
SECTION 2 

Understanding a  Descr ip t iv e P ic tu r e o r Scen e 

18. Bein g abl e t o ass ig n meanin g t o a  scen e whic h include s seve ra l 
i tems, eac h o f whic h i s r ecognized , depend s o n bein g abl e t o in tegrat e th e 
sepa ra t e items . I n p a r t , th e fai lur e t o d o s o seem s t o accoun t fo r th e 
inability t o pe rce iv e p ic tu re s th re e dimensionally . Bu t othe r factor s pla y a 
pa r t i n effectin g eas e o f unders tanding , an d on e o f th e mos t importan t i s 
sheer econom y o f de ta i l . 

19. I n h i s wor k wit h newl y l i t e r a t e peopl e i n Lati n America , Set h 
Spaulding foun d tha t th e number o f object s (i n a n i l lus t ra t ion ) tha t mus t b e 
perce ived i n o r d e r t o in t e rp re t a n i l lus t ra t io n c o r r e c t l y shoul d b e kep t t o 
a minimum · Followin g u p thi s guid e l i ne , Holme s workin g i n Eas t Afric a 
found tha t p ic tu re s whic h ha d seve ra l connecte d item s tell in g a  s tor y coul d 
not b e understoo d b y non- l i t e ra t e adu l t s . Befor e the y coul d g r a s p th e 
re la t ionships betwee n th e peopl e an d th e object s i n th e p i c tu r e , h e ha d t o 
explain th e p ic tur e t o the m i n w o r d s . Th e failur e t o g r a sp th e poin t o f th e 
p ic ture ofte n occur s whe n a  singl e visua l cu e ha s bee n misse d becaus e o f th e 
o v e r - r i c h surroundin g de ta i l . Fuglesan g als o r e p o r t s tha t i n Ugand a p ic ture s 
suddenly becam e meaningfu l whe n h e d i rec te d attentio n t o th e pa r t i cu la r 
items i n th e genera l scen e tha t gav e th e cu e fo r tha t pa r t i cu la r v i ewer . 

20. Steppin g as id e fo r a  momen t fro m th e mai n s t rea m o f th e d i scuss ion , 
I shoul d lik e t o dra w attentio n t o th e un iversa l i t y o f thi s problem . 
Difficulty i n read in g a  p i c t u r e , tha t i s makin g connection s betwee n th e 
sepa ra te item s i s no t confine d t o non- l i t e ra t e socie t ie s o r t o non-Weste r n 
c u l t u r e s . M . D . Verno n i n Th e Psycholog y o f Percept io n publishe d b y 
Penguin Book s i n 1962 , d raw s attentio n o n pag e 10 2 t o th e fac t tha t , i f a 
pic ture ha s a  'meaning ' i n th e sens e tha t i t suggest s event s no t actuall y 
depicted, a  child ma y no t b e abl e t o unders tan d thi s unti l abou t th e ag e o f 
eleven y e a r s . Younge r chi ldre n d o no t alway s notic e th e item s t h a t t o th e 
des igner see m importan t o r c e n t r a l ; the y notic e wha t i s a l read y familia r 
and unders tood . Wha t item s a  v iewe r wil l se lec t fo r attentio n i s governe d 
by exper ienc e an d i n t e r e s t . Thi s i s th e clu e t o th e difficult y exper ience d 
by al l v i e w e r s , whateve r th e c u l t u r e , o f understandin g a  comple x visua l 
s ta tement . B y select in g fo r attentio n non-re levan t i tems , th e ' s tor y l ine ' 
may totall y escap e th e v i ewer . P r o f e s s o r Verno n w a r n s , o n pag e 10 3 tha t 
"showing p ic tu re s o f h i s to r ica l scene s o r peopl e livin g i n foreig n countr ie s 
to chi ldre n age d unde r eleve n ma y no t giv e the m an y c l ea r ide a a s t o th e 
incidents depic ted . Th e chi ldre n ma y b e confuse d b y th e unfamilia r costume s 
and set t ing s an d hav e n o mor e tha n th e vagues t notio n o f wha t t h e peopl e 
a r e lik e o r wha t the y a r e doing . O r th e chi ldre n ma y notic e onl y thing s whic h 
a r e familia r an d comprehensibl e t o the m 
It i s n e c e s s a r y t o explai n wha t i s happenin g i n th e p i c t u r e s , sti l l mor e t o ge t 
the chi ldre n t o tal k abou t the m unti l the y sho w tha t the y r ea l l y g r a s p th e 
significant f e a t u r e s . " Thi s connect s wit h wha t Ala n Holme s found , abou t 
explaining a  p ic tur e an d i t seem s tha t thi s i s a  commo n need . 

