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reception analysis. cognitive demands, children are nonetheless capable of

interpreting a significant portion of the text's hidden meanings
through imagination, identification, and lived experience. The
study highlights the need to align narrative strategies with
children's cognitive and interpretive capacities.
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1.Introduction
Children’s literature, as one of the most significant educational, pedagogical, and cultural
instruments, plays a vital role in the formation of personality and in the cognitive and social
development of children. For generations, children’s stories—particularly in the form of oral
narration—have served as vehicles for transmitting experiences, norms, beliefs, and cultural values
to younger audiences. Despite their seemingly simple narrative structure, children’s stories are
embedded with multiple layers of meaning, encoded through imagery, action, symbolism, suspense,
and intertextual or cultural references. A central question arises: to what extent is the child reader,
with their unique cognitive, linguistic, and developmental capacities, able to decode and interpret
these embedded meanings? The present study addresses this question by investigating how Roland
Barthes’ five narrative codes are employed within children’s texts and how young readers respond to
these latent codes. In other words, the research adopts a dual analytical lens—focusing both on the
semiotic structure of the text and on the child audience’s reception and interpretation of these codes.
2. A brief note of previous works
A range of scholarly investigations has focused on the semiotic analysis of cultural artifacts aimed at
children, utilizing this approach to uncover latent layers of meaning and encoded messages within
such texts. In the study by Dweich and Al Ghabra (2022), visual and verbal signs in the Tom and
Jerry animation were analyzed through the lens of Peirce’s semiotic theory, revealing a predominance
of negative semiotic elements. Similarly, studies by Ganji and Zanjanbar (2021) applied semiotic
frameworks to examine the representation of childhood and identity construction in children's
narratives; however, these works primarily emphasized textual analysis rather than audience
reception. Isnah et al. (2021), using cybersemiotics, explored intercultural narratives in animated
media and investigated audience reactions in digital environments—highlighting methodological and
textual distinctions from the current study. Other works, including those by Buckingham (2000),
Barrett (2015), Kaziaj and Bauwel (2017), O’Shea (2015), Stamou et al. (2015), and Abdollahian &
Alepour (2020), focused on reception analysis to examine how children interpret cultural texts. What
distinguishes the present study is its integrative methodology—bridging semiotic analysis with
audience reception—to explore how Barthes’ five narrative codes are embedded in children’s
literature and how young readers comprehend and interpret these underlying codes.
3.Theoretical framework

In his work S/Z, Roland Barthes introduced five narrative codes—hermeneutic, proairetic, semantic,
symbolic, and referential—demonstrating that meaning in literary texts emerges through the interplay
of these codes. Respectively, these codes function to generate enigmas, advance the narrative action,
assign layered meanings, construct conceptual oppositions, and reference extratextual knowledge.
Reception analysis, within audience studies, conceptualizes the reader as an active agent in meaning-
making. In contrast to classical transmission models of communication, this approach emphasizes

individualized interpretation shaped by cultural, social, and personal contexts. Grounded in Stuart
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Hall’s encoding/decoding theory, reception analysis explores how audiences may interpret and
decode messages in varied and sometimes oppositional ways, depending on their situated
backgrounds.
4. Research methodology

This study adopts a mixed-method approach comprising two main phases: textual analysis and
reception analysis. In the first phase, three conceptually aligned stories from The Berenstain Bears
series by Stan and Jan Berenstain were selected for their shared emphasis on moral messages
discouraging inappropriate behaviors. These texts were analyzed using Barthes’ five narrative codes
to identify the embedded semiotic structures.

In the second phase—focused on audience reception—preschool children’s responses to the narrative
codes were investigated through a combination of read-aloud sessions and focus group interviews.
The sampling was convenience-based with a limited random selection. Data were collected from a
preschool class at the Tazkieh Girls’ School in District 2 of Tehran, where 15 female students
participated. This age group was chosen due to their emerging capacity to follow narratives,
comprehend storylines, and express viewpoints. The children’s verbal and behavioral responses
during the sessions were recorded and later subjected to thematic analysis. These responses were then
mapped onto Barthes’ codes to determine whether the codes were perceived as comprehensible,

engaging, or ambiguous to the child audience.

5. Conclusion
The present study demonstrates that Barthes’ five narrative codes function unevenly in children’s
literature. Codes aligned with children's cognitive development, lived experience, and action-oriented
thinking—such as the proairetic and hermeneutic codes—proved more effective in message
transmission and engagement. In contrast, symbolic and referential codes require more creative
representations and narrative-visual scaffolding to render abstract meanings accessible to young
audiences.

These findings suggest that the design of children’s texts should not rely solely on the transmission
of cultural values or abstract concepts. Instead, such meanings should be embodied through action-
based structures, concrete dialogues, and relatable scenarios to facilitate experiential understanding.
Furthermore, reception analysis emerges as a valuable tool for assessing the communicative efficacy

of stories and identifying the gap between intended meaning and audience interpretation.
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