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“Why is he running?”
An international comparative study on preschoolers’ understanding of TV stories 

A study involving 300 preschool 
children from Russia, Turkey, 
Cuba, Egypt, Germany and Brazil 
investigated by one-on-one inter-
views how 3- to 6-year-old children 
understand 2 short quality TV pro-
grammes, The Boy, the Slum and 
the Pan Lids from Brazil and The 
Olive Branch from the USA.

Research into what children 
under the age of 6 get out of 
television shows: at an early 

age they already often watch tele-
vision, at a very early age they can 
already operate a television (Rideout 
et al., 2006). At an early age they 
already develop a preference for a 
particular programme, are able to 
imitate elements of a show (Garrity, 
2010) and memorize non-complex 
content, e.g. words (Krcmar, 2010; 
Allen & Scofield, 2010). 
To the extent that we can grasp this 
empirically, however, only at the age 
of 2 or 3 and with increasing experi-
ence with television do they develop 
an understanding of the workings 
of what is shown and hence of the 
stories that are shown (following on, 
among others, Huston et al., 2006; 
Fisch, 2004). 
At the same time, preschool chil-
dren not only “read” television texts 
more slowly than adults. They also 
concentrate mainly on the picture 
and use the sound rather as an in-
dicator of information or a source 

of signals. They are unable to deci-
pher certain details in the pictorial 
language. Thus, 3- to 4-year-olds are 
only able to understand linear lapses 
of time (Brown, 1976; Gelman et al., 
1980). Only 4 % of 4-year-olds, for 
example, can understand a story with 
flashbacks. Among 8-year-olds the 
figure is already 88 %. The capacity 
for understanding leaps in time de-
pends at the same time on the cogni-
tive development and the television 
experiences of the children. In this 
respect, children who watch a lot of 
television often fare better than those 
who watch little television (Abelman, 
1990). Neither are preschool children 
necessarily capable of understanding 
the formal design elements of the tele-
vision programme. The split screen 
as a representation of the parallelism 
of 2 events is in this respect, for ex-
ample, more readily understandable 
than subjective camera work. Chil-
dren hardly understand a dissolving 
scene transition as a sign that in the 
following a dream is being present-
ed. Effects (even very simple ones) 
can make it difficult for preschool 
children to understand a programme 
(Beentjes et al., 2001). 
Theoretically this is easily under-
standable in terms of, say, Stuart 
Hall’s encoding-decoding model 
(Hall, 1973/1980). Television pro-
ducers tell their stories using an au-
diovisual language in which they use 
various signs consciously (or even 
preconsciously). These signs, for ex-

ample for articulating an action or a 
feeling in the language of television, 
can be found at different levels: cam-
era settings, lighting, editing, sound 
and the surrounding story produce 
a clear meaning for them as experi-
enced human beings in our culture. 
Children in front of the television, on 
the other hand, with their much more 
limited experience are not necessar-
ily able to understand these ways of 
storytelling which for adults are self-
evident. They decode a programme 
according to their experiences and 
thus understand a programme in part 
differently. This has been shown in 
several studies, for example when the 
aim was to understand how children 
understand such highly acclaimed 
tele vision programmes as The Little 
Boy and the Beast (see article by Hol-
ler in this issue). 
In order to take into account the only 
gradually developing media-related 
semiotic competence of preschool 
children (on this point see also Nied-
ing & Ohler, 2006, see interview 
article with Nieding in this issue), 
basic rules for producing preschool 
programmes can be formulated thus: 
use linear narration (for example 
without flashbacks), if possible in a 
single storyline (rather than the inter-
weaving of several storylines, show 
the most important thing in pictures, 
allow time for real thinking and un-
derstanding, place the focus on acting 
characters, avoid technical tricks if 
possible (Götz, 2007).
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sway with the samba 
rhythm and applaud the 
young musician. Evening 
has come when the boy, 
accompanied by his sis-
ter, returns one of the lids. 
But with a smile the lid 
is then given to him as a 
present (cf. screenshot 6). 
In the dark they finally ar-
rive at the hut. His moth-
er, still angry, steps out of 
the door of the warmly lit 
hut. Apologizing, the boy 
shyly gives the lid back 
to her but in doing so 
mistakenly gives her the 
second one before quick-
ly correcting himself. His 
mother takes him in her 
arms and carries him lov-
ingly into the warmly lit 
hut (cf. screenshot 7). 
The story is extremely 
well told for preschool 
children with a straight 
storyline and without 
any optical tricks. The 
protagonist, the same 
age as his target audi-
ence, acts and is almost 
always to be seen right 
in the picture. In an 
educationally worth-
while way, the film 
allows a little of the 
aesthetics of Brazil to 
come alive through 
music and the editing 
rhythm. The content 
leads the viewer skil-
fully from an obvious 
assumption – the boy 
steals and is chased 
because of this mor-
ally false act by other 
children and adults – 
to a deeper insight: he 
needs something for 
an important creative 
project and only out of 
necessity has he in this 
sense borrowed things. 
The viewers are led by 
the story to a deeper 
level of understanding, 

