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Resumen

El presente estudio hace hincapié en la 
importancia de la alfabetización visual en-
tendida como la capacidad de decodificar 
imágenes, comprendiendo la profundidad 
semántica del mensaje icónico, acompaña-
do o no de texto. Para observar el desempe-
ño del alumnado universitario en cuanto a 
la lectura de imágenes y percepción de sig-
nificados implícitos y sutiles, se realiza un 
experimento con estudiantes de los Grados 
en Educación Infantil y Filosofía de la Uni-
versidad Rey Juan Carlos durante el curso 
2018-2019. La investigación ha consistido 
en la exposición del grupo experimental (n = 
209) y del grupo de control (n = 51) a la lectura 
de un álbum ilustrado en el aula, contestan-
do a continuación un cuestionario basado en 
los significados de las imágenes que ilustran 
la obra. Los resultados detectan un nivel de 
lectura visual deficitario en ambos grupos, el 
cual no se corresponde con el perfil del lector 
competente. Se observa la necesidad de desa-
rrollar habilidades específicas de lectura de 
imágenes, dotando, sobre todo a los futuros 
maestros, de herramientas que les permitan 
fomentar en los escolares el desarrollo del 
pensamiento y la mirada crítica.

Abstract

The present study emphasizes the im-
portance of visual literacy understood as 
the ability to decode images, including the 
semantic depth of the iconic message, ac-
companied or not by text. To observe the 
performance of university students in terms 
of reading images and perception of implicit 
and subtle meanings, an experiment is con-
ducted with students of the Degree in Early 
Childhood Education and Philosophy of Rey 
Juan Carlos University during the 2018-2019 
academic year. The investigation consisted 
in the exposition of the experimental group 
(n = 209) and the control group (n = 51) to the 
reading of an illustrated album in the class-
room, answering a questionnaire based on 
the meanings of the images that illustrate 
the book. The results detect a deficit visual 
reading level in both groups, which does not 
correspond to the profile of the competent 
reader. It is observed the need to develop 
specific skills of reading images, equipping 
future teachers with tools that allow them 
to encourage schoolchildren in the develop-
ment of thinking and critical look.
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Introduction

Literacy is the process by which reading and 
writing are taught within the framework of the 
acquisition and reproduction of signs. This work 
is normally carried out in schools, where formal 
education often uses specific reading and writing 
methods that focus primarily on the progressive 
approach to letters, syllables and words.

With regard to core subjects, according to 
Royal Decree 126/2014, dated 28th February, 
which sets forth the basic curriculum for Primary 
Education: “The aim of the subject of Spanish 
Language and Literature in Primary Education 
is to develop basic skills in the use of language: 
listening, speaking, reading and writing, in an 
integrated way”. Hence the importance attached 
by law not only to literacy, but also to the func-
tional use of language in all its forms.

The need for literacy to perform basic and 
routine daily activities is out of question. 
Exposure to and interaction with linguistic 
signs is continued, so it is understood that, in 
order to communicate with their environment, 
a person must know how to decode the different 
messages that reach them through different 
channels and supports.

However, conventional literacy focuses on 
decoding and use of written language, ignoring 
other signs around us that characterise visual 
culture, permanently reinforced, permanently 
reinforced by the screens that have colonised vir-
tually all environments. This literacy, focused 
on the linguistic code, does not account for the 
teaching of the contents conveyed by iconic 
messages, nor for their meanings or commu-
nicative intention. There is an imminent need 
to incorporate new forms of literacy into formal 
education, including the ability to decode 
images as part of the acquisition and develop-
ment process of reading competence. 

Reading images, a prerequisite for literacy

In parallel with the written text is the iconic 
text, whose predominance of the image is 
remarkable (Regalado-Baeza, 2006). This is a 
characteristic phenomenon of the image culture 
in which today’s society is inserted, continu-
ously exposed to massive iconic messages in all 
environments and media.

This type of language, which emphasises 
images compared to texts, forms a code that is 
different to the traditional written code. Images 
make up a singular code, whose learning is 
not regulated; it is not usual to teach how to 
read images with specific didactic methods, 
although the value of iconic elements is known 
when it comes to transmitting messages and 
communicating. 

