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Abstract 

This text tries to show the political and cultural opportunity presented to Latin America to 

articulate digital television technology (as offered by the Japanese-Brazilian standard) 

with a "peculiar educational" children's programming (different to formal schooling). I will 

argue towards the opportunity to generating public policies for digital TV in order to create 

channels segmented for children's audience. I will also highlight the cultural potential of 

“educational” contribution that some children's TV programs can make, particularly those 

targeted at 0-10 years approximately. 

Key Words: Digital Technology - TV industry - public policies - children TV - Baby TV - Home 

and reception situation – Receiver’s neurobiology - generative schemes - entertainment and 

education  

Introduction 

This paper asks whether there are technological convergence opportunities in the current 

multimedia process, and if this process could become a key place to think about development, 

combating poverty and for equity. Would it be possible to make conceptual, political and 

strategic links in order to design cultural policies in the audiovisual industry, which contribute to 

development, to equity and both humanistic and citizen values? 

My answer will seek to show the political and cultural opportunity presented to Latin America to 

articulate digital television technology (as by the Japanese-Brazilian standard) with a 
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"peculiar educational" children's programming (other than formal schooling). I will argue 

towards the opportunity of generating public policies for digital TV in order to create channels 

segmented for children's audience. I will also highlight the cultural potential of the “educational” 

contribution that some children's TV programs can make, particularly those targeted at 0-10 

years: pre-school and elementary school stages. The text presents quantitative and qualitative 

information that points to a complex interface between audiovisual language with its semiotic-

cultural forms of edu-entertainment (education and entertainment) and the reception situation at 

home in interaction with the receiver´s neurobiology. 

Indeed, the choice of most Latin American countries for the Japanese-Brazilian standard for 

digital TV (ISDB-T with MPEG 4) offers the possibility for increasing the number of television 

channels available on terrestrial digital TV; i.e. more channels that the audience can get without 

paying to cable or satellite. This technological standard will allow a station to broadcast two high 

definition signals (HD) and up to 7 signals in standard definition (SD) on the same physical 6 

MHz channel. With this technique condition that provides more abundance of TV channels 

appears a valuable socio-cultural opportunity: public broadcasters can operate a segmented 

digital channel aimed at children’s audience. I propose, therefore, a public policy in television to 

embrace this digital opportunity and create a children's channel with specific educational 

programming; education different to the formal schooling one and targeted to a socially priority 

audience. Children's TV must be understood as a way of segmented programming produced 

and broadcasted for a children audience; segmentation is therefore by audience rather than 

by thematic, as in other television genres. Current children's TV requires abandoning the 

traditional demonization of TV and weighting more reasonably the "educational" specificity that 

children’s TV can offer, as well as its limitations. 

1. Changes in Children's TV Landscape 

1.1. Baby TV  

Baby TV channels have been created in the XXI century, with special programs. The Baby TV 

Channel was created in 2003 in Israel, in a partnership between Fox and other participants 

(www.babytvchannel.com). Baby First TV Channel was created in the United States in 2006 

(www.babyfirsttv.com.). Fox Life’s cable has transmitted to Latin America some programs of the 

Israeli channel on Saturday and Sunday mornings; Direct TV offers Baby First TV by satellite. 

Both are channels free of commercial advertising. These segmented Baby TV channels are 



aimed at babies from 0-2 years and differ thematically from children's channels aimed at 2-6 

years audience, which were created mostly in the early '90s. 

Limitations of Baby TV 

No programming or TV program has the potential to substitute the irreplaceable triple 

stimulation of the family to babies from 0-2 years (toddlers): auditory, visual, and tactile-kinetic 

stimulation; in fact, baby's brain and perceptual potential have at birth a significant degree of 

immaturity: the sense of sight requires visual stimulation from the environment to achieve a 

mature view; although the sense of hearing is highly developed, since the baby hears the voices 

in the womb, oral language acquisition requires verbal and gestural interaction: the baby 

develops the language when he is called with words he perceives as gestural addressed to him; 

a controlled environment with voices, sounds and music stimulates both cultura and hearing. 

Baby's brain immaturity and neuronal plasticity require, then, of gestural, verbal and affective 

interaction with his parents and siblings to achieve harmonious development and maturity; 

neither TV nor other media can substitute family interaction (Céspedes, 2008; Singer & Singer, 

2007). 

It is precisely the irreplaceable family interaction that led to the Superior Audiovisual Council of 

France (CSA, by its French acronym) on July 22, 2008 to prohibit national channels the 

broadcasting of programs for children under three years, even programs specifically designed 

for them, mostly taken from Baby TV channels: "Pas d’écran avant trois ans" (“No screen 

before three years”) was the motto of the awareness campaigns to parents (www.csa.fr - 

www.cntv.cl). 

CSA decision has attracted much controversy2; the measure is due to fear that family 

stimulation to babies would be dropped, relying rather on the supposed potential of a permanent 
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"TV company"; such a lack would provoke a delay in the acquisition of native language; a TV 

overexposure might cause overstimulation with sleeping difficulties, hyperactivity and lack of 

concentration; there is even fear of an overstimulation merely of technological stimulus that 

could create monstrously unbalanced brain developments3. 