from pre-condemnation to entering 
into and understanding the aims of 
the boy. This interpretation which 
is suggested by the film (preferred 
reading in the sense of Stuart Hall) 
is gladly and readily understood by 
adults – that is the experience gained 
from various continuing education 
courses throughout the world. 
All the more surprising then was 
the experience gained from working 
with kindergarten children during an 
educational workshop with the PRIx 
 JEuNESSE Suitcase for Kids.1 Just 
over 20 children aged 4 to 5 saw the 
first scenes of the film in a kindergar-
ten facility in the Starnberg district 
near Munich, Germany, and were baf-
fled: “Why is he running?”, “What is 
he doing there?” Some of the children 
imagined: “They are racing.” The ed-
ucator is also baffled: one of the most 
highly praised films – and preschool 
children do not understand it? Is it 
perhaps not at all comprehensible for 
children from other countries or other 
living circumstances? Does this per-
haps have to do with the environment 
of poverty it presents? We took this as 
the starting point for an international 
study on how children deal with this 
and other short nonverbal television 
stories. 

The study
Interviews were conducted with pre-
school children in 6 different countries 
who grow up under different condi-
tions: Brazil, Cuba, Russia, Egypt, 
Turkey and Germany.2 In each of these 
countries 50 preschool children (aged 
3 to 6 years) were specifically recruit-
ed, with the greatest possible balance 
between boys and girls. Half of the 
children grow up in households which 
in the respective country can be des-
ignated as socially and economically 
well-off, the other half from below-
average circumstances (children from 
marginalized circumstances). In this 
way a total of 300 preschool children 
were interviewed individually using 
age-appropriate methods.3

The starting 
point: children 
do not under-
stand a highly 

praised clip
Among the most suc-
cessful short stories 
for preschool chil-
dren from the Latin 
American region is 
The Boy, the Slum 
and the Pan Lids. 
This short film in 
the series Open the 
Door (Ragdoll) tells 
a story from the fave-
las of São Paulo non-
verbally in the space 
of 4.23 minutes. 
A favela in São Paulo 
(cf. screenshot 1). 
A boy, aged 5 years, 
sneaks out of a hut with 
the lid of a pot in his 
hand (cf. screenshot 2). 
A woman, his mother, 
appears behind him, 
scolding him, and he 
runs away. His sister 
is sent after him and 
a turbulent wild chase 
begins, down the hill of 
the favela (cf. screen-
shot 3). He gets ahold 
of a second lid and now 
has an older boy as a 
pursuer along with his 
sister. A custodian of 
the law also joins them 
but the young boy is 
able to elude them over 
and over again. He runs 
into a football match 
of juniors and scores a 
goal in passing. Now 
he is being chased 
by an entire gang (cf. 
screenshot 4). Finally, 
he jumps onto a musi-
cal stage and joins a 
samba band which is 
playing with every-
day objects. In perfect 
rhythm he joins in the 
music with the pot lids 
(cf. screenshot 5). The 
pursuers are appeased, 