Visual literacy is a concept that emerged in 
the late 1960s. According to Horting (1983, p. 
99), “Visual literacy is the ability to understand 
(read) and use (write) images and to think and learn 
in terms of images, I mean, to think visually”. The 
practical application of this concept, which 
provides for both the reception and the produc-
tion of images, prevents careless exposure to 
the icons that make up the messages accessed 
by citizens -voluntarily or not- in the media, 
advertisements, catalogues, social media, 
videogames, etc. (Avgerinou & Ericson, 1997; 
Ferreras-Rodríguez & Leite, 2008).

The acquisition of content without prior 
selection and without any critical criterion is 
the direct result of such careless exposure. The 
message is sent to the receiver who acts as such, 
receiving without barriers or filters what in mar-
keting is known as a call to action (drink, eat, 
buy...). In line with the analogy with marketing, 
the absence of a visual literacy that turns readers 
into “active observers” (Regalado-Baeza, 2006, 
p. 21) increases conversion rates, since the image 
reaches a recipient without the tools to react dif-
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ferently than expected. Therefore, the message 
accomplishes its mission -and converts- when it 
gets the receiver to drink, eat, buy... 

In this respect, it should be noted that 
language has been used throughout history as a 
tool for manipulation. However, it is not only oral 
or written language that can be treated as a com-
municative element, but also the image, whose 
iconographic code establishes its own rhetoric 
(Barthes, 1986). In this sense, it is noteworthy 
the importance of the visual as a language per 
se and constructor of the new rhetoric in digital 
discourse (Cantamutto & Vela-Delfa, 2016).

Visual language, culture and communication

The definition of visual language by Debes 
& Williams (1978) refers to the intentional 
use of signs that have been acquired within a 
certain cultural framework, according to cul-
turally established standards, for the purpose 
of communicating. Decoding, interpreting, 
understanding and analysing are steps linked to 
language acquisition and the gradual mastery 
of the linguistic code, a process that begins with 
conventional literacy. However, the commu-
nicative act does not lie only in acts of speech 
forged within oral or written language, as it can 
take place through visual language. 

From the point of view of education, edu-
cation for the media, education for reception 
or edu-communication (Aparici, 2003, 2010; 
Barbas-Coslado, 2012), which contemplate the 
relevance of the iconic message in the commu-
nicative process, play a valuable role in the edu-
cation of children. However, they do not focus 
only on the image, but on all types of messages 
broadcasted by the media in order to identify the 
elements that condition the view of the world 
any person may have when exposed to the media 
agenda. On one hand, they help acquire the 
iconic code and, on the other hand, they provide 
us with specific tools for the development of 

reading, comprehension and image analysis 
skills.

On its part, visual education affects the 
contents, subjects and artistic disciplines for 
students to acquire elements that help them in 
the process of creating their own images in the 
artistic context. In this regard, there are some 
incipient initiatives related to learning to read 
artistic and plastic works in primary education 
(Rojas, 2017; Sánchez-Ruiz, 2017). However, 
visual literacy transcends the limits of art and 
reaches everyday life. The process of visual 
literacy prepares the individual to communicate 
with and through the image, training him/her 
in what might be called visual communicative 
competence.

The acquisition of communicative compe-
tence per se is largely linked to cognitive devel-
opment, since communication often occurs 
through the symbolic representation of reality. 
According to Piaget, the capacity of abstraction 
is reached at the stage of formal operations (from 
about 12 years old). At this stage, the individ-
ual develops logical and symbolic intelligence, 
as well as abstract thinking, he/she is able to 
transcend reality, which greatly expands his/
her capacity to understand the world (Cano-de-
Faroh, 2007; Piaget, 1986; Wadsworth-Barry, 
1992).

In line with the above, reading images implies 
the development of thinking. To this end, the 
actors involved in the education of children 
should not assume that image reading is an 
innate ability. Although children show great 
interest in the images illustrated in children’s 
books, such interest and ability to recognise 
the signs depicted do not indicate a capacity for 
understanding and analysis.

Reading based on the literal recognition 
of symbols is superficial, first-level reading. 
According to Vygotsky (Cole, 1984; Moll, 1990), 
the training agent is responsible for working in 
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the child’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), 
for driving him/her to other levels of reading 
that activate imagination, creativity and, over 
time, logical intelligence, hypothetical-deduc-
tive reasoning and critical thinking.