But reception studies with young children highlight the ability to understand the semantic 

content appropriate to the maturity of the viewer, resizing and delimiting the influence of mere 

audiovisual sensorial stimulation without understanding semantics. The content does matter, 

and from a very young age, conclude the studies on Sesame Street (Fisch & Truglio, 2001; 

Murray et al., 2007), and about other educational programs with multidisciplinary consultancies 

(Linebarger & Walker, 2005); behavioral problems were attributable to viewing programs that 

have not been produced with audiovisual forms particularly suitable for children (Schmidt et 

al., 2008). There is a difference between turning on TV as a background companion for babies, 

without adults’ discrimination of the appropriate programs for them, and viewing as foreground, 

where there is a selection of appropriate programs, precisely for child to learn from to them. 

In March 2009 was published a report by the Center on Media and Child Research, School of 

Medicine, Harvard University (www.cmch.tv) where in short-term measurements there were no 

positive or negative influence on the exposure of children under 3 years to TV programs. There 

is, thus, significant disagreement about the influence of TV viewing on children's development, 

particularly the most little ones. It seems to be agreement that: 

- Unlimited time consumption is clearly not recommended, 

- TV should not be used as background audiovisual company, 

- Consumption should be selected with appropriate programs, 

- It should be mediated by the family/school. 

Potential of Baby TV 

Baby TV channels targeted at infants between 0-2 years could be an aid to Latin American 

families who wish to encourage their children, but do not know how or have major limitations for 
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this. It should be stressed that this would be a limited support but can be valuable if it is framed, 

in my opinion, on three conditions: a) programs designed to stimulate sensory development of 

hearing and sight - pleasant sounds without shrillness, soft music, colors, shapes and 

movements, b) requires controlled exposure times, and c) requires adult affective mediation. 

The potential utility, then, is not only related to the quality of programs but to the conditions of 

reception also. 

In recent years there is available data, especially generated in public TV stations and by 

specialists in television reception studies, about audiovisual shapes in Baby TV useful 

programs: 

- Visual stimulation with figures, movements and colors; different landscapes, sea and 

mountains, snow and rain; moving leaves, flying birds, various animals, movements and 

colorful fish in aquariums, etc. 

- Auditory stimulation with soft music and sounds without shrillness. 

- Voices with loving expressions of moms and dads (not professional broadcasters or 

entertainers). 

- Segments of short duration (between 1-5 minutes). 

- Slow and calm rhythm. 

While it may help auditory and visual stimulation, TV does not make possible to act directly on 

the tactile-corporal relationship between family and babies, but only very indirectly through 

motivation. But actually the visual quality of some TV programs can be an important stimulus for 

the maturation of sensorial sight; here there is a double level of stimulation: a basic one, where 

the mere visual stimulation (without semantic understanding) with figures, movements and 

colors is a contribution to the visual-perceptual development, and a second level where -as the 

maturation of perceptual grows (and progress in semantic understanding)- it is necessary to 

enrich the programming with different visual representations that would extend the smallness 

and limitations of visual-cultural environment in which the baby is living. 

A public children’s digital TV channel, with a schedule to display segmented Baby TV programs 

can be an important help for nurseries and kindergartens in Latin America, a space where the 

last two conditions above mentioned can be well achieved: controlled time exposure and adult 

mediation. It may also be a valuable aid to households living in material and cultural 

deprivations; in fact, is quite unreal to ask for early infant stimulation and cultural stimulating 

environment to illiterate Latin-American parents, or families whose poverty leads to deliver their 



children care to a neighbor, or have them on the status of "boxes babies"4. Poverty affects 

34.1% of Latin-American households, i.e. about 189 million people; 76 million of them live in 

extreme poverty, living on less than $ 1.25 daily (ECLAC, 2009). Baby TV programs in a digital 

public channel can be an important aid for the future of the existing babies born in poverty and 

highly unequal environments, with serious socio-cultural immobility (UNDP, 2010). A high-

quality Baby TV programming, well dosed, encouraging family interaction is better than a 

deprived home without stimulation for their babies; it could be an important support for women 

who increasingly work outside home, and need help available at home to encourage their 

children, who have often no access to the nursery and kindergarten5. 

A segmented public channel for infants and preschoolers can thus help educationally with a 

specific double influence: Sensorial perceptual development and to enrich audio visually 

the cultural environment, contributing to a better performance in further education. 

1.2. Programs Specially Designed for Preschool and Children 

But there are other changes in Children's TV and they point to another "educational" specificity.   

Recognition of the Child Audience on Cable 

First, according to Ibope regional quantitative measurements, there is an important shift towards 

the consumption of cable children's channels by Latin-American child audience; in fact, the 

trend for years in the annual ranking among all cable channels has been that the first 4-5 places 

constantly belong to children's channels (Discovery Kids, Nickelodeon, Cartoon Network, 

Disney Channel, etc.). 

Qualitative reception studies among children contribute to explain this high consumption of 

children’s cable: children recognize themselves as the receivers of these cable children's 

channels, they perceive these channels as specifically designed for them, with special 
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  According to UNESCO, in 2007 the average schooling of children less than 5 years was 61.9% in 

Latin America, with 27.3% in Guatemala, country with less coverage. In Chile, preschool attendance 
is 37.4% (CASEN, 2009), disaggregating in 32.3% in the poorest quintile and 52.6% in the highest 
income quintile. As for 4-5 years attending pre-kindergarten and kindergarten, in Chile rises to 
74.1%, which is low compared to Cuba (99.4%), Mexico (96.9%), or Ecuador (83,3%). There is still 
not a regional assessment on the quality of nursery education; in Chilean parents, it dominates the 
conception of the kindergarten as a "nursery" and not as a place of educational stimulation (Treviño 
et al., 2010). 



appealing continuity voices and images, and they transmit 24 hours 7 days just for them. Some 

of those cable channels have been segmented into a younger children audience (Discovery 

Kids, Nick Jr., Disney Jr.), and others towards older ages (Cartoon, Disney XD). Other channels 

have the strategy of programing for little children in the morning, and as day go on exhibit 

programs for older children (Nickelodeon). Thus, when children have the choice of picking cable 

television they are choosing these channels. While in broadcasting television there are 

times slots with programs for children, in cable TV there are channels for children. They, 

as audience, are building in their minds and their affections the perception that "children's 

television niche" is in cable. This high consumption of cable children's channels is very striking 

since only one third of households (on average) are subscribed to pay TV in Latin America. 

