to communicate with a wide range of audiences.   
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Film 8: JH Richard and Judy Teletubbies (5 minutes) 

• I am discussing the value of Teletubbies to child development 
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Appendix 4: Music index 

 

Sample music 1. Riding high (1 minute)  

Description: 

Example of schematic music – circular feeling enhanced throughout the composition 

 

Significant points demonstrated: 

 

Sample music 2. Full happiness (1 minute) 

Description: 

• Example of schematic music 

 

Significant points demonstrated:  

• This time the compassion has a bouncing feeling - so replicates the trajectory 

schema 

• Link to IDP 
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Appendix 5: Document examples 

Document example 

 

Description How it influenced the 

pilot tool 

1. Bing a) report 

b) presentation 

 

Research consolidated Evolving process though 

practice 

2. CBeebies  

 

What do parents want? 

Research 

Naturalistic environment 

for research is most 

effective 

3. Chapter for book 

 

Semiotic analysis The relationship between 

text and image 

4. Eufic 

 

Research paper: Online 

websites for children. 

Research paper 

commissioned to study 

children’s websites 

Deepened my 

understanding of the child’s 

screen experience 

5. Bing children’s’ 

answers  

Raw data sample Questions the relationship 

between body language and 

verbal language 

6. Bing parents’ answers  Raw data sample Contributes usefully as to 

how the parents view 

children’s TV (contributes 

to the theoretical 

underpinning) 

7. Bing annotated script  Raw data samples Contributes to overview of 

body language scale 

8. a) Kidscreen feeling 

Smart  

b) Kidscreen April 

 

Articles I wrote for 

international audience 

about play patterns and 

emotional development 

Understanding regarding 

schemas 

9. a) Clangers 

b) Educational  

 

Underpinning for TV show Understanding what 

children pay attention to 
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10. Poppycat Consultancy Development of character 

recognition 

11. Oddizzi 

 

Website consultancy Multi-modal impact 

12. Kerwhizz 

 

Consultancy Development of character 

recognition 

13  Oscar and Hoo report Research and report  

 

14. a) Ruff -Ruff script – b) 

educational advisor US 

comment 

 

Script analysis and 

contribution 

Development of character 

recognition 

15. Clangers 

 

Consultancy: Interpretation 

of educational material and 

anticipation of potential 

engagement. Research 

using the tool will 

commence in Autumn 2014 

Meaning inferred 

Images in schemas 

16. Peter Rabbit  

 

See documented evidence 

of children’s errant answers 

to questions. Young 

children experience 

challenges making sense of 

one scene to another and 

therefore responses to 

questions that refer to the 

grasp of the whole 

narrative fail, whereas, 

their levels of engagement 

and involvement are high 

and they have reaped the 

benefit in socio-emotional 

ways and not so much 

The correlation between 

answers and body 

language. 

This work strengthened my 

understanding of the 

mismatch between a child’s 

body response and their 

verbal responses 
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within the cognitive 

overview 

 

17. Dora 

 

Report and PR Understanding social 

development 

18. SL document and 

research from US 

 

Research into schemas Images in schemas 

19. Sony 

 

Research report and film Multi-modal screens 

21. Leuvan scales 

 

Scales of involvement Built on the tool 

22: Peter Rabbit pictures 

 

 

 

 

Children express 

themselves and their 

opinions through drawings 

 

Images in schemas 

23. Tilly and friends 

 

Report Understanding characters 

on TV 

24.Big body-little body 

2006 

Inappropriate content 

screened out before 

researching with children 

This experience ensured 

that there was a process in 

place before children 

viewed the show 

25. Creative moment book 

 

Understanding and 

recognising signals for the 

creative experience 

The theoretical 

underpinning gained from 

this work impacted the 

method of study we 

employed and hence it was 

further developed for media 

purposes 

26 Teletubbies report a)  

 

 

The link between child 

development and media 

This work provides clarity 

of thinking in terms of how 

within a the space of a 
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Teletubbies B) original 

work on the first series 

decade or two children’s 

thinking has changed 

27.Child development book 

(x2) 

2014 and 2002 

Stage by stage 

developmental sequences 

accompanied by filmed 

examples 

Strengthened the link 

between development and 

media 

28. Observations and 

assessments book 

1999 

This was my first published 

book  

The research for this book 

heightened my 

understanding of the need 

to observe a child’s body 

language closely 

29. Peter Rabbit 

2011-2013 

Report and presentation This work strengthened my 

understanding of the 

mismatch between a child’s 

body response and their 

verbal responses 

30. Consent form  

 

