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REVIEW / DERLEME —

The Pictures Which Children Drew Are Their Mirrors!

Cocuklarin Cizdigi Resimler: Onlarin Aynasidir!

Tlkay KAYACAN KESER,' Nurhan EREN?

SUMMARY

Both Freud and Jung, who are the ancestors of modern psychology,
pointed out the reciprocal link between art, symbols and personalities
in their studies. Freud confirmed with his studies that universal human
conflicts and neurosis drive people into the artistic creativity and the
expression by drawing is a way to understand the inner world of the
human spirit. Jung searched the universality and archetypes contained
in the visual arts as he believed that the connection is important be-
tween the soul and the image and also he stressed the importance of
symbols in description. Jung stated that imagines develop the spirit as
creating symbols and individuals exposed to trauma treat themselves
by using this way. In parallel with Freud’s and Jung’s studies, different
studies were made as a result of orientation to the pictures of children.
In the several studies from the past to the present, pictures are one
of the most important ways of expressing themselves for children, in
addition to this; it is an indicator for the emotional and cognitive de-
velopment of children. It is stated that children reflect the inner world
of their own as spontaneous and without resistance in the pictures
which they draw, and they perceive this activities as a game, and in-
form the advisor about their psychological status, forms of interper-
sonal relationship, feelings, briefly many information related with their
inner world. It is also specified that drawing is an easy communication
instrument especially for the children who are timid, passive and have
difficulties in expressing themselves; and it gains an important power
to counselor about understanding children.In this review, we tried to
tell the therapeutic use of pictures to assess the children mental status
and the studies which was made in this subject in our country and the
world.
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OzZET

Modern psikolojinin atalarindan olan Freud ve Jung’un her ikisi de yaptik-
lan ¢alismalarda sanat, semboller ve kisilik ézellikleri arasindaki karsilikli
baglantiya dikkat ¢cekmislerdir. Freud, insanlardaki bilin¢disi catismalarin ve
nevrozun, insanlan sanatsal yaraticiliga yonlendirdigini, resimle anlatimin
insan ruhunun i¢ diinyasini anlamaya giden bir yol oldugunu yaptigi ¢alis-
malar ile dogrulamistir. Jung, ruh ve imge arasindaki baglantiyi incelemis,
kolektif bilingaltini ve arketipleri aragtirmis, gérsel sanatin icerdigi betimle-
medeki evrensel sembollerin kisinin ruhsal diinyasina ulasmada énemini
vurgulamistir. Jung, hayal giiciiniin semboller yaratarak ruhu gelistirdigini,
travmaya maruz kalmis bireylerin bu yolla kendini iyilestirdigini belirtmistir.
Freud ve Jung’un ¢alismalarina paralel olarak, ¢ocuk resimlerine olan ydne-
lim sonucunda farkli calismalar yapilmistir. Gegmisten gliniimiize yapilan bir
¢ok ¢alismada, resimlerin cocuklarin kendini ifade edebildigi en 6nemli yol-
lardan birisi olmasinin yani sira, cocuklarin duygusal ve bilissel gelisimlerinin
bir géstergesi de oldugu vurgulanmaktadir. Cocuklarin ¢izdigi resimlerde,
kendi i¢ diinyalarini spontan ve diren¢ gdstermeden yansittiklari ve bu etkin-
likleri oyun olarak algiladiklari, resimler araciligi ile danismana psikolojik du-
rumlari, kisilerarasi iliski bicimleri, yasadiklar: duygulari, kisacasi i¢ diinyalari
ile ilgili bir ¢ok bilgiyi aktardiklan belirtiimektedir. Bazi ¢calismalarda ayrica,
bosanma, terk edilme, istismara ugrama gibi bir¢ok travmatik yasam olayi-
nin ¢ocugun bilissel, sosyal ve ruhsal gelisimini olumsuz etkiledigi belirtilerek
bu etkilenmenin, cocuklarin ¢izimlerine ve olusturduklari figiirlere dogrudan
yansidigi vurgulanmaktadir. Resmin o6zellikle kendisini ifade etmekte zorla-
nan ¢ekingen, pasif cocuklar icin kolay bir iletisim araci oldugu ve ¢ocuklari
anlamada danismana énemli bir glic kazandirdigi belirtilmektedir. Bu derle-
me ¢alismasinda, literatiir bilgileri ve olgular araciligiyla, ¢cocuklarin ruhsal
durumlarini degerlendirmede resmin terapétik kullanimi, diinyada ve (ilke-
mizde bu konuya iliskin yapilan ¢calismalar aktariimaya ¢alisiimistir.