TV Consumption Motivations 

Second, information coming from ethnography of children´s TV reception at home shows their 

motivations in the consumption of programs. Schoolchild return home tired psycho-somatically 

from school (performance status) because of the long day study; sometimes frustrated and 

humiliated by their inadequate performance, by peer bullying at schools or from teachers; 

fatigue that certainly is accentuated in poor and malnourished children. When returning home 

from school, the existential-situational mood of children before TV is primarily rest and 

relax both physically and psychologically; at the time, mothers feed their schoolchildren, 

who eat and rest watching TV; sometimes, they simultaneously play, fight, read or do 

homework, etc. 

Neurobiology states that the transition from a performance situation to a rest one is 

accompanied by a biochemical change made by the nervous-motor autonomic parasympathetic 

system: the system stops secreting adrenaline, dopamine and other neurotransmitters related to 

attention and tension inherent to performance activities, and instead secretes endorphins and 

serotonin, neurotransmitters related to psychosomatic situations of relaxation and rest. 

Motivation to watch TV at home is attached, then, with the need for rest. Home observation 

indicates that when schoolchildren are alone and without adult company then they watch more 

children programs; they prefer cartoons, comedies, or series like “El Chavo del Ocho” 

(Televisa), allowing them to relax through laughter, and to reenergize to resume school work 

and home work, especially girls from modest homes. 

The beneficial influence of humor for rest and revitalization is nowadays commonplace; it is a 

beneficent influence to which a biochemical basis has been found in the brain's potential to 



generate endorphins under the action of laughter. In general, adults appreciate humor programs 

as a contribution to their own rest; Avner Ziv has proven the utility of humor for the development 

of creative thinking in children (Ziv, 1988). But teachers and adults have in general enormous 

difficulty to value humor television programs for children, under the prejudice that humor would 

be a useless and irrelevant distraction, therefore a waste of time; that time will be better spent 

studying, doing tasks, and ultimately watching formal educational programs on TV6. 

Semiotic Representation 

A third aspect to consider is the change in the semiotic representation of children and 

adults within the children’s TV text. There has been an exhaustion of the first enunciation 

structural scheme, produced in the early infant TV, where an adult (present on screen or with a 

voice) lead the TV children's program; in those TV programs, the leading adult was depicted as 

"the teacher" or "uncle/aunt" (representation of an enunciator inspired in school situation and 

kindergarten) and the child as a pupil, who should learn passively from adult wisdom. "Ding 

Dong School" TV program (1952-1956 - NBC in the U.S.) was a classic example of this 

scheme. 

a) New programs, instead, represent symbolically children in an active and leading role, 

undertaking activities and tasks, exhibiting initiative, capable of creative and intelligent problem 

resolution; the cartoon series "Bob the Builder" (U.K., 1999) and "Dora the Explorer" (U.S., 

2000) are emblematic of these changes of enunciation. Another significant case is the change 
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 Ethnography of children reception situation at home shows different consumption patterns 

depending on the school time (morning or afternoon), on school time or holidays, and on social 
stratum. 
- The programs consumption situation of children's back from school, alone or with siblings of 
similar age; children choose programs to watch. 
- The consumption situation of family programs, by child with mother and older siblings; children 
submit to what older ones want to watch. 
- Consumption situation with parents at Prime Time: child watches information and programs for 
adults, while accompanying parents. Decisions are taken by adults. Children often fall asleep during 
this viewing, in general, motivation is not so much semantic understanding of programs but, in a 
powerful way, the affective-somatic experience of "being together". 
- The consumption situation of programs in children's bedrooms with their own TV sets. 
- Different consumption situation between weekdays and weekend 
- In popular sectors, consumption of TV doubles and triples in relation to children of the upper 
stratum. 
Children's viewing of programs produced for children is a minor part of children's TV consumption. 
Most part of consumption (60-70%) is programs that are watched along with the family, older 
siblings and adults. Programs targeted towards children are more consumed when children are 
alone and can make their own decisions about what they want to watch (back from school situation, 
Saturday and Sunday morning, TV viewing in their rooms). TV programs are increasing in 
competition with multimedia presence in homes: DVD, VOD, video games, Internet, and others 
(Roberts & Foehr, 2008; Vandewater et al., 2007). 



occurred with the animated series "Blue's Clues" (U.S., 1996) originally led by young live 

enunciator-animators: in its sequel “Blue's Room” (2007) the leading adult disappears and Blue 

the little dog takes over the conduction/enunciation of episodes, but these stay interactive for 

development of imagination and other skills. This change from adult-enunciator to symbolically 

represented children-enunciator (little dog), allows (DOES NOT causally determines) 

identification with ludic protagonist and represented skills. 

