UC Merced
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science
Society

Title
Going Viral: The Influence of Anthropomorphic vs. Realistic Animation on Children's
Learning About Viruses

Permalink
bttgs:géescholarshiQ.orggucéitem438d2f9hg
Journal

Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society, 48(0)

Authors

Santos, Henrique
Monahan, Josephine A
Gomez, Lester Armando Mejia

Publication Date
2026

Copyright Information
This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution License,

available at bttgs:cheativecommons.orgglicensesgb¥44.od

Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/38d2f9hb
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/38d2f9hb#author
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

Title: Going Viral: The Influence of Anthropomorphic vs. Realistic Animation on Children’s
Learning About Viruses

Author 1: Henrique Santos (hepereir@ucsc.edu, presenting author)
Author 2: Josephine Monahan (josmona@umich.edu, non-presenting author)
Author 3: Lester Armando Mejia Gomez (lemejiag@umich.edu, non-presenting author)

Author 4: Susan A. Gelman (gelman@umich.edu, non-presenting author)

Author 5: David Menendez (damenend@ucsc.edu, non-presenting author)

Developing a biological understanding of viruses is critical for appropriate protective and safety
measures (Au & Romo, 1996; Menendez et al., 2024). We investigated how anthropomorphic
representations influence children’s (n=231) learning about COVID-19 through media. We
developed three short educational animations (realistic, anthropomorphic, and control) about
what happens to viruses inside the body. Children ages 5-8 were tested on their understanding
of viruses before and after watching one of the animations. Although most children learned,
older children learned more with realistic or anthropomorphic animation than with the control (b
= 0.13, pd = 94.33%). Learning was equivalent in the realistic and anthropomorphic animations
(b =-0.10). Older children transferred equally to other viruses from the realistic and
anthropomorphic animations (b = 0.10, pd = 91.13%) but not the control animation. These
results show that animation can scaffold how children learn about invisible biological
mechanisms, regardless of anthropomorphism.
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