Soto-Grant (2017, 2018) believes that this 
work should begin in pre-school education, but 
finds that teachers lack knowledge on the impor-
tance of visual literacy and, at the same time, 
that there is an absence of didactic methods and 
specific resources focused on this subject. On 
the other hand, Magro-Gutiérrez & Carrascal-
Domínguez (2019) present a more encouraging 
scenario in this respect through the implementa-
tion of Design Thinking in Childhood Education 
to actively promote visual literacy.

In the same way that reading of texts is based 
on methods that prioritise recognition and 
decoding, and then deepens understanding, 
reading images should also be approached in a 
sequential manner, a process that would culmi-
nate in interpretative and analytical capacity. All 
this without ignoring the visual language that 
emerges from new hyper-connected and interac-
tive environments, such as the social media, and 
the value of the audiovisual paradigm in literacy 
(García-Sánchez, Therón & Gómez-Isla, 2019; 
García-Sánchez, Cruz-Benito, Therón & Gómez-
Isla, 2015; López-Valero, Hernández-Delgado & 
Encabo, 2017).

Objectives and methodology

The main objective of this study is to analyse 
the performance of university students in terms 
of reading competence applied to images. We 
intend to determine the current state of the 
students’ visual literacy with regard to their 
ability to perceive the subtle meanings and 
implicit senses of the iconic elements to which 
they are exposed. 

We chose university students as they are 
supposed to be competent readers already. 

Although it is true that this premise is related to 
reading and interpreting texts, given the impor-
tance of images as a complementary part of the 
text or even as messages per se, it is understood 
that the concept of reading competence must 
include reading images. 

A mixed methodology is applied with a 
twofold perspective, qualitative and quantita-
tive. An experiment was designed with univer-
sity students to verify their visual reading level. 
For the fieldwork, an illustrated album was 
chosen for reading in the classroom. Illustrated 
albums can be defined as “a form of expression that 
present an interaction between texts (that can be 
underlying) and pictures (spatially prevailing) within 
the support, characterised by a free organisation of 
the double page” (Van-der-Linden, 2007, p. 87). 
According to Duran (2009), this new narrative 
genre immerses the reader in a representation 
of the world through communication between 
image and word, promoting a pedagogy of imag-
ination around visual language. 

We are referring to the album Es así, by 
Chilean author and illustrator Paloma Valdivia, 
first released in 2010 and reprinted in 2017 by 
the Fondo de Cultura Económica de México 
(figure 1). This work was chosen due to the pre-
dominance of images over text and its layout, 
as well as to the strong metaphorical element 
that drives the reader to a topic that is not very 
frequent in children’s literature: death. 

The topic addressed in the book becomes 
relevant due to the myriad of symbols around 
it. Death, a question whose transcendence goes 
beyond rational explanation and reaches dimen-
sions such as culture, faith or religion, becomes 
a suitable topic for its symbolic representa-
tion. Through large-size illustrations, striking 
colours and a particular aesthetic, the narrative 
attempts to normalise death and suggest that 
it is part of life, with an approach accessible to 
children.
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We believe it was advisable to choose this 
material because, in illustrated albums, the 
image complements and even transforms 
the meaning of the text for its symbolic value 
and semantic depth (Borda-Crespo, 2017). 
Sometimes the eloquence of images allows for 
following the story without taking the text into 
account (Neira-Piñeiro, 2018).

The work is aimed at the Childhood Education 
stage, so that children access the story because 
of the literate narrator reading it aloud combined 
with the visualisation of images. The iconic 
content plays a key role when understanding the 
message, so it is inferred that images must be 
comprehensible to the adult audience.

The experiment was carried out in the 
academic year 2018-2019 with students from 
Year 4 of the BA Degree in Teaching of Childhood 
Education (n= 209) Year 1 of the BA Degree in 
Philosophy (n= 51), in classroom mode, from 

Universidad Rey Juan Carlos (Madrid, Spain). 
The only group of the year 1 of the BA Degree 
in Philosophy is attended by students of the 
single degree, with 16 students in the academic 
year 2018-2019, and also by students of the 
Double BA Degrees in Philosophy and Political 
Science (n= 13), Philosophy and Economy (n= 
15) and Philosophy and Spanish Language and 
Literature (n= 7).