Children leading role has been inserted into the narrative form that TV text has assumed. The 

TV text has evolved into a story telling, which was initially ruled out on children TV, under the 

idea that child was not able to understand a story until a later age. The new finding that children 

can understand a story from a younger age led to the construction of narrative TV texts, with 

different lengths suited to children’s age. The TV narrative story is very consistent with the 

audiovisual semiotics of dynamic signs that unfold over time. But besides the semiotics 

consistency, the story presents a "narrative epistemology", in which the human subject 

understands himself in terms of story, which gives unity to the story of his life in the 

biographical time (identity as idem) and in terms of an acting agent-protagonist of his life too, 

different to others (identity as ipse); identity with an active aspect and not just a 

memorizer/repeater of inherited cultural practices (cf. Ricoeur, 1996). 

Adult’s representation leaves the initial role of teacher but appear other forms of expression; for 

example, child leading role (“Dora the Explorer”, “Backyardigans”) with adult disappearance; 

adult presence only with friendly voice, and confirmatory of child (“Pocoyo”); motivators adults of 

the child leading role (“Sid the Science Kid”); adults portrayed as clumsy and with opposed 

values to children (“SpongeBob”); in many TV texts leadership has moved towards the child and 

the adult is represented in an assistant role7. 

The conception of child as an active subject has led to various experiences seeking 

interactivity with the viewer at home, trying to overcome the limitations of the current TV. The 

new approach tries not only to maintain child's attention into the screen (initial emphasis on 

“Sesame Street”) but to provoke from the screen oral and gestural activity in the child at home. 

The activity increasingly spreads to other operational activities, possible at home through 

Internet sites (drawings, games, music, dance, etc). 
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active, capable, with diverse abilities that motivate himself toward personal choices (Morrison, 2005; 
Peralta, 2002). 



b) The analysis of various children's programs, particularly cartoons, shows two other recurring 

structural representation patterns. Many TV programs have ludic-dramatic patterns which are 

models for the narrative ideation of programs, in the sense that they are the creative basis of the 

programs; such patterns are ludic-symbolic ways of representation/enunciation of the child 

within the text (Fuenzalida, 2005). 

Many children's programs watched with joy by children are built with the basic enunciation 

scheme skilled child/clumsy adult: the clumsy adult character performs poorly some activities 

which as an adult he should do well. The scheme is eloquent because it represents, by contrast, 

skillful children's characters which perform what clumsy adults cannot. The scheme appears in 

modern TV series as "Inspector Gadget" (whose success moved it into a film): the adult is a 

very bungler inspector, despite all his amazing gadgets; it is his little niece (Penny) with her 

puppy (Brain the dog) who solves the police cases. 

The scheme appears in many cartoons as "Yogi Bear", in the parents in "The Simpsons", in 

series as "Ruff and Reddy", and "The Foghorn Leghorn" (who boasts of teaching the young), 

and others; movie industry has used this pattern with great success and child enthusiasm in the 

"Home Alone" films (1990); these clumsy adults appear along apparently weak and clumsy 

children as El Chavo, Quico or La Chilindrina in the series "El Chavo del Ocho". The ludic 

contrast scheme is very old: it appears in the comic carnival couple based on the opposition of 

the fat and the thin, the old and the young, the large and the small, and is reintroduced in many 

shows of humor. The hit show "31 Minutos" in Chile is an irreverent mockery of a TV newscast. 

The child has fun with this representation/enunciation because he lives in a culture that requires 

to acquire skills at home and at school (McGhee, 1988); this skill acquisition is a long process 

with trials, errors and frustrations; so, it would cause relief and a lot of fun to see incompetent 

adults who fail to do what they should skillfully do. Even more joyful and more confirmatory of 

capacities would be identification with children's characters, symbolically enunciated, which are 

able to successfully accomplish that in what adult characters fail. The ludic scheme entertains 

children but it would also be useful to satisfy the emotional need to neutralize the fear of failure 

in a child stressed to achieve certain skills, especially at school8. 
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 Explicitly incorporating children's fears, the scheme appears in Charlie Brown and other "fearful" 

characters such as Scooby Doo, or Hardy Har Har; Courage the Cowardly Dog is the one who 
solves problems despite its fear; little Scrappy-Doo is the one who faces the ghosts, unlike his 
fearful uncle Scooby. This humorous reverse scheme was used by Oscar Wilde in his story “The 
Canterville Ghost” (1887) where Otis twin boys terrorize the ghost of the castle. 



In many cartoons appears other basic generative pattern and remarkably attractive for children: 

the scheme of the struggle between the weak and the strong. This is the traditional scheme 

of "Tom and Jerry", of the series "Sheep in the Big City", of the incessant attempts of Sylvester 

the cat to catch Tweety Bird, of the clever Little Lulu the boys, of Tubby against the West Side 

Boys, of Mickey against Big Bad Pete, of the Road Runner in order to elude Wile E. Coyote, and 

so on. In some epic cartoons the struggle has the dramatic component of fighting against the 

Evil, as in "The Powerpuff Girls" where children heroines face, with ability and skill, monsters 

and villains in the city of Townsville. The scheme is present in the Russian folktale “Peter and 

the Wolf”. The scheme appears in cartoons with sports competition where the weakest kids face 

stronger ones that often cheat; Chaplin took this scheme of circus clowns and applied it to his 

short films, where he appears as a weak man struggling with a giant, and other physically 

enormous characters. The same scheme appears in the relation of the weak-naive with the 

strong, such as Barney Rubble and Fred Flintstone, or the opportunist character, such as Abbott 

and Costello, Laurel and Hardy, and other texts. 