Ill. 1-7: In The Boy, the Slum 
and the Pan Lids a boy, who 
stole some pan lids, is chased by 
several  people until he appears 
in a samba performance and 
returns home
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How children understand 
The Boy, the Slum and  

the Pan Lids
The first programme that was studied 
was The Boy, the Slum and the Pan 
Lids. Since according to the experi-
ence which stimulated this research 
the first part of the clip proved to be 
the key moment, the programme was 
stopped after 45 seconds and the chil-
dren were asked about their under-
standing of the story. The first scene 
which we showed children:
The door of a shabby-looking hut is 
shown. It opens and a boy about the age 
of 5 comes out with the big lid of a pot. 
He carefully closes the door and sneaks 
away from the hut with pursed lips. 2 
seconds after him a woman comes out 
and begins to scold him. The boy runs 
off. The woman runs after him, as does a 
roughly 9-year-old girl, who also comes 
out of the door. The boy runs down a stone 
staircase. The woman stops and curses 
and sends the girl after the boy with the 
big pot lid. The boy runs across a plank 
laid across a watercourse, through a nar-
row passageway of wood planks. The girl 
continues to run after him. 

The intended meaning of this scene: 
the boy has stolen the pot lid from 
the house. His mother notices it, runs 
swearing after him, and when she can 
no longer keep up with him, sends his 
sister after him, who now chases him. 

“What is the boy doing there?”
300 children were asked 3 open-ended 
questions about it in individual inter-
views: “What is the boy doing? Why 
is he doing that? Why are the other 
children running after him?”4 The chil-
dren’s answers show: most children 
read the scene first in concrete terms 
at the pictorial level: “The boy runs”, 
“he runs away” and “the girl runs after 
him”. The interpretative framework, 
“because he has stolen something”, is 
mentioned in at least one of the ques-
tions in 5 countries by a good third of 
the children. In Egypt, however, by 
over 80 % of the children. 
Most children (except for those in 
Egypt) thus read the programme at 

the concrete level of what is shown 
in the picture and do not immediately 
have an interpretative pattern in their 
head. This is typical of this age group. 
Developmental psychology tells us 
that children tend to understand things 
inductively and based on what is con-
crete, while older children and adults 
interpret a story deductively based on 
their previous overarching interpreta-
tive patterns. Accordingly, they are 
unable to place these first 45 seconds 
right away. The experience gained 
from children from the Starnberg 
district in Germany were thus not an 
exception. Other children throughout 
the world also do not understand these 
first scenes as clearly as do adults. 

Preschool children who 
grow up under poorer eco-

nomic conditions under-
stand the beginning better

When comparing the environments, 
an interesting tendency thus emerges. 
In all of the countries studied, those 
children who grow up under eco-
nomically poor conditions interpret 
the scene proportionally more fre-
quently in its intended sense of “He 
has stolen something”. Presumably 
more children from this marginalized 
group are familiar with the experi-
ence from their living situation – one 
has to take something secretly which 
one absolutely needs – than is the 
case with children who grow up in 
affluence and with so many things to 
choose from. In addition, children in 
poorer countries are presumably able 
to interpret the sign “used pot lid” as 
something worth stealing. The result: 
the individual signs such as sneaking 
out secretly (slow movements, pursed 
lips), the mother’s cursing and the 
boy’s running away as well as the 
big, unusual object consisting of a 
pot lid combine to form a whole and 
produce an interpretative blueprint: 
the boy has stolen something. 
This sign-related interpretative ap-
proach would also make it under-

standable why the children in Egypt 
immediately place the scene to such 
a relatively high degree as a theft. In 
Cairo, where the data were collected, 
poverty is ever-present, even in well-
to-do environments. 