Example Ethics 

31 Stepping out CBeebies current work Comparison between work 

32 Music makers Research in US and UK Schematic attraction 
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Appendix 6: 

Case study two: 

 

               
            Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

             Sample Completed annotation: For duration of testing 

             Note: Child in the foreground only 

 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey  

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F  

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm  

Relaxed facial muscles RFM Xx 

Head tilts forward HTF Xx 

Pointing P  

Biting lips BL  

Head held erect HHE  

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  

Laugh L  

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV  

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  
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Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS  

Shallow breathing SB  

Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO Xx 

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F X 

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS X 

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y X 

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB X 

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• One side of mouth titled downwards 

• Head tilted up 

Additional notes:  

Although child’s facial muscles are relaxed, his body language is one of confusion. 

 

              Interpretation in this context: as we can see in the screen shot the other two children’s 

              body language is clearly demonstrating that they are not engaged and this child is still  
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              trying to make sense of the content but is struggling to comprehend it. 
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               Case study three 

 

                
            Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

             Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 

             Note: The focus of this observation is on the child in the middle 

 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey Xx 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F  

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm  

Relaxed facial muscles RFM  

Head tilts forward HTF  

Pointing P  

Biting lips BL  

Head held erect HHE  

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  

Laugh L X x 

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV  

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf  



 31 

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS  

Shallow breathing SB  

Blinking rapidly BL Xx 

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO Xx 

Lips curved down LCD X 

Frown F X 

Look away/distracted La Xxx 

Leaning away from screen  LAS Xx 

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/ Xx 

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X X 

Head away but eyes forward Y X 

Hand supporting head HH X 

Head back and face titled HB X 

Head drawn back into neck B X 

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

Chatting to 

himself 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Leaning away from screen  

• Look away/distracted  

• Frown 

 

              Additional notes: Younger child has hand to nose 

Older child looking away distracted  

Slight disgust on adult’s face  
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Interpretation in this context: all three participants are demonstrating slight disgust 

and disinterest in the show. 
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              Case study four 

 

                
              Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

              is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

Focus is on child on the far left 

              Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey  

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F  

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm  

Relaxed facial muscles RFM  

Head tilts forward HTF  

Pointing P  

Biting lips BL  

Head held erect HHE  

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  
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Laugh L Xx 

Torso stiff T X 

Lean forward LF  

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV Xx 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS  

Shallow breathing SB  

Blinking rapidly BL Xx 

Rapid breathing RB X 

Mouth open MO Xx 

Lips curved down LCD X 

Frown F Xxx 

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down X 

Head titled up X X 

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB X 

Head drawn back into neck B X 

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs: 

Child one:  

• Mouth open 
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• Lips curved down 

• Frown 

 

Interpretation in this context: Showing disinterest and confusion at first showing of 

the show (17 minutes and elaborate script) 
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Case study five 

                

 

               
              Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

              is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

Focus is on child in the centre 

              Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F  

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm Xx 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF  

Pointing P  

Biting lips BL  

Head held erect HHE  

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  

Laugh L  

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF  

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV  

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M X 

Hand over mouth Z  
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Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS  

Shallow breathing SB  

Blinking rapidly BL Xx 

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO Xx 

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F X 

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up X 

One side of mouth titled downwards Down X 

Head titled up X X 

Head away but eyes forward Y X 

Hand supporting head HH X 

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B Xxx 

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Mouth open 

• Lips curved down 

• Frown 

• Head resting on hands 

 

Additional notes: all three children in shot are behaving in the same manner 

               

             Interpretation in this context: 
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              Bewilderment and lack of ability to follow narrative – show was in development 
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              Case study six 

 

               
             Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

             is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

             Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk X 

Feet towards screen F  

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm  

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF X 

Pointing P  

Biting lips BL  

Head held erect HHE X 

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  

Laugh L  

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV X 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS  
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Shallow breathing SB  

Blinking rapidly BL X 

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO X 

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS X 

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/ X 

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B X 

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Lips parted  

• Smile (and with eyes alight) 

• Relaxed facial muscles  

• Lean forward 

              Additional notes:  

 

              Interpretation in this context: mixed reaction 
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               Case study seven 

 

                
             Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

            Focus is on child who is pointing 

            Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F X 

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF  

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL X 

Head held erect HHE  

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS X 

Laugh L X 

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV X 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M X 