In cartoons, the dramatic situation of cat and mouse is very attractive and very entertaining for 

children. In studies with children, they usually identify with the weak mouse; according to Rydin 

and Schyller (1990), the cat represents symbolically the adult, its monopoly of power and 

condescending, while the mouse represents the child, fast, playful and witty, who is smarter 

than the cat. Children’s attraction for these cartoons would be because the scheme represents 

primary process, it expresses fears and deep desires in a ludic language of symbols (Rydin and 

Schyller, 1990). 

This interpretation of deep children´s identification with ludic-dramatic patterns of 

representation/enunciation in cartoons is closely related, in my opinion, with the re-appreciation 

of traditional fairy tales made by the psychiatrist Bruno Bettelheim; they attract children because 

they would be confirmatory of the weak child's ability to survive facing a complex world, adverse 

and violent, and whose hostility can reach the abandonment by parents themselves or the peril 

of be eaten by ogres and witches (traditional tales have been condemned as "violent" according 

to the traditional criteria). 

During the storytelling the child enters a phantasy world, but the story could be useful for 

symbolic confirmation of his capacities for growth. For Bettelheim, ludic narrative would allow 

the child to understand his emotions, strengthen his self by suggesting positive reactions to his 

fear in adverse and violent situations, and would allow him to overcome his anxieties, feelings of 

helplessness and weakness, indifference and insecurity (Bettelheim, 1980). These motivations 



would explain the appeal of television stories with children neglected as "Heidi", "Marco" and 

"Candy." 

According to this interpretation, the identification of child audience with ludic-dramatic 

representation would permit an emotional suggestion that would open new possibilities for 

self-understanding and action. Cartoons would no longer constitute "mere" entertainment but 

would be metaphorical fictions, with a ludic-affective enunciation confirming the ability in a weak 

child to survive facing a world of adversity and apparently stronger. This formative-affective 

identification/utility would motivate child to want to watch on TV or hear with joy the same 

storytelling over and over again. 

Ludic Imagination 

Neurobiology of human brain ontogenetic evolution has discovered in recent years that 

approximately between 2-5 years there is an important synaptic development of the right 

cerebral hemisphere. While brain is an integrator system of both hemispheres, in this age period 

child considerably develops ludic capacities, free associations triggered from imagination and 

fantasy (internal or external), divergent thinking and vision of synthesis, capacities of the right 

cerebral hemisphere. 

“So the characteristic processing of the right hemisphere starts: fast perceptual 

decoding, perceptual integration in the form of images, mental development from the 

memory images file recovery (phantasy), movement associated with rhythm and melody, 

domain of dynamic space, and elaboration of free formats  without rules, which origin the 

game and the magic”. 

"Human being will never be more creative that in this period of life, only time when he is 

socially allowed to let his imaginative strength flow without limit, his thirst for discovery 

and play, and endless imagination." (Céspedes, 2008 p. 27-28; cf. 36-39, 109-115). 

The ludic game theme has been conceptualized in various ways and from various points of view 

in the twentieth century. Huizinga in "Homo Ludens" (1990) traced the origins of the game in 

classical Greek culture, and presented a broad conceptualization as representation and as 

competition, which contrasted with reduction of the ludic concept to children's game.  Huizinga 

shows the ludic broad concept persistence in several important cultural manifestations in 

Western history: the fact that in English and German verbs “play” and “spiel” allude to dance, 

theater and music works, as well as substantives “player” and “spieler” allude to the performers 



of those plays, shows the old connections between play and other cultural activities; the same 

happens with the root “jouer” in French. Piaget stressed the importance of playing for the 

cognitive and intellectual development of children, through exploration and manipulation in a 

free environment more than in a task performance. Maria Montessori built her educational 

system where children's play is a cornerstone; Dewey and Vygotsky include in ludic game 

concept child's personal activity and social interaction (Morrison, 2005). We have seen that 

Bettelheim stressed the importance of ludic fiction for the symbolic experience of primary fears 

and to direct children to self-strengthening suggestions. 

Studies by child psychiatrist Winnicott (1971, 1992) highlighted mother’s role in children’s 

playing in a double dimension; on one hand, ludic interaction is basic to generate a safety 

relationship for the baby, of joy, of feeling loved; for the baby and child to enjoy the game with 

the mother is to enjoy their own reality: 

 “la jouissance de sa propre existence soutenue et suscité par le sentiment d’etre avec 

l’autre” (Flahault & Heinich, 2005) 

[“the joy of its own existence sustained and provoked by the feeling of being with the 

other” (Flahault & Heinich, 2005)] 

Moreover, by sharing the game – and accepting the game of "as if" – the adult helps the child to 

recognize and distinguish reality, introducing boundaries. The spoon is and is not the little 

plane during lunch: in the game children learn to recognize reality; but before cognitive 

recognition, it should be established the relationship of joy and the sharing with the other, 

through the game. 

In this conceptualization of ludic relationship, game is a transitional space necessary to 

construct a “self”, with separation of the self and his limits ("I am I, you are you"), to build 

autonomy and dependence with others, to connect with reality distinguishing childish fantasy 

from what exists with self-independence. For child, to play and to imagine is not abandonment 

of the reality, but the way how they recognize reality. If there is not this process of self-

recognition and of reality, nor construction of autonomy and acceptance of limitation, infantile 

narcissism is not elaborated and it continues in the adult with delusion of personal omnipotence, 

and mythomany. 

