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Abstract 
Listening to music is always an active process of communication, which involves hearing, interpreting and 
creating meaning. The objective of this study is to cast further light on how a new music piece is perceived 
by young listeners when presented with and without anthropomorphic images. A new music violin and 
piano piece for children was composed and presented with two videos: an animated video involving 
anthropomorphic characters (AV1) and a video with the recording of the performance (AV2). The 
participants were 12 children, aged 8 and 12, that were divided into groups A and B. The 6 children in 
group A individually watched AV1 and the remaining individually watched AV2. At the end they all 
answered a semi-structured interview, in order to identify how they understood and perceived the new 
music piece. Results were analysed within a qualitative framework, and they explored the relationships 
between the process of the young listeners’ perception and the process of constructing musical meaning. 
The analyses of the semi-structured interviews identified and defined different themes in the children’s 
descriptions of their dual listening experience. It is argued here that the combination of sound and images 
engage the listener’s imagination in a meaningful way 

Resumen 
Escuchar música es siempre un proceso de comunicación activa, que consiste en la escucha, la 
interpretación y la creación de significado. El objetivo de este estudio es analizar cómo una pieza de 
música contemporánea es percibida por oyentes jóvenes cuando se presenta con y sin imágenes 
antropomorfas. Simultáneamente con la escritura de una pieza de música contemporánea para niños 
fueron creados dos videos: un video animado que involucra personajes antropomorfos (AV1) y una 
grabación de vídeo de la performance (AV2). Los participantes fueron 12 niños, con edades comprendidas 
entre 8 y 12, que fueron divididos en los grupos A y B. Los 6 niños del grupo A observaron individualmente 
el video AV1, y el resto, asistieron a AV2. Al final todos los participantes respondieron a una entrevista 
semi-estructurada con el fin de identificar cómo es comprendida la pieza. Los resultados fueron analizados 
en un marco cualitativo, y exploraron la relación entre el proceso de la percepción de los oyentes jóvenes y 
el proceso de construcción de sentido musical. El análisis de las entrevistas semiestructuradas identificará 
y definirá temas diferentes en las descripciones de los niños a los que duplicará su experiencia auditiva. 
Aquí se argumenta que la combinación de sonidos e imágenes que involucra la imaginación del oyente de 
manera significativa. 

Resumo 
Ouvir música é sempre um processo ativo de comunicação, que envolve audição, interpretação e criação 
de significado. O objetivo deste estudo é analisar como uma peça de música contemporânea é percebida 
por jovens ouvintes quando apresentadas com e sem imagens antropomórficas. Simultaneamente à escrita 
de uma peça de música contemporânea para crianças foram criados dois videos: um vídeo animado 
envolvendo personagens antropomórficos (AV1) e um vídeo com a gravação da performance (AV2). Os 
participantes eram 12 crianças, com idades entre 8 e 12, que foram divididos nos grupos A e B. As 6 
crianças do grupo A individualmente assistiram ao vídeo AV1, e os restantes assistiram ao AV2. No final 
todos os participantes responderam a uma entrevista semi-estruturada, a fim de identificar como tinham 
compreeendido a peça. Os resultados foram analisados dentro de um quadro qualitativo, e exploraram as 
relações entre o processo de percepção dos jovens ouvintes e o processo de construção de significado 
musical. A análise das entrevistas semi-estruturadas identificaram e definiram diferentes temas nas 
descrições das crianças ns sua experiência de escuta dupla. Argumenta-se aqui que a combinação de som e 
imagens envolvem a imaginação do ouvinte de forma significativa. 
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Background 

Listening is an active verb that has been 

looked at in most educational settings. 

Listening is understood to be “an active 

process of communication involving hearing, 

interpreting and constructing meanings (…)” 

(Clark, 2005; p. 491). 

In most educational situations, the way we 

create meaning can be a decisive aspect in 

whether information is recalled or forgotten. In 

music the question of meaning, of what music 

refers to, has not yet reached a consensual 

answer. Following Wayman’s (2005) 

perspective of meaning “When a student 

values something, we say that it is meaningful 

to him. Meaning can be ascribed to actions, 

activities, experiences, and objects according 

to their value placed on them by the individual” 

(Wayman, 2005; p. 17). Therefore, meaning is 

frequently constructed on a personal 

perspective. 

Sloboda (1998) explained that in order to 

understand a piece of music a set of cognitive 

processes must take place, as a person cannot 

really understand what a piece signifies if they 

don’t communicate with its emotional meaning. 

Following that argument, listening to music is 

always an active process of communication, 

which involves hearing, interpreting and 

creating meaning, more so with young 

listeners: 

“It’s not so much a matter of eliciting 

children’s preformed ideas and opinions, it’s 
much more a question of enabling them to 
explore the ways in which they perceive the 
world and communicate their ideas in a way 
that is meaningful to them.” (Tolfree and 
Woodhead, 1999; p. 21). 