2 1 . Th e difficult y tha t man y adult s a r e r epo r t e d t o hav e i n understandin g 
photographs o r r e a l i s t i c p i c tu re s ma y b e connecte d wit h th e fac t tha t i n lif e 
many thing s a r e no t see n "frozen " a s i n a  st i l l photograph . N . S p u r r 
suggests i n a  r e p o r t t o th e Colonia l Offic e i n 195 2 tha t wit h th e film s h e mad e 
in Tanganyik a th e object s an d peopl e bein g depicte d i n motio n wer e muc h 
e a s i e r t o equat e wit h lif e an d wer e r ead i l y unders tood . D r . S . Biesheuve l 
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found, whe n administerin g non-verba l aptitud e test s t o multilingua l group s 
of me n seekin g employmen t i n th e mine s i n Johannesburg , th e sam e phenomeno n 
occured. (Reporte d i n "Psychologica l Test s an d thei r Application s t o non -
European Peoples, " publishe d i n Th e Yea r Boo k o f Education , Evan s Bros . 
1949 pp . 1 0 -  104. ) Whe n th e task s wer e show n i n motio n b y means o f a 
silent film , th e me n understood wha t wa s require d o f the m an d wer e abl e t o 
perform th e manua l task s se t ou t o n the tes t table . Bu t the y coul d no t d o s o 
when the y wer e show n stil l photographs . A  later experimen t b y Hudson , 
interestingly enough , indicate d tha t a  colou r fil m wa s i n n o wa y superio r t o 
a blac k an d whit e presentation . For m alone , withou t colour , provide s a 
sufficiency o f cue s fo r recognitio n t o occur . 

22. Whe n thi s experienc e i s considere d i n relatio n t o som e finding s fro m 
Brazil an d repeate d i n Eas t Africa , a n explanatio n suggest s itself . Fonsec a 
and Kearl * foun d tha t recognizable , familia r object s presente d i n a n 
illustration ad d t o comprehensibility , bu t tha t th e illustratio n o f a  proces s 
involving separat e step s o r action s wa s no t understood , unles s a t leas t eac h 
main ste p o r actio n wa s depicte d separately . Thi s genera l conclusio n i s 
confirmed b y th e findin g o f Hudso n an d Hecto r wh o note d i n thei r stud y o f th e 
interpretation o f pos ters , a s reporte d b y Wend y Winter , tha t i f a  simpl e 
poster use d onl y tw o stage s t o tel l a  stor y o f th e consequence s o f carelessnes s 
in handling tool s i t wa s no t understoo d becaus e th e tw o stage s di d no t appea r 
to b e connected . Ala n Holmes i n hi s stud y o f th e understandin g o f visua l 
symbols i n Kenya , publishe d b y O . V. A .C. i n 1963 , foun d suppor t fo r th e 
hypothesis tha t th e compressio n o f a  proces s involvin g a  serie s o f action s 
into on e o r tw o picture s i s les s likel y t o b e understoo d b y peopl e o f limite d 
education tha n whe n a  ser ie s o f sequentia l picture s i s used , i n a  close-ste p 
sequence. A  parallel findin g i s reporte d b y Hele n Colborn e whe n sh e 
investigated youn g Englis h children' s understandin g o f roa d safet y poster s 
and agai n b y Basi l Chapli n workin g o n a  scienc e educatio n researc h projec t 
at th e Universit y o f Ghan a i n 1959-1960 . H e reported , i n a  privatel y 
circulated paper , tha t "Instruction s t o pupil s ar e give n largel y b y numerou s 
'sequence pictures ' becaus e i t prove d largel y impossibl e t o conve y adequatel y 
in a  secon d languag e th e comple x space-tim e description s necessar y t o 
scientific explanation s an d instruction s an d tha t wit h Englis h student s too , 
comprehension o f wha t t o d o an d ho w t o d o i t wa s faste r b y th e multipl e 
sequence pictur e method. " 

23. Summarizin g then , w e fin d tha t i n par t , comprehensio n o f picture s 
with socia l meanin g o r picture s showin g a  numbe r o f connecte d item s suc h a s 
a landscape , i s dependen t o n a  proces s o f maturatio n commo n to al l children . 
But i f a  pictur e i s complex , man y non-literat e peopl e d o no t understan d i t 
unless thei r attentio n i s directe d i n suc h a  wa y tha t the y notic e th e significant , 
critical detail . Fo r thi s reaso n eac h stag e i n a  proces s o r a  stor y mus t b e 
shown separatel y i n a  clos e ste p sequence . Apparently , peopl e unsophisti -
cated i n using pictoria l materia l d o no t 'ski p r ead ' . 

* Comprehensio n o f Pictoria l Symbols : a n Experimen t i n Rura l Brazil . 
Luiz Fonsec a an d Bryan t Kearl . Colleg e o f Agriculture,Universit y o f 
Wisconsin, 1960 . 

6 