In current studies on baby's brain ontogenetic development appear the ontogenetically 

programmed emergence towards ludic game; this provides a neurobiological basis for the re-



conceptualization of ludic game as competence to build emotional ties important for the 

generation of self, to impulse towards world exploration trough making and experimentation, 

and creative basis for art and fiction. 

Such ludic-imaginative competence is one which seems to be the foundation for children 

enjoyment of fictional TV programs with fantastic themes, like animals and machines talking and 

interacting as playmates with children, undertaking ludic-fantastic activities and trips (Singer & 

Singer, 2007; Singer D.G. 2003). But it will also explain child appreciation for a figurative 

animation aesthetic (but non-realistic to the Euclidean mode) with fantastic body deformations, 

graphics influenced by abstract painting and cubism, imaginary spaces, inconsistencies, 

expressive sounds, humor, and so on. The thematic and aesthetic success in child audience of 

shows like "SpongeBob SquarePants" (Nikelodeon - 1999) and "Backyardigans" (Canada-USA 

- 2004) is incomprehensible, and even threatening, for a rationalist epistemology that does not 

understand or appreciate the ludic-imaginative ability of children for visual fictional texts. 

2. Specific Autonomy of Children TV "Educational" Potential Regarding School 
Education 

This section highlights the specificity of the potential "educational" contribution that these TV 

shows can make. We should understand specificity as a peculiar influence potentially 

"educational" (not an effect or a deterministic power), a typical peculiarity of television 

language in interaction with receptors, existentially located in Latin America homes. This 

specificity makes autonomous the "educational" influence of TV regarding the functions of 

formal education, in particular school. 

The traditional view of what was considered "educational" in a children's TV program was 

defined by adults and was associated with competences taught at school: TV programs that 

improved children cognitive and scholar performance (pre-school readiness, reading, math, 

scientific information, etc.), and that stimulated them to acquire certain habits and socially 

desirable value; those were considered as "educational and quality" programs.  

a) Unlike the school instructional enunciation, the contents of TV programs above mentioned 

are related to needs and affective motivations in children. The educational potential of this 

kind of TV has dissociated itself from the cognitive enunciation/contents of formal school 

education (and therefore of television representation of the "professor" as a symbolic 

enunciator), and is assuming specificity in enunciation of social and emotional aspects, such as 

children’s protagonist role, self-esteem and confidence in their own internal capabilities to face 



the challenges of growth, and overcoming frustrations and adversity (empowerment and 

resilience). 

In these entertainment programs for the psycho-somatic rest, through humorous pleasure of 

recognition and ludic identification, child can emotionally enjoy/feel enunciations for attitudes 

of joy and strength to grow in the world. These TV programs try, then, to strengthen the very 

affective and attitudinal areas that are rather underserved in formal school education. 

b) From the symbolic-semiotic point of view, some TV programs are designed with ludic-

dramatic patterns for affective entertainment and learning. Patterns such as child leading role 

and those that highlight the skilled and clever child enable the pleasurable recognition, the 

emotional identification, the humor, the anecdotic learning. These ludic-dramatic forms for 

entertainment and learning are very different from the analytical-rational ones associated to the 

systematic socialization agency of the school, such as inductive or deductive logic, dialectics, 

analytical comprehension, and techniques such as systematic curriculum, memorization, and 

exams. The ludic TV patterns are opposite to the school scheme, where the adult-teacher 

teaches the child. Precisely, the inconsistency with the school adult-child relationship and the 

feeling of superiority resulting in the child are classic forms in the humor genesis - the "carnival 

opposition." 

These programs are examples of a current trend in child TV production that seeks to represent 

the child affection, making explicit the child feelings and emotions, presenting symbolic fictions 

where children can recognize their positive and negative aspects, showing personalized 

processes of change and achievement from errors and oversights. Thus, these TV programs 

are aimed less to the cognitive learning area, and more to the field of children’s own affectivity 

exploration, and through the ludic identification trying to strengthen their self-esteem and 

confidence in their internal abilities of achievements and growth. Unlike the alienating Freudian 

conception, cognitive-emotional identification is conceptualized by Jauss (1982) to account for 

the process of involvement/distance of receiver with fictional characters: the experience of itself 

(the audience) in the (fictional) other; the other symbolically represents me, and I may learn 

about myself form the fictional character. 

New children’s TV could contribute also to strengthening the capacities of resilience, which 

today are considered very important to overcome social adversity (Cyrulnik, 2003), which on 

average affects about a 40% of children in Latin America. Again, the "educational" potential of 

these new programs for children is more related to the development of skills included under the 



"emotional intelligence" concept (Goleman, 2001), now considered essential for personal, 

professional and citizen-democratic development. 

It is interesting to notice the influence of new post-rationalists and post-Cartesian conceptions 

that highlights the value of emotion in anthropogenesis: "consciousness begins as feeling", in 

the formulation of Damasio (2000). According to him, the human structure -ontogenetic and 

existentially- is bi-perceptual, emotional and rational; the mere rational-linguistic consciousness 

is not enough for learning to live in an appropriate human and social way. Without the emotional 

understanding of one-self and of others, and without learning the emotional perception, 

personal, social, and professional life becomes much more difficult9. Even in the adult act of 

perceiving with linguistic consciousness remains a primary emotional perception at the base, 

valued as essential for the understanding of the environment and social relations10. 