As music is a temporal art form, it is difficult 

for a child to listen to and to retain several 

musical ideas, especially with new music, as  

“when the music finishes, children have 
experienced so much that, while they may be 

able to discuss some most recent musical 
idea, it may be difficult for them to return to 
earlier musical images.” (Blair, 2007; p.10).  

Although sound forms a basic role in making 

connections and associations with the world 

around us, new music is often criticised as 

being difficult to listeners. Therefore, being 

able to further understand howchildren 

recollect, perceive and describe a new music 

piece seems to be useful for the development 

of how meaning can be constructed. 

Aims 

The objective of this study is to cast further 

light on how a new music piece communicates 

with young listeners. In particular how is it 

perceived by young listeners when presented 

with and without anthropomorphic images, 

with the aim to verify how imagenings occur 

(Walton, 1997). 

Method 

Design and procedure 

A new music violin and piano piece for children 

intituled O gato malhado e a andorinha (Figure 

1) for children was composed by the author of 

this paper, who also created an animated video 

(AV1) involving anthropomorphic characters, to 

be projected during the performance of the 

recording of the piece. Another video (AV2) 

was created simply by recording the 

performance. 

Participants 

The participants were 12 children, aged 

between 8 and 12 years old, with some musical 

training, mostly by the Portuguese primary 

school Curriculum Enrichment Activities1. 

The 12 children were divided into two groups 

(A and B). The 6 children in group A 

individually watched AV1, while those in group 

B individually watched AV2. At the end of each 

showing each child answered a semi-structured 

interview in order to identify how they 

understood and perceived the new music piece 

while listening to it. Also children were asked 

to draw a picture of what they heard. Written 

consent was obtained for all data to be used in 

research reports. The participant’s names are 

fictional. 

                                           

1 In 2006, the Ministry of Education launched a program 
that consisted of ‘10 weekly hours of extra-curricular 
activities (English, Music, Sports) taught by specialist 
teachers, where children attend on a voluntary basis’ 
(Boal-Palheiros, 2008, p. 98). A music syllabus was 
created with specific guidelines intended to help teachers 

develop their work. The Portuguese Ministry of Education 
entitled these activities ‘Curriculum Enrichment Activities’ 
(Ministério da Educação, 2006). 
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Figure 1. First page of the piece “O gato malhado e a andorinha” 

Interviews 

The semi-structured conversation-style 

interview was chosen to allow a higher 

flexibility and depth in the responses. Each 

semi-structured interview was audio-recorded 

and then transcribed. 

The interview process 

Each interview was divided into 2 different 

parts: 

In Part I each participant watched AV1 or AV2 

and was asked to draw a picture of what they 

heard, as pictures could help reveal aspects of 

the pupils’ perceptions of their listening 

experience. 

In Part II each participant explained their 

drawings in relation what they had heard, in 

order to identify how they understood and 

perceived the new music piece while listening 

to it. 

Data Analysis  

Data from the semi-structured interviews were 

framed within a constructivist perspective, as 

through interview methods, individuals 

describe “(…) their experiences and self-

understanding, and clarifying and elaborating 

their own perspective on their lived world.” 

(Kvale, 1996; p. 105). 

Data analysis focused on the different themes 

that emerged from the semi-structured 

interviews and the graphical representation by 

the children when either in the presence of the 

animated video (AV1) or the recording of the 

performance (AV2). 

Results 

Results were analysed within a qualitative 

framework, and they explored the relationships 

between the process of the young listeners’ 
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perception and the process of constructing 

musical meaning. Data was analysed using the 

technique of Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (Smith et al., 1998). 

Group A: animated video (AV1) 

Most of the children (n=5) were clearly 

influenced by the image presented in the 

animated AV1 video, and during their 

interviews they explain how they interpreted 

what they saw. Some of their testimonies, 

taken from the interviews, will be presented. 

Musically, children were able to identify at least 

one of the following: sectional motives, 

registers of the piece, rhythmic changes, and 

the instruments involved in playing those 

motives. All children (n=6) made associations 

between instruments and characters (for 

example, the piano being represented by the 

bird, and violin being represented by the cat). 

Two examples: 

“It is as there was a love feeling between the 
piano and the violin: the cat is the piano and 
the seagull the violin” (António, 12 years old). 
 
“The swallow was the sound of the piano, the 
cat approached the swallow and the sound of 
the piano appeared. After he went away and 

you could no longer hear the sound” (Maria, 
10 years old). 

One child referred to the initial melodic theme 

of the piece, which she also associated to a 

different register than the bird:  

"The cat was in the lower region (of the piano) 
and the bird in the higher region” (Luísa, 9 
years old). 

In relation to identifying sectional motives and 

different registers/parts of the piece, the 

majority of the children (n=4) referred to the 

high register for the bird section. One example: 

“During the part where the swallow was 
playing with the cat, the music was high” 

(David, 10 years old). 

 
“The scary thing that appears sometimes” 
(Leonor, 11 years old). 

