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Introduction

Education is a transformative process that encompasses behavioral change, the
broadening of insights, and the enrichment of life experiences, all aimed at fostering student
maturity in both thought and attitude (Khoirroni et al., 2023). An effective educational
process results in significant transformations in students, from how they perceive and respond
to various issues to their ability to make more mature and wise decisions. A child's character
formation is influenced by multiple interconnected environmental elements, including the
family as the primary educator, peer relationships, societal interactions, and formal education
at school (Desmila & Suryana, 2023). The harmony among these four factors is crucial for
the successful and sustainable development of a child’s positive character.Childhood is a
critical period for instilling character values, as children at this stage are highly receptive to
learning and habituation (Fitrianingtyas et al., 2023). Childhood is a critical period for
instilling character values, as children at this stage are highly receptive to learning and
habituation.

Educators must provide guidance tailored to the individual needs of students, as each
child possesses unique characteristics and differences. A uniform approach to teaching cannot
be applied effectively (Rochah & Karmila, 2023). Differentiated instruction is not a form of
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discrimination, but rather a strategy to optimize each student’s potential based on their
specific traits and needs, ensuring that learning objectives are met effectively.

The film Totto-chan is a literary work rich in educational values, offering valuable
perspectives on children's character development. The story of a seven-year-old girl who is
often perceived as “different” by those around her presents a compelling case for deeper
examination—especially in today’s context where many children face similar stigmas due to
their uniqueness. Totto-chan’s behaviors, such as repeatedly opening and closing her desk,
calling street musicians, or talking to swallows during class, reflect the complexity of child
character development that is often misunderstood.

This study refers to previous research by (Maleja et al., 2022), which analyzed the
psychological development of the character Totto-chan using Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic
theory through three aspects: the Real, the Imaginary, and the Symbolic. Their study revealed
that Totto-chan experienced positive psychological development after transferring to a school
that better understood her needs. While that research successfully highlighted the mental
development of the main character, it did not explore character education values in depth.

The primary distinction between the previous research and the current study lies in the
analytical focus: this study emphasizes the roles and strategies of adult characters in shaping
children's character. Whereas the earlier study focused more on general social relationships,
the current research aims to explore how educators and parents develop empathy, creativity,
and independence in Totto-chan through semiotic analysis of signs portrayed in the film.

Instilling empathy in children is essential for fostering healthy interpersonal
relationships, both in friendships and future social interactions (Kumari et al., 2023).
Creativity reflects an individual’s unique approach to engaging with their environment and
holds the potential to generate new ideas and innovative breakthroughs (Rahayu, 2022). The
development of independence in children can be fostered through several approaches, one of
the most effective being the application of daily habit-forming strategies (Aini et al., 2023). A
semiotic analysis of the film 7otto-chan reveals how these three character values are formed
through meaningful visual and narrative signs.

Research Method

This study employs a qualitative approach using semiotic analysis. Semiotics is a field
that views all aspects of social life and culture as interconnected systems of signs (Safika,
2020). It explores the science of signs, which consist of two inseparable components: the
signifier (the form or expression) and the signified (the concept or meaning). The data
collection technique used in this research is comprehensive documentation, focusing on an in-
depth analysis of the film Totto-chan: The Little Girl at the Window. Qualitative research
demands systematic and thorough data collection; therefore, the researcher will conduct
detailed observations of the film’s content, including dialogue, scenes, character expressions,
and visual contexts that represent the character values under study.

The data analysis technique follows the semiotic framework of Ferdinand de
Saussure, which centers on the system of signs and the relationships between them in
constructing meaning. Saussure's semiotics interprets representation through linguistic signs
that possess two psychological dimensions: the signifier (the form) and the signified (the
meaning). The signifier encompasses elements such as prior experience, word choice,
expression, and speech sounds. Meanwhile, the signified consists of experiential impact,
physical objects, substance, and the responses they evoke (Hamama Madhona, 2019).
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Results and Discussion

Based on the data collection and analysis, several key factors were identified that
influence the findings of this study. The discussion is organized according to specific
indicators within each character value to ensure a systematic and in-depth understanding.
Each indicator is described in detail, supported by relevant data and interpretative insights
drawn from the analysis. The following are the indicators for the character values of
Empathy, Creativity, and Independence:

1) Empathy as a Character Value
a) The Ability to Understand the Feelings of Others

i aF | i gl - .
oo N¥asuakizapakah kamy tidak pergi ’A - | A= Sayajuga ingin bermaift, tapi
bermain dengan anak-anak lain? saya berjalan sangat lambat.

Figure 1. The Headmaster speaks to Yasuaki (30.30)

Signifier: The headmaster understands Yasuaki’s tendency to stay inside and
read while his classmates play outside, recognizing that it stems from his
difficulty walking.