Entertainment and Education 

Reception understanding of this TV programs requires re-define the relationship between ludic-

fictional TV entertainment and education. Both in Europe and Japan, TV programs, particularly 

in public TV, were initially conceived as educational because they helped the formal instruction 

at the school, just in countries devastated by World War II. The initial idea of schooling through 

TV today has evolved into the most efficient model of instructional TV, operated by specialized 

and segmented channels; other countries, because of the high cost and difficulties with formal 

instructional TV, deposit their expectations into Internet to improve the quality of school 

education. 

From the analysis of the current children TV programs emerges, however, an "educational" 

potential which does not refer to cognitive subjects of school curriculum, but to emotional skills 

and attitudes to approach life. The mentioned generative patterns constitute the formal structure 

of television entertainment; they are the ludic-dramatic semiotic forms in those children's 

programs. Television entertainment is a formal ludic-dramatic structure of content, from whose 

                                                
9
 James Heckman, Nobel Laureate in Economics (2000), advocates for educational policies aimed 

at early childhood where the "soft skills" (that are already predictors of future performance of the 
person) get stronger. Not only cognitive skills are important, the emotional skills are important as 
well. (Cf.: La Tercera, Santiago, Chile, November 28, 2010, pg. 27). Here we stress that new 
children's TV is successfully focused in the field of emotive-attitudinal skills. 
 
10

 In current TV series we have two very interesting protagonist characters because of the contrast 
between their professional success and their poor emotional intelligence to interact with others and 
lead a fuller life: Dr. House (USA - 2004 - Universal) and Doc Martin (UK - ITV - 2006 - Film & 
Arts). 



fictional plot a useful learning for life can be acquired; this audio-visual learning at home is less 

obtained by the rational conceptual analysis and rather by the emotional recognition and 

identification with the representation. Education and entertainment are imbedded, instead of 

their dissociation as it has been established by rationalism. These semiotic forms of 

entertainment allow understand the great attraction of cartoons, and the passage of child 

audience to cable TV, which exhibits more of these cartoons. Television entertainment does not 

appear, therefore, as external sugar added to a distasteful liquid, but as a visual semiotics form 

to express a different content. 

These patterns thus recover (and adapt audio visually) the ancient Greek paideia where the 

formation of values was proposed by and from Homeric fiction, paideia to which Plato opposed 

advocating for conceptual rationalism (Jaeger, 1992). The formative capacity of these ludic 

schemes provides a positive guidance for children TV production, rather than focusing the 

discussion on child TV in a more American thematic, such as violence on TV programs. But 

these generative schemes do not guarantee alone the production of great excellence programs; 

other factors are involved in the success, such as creativity, the degree of development of the 

TV industry in each country, and the level of training of human resources. 

The iconic-indicial semiotic specificity of the audiovisual language is what enables this particular 

"education"; indicial language of specific signifiers - the main one is the face and gestures in the 

"significant body" (Verón, 2001) – different from reading and writing language with abstracts 

signifiers, which favors abstraction and concept-rational analysis. Audiovisual language 

recovers in an industrial level primary human communication (phylogenetically and 

ontogenetically) with gestural, facial and bodily signs; signs that are inherently emotional for 

involving the receiver to establish personal group cooperation and labor relationships. In fact, 

the receiver establishes from its brain perceptual capabilities privileged relations to decoding 

faces and emotions. The indicial particular-concrete significant and human perceptual interest in 

faces, along with audiovisual dynamism, tends to appeal the receiver into audiovisual narratives 

with personal stories, and narratives with ludic fictions11. As any other language, visual 

language involves some specific form of reception: from a semiotic point of view, it favors 
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 Sponge Bob's case is remarkable because there is no analogous representation of the child (as 
Dora the Explorer) nor ludic (as animals in Backyardigans), but the embodiment in an inanimate 
being; children identification occurs more likely with the personality of SpongeBob. 
 



recognition processes and identification in the receiver, which active interacts from its existential 

situation of reception (cf. Fuenzalida, 2002)12. 

3. Industrial-Cultural Policy in Digital TV 

This proposal based in the specific "educational" potential of an important set of television 

programs being currently broadcasted ends demanding public policies towards enacting 

children public channels in digital TV. Latin American public TV then receives a cultural mission 

to positively contribute to child development, with the specific audiovisual potential.  

This new approach does not seek to replace, extend or remediate the cognitive task of the 

school. It stresses the semiotic-cultural forms of audiovisual language, recovering rather the 

influence of educational entertainment. The ethnographic analysis of children home reception 

and the understanding of neurobiology of receptor in rest situations allow the production of 

programs with semiotic forms of ludic entertainment, but also with educational aims in the 

affective-attitudinal field; educational goals that are now enhanced by studies related to 

emotional intelligence. Years ago, Jesús Martín Barbero -in his book De los medios a las 

mediaciones (From Media to Mediations, 1987) - rescued the cultural-communicational value of 

the Latin American emotional matrix, discredited when compared with the European 

Enlightenment rationalist matrix. The present approach extends that reevaluation and focuses it 

on children's TV programs, showing its importance for the cultural-emotional development of the 

child. In addition to develop perceptual stimulation and to broaden cultural environment by Baby 