“Why does the mother take her son 
into her arms?”
After the children have seen the entire 
film, they were asked about their in-
terpretation of the final scene. Despite 
the anger that she first felt, the mother 
warmly embraces her son after he has 
given the pot lid back to her. We asked 
the children: “Why does the mother 
take her son into her arms?” Once 
more the children gave open-ended 
answers, which were recorded, tran-
scribed and coded. 
In all of the countries studied the 
children provided a broad range of 
interpretations. The children often as-
sumed that she embraces him because 
she is happy that he has returned. This 
was especially often the case in Tur-
key and Germany. The most frequent 
response in Egypt, one which is also 
often given in Cuba and Russia, is: 
“Because she loves him.” 
But a response that also occurs often is: 
“Because he brings back 2 lids.” Chil-
dren who grow up in socioeconomical-
ly poor conditions see this more often 
as a reason for the mother’s embrace 
than those who live in well-off condi-
tions, particularly in Egypt and Brazil. 
In the poor districts in which the study 
took place, pot lids are valuable basic 
commodities. In Germany and Russia, 
on the other hand, children practically 
never came up with this interpretation. 
That a mother is so happy about get-
ting a second pot lid that she forgets 
her annoyance and warmly hugs the 
boy hardly suggests itself either to 
German children from the Starnberg 
district or to those from a high-rise 
estate in the socially troubled region 
of Munich. 
Children in Germany again see the 
reason behind the embrace as be-
ing “because he has played music” 
or “because he has scored a goal” – 
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particularly children 
who grow up finan-
cially better-off. For 
them presumably, 
one’s achievement is 
a logical and recog-
nized reason for be-
ing hugged.  
The findings of the 
study indicate: chil-
dren aged 3 to 6 in-
terpret situations in a 
plot shown in pictures 
in different ways. At 
the same time it is 
shown across dif-
ferent countries that 
socioeconomic liv-
ing conditions play a 
role in this. The living 
circumstances deter-
mine the interpreta-
tion of scenes, and 
this already occurs 
among kindergarten-
ers.
Are such significant 
differences always 
to be found? Does 
growing up in differ-
ent countries and dif-
ferent socioeconomic 
environments always 
determine the inter-
pretation to such an 
extent?

How children understand 
The Olive Branch

In another part of the study the pre-
school children watched a short story, 
The Olive Branch – Sleep.

The Olive Branch – Sleep is an episode 
from the series of the Little Airplane 
Foundation (u.S.), a lovingly animated 
clip lasting 1 minute which is conceived 
as a short interlude in the programme 
flow (prosocial interstitial). The topics 
covered consist of short everyday con-
flict situations that are peacefully solved 
by the 2 protagonists, Yellow, a kind of 
yellow bear, and Red, a fox-like char-
acter, who live together in a tree. In the 

Ill. 8-12: In The Olive Branch 
– Sleep ukulele player Red and 
Yellow, who is really sleepy, have to 
think of a peaceful conflict solution
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place, the children place different 
emphases, play, for instance, that Yel-
low wants to sleep or that Red wants 
to play his instrument loudly, or that 
Yellow asks Red to be quiet. In the 
later course of the replayed story the 
resemblance between the forms of 
play adopted by the children in all the 
countries increases and clearly more 
children play how Red ignores Yellow 
and how the latter becomes annoyed. 
Most of them have a good memory 
of how the conflict came about. The 
play becomes even more similar when 
the idea of conflict solution becomes 
involved. The majority of the children5 
explicitly replay the flash of inspira-
tion with the figures, not infrequently 
with a corresponding “pling”. This 
moment in the 1-minute-long clip has 
been memorized the most effectively. 
But over 60 % of the children then play 
how one of the characters plays music 
softly and how the other character is 
then able to sleep. Across all replayed 
stories no significant differences be-
tween the genders or the circumstances 
of the children were to be found.
This suggests that children understand 
certain things similarly, for example, 
the potential sequence of events in 
a story. At the same time they are at 
the beginning rather unsure, interpret 
things in one or the other direction or 
even leave out the beginning. They 
understand a conflict and remember 
the moment at which the turn of events 
occurred, something that in this con-
crete example is especially promoted 
dramaturgically through the interplay 
of sound and image. Most of the chil-
dren also remember the end well and 
the way it was shown.

