
VISUAL PERCEPTIO N 

INTRODUCTION 

1. Thi s stud y ha s bee n p repa re d wit h a  vie w t o th e need s o f thos e wh o 
design mater ia l s fo r teaching . Workin g i n school s tha t opera t e i n a  socia l 
milieu whic h i s dependen t o n th e spoke n r a t h e r tha n th e writ te n word , an d 
attempting t o communicat e wit h no n l i t e r a t e adult s bot h schoo l t eache r s an d 
adult educator s urgent l y nee d i l lus t ra t ion s an d visua l mater ia l s o f al l k inds . 
Over th e l a s t tw o decade s a s t e a c h e r s an d fiel d worker s hav e becom e awar e 
of th e fac t tha t th e p ic ture s an d diagram s the y wer e usin g faile d a s communi -
cation channe ls , s o hav e th e r e s e a r c h worke r s followe d i n thei r wake , tryin g 
to determin e th e factor s tha t affec t th e wa y visua l statement s a r e in t e rp re ted . 

2 . I n a  pape r appear in g i n Teache r Educatio n i n Ne w Countr ie s 1969 , 
Vol .10 , N o . 2 , Howar d Pool e obse rve s tha t r e s e a r c h o v e r th e l a s t decad e 
has indicate d tha t African s sout h o f th e S a h a r a suffe r fro m ce r ta i n perceptua l 
deficiencies i n te rm s o f successfu l adaptatio n t o moder n societ y whic h r e su l t 
from thei r no t organizin g th e perceptua l worl d a s peopl e i n Wes te r n societ y 
do . Pupi l s i n school s i n man y pa r t s o f Afric a exper ienc e difficult y i n 
perceiving p a t t e r n s , i n visual izin g an d or ienta t in g f i gu re s an d i n thre e 
dimensional pe rcep t ion . The y als o respon d differentl y t o ce r ta i n optica l 
i l lus ions . The r e i s evidenc e tha t som e o f thes e difficultie s a r e experience d 
by othe r non-Wes te r n cul tura l group s thoug h mos t o f th e experimenta l wor k 
published i n Englis h ha s bee n c a r r i e d ou t i n Africa n coun t r i e s . O n thi s I 
have draw n heavil y an d occasional l y I  have draw n o n dat a fro m non-Common -
wealth count r ie s whe n th e mater ia l ha s illuminate d o r re inforce d a  pa r t i cu la r 
genera l i sa t ion I  wishe d t o make . 

3 . Th e pape r s r epor t in g th e finding s o f experimenta l wor k tha t hav e bee n 
consulted i n p repa r in g thi s collate d stud y a r e l i s te d wit h brie f annotation s 
at th e en d o f thi s e s s a y . Th e s tudie s fal l int o tw o mai n g r o u p s : 

(1) s tudie s o f perceptua l abi l i t ie s r e l a t e d t o th e attempt s t o conve y meanin g 
compared wit h a  Europea n "norm" , (2 ) s tudie s o f perceptua l problem s o f 
special in te res t t o r e s e a r c h psychologis t s i n a n attemp t t o determin e i f 
ce r t a in a t t r ibu te s suc h a s th e percept io n o f optica l i l lusion s a r e r a c e l inked , 
or cul tur e bound . Meanin g i n th e l a t t e r cas e i s o f n o consequenc e excep t 
in s o fa r a s tha t , b y ex t rapola t ion , th e applicat io n ma y b e found . Th e studie s 
of perceptua l abi l i t ie s hav e bee n groupe d i n suc h a  wa y tha t conclusion s ma y 
be draw n which , I  hope , wil l thro w ligh t o n problem s o f t h e des igner s an d 
u s e r s o f visua l mean s o f communicatio n suc h a s boo k i l l u s t r a t i ons , wal lchar t s 
and d i ag rams , p o s t e r s . Thi s groupin g const i tu te s th e framewor k o f thi s e s s a y . 

4 . Th e f i rs t proble m i n an y visua l p resen ta t io n (othe r tha n a  wor k o f a r t , 
in whic h th e a r t i s t wishe s t o conve y feelin g an d ton e a s wel l a d descr ip t iv e 
statement) i s tha t o f recogni t io n b y th e v iewe r o f th e object s depicte d whic h 
may b e p resen te d wit h varyin g deg ree s o f r e a l i s m . 

5 . Th e secon d proble m i s connecte d wit h th e v i e w e r ' s abilit y t o ass ig n 
meaning t o a  p ic tu r e whe n tw o o r mor e object s a r e place d i n re la t io n t o eac h 
o the r . In terpre ta t io n o f th e meanin g o f a  s c e n e , lead s o n t o th e proble m o f 
connecting on e scen e wit h ano the r , a s i n a  fi lmstri p o r a  fil m o r a  televisio n 
s t o r y . Th e abil i t y t o follo w a  sequenc e o f s tatement s o f thi s kin d i s a 
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function o f menta l maturit y an d som e researc h worker s suc h a s Zazzo * 
suggest tha t onl y a t th e ag e o f abou t 1 2 years ca n a  chil d connec t a  sequenc e 
of event s i n a  film . 

6. Th e thir d clas s o f problem s i s concerne d wit h th e abilit y t o understan d 
or rea d schemati c visua l presentation s suc h a s maps , flow  diagrams , 
hierarchical an d organizationa l char ts . Th e abilit y t o fin d meanin g i n 
topological statement s an d diagram s o f relationship s i s no t unconnecte d wit h 
the existenc e o f a  conceptua l framewor k o r 'schema ' i n th e min d o f th e viewer , 
on t o whic h suc h diagram s ca n b e fitted . 

7. A n extensio n o f thi s clas s o f schemati c presentation , i n essenc e a 
visualized abstraction , i s th e instructiona l diagra m fo r performin g a  manua l 
operation. Som e studie s hav e bee n carrie d ou t whic h sugges t tha t th e abilit y 
to 'read ' suc h manual s i s a n acquire d skill , base d o n practic e i n th e inter -
pretation o f thre e dimensiona l representations . 

8. Th e fourt h categor y i s mor e difficul t t o defin e i n tha t i t involve s th e 
use o f visua l statement s i n a  symboli c manner , fo r exampl e a  pictur e o f a 
mother holdin g a  bab y intende d t o symboliz e motherhood . Characteristicall y 
posters rel y o n th e interpretatio n o f particula r object s t o stan d fo r th e 
general c lass . 

9. T o th e fift h an d fina l sectio n I  have assigne d thos e studie s tha t hav e 
some relevanc e i n tha t the y examine d perceptua l abilit ies , bu t thei r 
application t o th e solutio n o f th e i l lustrator ' s problem s i s no t immediatel y 
apparent. 

Zazzo, R . i n Revu e International e d e Filmologi e Pa r i s , 1952 , Vol.9 , 
pp. 26-36 . 
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