TV, here is proposed also a set of affective-attitudinal values deeply citizen and 

humanistic: autonomy and protagonist role, initiative and creative curiosity, tolerance and 

diversity, pleasant joy with ludic creativeness, and imaginative rest which may broaden cultural 

horizons. Thus, the Latin American public TV can leave its shameful and useless government 

propaganda practice and move towards a cultural mission for positive contribution to child 

development, from its own ludic-emotional and dramatic language. The above is not a closed 

repertoire of humanistic and citizen values: there is much room to other subjects such as 
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 TV strictly linked to school curriculum has been institutionalized in specialized and segmented 
educational channels whose reception situation is the classroom, and with specific production rules 
aimed at contributing to scholar achievement. Opposite, the TV received at home, in a reception 
situation characterized by entertainment for relaxation, can acquire value, according to this 
analysis, for its association with emotional skills and attitudes to face life, in edu-entertainment 
formats as mentioned. Both TV issues have tended to dissociate institutionally and to disseminate 
through different channels with specialized content and different reception situations. However, both 
types of channels can be complementary, one (or current Internet) to contribute to the educational 
curriculum of school and the other for edu-entertainment at home, and with formative potential in 
the affective domain. 



children bullying, failure, pain and death, loss and accidents, new forms of poverty and 

discrimination, disvalues, current diseases such as obesity and drugs, consumerism, global 

challenges and emerging cultural areas such as Asia and Africa. 

In my interpretation, we have a possible (and necessary) coordination through many 

different levels: digital technology that enables segmented channels; audiovisual content 

aimed at children and industrially produced with the significant semiotics of narrative-

dynamic; ludic representation characters that can seduce by identification to emulation 

for values and attitudes needed to establish a more egalitarian, democratic, humane and 

fraternal culture. Values that are not expressed in the conceptual-verbal language of the 

illustrated Academy, but that can be massified in TV ludic stories of educational entertainment. 

As the printing technology facilitated the massification of literacy, today digital-audiovisual 

technologies can help - through visionary public policies - to create a humanistic and citizenship 

culture, of cooperation and tolerance, entrepreneurship, equity and solidarity13. 

4. Production and Reception 

Evaluation of many efforts, especially from TV formal educational programs aimed at 

educational institutions, shows that the weakest link in the system appears at reception; it is 

relatively easier to put on the air a television signal, but large gaps occur in the reproduction and 

reception at school (often there are no receptors, they are damaged and there is no budget for 

replacement, or they are insufficient in quantity and quality, etc.), and even greater gaps appear 

in the proper management of TV programs by educational staff. 

Children channel distribution in the mentioned establishments raises therefore four issues to be 

addressed. 
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  Significant and successful TV programs for toddlers and other children were produced in USA 

since 90's onwards, driven by a public policy enacted in the U.S. Senate Television Act; the 90’s 

Television Act required TV stations to broadcast at least three hours per week with educational 

content for children, produced with expert advice. On February 26, 2007, the Federal 

Communications Commission (FCC) penalized Univisión - USA's largest broadcast Spanish chain - 

with U$ 24 million for having evaded the Act, qualifying as “educational” its children's telenovelas. 

At that time, it was the largest fine imposed by the FCC to a company. 

 

  

  



- The national or regional physical distribution of the digital TV chanel; the ideal is to use 

one of the new digital channels that public stations will have; as occurs in some children's 

channels, it is not necessary to broadcast 24 hours a day; children's programming can be 

scheduled during daytime hours (07.00-21.00 hours, for example) and then program for 

parents and educators, and even have late broadcasts for youth. Nowadays, TV programs 

must be complemented with the growing possibilities of personalized interaction via web. 

- Provision of facilities with TV sets for digital reception, and with the right screen size 

(inches). To TV sets availability it must be added their maintenance and replacement. 

- The fluid integration of TV programs with the daily work in the establishments. It has 

often been found that television programs are used to fill (absent teachers, for example) or 

to replace interpersonal and group activities. 

- Complementary material to programs, to guide educational staff about the successful use 

of TV programs; a monthly brochure and a Web page with the programs and the 

recommendations for proper use and mediation, both in the educational establishment or at 

home. Complementary material is nowadays enriched with a huge variety of educational 

toys and marketing materials, which not only constitute a very important source of economic 

support but their tactile operative relationship can materialize the audio visually perceived 

symbolism for children. 

A children's thematic channel can address more audience than just children: some television 

slots can be scheduled to training for staff working in these establishments, and other spaces 

for parents at home. The growing cable television programs targeted at parents about 

educational problems show the demand for this content. 

Receivers of a television channel targeted to toddlers and children may then be categorized in 

six concentric circles: babies at nursery, then toddlers at preschool, schooling children, children 

at home, teachers of those institutions, and finally parents in their homes. 

Operation and Management 

It is by no means advisable for Education Secretary to take over the management and operation 

of a children's television channel as the one proposed. To the Education Secretary would 

correspond to participate in the design of content for TV programs (provided that there is an 

understanding of ludic-educational specificity here addressed), to ensure adequate mediation in 



the reception within educational establishments, and the provision of complementary material. 

Television signal distribution and programming operation should be managed by a specialized 

company, such as an efficient public channel with an updated administration. The channel 

should also be in charge of the production of programs, whether produced “in house” or 

purchased from domestic and international suppliers. Efficient TV channels have, better than 

any other public agency, the knowhow for the operation and management of the channel, 

flexibility and speed in decision making. To manage an educational children channel, the public 

station could be associated with other channels interested in airing programming of this nature 

(Kinder Kanal case in Germany), with public agencies related to TV, universities, and even 

private foundations14. 
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