Anabtar sozciikler: Cocuk rub saghg; cocuk resimleri ve resimlerin yansittiklar:.

Introduction and Aim

'The importance of drawing, which is a freeform and sim-
ple way of conveyance for the reflection of both a child’s inner
world and his/her attitudes and beliefs upon events, is huge.
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Drawing is a candid narrative for children that can be used
to reflect their emotions, thoughts, perceptions and observa-
tions. By exhibiting their perceptions of the outside world in
their pictures, children give many clues to their inner world.
Drawing, which is a projective technique used to give mean-
ing to the perceptions and emotions of children, is a widely
used method in pediatrics clinics.l! However, the use of this
method is not very widespread in our country. It is generally
used by psychologist or pediatric psychiatrists as a method
that helps in diagnosis. When the responsibilities, duties, and
authorizations of a children and adolescents’ nurse are exam-
ined, it can be seen that the nurse is expected to analyze the
child and the socio cultural environment he or she is in, and
manage a planned care process that aims to protect and im-
prove the health of the child. In this context, children’s draw-
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ings can be considered to guide the nurse in planning and
executing the interventions to the child. In this compilation,
the goal was to stress the importance of the subject by refer-
ring to the therapeutic use of drawings in the evaluation of
the mental status of children in studies throughout the world.

Children’s Drawings From the Past to Today

In their studies, both Freud and Jung from among the
forerunners of the psychoanalytic theory have drawn atten-
tion to the correlation between art, symbols, and personality
characteristics. Freud (1995), through his studies, confirmed
that unconscious conflicts and neurosis in people draw people
toward artistic creativity and that expression through draw-
ing is a path to understanding the inner world of a human
being.” Jung (2003) examined the connection between mind
and image, researched collective subconscious and archetypes,
and stressed the importance of universal symbols in visual arts
in reaching the inner world of a person. Jung stated that the
imagination improves the soul by creating symbols and that
individuals exposed to trauma thus heal themselves.[>* Par-
allel to Freud and Jung’s work, various studies on children’s
drawings were performed. In many studies throughout the
years, it was stressed that besides being one of the most im-
portant ways of self expression, drawings are also indicators
of children’s emotional and cognitive development. The reflec-
tions of the socio cultural structure the children live in in their
drawings were evaluated.’) In England and Germany at the
end of the 19th century the physical and emotional develop-
ment of children were examined alongside their interpretive
formation effectiveness development in drawing."”! In later
studies, classification and identification in children’s drawings
were examined. As a result of his studies on school children,
Kerschenstiner (1905) categorized drawings according to age
criteria as schematic, visual, and three dimension representa-
tional drawings.® Additionally, Klepsch and Logie in their
“Children Draw and Tell” work, stated that lines in children’s
drawings could be psychologically interpreted in three ways,
namely size, exaggeration, and missing lines.”’ In the begin-
ning of the 20™ century, it was concluded that children go
through three phases in drawing, namely scribbling, schemat-
ics, and naturalistic.® Children, as in all other dimensions of
development, pass through the same phases in the same ages
regarding art development. The lines that are meaningless in
earlier ages turn into meaningful pictures in time. With a very
generalized approach, as children grow older their pictures be-
come more detailed, better proportioned, and more realistic.
Each phase of drawing development also has some striking
characteristics that define the drawings. The development of
children’s drawings is monitored in five phases today. These are
the scribbling phase (ages 2-4), the pre schematic phase (ages
4-7), the schematic phase (ages 7-9), the realism (grouping)
phase (ages 9-12), and the apparent naturalism phase (ages

12-14).1 The pictures reflecting the characteristics of those
phases were given in Figure 1-5. Piaget stated that human in-
telligence passed through certain processes with age and that
each step contains more complex or novel cases compared to
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Figure 3. The schematic phase (ages 7-9).
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Figure 5. The apparent naturalism phase (ages 12-14).