The students from the BA Degree in Childhood 
Education are the experimental group due to the 
specific training that prepares them to become 
teachers. The point of departure is the premise 
that final-year students have already handled 
enough teaching materials and children’s litera-
ture, making them suitable adults for the trans-
mission of knowledge and culture. A priori, it 
could be said that these students would not find 
it difficult to recognise the value of images in a 
children’s story and, consequently, to identify 
their symbolic significance.

On their part, the students of the BA Degree 
in Philosophy are the control group since they 
have not received specific training to carry out 
preschool educational tasks. Therefore, they 
would not be prone to approach the work with 
a pedagogical view. As first-year students, they 
have their first contacts with philosophy from 
an academic and professional point of view 
through subjects that stimulate abstract and 
critical thinking. They are also people who 
have been exposed to images in their daily lives 
since they were children, but they have not been 
trained to decode images. In this sense, it could 
be assumed that students from the BA Degree 
in Childhood Education have a more informed 
view of the communicative power of images, 
given the value they have in education prior to 
formal literacy.

The reading procedure was the same in both 
groups. The book was scanned from the front 
cover to the back cover, including all the pages 
sequentially and respecting the effect of the 
double pages to be displayed as a whole. The 

Figure 1. Cover of the book used in our experiment.
Source: Valdivia (2010).
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scanned work was shown in the classroom using 
a projector, without explaining the task in order 
not to condition the results. They were told that a 
book would be shown using a projector and read 
aloud by the teacher, who would invite them to 
follow what was being read on the screen.

After reading the book, they were given a 
questionnaire with short questions they should 
answer only yes or no depending on whether 
they had identified the messages conveyed by 
the illustrations. To this end, the pages men-
tioned in the questionnaire were shown again 
using a projector as a review, although answers 
should correspond to the initial perception. It 
was decided to show the relevant pages using 
a projector again on the assumption that many 
students would not remember the specific 
content of each page and that they might not 
have been aware of the aspects contemplated in 
the questions, in which case the answer would 
be “no”.

The questionnaire was then presented. 
It follows the sequential order of the story, 
focusing on pre-selected pages because of their 
symbolic and metaphorical content:
1. Did you see the representation of the passage 

of time in the leaves of the tree on the cover?
2. On the cover, did you infer that the egg 

represents those who are born and the bird, 
lurked by the cat, represents those who die?

3. Did you see the chick on the first page 
hatching from right to left?

4. Did you notice the positions of the grand-
mother and the little girl (the grandmother 
to the right and the little girl to the left) on 
the third page?

5. Did you see that all the characters on the 
sixth page have wings?

6. On the tenth page, did you notice that the 
little girl and the bird are looking to the left 
as they cry at those who are leaving?

7. On the next page, did you see that the grand-
mother has wings?

8. Did you notice that the positions of the char-
acters are repeated (left/right)?

9. On pages 16 and 17, did you see the cat 
chasing the bird?

10. On pages 18 and 19, did you notice that those 
who die do so from left to right?

11. And that those who are born, on pages 20 
and 21, do so from right to left?

12. Did you see the representation of genera-
tional change on pages 28 and 29?

13. And that the cat is still chasing the bird?
14. On the back cover, did you see that the cat 

finally eats the bird?

In order to calculate the results, the questions 
that make up the questionnaire were classified 
into six categories based on their ability to 
identify certain elements of the iconic narrative 
and to link them to their meaning:
a) It detects the symbols of the passage of time: 

question 1.
b) It detects the symbols of birth and death: 

question 2.
c) It detects the symbols of the characters’ 

location (right/left): questions 3, 4, 6, 8, 10 
and 11.

d) It detects the symbols of death in those char-
acters with wings: questions 5 and 7.

e) It detects the symbols of death as part of life: 
questions 9, 13 and 14.

f) It detects the symbols of generational 
renewal: question 12.

Results

After reading this illustrated album, a total of 
260 university students answered the question-
naire. Tables 1 and 2 show the results obtained 
after classifying the questions into categories 
based on the different symbols and representa-
tions contained in the work. The proportion of 
affirmative and negative responses are shown 
based on the students’ perception after being 
exposed to a work unknown to all the students 
who took part in the experiment for the first 
time, which ensures that the responses are not 
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conditioned by any previous exposure to the 
chosen book.