Two children mentioned the ascendant 

movement of the cat as a visual component 

that also reflected an auditory stimulus: 

“The cat was walking up and the swallow 
moved away” (Luca, 8 years old). 

Two children also talked about the end as a 

moment they vividly recalled. Aspects like 

diminuendo, glissando, were not explicitly 

mentioned but implicitly. Moreover, in their 

descriptions they made a clear connection 

between the music and the image: 

“In the end the music disappears, the bird 
gets smaller: there is a similarity in action and 
music” (António, 12 years old). 

 One child also identified that when the bird 

appears the rhythm becomes faster. All 

children (n=6) ascribed emotional content into 

their descriptions. 

“Some parts were joyful some were more sad” 
(David, 10 years old). 
 

“The swallow only liked the cat because he 
was spotted, he did not look at his heart” 

(Luísa, 9 years old). 

Two children made a direct connection between 

the music and the action, referring that the 

music helped the action: 

"It ended with the piano, that was the 
swallow, and then she was disappearing, like 
the music, and then it was over" (Maria, 10 
years old). 

The fact that the AV1 was not accompanied by 

words allowed children to make multiples 

stories of what they heard, some with more 

incidence in the images others giving equal and 

distinct importance to both: 

“I liked the part where, suddenly, the cat was 
spotted and the swallow, suddenly, fell in love 
(…)” (Luísa, 9 years old). 

Group B: recording of the performance 

(AV2) 

Most children (n=5) were clearly influence by 

the images presented in the AV2 video, and 

during the interview they explained how they 

interpreted what they saw. Some of their 

testimonies, taken from the interviews, will be 

presented. 

“I decided to draw this because the video 

showed a girl playing the violin and a boy 

playing the piano” (Sara, 10 years old). 
 
“It was a lady playing the violin and a man 
playing the piano sitting in a chair" (Samuel, 8 
years old). 

Two children imagined a story while listening to 

the music: 

José, 11 years old, “I drew a pianist and what 
I think he was thinking while he was playing”. 
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Marta, 10 years old, drew invented 

characters: “I tried to do some characters: I 

drew a bird, and a cloud… then the bird 
became angry… and then the sun appeared… 
This is the rainbow.”  

In general, musically, children were able to 

identify sectional motives, registers of the 

piece, rhythmic changes, and one referred to 

the instruments involved in playing these 

motives.  

“It was like a dialogue: one played and the 

other answered, and vice-versa. One played 
notes and the other answered with stronger 
notes or high pitched ones. The piano played 
low pitched notes, the violinist higher ones, 

then they played both high pitched notes and 

it was when they dialogued” (Fátima, 12 years 
old). 
 
“The violin was playing very fast notes and it 
was like the piano keys did not play. It 
sounded like the piano was in the high part 

with the violin, it seemed that the two were 
playing high notes” (Afonso, 9 years old). 

All children (n=6) ascribed emotional content 

into their descriptions. 

“The musical was rather sentimental, not too 

heavy, and we can fly with it” (José, 11 years 
old), 
 
“I heard a sad song… because some parts 

were slow and the melody was sad” (Sara, 10 
years old). 

 
“Sad music…” (Afonso, 9 years old). 
 
“The music was sad” (Samuel, 8 years old).” 
 
“To play must be a wonderful sensation, so I 
drew some hearts” (Fátima, 12 years old). 

 
“Each music that you hear transmits different 
things” / The music "shows an idea, like a 
comic book, with some characters. (...) I can 
imagine as if it had other characters besides 
the people playing because for me it gave me 

other emotions and not only the people 

playing" (Marta, 10 years old). 

In this group one child, Fátima - 12 years old, 

remembered very little aspects from the music. 

However, another child, Marta - 10 years old, 

associated the graphics in her drawing with 

different listened musical characters. 

Conclusions 

The analyses of the semi-structured interviews 

identified and defined different themes in the 

children’s descriptions of their listening 

experience. Themes and ideas were narrative 

influenced. When a video is presented with 

music children tend to speak about what they 

see. That happened in both videos (AV1 and 

AV2). 

Interviews made after AV1 indicate greater 

recollection of musical aspects. It was also 

observed that the young listeners seemed to 

find it easier to follow the music in connection 

with the image, as it helped them to shape 

meaning, generating individual musical 

understanding. However, interviews made after 

AV2 revealed that children create imaginings 

while listening to the performance, in order to 

make sense of what they listen. 

Although it is recognised that sound is often 

connected to narrative and imagery there is 

not much research on young listeners’ 

perceptions about new music. The inclusion of 

extra-musical elements to a listening 

experience is often perceived as weakening the 

listening experience of sound by imposing an 

extra-musical narrative and meaning, and 

restricting the listener’s imagination. It was 

argued here that the combination of sound and 

images might also engage the listener’s 

imagination in a meaningful way. 

The musical material, together with image, 

ensures that even the less experienced listener 

will grasp aspects of the new music language, 

consolidating a genuine invitation to a more 

independent, enjoyable and meaningful 

understanding. 
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