the last. He stated that maturing and biological changes were
responsible for cognitive changes, and explained cognitive
development in four stages. These are the sensory stage (ages
0-2), the pre operational stage (ages 2-7), the tangible opera-
tions stage (ages 7-12), and the formal operations stage (age 12
and above).l'” Piaget anmed the thoughts and beliefs of chil-
dren about objects, which are the cognitive constructs in the
children’s world, as schematics. He stated the characteristics of
each stage and stressed that the schematics develop in stages.
(111'The development stages in children’s drawings are directly
related to the cognitive development stages stated by Piaget.

What Children’s Drawings Tell Us?

Children reflect the characteristics of the environment
they live in and the meanings they form in this environment
in their drawings. Children’s drawings usually exhibit the
environment of the child and his or her family, parent, and
sibling relationships. According to Marett, there are no coin-
cidences in pictures and everything is mandatory.'** Each
picture exhibits the emotional state, unconscious movement
or answering manner of a subject as a symbolic riddle.!*"]

Children also exhibit symbols regarding their emotional
and intellectual lives in their drawings. Children have an in-
ner world containing conflicts with the world of social and
objective truths, desires, happiness, and anxieties. The child,
who can explain his or her emotions and thoughts regarding
the world of truths through a common language may not
always be able to explain his or her thought and emotions
regarding his or her own inner world with this language.®)
Thus, drawing is both a pastime and a narrative technique
for some children.[*'” In various studies, children were found
to reflect their inner world spontaneously and without resis-
tance through drawing, perceive these activities as games, and
convey information to the counselor regarding their psycho-
logical status, interpersonal relationships, their emotions and
their inner world in general. In the same studies, many trau-
matic life events such as divorce, abandonment, and abuse
were stated to affect the cognitive, social, and emotional de-
velopment of children, and these effects were stated to be
directly reflected in their drawings and figures.!1213171822] Fa-
ton et al. (2007) suggested the use of art therapy techniques
to ease the psychological difficulties of children exposed to
trauma.® In many studies using different art therapy tech-
niques in our country, these techniques were stated to be ef-
fective in coping with the difficulties of being an inpatient.
(24271 Clatworthy et al. (1999) stressed in their study that in
children, who can express their emotional states in a more
limited manner verbally compared to adults, drawing, which
is a projective method, should be used.®!

A drawing gives information on emotional and cognitive
development, and helps hidden traumas, vague and conflicted
emotions, fears, conflicts, and perceptions to clearly present.
(319291 Brinkman (2004) wanted children with asthma to de-
scribe their illness via drawing, and some of the children drew
weights on their chests, or a hand choking them underwa-
ter.5% Another child drew a monster enveloping his chest,
preventing his breathing. As a result of his research Stuyck
(2003) asked sick children what they thought about their dis-
ease or being inpatients and found that they had difficulty
answering verbally, while they conveyed the case through
drawing clearly.®! In a study by Beebe et al. (2010), the emo-
tional load related to having a chronic disease was evaluated
in children with asthma using art therapy methods, and the
problem solving steps were evaluated. As a result a positive
change regarding anxiety levels and quality of life was found
between the control and study groups, differences between
their problem solving abilities, symptom management, and
anxiety levels were found, and art therapy was found to be
beneficial in children with asthma.? According to Karadag
and Ugur (2015) in art therapy applications performed with
children with cancer through painting, joy and concern, peace
and difficulty all may come together in children’s drawings. As
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their health condition gets worse, the lines become mixed up,
the colors become darker, emotions disappear, scribbling ap-
pears, and hope is mostly conveyed through a sun, tree, road,
house, or vibrant colors.® In another study, social skill train-
ing was given through art therapy and group therapy to chil-
dren with autism, and the behavioral changes in the children
were evaluated. As a result of the study, positive behavioral
changes and a reduction in problematic behavior was seen.*