Hand over mouth Z X 

Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc X 

Trance state TS  
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Shallow breathing SB X 

Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La X 

Leaning away from screen  LAS X 

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y X 

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

Talks to friend 

about the show 

and points 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Pointing  

• Engaging friend in discussion of events 

Additional notes: engaging friend in conversation about show 

          

               Interpretation in this context: Direct interaction with screen – pointing and talking   

                about it  
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             Case study eight 

 

               
             Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

             is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

            Focus is on child pointing 

            Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F X 

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF X 

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL Xx 

Head held erect HHE  

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS X 

Laugh L X 

Torso stiff T X 

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV X 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M X 
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Hand over mouth Z X 

Hand to face Hf X 

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc X 

Trance state TS X 

Shallow breathing SB  

Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO X 

Lips curved down LCD X 

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down X x 

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

Responds to 

friend who 

engages him in 

talking about the 

show 

 

Specific example signs:  

Child one:  

• Biting lips 

• Eyes bright 

• Trunk erect 

 

Interpretation in this context: Anticipation and discussion with a friend 
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Case study nine 

 

               
            Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

            Focus is on the younger child in the middle 

            Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk X 

Feet towards screen F  

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm  

Relaxed facial muscles RFM  

Head tilts forward HTF X 

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL X 

Head held erect HHE X 

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  

Laugh L  

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF  

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV  

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf  
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Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc X 

Trance state TS  

Shallow breathing SB  

Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  

Lips curved down LCD X 

Frown F X 

Look away/distracted La Xxx 

Leaning away from screen  LAS Xx 

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/ X 

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down X 

Head titled up X X 

Head away but eyes forward Y Xxx 

Hand supporting head HH X 

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B X 

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

Talks to mum 

about food 

(unconnected to 

show) 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Biting lips 

• Head held erect 

Additional notes:  
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             Case study ten 

 

 
            Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

            Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey  

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F  

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF  

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL X 

Head held erect HHE Xx 

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  

Laugh L  

Torso stiff T X 

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV Xx 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc X 

Trance state TS Xx 

Shallow breathing SB X 
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Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  

Lips curved down LCD X 

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La X 

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y X 

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Biting lips 

• Head held erect 

• Facial muscles tight  

Additional notes:  

 

Interpretation in this context: Anticipation – 
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Case study eleven 

 

 
             Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

             is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

            Focus is on child with glasses 

            Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey  

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk X 

Feet towards screen F X 

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF  

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL  

Head held erect HHE Xx 

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS Xx 

Laugh L X 

Torso stiff T X 

Lean forward LF Xx 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV X 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Hand over mouth Z X 

Hand to face Hf Xx 

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc Xx 

Trance state TS Xx 



 50 

Shallow breathing SB X 

Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO X 

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Lips parted 

• Hand holding head to steady gaze  

Additional notes:  

 

Interpretation in this context: involvement at peak-matched later questioning 
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Case study twelve 

 

 
            Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

           

            Focus is on child in the foreground 

            Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk X 

Feet towards screen F X 

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF X 

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL X 

Head held erect HHE X 

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS X 

Laugh L X 

Torso stiff T X 

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV Xxxx 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M Xx 

Hand over mouth Z X 

Hand to face Hf X 
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Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc X 

Trance state TS Xxx 

Shallow breathing SB Xx 

Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Head titled forward 

• Edge of seat 

• Trunk erect 

 

              Additional notes: Moving forward – total engagement and lack of awareness’s of  

              anything and anyone around him 
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Case study thirteen 

 
            Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

           Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F X 

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X xx 

Head tilts forward HTF X 

Pointing P Xx 

Biting lips BL X 

Head held erect HHE X 

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  

Laugh L X 

Torso stiff T X 

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV X 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M X 

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf xX 

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS X 

Shallow breathing SB X 
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Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Hand to mouth 

• Trunk erect 

Additional notes:  

 

Interpretation in this context: In this context, the body language can be interpreted 

thus: Understanding and anticipating climax to show 
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Case study fourteen 

 
            Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

            Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk X 

Feet towards screen F  

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF Xxx 

Pointing P  

Biting lips BL X 

Head held erect HHE X 

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS X 

Laugh L X 

Torso stiff T Xxx 

Lean forward LF Xxx 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV  

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M X 

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf X 

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS  

Shallow breathing SB  
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Blinking rapidly BL X 

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Eyes widen 

• Smiling 

• Trunk erect 

• Smiling 

Additional notes:  