Table 1
Identification of symbols by the students of the BA 
Degree in Childhood Education (%) 

Category Yes No

It detects the symbols of the passage of 
time 8.2 91.8

It detects the symbols of birth and death 9.8 90.2

It detects the symbols of the characters’ 
location (right/left) 59.6 40.4

It detects the symbols of death in those 
characters with wings 32 68

It detects the symbols of death as part 
of life 14.7 85.3

It detects the symbols of generational 
renewal 80.3 19.7

Table 2
Identification of symbols by the students of the BA 
Degree in Philosophy (%)

Category Yes No

It detects the symbols of the passage 
of time 3.6 96.4

It detects the symbols of birth and 
death 0 100

It detects the symbols of the characters’ 
location (right/left) 36.3 63.7

It detects the symbols of death in those 
characters with wings 32.1 67.9

It detects the symbols of death as part 
of life 14.3 85.7

It detects the symbols of generational 
renewal 78.6 21.4

The students were surprised to see the pages 
the questions referred to for the second time 
and realised that they had not detected all 
the elements -or sometimes none- which, in a 

guided reading through the questionnaire, were 
obvious to them. That time, they were reminded 
that they should answer the questions consider-
ing the initial perception.

The content of the cover in terms of the 
representation of time and the ephemeral rep-
resented in the stages of the leaves of the tree 
went unnoticed by most of the students. As far 
as the BA Degree in Childhood Education is con-
cerned, there is a higher percentage of affirma-
tive responses (8.2%) compared to the responses 
related to the BA Degree in Philosophy, its per-
ception percentage being very low (3.6%). In any 
case, there is a difficulty in transcending the 
meaning of the tree as a representation of life 
and the change of seasons -ergo, the passage of 
years- represented in the different appearance of 
the leaves.  

The cover contains a series of symbolic 
elements that contemplate the cycle of life. In 
addition to the tree, the reader is offered three 
key images (figure 1): a nest with an egg, care-
fully watched by a bird which, in turn, lies under 
the watchful eye of a cat who clearly intends to 
catch it. The evidence, however, is questionable 
when one analyses the proportion of students 
who answer negatively to the second question, 
corresponding to the second category, consid-
ered independent due to the set of symbolic 
elements that are gathered only on this occasion 
throughout the book. On one hand, although it 
is striking that 90.2% of the respondents from 
Childhood Education do not get the relevant 
message, on the other hand, the absence of 
affirmative answers in Philosophy is even more 
discouraging. 

With respect to the representation of birth 
or death according to location of the characters 
(right/left), it is remarkable 59.6% of students 
from the experimental group who claimed that 
they had detected it, compared to 36.3% of 
students from the control group who answered 
in the affirmative to the questions belonging 



Ocnos (2019), 18 (3): 48-58
DOI 10.18239/ocnos_2019.18.3.2103

Gomes-Franco-e-Silva, F.
Literacy to see: the importance of learning to read, understand and analyze images

55

to the third category. This being a frequent 
dynamic in the narrative, a greater percentage 
of affirmative answers could be expected.

The results referring to the link between 
characters with wings and death are practically 
identical and represent a minority (32%) in both 
groups. Many participants stated that they had 
not seen any wings in the book. Probably the 
students did not detect any wings, which appear 
four times throughout the story, because wings 
are not always drawn in the same way, although 
they are generally represented in the usual way, 
unfolding from the back (there is only one case 
where a pair of wings can be seen on the charac-
ter’s head).

The proportion of students who see the rep-
resentation of death as part of life in the roles 
played by the cat and the bird in the story is 
even lower (about 14%). These characters have 
a remarkable presence in the book, appear on 
the cover and close the story on the back cover. 
The fact that only a very small proportion of 
the groups got the message about the cat that 
finally catches the bird may be due to a number 
of factors, such as:

 – The illustrations of the cat and the bird appear 
mostly in the background, which implies 
reading with a greater degree of depth.

 – The difficulty inherent to linking images and 
their meaning, which, in this case, entailed 
linking that the bird is lurked and that it is 
finally caught by the cat, to representing 
death as part of life, and to the simplicity of 
everyday events.