Signified: The headmaster demonstrates empathy by acknowledging the reason
behind Yasuaki’s behavior without passing judgment. He realizes that Yasuaki
reads not because he avoids socializing, but because his physical limitations make
it uncomfortable for him to participate in outdoor play with his peers.

b) Tolerance Toward Differences

Figure 2. Totto-Chan invites Yasuaki to play (35.56)
Signifier: Totto-Chan invites Yasuaki, a child with special needs, to play during
recess.
Signified: Totto-Chan treats Yasuaki no differently from other children and takes
the initiative to include him in play, demonstrating acceptance and inclusiveness
toward someone with physical limitations.
¢) Willingness to Help Others
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Figure 3. Totto-Chan helping her mother
Signifier: Totto-Chan helps her mother prepare a lunchbox for school.
Signified: Totto-Chan displays a helpful and empathetic attitude toward her
mother's workload, illustrating prosocial behavior and cooperation within the
family context, as well as an awareness of each family member's role.
d) Ability to Manage Anger

i

. Elal el
Ritautidak Bisalbentarung! Apakah kamu |I1.I'Pl_£ i
apa yang dikatakan kepala sekolah padamu?

Figure 4. Classmates trying to calm an upset friend (1.15.16)

Signifier: Totto-Chan and her friends refrain from retaliating when children from
another school mock their own.

Signified: Totto-Chan and her peers demonstrate self-control and emotional
maturity by not responding to insults with hostility. Their calm reaction reflects an
ability to manage negative emotions and maintain self-respect without resorting to
aggressive behavior

e) High Sensitivity Toward the Surrounding Environment

Figure 5. School community gathers at Yasuaki’s final resting place (1.34.26)
Signifier: The headmaster, teachers, and Yasuaki’s classmates gather at his final
resting place to pay their respects.

Signified: The entire school community displays collective empathy and reverence
for their late student. This action reflects a recognition of enduring social bonds
even after death, as well as care and respect for the mourning process and
Yasuaki’s final wishes.
Empathy is a fundamental aspect of human development, clearly illustrated through
the interactions between characters in the film (Mardliyah et al., 2020). The
headmaster demonstrates deep empathy by understanding Yasuaki’s choice to read
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instead of playing with his peers, without judging his physical limitations. This
reflects a highly empathetic trait—tolerance and sensitivity toward the needs of others
(Sumarni et al.,, 2020). Totto-Chan embodies the concept of prosocial behavior
through acts of collective care, as seen when her classmates help her after she falls
into a ditch, and when the entire school community gathers to honor Yasuaki at his
final resting place. These actions demonstrate the core components of prosocial
behavior: emotional responsiveness through empathy, moral reasoning, and
prioritization of others’ well-being (Widiarti, 2013). The ability of Totto-Chan and
her friends to manage their anger when mocked by students from another school
reflects emotional maturity—an essential part of empathy, which is further translated
into concrete, constructive behavior (Rochmani, 2022).
2) Creativity as a Character Value
a) Ability to Create Something New and Different

Figure 6. Classroom made from a train carriage (06.41)

Signifier: Headmaster Kobayashi repurposes an old train carriage into a unique
and engaging classroom.

Signified: The headmaster demonstrates innovative thinking by transforming the
function of a disused train carriage into a learning space. This action reflects the
ability to recognize new potential in old objects, offering a creative solution to
educational needs, and creating a non-traditional learning environment that
captures children’s interest and stimulates their imagination.
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Figure 7. Diverse children's interests in learning (23.45)

Signifier: Headmaster Kobayashi designs a flexible curriculum that allows
students to choose the order in which they study subjects.

Signified: This educational approach highlights pedagogical innovation
centered on student needs and interests. The flexible curriculum reflects a deep
understanding of intrinsic motivation, diverse learning styles, and the
importance of autonomy in education. It also challenges rigid conventional
teaching methods by empowering students to take ownership of their learning
journey.
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b) Expression of Original Ideas and Thoughts

L 8

dengan berani.

Figure 8. First meeting between the Headmaster and Totto-Chan (09.56)
Signifier: The headmaster gives Totto-Chan the opportunity to share all her
experiences on her first day at school.

Signified: Totto-Chan exhibits the courage to express herself freely,
unconstrained by social norms or adult expectations. The headmaster creates a
psychologically safe space for open expression, and Totto-Chan responds with
imaginative storytelling from a child’s unique perspective—uninhibited by the
pressure to provide “correct” answers typical in formal educational settings.

¢) Fluency in Thinking and Adaptability

Image 9. Totto-Chan and Yasuaki successfully climb a tree (47.27)

Signifier: Totto-Chan comes up with the idea to climb a tree with Yasuaki and
persistently finds ways to help him join her, despite his physical limitations.
Signified: This illustrates Totto-Chan’s creative initiative and problem-solving
ability, unhindered by her friend’s physical challenges. It reflects a solution-
oriented mindset, persistence in the face of obstacles, and empathetically driven
creativity aimed at inclusion and collaboration.
Creativity, as the potential to generate new and different ideas (Palupi et al., 2022),
is vividly portrayed through Headmaster Kobayashi’s innovation in transforming an
old train carriage into a classroom and library. This act represents more than
physical novelty; it reveals out-of-the-box thinking in creating a meaningful and
engaging learning environment for children. Tomoe School’s flexible curriculum
also illustrates how creativity emerges from unique individual characteristics
interacting with their surroundings (Huda et al., 2022). Headmaster Kobayashi
designed an educational system that honors each child’s unique interests and
learning styles, giving them the freedom to choose the order of subjects based on
their curiosity. This approach exemplifies the educator’s role in supporting the
development of students' creative potential as emphasized in educational theory.
Creativity does not arise spontaneously, but rather develops through lived
experiences, acquired knowledge, and interactions with others and the environment
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(Hairiyah & Mukhlis, 2019). This is evident in Totto-Chan’s initiative to climb the
tree with Yasuaki—despite his physical limitations—demonstrating how she draws
from her experiences and social awareness to craft creative solutions in real-life
situations.
3) Independence as a Character Value
a) Ability to Express Feelings Appropriately

