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Abstract 

Typically, young children’s future academic skills have been predicted by their level of 

general intelligence (Neisser et al., 1996). For individual parts of school performance, 

precursor skills such as phonological awareness for reading have also been used as predictors 

(Stanovich et al., 1984). Contrary to traditional research literature, intelligence might not be 

the most prominent measurable skill that should be taken into account. In a longitudinal study 

on media sign literacy (MSL), it was shown that MSL was able to predict precursors of 

mathematical,  reading, and writing skills in preschool in addition to intelligence (Nieding et 

al., 2017). MSL, as the ability to understand the symbol systems organizing media, is the most 

fundamental aspect of media literacy acquired in early childhood (Nieding & Ohler, 2008). 

This set of rudimentary media literacy skills needs to be fully developed in order to possibly 

achieve advanced media literacy skills later in childhood and during adolescence (Potter, 

1998). Not only media sign literacy but partly also academic skills like reading and 

calculating are symbolic abilities and therefore require the understanding that a symbol 

represents something other than itself. To be able to read, for example, children must know 

that the combination of letters in a word has a specific meaning. This so-called 

representational insight contributes to a larger symbolic sensitivity (DeLoache, 2000). A 

higher sensitivity in one symbolic domain also enables the individual to understand new 

symbol systems, as studies already have shown  (e.g. Allen et al., 2014; Troseth et al., 2007). 

These assumptions are an important prediction of the common source hypothesis. It states that 

all symbolic skills originate from a general symbolic ability (Campbell & Namy, 2003; Namy 

& Waxman, 1998). On this theoretical background, MSL should not only predict precursors 

of academically relevant skill sets, but also actual school performances of primary school 

children. In the longitudinal study presented in this submission, we focussed on the relation 

between academic skills and media sign literacy as well as their correlations to other cognitive 

functions developing in early childhood. It was assumed that MSL at preschool age, 
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independent from the level of general intelligence, is a significant predictor for academic 

performance of primary school children. Therefore, N=134 children were tested at two 

measurement points one year apart from each other. The first data point was scheduled right 

before entry into primary school. MSL and intelligence were recorded as the main variables at 

this time. The second data collection took place right after completing first grade. This time, 

reading comprehension and mathematical abilities were tested. MSL was measured using a 

self-developed online-test. In this test, an animated tutor asked questions about the symbol 

systems in different kinds of media. The other variables were measured using common test 

batteries used in the field. Structural equation modelling was applied to test our hypotheses by 

using the intercorrelation matrix of all collected variables. The results of this study could play 

a crucial role regarding a wider appreciation of media education at kindergarten age.  
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