 – The final illustration, which suggests that the 
cat has caught the bird, is on the back cover. 
For this reason, it may be less appealing to the 
reader’s attention.

It should also be noted that this illustration 
(figure 2), which shows the cat surrounded by 
feathers and placidly asleep, is really suggestive 
given the subject matter of the book and the fact 
that the cat’s intent to catch its prey is clear from 
the cover itself.

Figure 2. Back cover of the book used in our 
experiment.
Source: Valdivia (2010).

Finally, it is clear that the message that was 
most accessible to the participants is the rep-
resentation of the generational renewal in an 
illustration of a girl on a bicycle, her mother, who 
is pregnant, and her grandmother, all of them 
holding hands. The image covers almost the 
entire double page and highlights the various 
intergenerational elements in the foreground.

Conclusions

As a result of the experiment carried out 
with the collaboration of students of the BA 
Degrees in Childhood Education and Philosophy 
from Universidad Rey Juan Carlos, it could be 
affirmed that the visual reading level of uni-
versity students does not correspond to the fact 
that they are deemed to be competent readers. 
Furthermore, bearing in mind that reading 
competence should go hand in hand with 
so-called visual communicative competence, 
research highlights the need for students to 
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develop specific skills related to critical reading, 
comprehension and analysis of the metaphori-
cal representation of reality in order to commu-
nicate effectively with the symbolic universe.

If a priori the premise was that students in 
the BA Degree in Childhood Education would 
approach the work with a series of resources 
provided by the degree in terms of preparation 
for education and training, it is found that as far 
as reading images is concerned, there is no sig-
nificant difference between their performance 
and that of students from another degree. In 
this sense, it is important to stress the problems 
because of the absence of training in reading 
images in the BA Degree in Teaching. The study 
detects a lack of preparation among training 
agents with regard to the promotion and devel-
opment of critical view within the framework of 
applied semiotics. 

The fact that future teachers do not have the 
tools to decode images and an informed view to 
read them can have a series of consequences, 
one of which would be the transmission of their 
own shortcomings to schoolchildren, perpet-
uating an apathetic or naive attitude towards 
visual culture. The link between the teacher and 
reading established by the former is reflected in 
his/her teaching practice, influencing his/her 
impact on the development of the reading profile 
of his/her students (Granado & Puig, 2014).

On the other hand, the lack of specific training 
constrains the creation of images having per 
se a deep symbolic and metaphorical quality. 
Illustrated albums in Childhood Education are 
one of the most frequently used tools for the 
transmission of knowledge and values. Teachers 
often create their own illustrated stories, so 
it would be advisable to highlight that visual 
literacy is not only about decoding, but about 
producing iconic messages too. Stories designed 
to promote visual literacy can boost creativity 
and increase the cognitive skills of children, 
provided that teachers are properly trained to 

act on the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) 
in guided readings of images.

It should also be noted that there are signs 
that students pay more attention to text than 
images as they follow what is being read aloud, 
which may be due to the importance attached to 
reading and writing to the detriment of images 
in the basic formative stages. This might cause 
difficulties in understanding a text that depends 
on an image to get its full meaning and, of 
course, in understanding the message that 
an image devoid of text and the metaphorical 
meaning it is meant to convey.

Greater contact with graphic novels is sug-
gested with regard to training future teachers. 
Similarly, illustrated didactic materials could 
be used to teach the subjects that make up the 
course of study of the Degrees in Education, 
offering the students the opportunity to perceive 
information not only through textual contents. 
For example, the comic-book format can be a 
good resource for training their view thanks to 
the numerous elements that make up any story 
that does not comply with the canons of linear-
ity on reading both due to the variable layout of 
the text, and to the need to visualise the images 
to understand the entire message. On the other 
hand, the use of Design Thinking as a method 
for the visual materialisation of ideas in edu-
cational contexts that represent a challenge 
for students can be of great help when creating 
complex symbolic representations.

It should be noted the need to train view with 
regard to reading images at an early age, alpha-
betising children to read linguistic signs and 
iconic messages so that they become truly com-
petent readers in adulthood. Training agents 
should highlight the difference between reality 
and representation in basic training, providing 
children with tools that allow them to commu-
nicate critically and effectively with the signs 
that surround them.
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