B,
masalah bagi orang lain.

b) Figure 10. Totto-Chan speaking to the Headmaster (12.26)

Signifier: Upon meeting the headmaster for the first time, Totto-Chan says, “I
don’t understand why people say I cause trouble for others. I'm just little Totto,
sir.” The headmaster responds, “I see... you're a very good little girl,” while
gently stroking her head.

Signified: Totto-Chan’s honest expression of confusion about how others
perceive her reflects emotional self-awareness and a need for validation. Her
ability to articulate her feelings openly shows a developing emotional
independence, supported by a safe, accepting adult response.

¢) Completing Tasks Without Parental Supervision

. 4
Ini dia, boarding pass milikmu.

Figure 11. Totto-Chan receives a ticket from her mother to go to school alone (17.28)
Signifier: Totto-Chan wears a red backpack as her mother fastens a boarding pass
for her to travel to school by train on her own.

Signified: This illustrates Totto-Chan’s confidence and bravery in navigating
public transportation independently. It represents a cultural norm in Japan that
fosters early independence, where children are encouraged to carry out daily
tasks—such as commuting to school—without adult accompaniment.

d) Performing Daily Activities Independently
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Figure 12. Children carry their desks and chairs for lunch (25.55)
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Signifier: At Tomoe Gakuen, children bring and set up their own meals and
seating for lunch.
Signified: This activity instills personal responsibility for nutrition and self-
management from an early age. It also reflects Japanese educational values that
build independence through structured routines like communal mealtime.

e) Taking Responsibility for One’s Actions

Figure 13. Totto-Chan cleaning up after dropping her wallet in the toilet (32.05)
Signifier: After dropping her wallet into a toilet pit, Totto-Chan attempts to
retrieve it by removing the contents of the pit. Though she doesn’t find it, she
puts everything back in place afterward.
Signified: Totto-Chan’s willingness to clean up the mess demonstrates
accountability for her actions. It shows her understanding that every action has
consequences and that restoring order—even when the goal isn’t achieved—is
part of personal responsibility. This also reflects honesty and integrity in
behaving responsibly without external supervision.

Totto-Chan exhibits the ability to express emotions appropriately (Norma Gita et al.,
2022), as seen in her candidness when questioning others’ views about her behavior.
This situation demonstrates growing emotional independence, nurtured through open
dialogue and active participation in social life.Her behavioral independence is
strongly reflected when she travels to school alone by train, aligning with Japanese
educational principles that promote self-reliance from a young age. Parental support
and sibling interaction are crucial in developing this autonomy (Rujiah et al., 2023).
The value of responsibility—an essential component of independence—is embodied
in the scene where Totto-Chan cleans up after her unsuccessful attempt to retrieve her
wallet. This act reflects the capacity to complete tasks independently (Nursyifani &
Atmaji, 2020), and reinforces the idea that independence also includes social
competence and emotional regulation (Yuliastutie & Supriyadi, 2022).

Conclusion

Based on a semiotic analysis of the film 7otfo-Chan, it was found that the development of
empathy, creativity, and independence in children emerges through a holistic educational
approach implemented by both educators and parents. Headmaster Kobayashi played a
pivotal role by creating a non-conventional learning environment and a flexible curriculum
that respects each child’s individuality. Meanwhile, parents complemented this by providing
practical opportunities for independence within a supportive family setting. Peer interaction
also played a significant role, emphasizing that character formation is a reciprocal process in
which children are active participants. The findings indicate that character development is
most effective when values are not only taught explicitly but also modeled and integrated into
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meaningful daily experiences. Educational approaches that respect autonomy, appreciate
individuality, and provide safe spaces for exploration have proven effective in instilling
empathy, creativity, and independence—manifested through concrete behavior rather than
merely conceptual understanding.

Recommendation

Future research is encouraged to examine the application of character education values from
Totto-Chan in the Indonesian education context, particularly in developing early childhood
(PAUD) curricula that integrate similar holistic approaches. For teachers, it is recommended
to adopt instructional strategies that value students’ uniqueness, model empathetic behavior,
and provide opportunities for creative expression through experiential learning. For parents, it
is advised to implement parenting styles that nurture empathy through open dialogue, create
opportunities for safe exploration, and maintain consistency between the values taught and
the behaviors modeled—thereby cultivating children's independence effectively.
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