The motivation of the characters is 
for most of them clear 
Concerning the question of what the 
2 characters each want, the respons-
es are also similar. The majority of 
the children (in the 5 countries over 
80 %) respond: Red wants to make 
music – or noise, as some of them ex-
press it – and Yellow wants to sleep. 
In this sense the story has succeeded 

Sleep episode Yellow 
lies down to sleep with 
a pillow and blanket (cf. 
screenshot 8) but Red is 
still wide-awake and en-
thusiastically plays on 
the ukulele (cf. screen-
shot 9). Yellow signals 
to him with a tired look 
by placing his index fin-
ger on his lips (“ssh”) 
and pointing to his pil-
low that Red should be 
quiet, since he wants 
to sleep. But Red has 
a disappointed look on 
his face and gives him 
to understand through 
his enthusiastic ukulele 
playing that he wants to 
continue to make mu-
sic (cf. screenshot 10). 
Annoyed, Yellow pulls 
the pillow over his ears 
when Red comes to a 
halt while playing (cf. 
screenshot 11). The two 
look at each other and 
have a flash of inspira-
tion – accompanied by 
an acoustic “pling”: Red 
sits on Yellow’s stomach 
and plays him a lullaby, 
at which Yellow can fall 
asleep peacefully (cf. 
screenshot 12).

The 300 kindergar-
teners (aged 3 to 6) 
were asked to replay 
the plot with paper 
figures. Then the in-

terviewers inquired about the details 
of the sequence of events and the chil-
dren’s motivation. 

Children replay the story in a  
similar manner: beginning,  
conflict, turn of events and happy 
ending
If the children replay what they have 
seen, something similar is revealed in 
almost all countries: the children begin 
the action but at different points and 
with different emphases. The begin-
ning “somehow takes place”. Most 
children establish a basic conflict but 
some do not. If a basic conflict takes 
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in teaching children in different coun-
tries about conflict as a comprehen-
sible irreconcilability of motives for 
action. This corresponds to what peace 
and conflict research brings out as one 
of the central competences required for 
dealing with conflicts constructively. 
The children understand that both of 
the 2 characters from their perspective 
have a legitimate concern. Permanent-
ly sustainable conflict management is 
only possible if the 2 opposing parties 
understand the concerns of the other 
and find a solution which takes into 
account the interests of both (Lemish, 
2009; Lemish & Schlote, 2009). Most 
of the children learn this from The Ol-
ive Branch, and thus the series is a suc-
cessful example for promoting skills in 
the area of conflict management.   

Children from socioeco-
nomically weak homes 
assume an evil intent  

more often

Egyptian children represent an excep-
tion in this regard. Here one-quarter of 
them interpret the situation differently 
and believe that Red would like to 
annoy Yellow. There is indeed a short 
moment in the story which could be 
interpreted accordingly. When tired 
Yellow asks Red to be quiet, the lat-
ter answers him by playing the uku-
lele enthusiastically for 6 seconds. In 
the overall action this is still only a 
very short moment and no evil in-
tent is intended by the expression or 
the behaviour of the fox-like animal. 
Nonetheless, 25 % of the children 
from Egypt understand his motivation 
in this way – and in fact exclusively 
children from a poor environment. In 
the other countries, albeit at a clearly 
lower level, this occurs when usually 
children from socioeconomically 
weak homes impute an evil intent to 
Red because of his behaviour. 
Also on the question of what Yel-
low wants, albeit only among a few 
children, divergent interpretations 
emerge. Once again it is one-quarter 
of the Egyptian children who have an 

interpretation that deviates from the in-
tended meaning. Yellow would like to 
“sit on a tree”. Once again it is children 
from marginalized homes who twice 
as often as those from better-off en-
vironments provide this “alternative” 
interpretation. In the 5 other countries 
it is also clearly more often children 
from socioeconomically weaker en-
vironments who reach other interpre-
tations. A percentage of them, albeit 
a small one, assumes an evil intent 
behind Red’s behaviour. Perhaps in 
this case, growing up in marginalized 
living circumstances and having cor-
responding life experiences determine 
the interpretation of the plot. 