 

Interpretation in this context: 
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Case study fifteen 

 

 
            Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

            Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F X 

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM  

Head tilts forward HTF  

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL  

Head held erect HHE X 

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS  

Laugh L X 

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV X 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS X 

Shallow breathing SB X 
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Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO X 

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y X 

Hand supporting head HH X 

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Head tilts forward 

• Eyes focused 

• Trunk erect 

 

Additional notes:  

 

Interpretation in this context: Desire to ‘share’ the experience after the show was 

typified by our work in 2008 during the creative moment project 
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Case study sixteen 

 
             Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

            Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk X 

Feet towards screen F X 

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM  

Head tilts forward HTF X 

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL X 

Head held erect HHE  

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS X 

Laugh L X 

Torso stiff T X 

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV X 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M X 

Hand over mouth Z X 

Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc  

Trance state TS  

Shallow breathing SB  

Blinking rapidly BL  
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Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Frown 

• Eyes bright and focuses 

• Flushed 

Additional notes: head titled down and to one side  

 

Interpretation in this context: (child mirroring emotion) 
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Case study seventeen 

 
 

            Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

 

            Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk X 

Feet towards screen F X 

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF X 

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL X 

Head held erect HHE  

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS X 

Laugh L X 

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV  

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M  

Hand over mouth Z X 

Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc X 

Trance state TS X 
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Shallow breathing SB X 

Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Example signs:  

• Hand over mouth 

• Eyes bright and focussed 

• Head titled forward 

• Trunk erect 

Additional notes:  

 

Interpretation in this context: Mimicking characters emotions demonstrating empathy 

and involvement with the narrative. Empathy demonstrated in body language. Child 

demonstrated a number of positive behavioural cues that provide the evidence. Side of 

mouth slightly upturned indicating a superior knowledge of the joke (being ‘in’ on the 

joke) just as the scriptwriter had intended. 
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             Screen grab taken from film: simply depicts one moment in the research which 

            is typically about ten minutes in duration 

 

Focus on child in the middle 

Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk  

Feet towards screen F X 

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF X 

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL  

Head held erect HHE  

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS X 

Laugh L Xxxx 

Torso stiff T  

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV X 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M Xxx 

Hand over mouth Z X 

Hand to face Hf X 

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc Xx 

Trance state TS Xx 

Shallow breathing SB  
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Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific example signs:  

• Laughter 

• Clapping and movement 

 

              Additional notes: Similar movements mirrored by all three children 

Response to music – spontaneous movement 

 

              Interpretation in this context: animated, deep interest in show. Shared interests  

             around the content for all three children 
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Case study nineteen  

 

A few seconds captured that demonstrate a young child’s body responses. 

 

Note: Within a time lapse of just a few seconds these screen shots demonstrate how a 

two and a half year old responds to a TV show and in particular to humour that she 

understood. Note the moment she turns to share the experience (and knowledge) with 

her mum (reminiscent of my earlier work Chaudhuri and Harding 2008) at the point at 

which a child feels compelled to share the experience at the ‘landing’ stage number 

four. 

 
One 

 
Two 

 
Three 

 
Four 
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Five 

Sample Completed annotation: Used over duration of testing 

 
 

Observable behaviour 

 

Annotate 

 

Tick when seen 

Add comment 

Eyes widen (pupils dilate) Ey X 

Skin profusion (flushed) Sk X 

Feet towards screen F X 

Smile (and with eyes alight) Sm X 

Relaxed facial muscles RFM X 

Head tilts forward HTF X 

Pointing P X 

Biting lips BL X 

Head held erect HHE X 

Engaging adult at ‘landing stage’ LS Xx 

Laugh L Xx 

Torso stiff T X 

Lean forward LF X 

Moving in direction of stimulus MOV X 

Response to music (clap/sing feet tap) M Xx 

Hand over mouth Z  

Hand to face Hf  

Engaging friend in discussion of events Disc X 

Trance state TS X 

Shallow breathing SB X 

Blinking rapidly BL  

Rapid breathing RB  

Mouth open MO  



 67 

Lips curved down LCD  

Frown F  

Look away/distracted La  

Leaning away from screen  LAS  

Smile but eyes unlit Sm/  

One side of mouth lifted up Up  

One side of mouth titled downwards Down  

Head titled up X  

Head away but eyes forward Y  

Hand supporting head HH  

Head back and face titled HB  

Head drawn back into neck B  

Child comments CC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