Conflict management:  
cultural background also  
determines understanding
If children retell the conflict solution, 
most children follow the meaning in-
tended by the producers, namely that 
Red should play more softly and that 
Yellow can sleep. Particularly in Cuba 
and Brazil, with a figure of over 70 %, 
most children have well understood 
the conflict solution.
One-quarter of the Egyptian children 
as well as some children from other 
countries say that Red should have 
stopped playing in order that Yellow 
can sleep. For them the conflict so-
lution thus lies in the fact that one 
person has to yield. Some children 
have remembered that both characters 
together make music, which is also 
actually not to be seen in the film. 
Also, one-quarter of the children in the 
German sample as well as some chil-
dren from other countries fail to under-
stand the conflict solution as intended 
and interpret it to mean that Red con-
tinues to play loudly and that Yellow is 
unable to sleep. For them, the conflict 
solution is thus that one person has to 
suffer, since they have failed to notice 
the change in the music. 
Thus for a portion of the children the 
resolution of the story is something 
that cannot be understood in its in-
tended sense. The findings indicate 
that the end, for one thing, was per-

haps told too quickly for preschool 
children. But in the second place it is 
also the individual signs which point 
to the conflict solution which could 
not be deciphered by a portion of the 
3- to 6-year-olds. German children 
had particular difficulty in realizing 
the varying nature of the music. A cer-
tain listening competence is needed for 
placing one song as loud and energetic 
and the other as quiet. Children from 
Cuba and Brazil, on the other hand, 2 
countries in which live music is very 
present in daily life, clearly understand 
the conflict solution better.
In (nearly) all countries a clear dif-
ference in environments is shown. 
Children from marginalized living 
circumstances understand the conflict 
solution clearly less effectively than 
those who grow up in well-off condi-
tions. In Germany, for example, it is 
only half of the children who under-
stand the ending in its intended sense, 
but three-quarters of those who do are 
from affluent backgrounds. In Cuba 
most of the more well-off children 
understand the ending (88 %) and 
clearly more than one-half (60 %) of 
the children from poor environments.
Only in one country is no difference 
in the environments shown: Brazil. 
Here homemade music, precisely in 
the poorer districts, is a part of cel-
ebrated daily life. Preschool children 
are accordingly already trained in 
their perception and interpretation of 
different volumes of music.

Conclusion 
The study shows that preschool chil-
dren who grow up in very different 
countries and in different living cir-
cumstances on the whole understand 
stories similarly. Initially, they usu-
ally remain at the concrete level of 
the pictures and action. At this level 
among 300 children from 6 countries 
mainly a trend toward correspond-
ences is shown. Nevertheless, they do 
not always understand a scene in the 
sense that for adults is unequivocal. 
Precisely in the case of signs which 
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(Turkey), Eileen Sanabria, Yuliet Cruz, Yaima Sán-
chez (Cuba), Magda Nasser (Egypt), Daniel Leite, 
Fernanda Shidomi, Paula Tedrus, Thiago Glomer, 
Vanessa Fort and Yone Sassa (Brazil).

3  The choice of the random samples and the coding 
of the responses were left up to the countries that 
participated, the overall assessment of the data 
took place at IZI. The collected statements and 
playing behaviour of the children were coded ac-
cording to strict guidelines. 

4  Pretests had shown that this requires different lines 
of questioning to reliably capture the image of what 
children really think took place there.

5 In 5 countries over 80 %, in Brazil 70 %.
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