Drawing helps the therapist or nurse overcome difficul-
ties in communicating with children, makes it easier for the
child to express his or her feelings, and makes it possible to
discover the problems under the surface. It increases he imag-
ination and creativity of the child, improves his communica-
tion skills, and increases his self respect and self confidence.
13031351 Self respect can be identified in children’s drawings by
searching for smaller figures and sloppy scribbling. In a study
by Abdi et al. (2004) in which these criteria were used for in-
terpretation, children with hearing disabilities (control) with
cochlear implants (experiment) were monitored for a year
and the self respect signs in the drawings they made were ex-
amined monthly. While the low self respect rate in children
in the experiment group was 42.9% in the third month, it
receded to 21.5 by the end of the twelfth month. The results
of the study show that drawing makes it easier for children
to express their feelings and that it provides an opportunity
for children to exhibit clues about themselves such as low
self respect.®! In a study where Keser (2013) examined the
effects of assertiveness training on assertiveness skills and self
respect, an increase in the assertiveness skills and self respect
was seen through data obtained in children’s drawings, and
this change also produced positive changes in the drawings
with regard to shape, content, and composition."”!

A child who has difficulty verbally telling his story can ex-
pose information on himself, his environment, and his family
through drawing and painting.!"s) In children’s drawings, the
symbols of house and family are seen very often. In a family
picture with harmony, the members are shown doing some-
thing together or holding hands. Two or more people stand-
ing together show a real connection or a connection desired
by the child. The child draws himself next to whoever he feels
most comfortable with. This may also be the person the child
loves the most. If the child has a fractured family, feels alone
in the family or thinks his family doesn’t love him, he may ex-
press this in different manners. He may draw all the members
in separate rooms or may separate the members with lines,
trees, or fences. The hose can be drawn as split in two or two
separate houses in children with fractured families. The parent
who left home may not be present in the paintings. These chil-
dren may sometimes paint a happy family picture. Children
from fractured families may try to express their longing by
drawing a happy family picture with both parents.[131%20.38-40]

Drawing increases the speaking and expression skills of
children. Pictures are a more effective way for children to con-
vey the experiences that emotionally affect them compared
to verbal expression. As a result of a study they performed
in order to find whether drawing makes verbal communi-
cation easier in children, Gross and Haynes (1998) found
that drawing increases children’s communication skills, emo-
tions, and perceptions.“**!I In the study, children who were
provided with an opportunity to draw while speaking gave
more information when compared to children who were only
speaking. In the second part of the study, the two procedures
were applied to children at the same time, and children who
were asked to draw were found to convey more information.
As a result of the study, drawing was found to be a tool for
easy communication especially for children who had difficult
expressing themselves and were passive, and give important
power to the counselor in understanding children.

Another aspect of drawing is that certain emotions of
children, such as aggression, grow weaker while drawing. The
child both expresses his or her feelings while drawing and
reaches emotional comfort. Aggression findings in draw-
ings can be identified by heavy scribbling, pressed and in-
complete lines, big field paintings that cover all of the page,
and definitive drawing of teeth.[*=*) In studies, children were
found to be able to express many emotions and thoughts they
couldn't verbally convey with drawing, leave their aggressive
attitudes and behaviors aside, and direct their energies into
more beneficial activities.l**”) In a study performed to ex-
amine the effects of being an inpatient in children, Beytut
et al. (2009) found that findings of aggression were higher
in children with chronic diseases compared to the healthy
and acute groups, and that this finding means a higher level
of anger felt by the children towards their experiences in the
hospital.**! In another study, the aim was to evaluate the pre
operational anxiety levels of children through drawing and
the result was that children who were agitated had different
drawings and anxiety scores compared to others. As a result
of the study, it was suggested that premedication could be
done according to the children’s needs and not routinely.*”

Evaluation of Children’s Drawings

As is the case in other projective techniques, psychody-
namic and cognitive theories are used in the evaluation of
children’s drawings. Drawing skill is known to show deve-
lopmental characteristics with age both with regard to the
representation of physical truth and artistic expression. Thus,
the child’s development stage should be taken into consi-
deration and the effects of characteristics regarding the de-
velopment of drawing should be evaluated.*!! Various test
are present that identify the criteria for the emotional, cog-
nitive, perception related and neuropsychological develop-
ment levels of children. One of the first known tests, the
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“Draw a Man” test, was developed by Florence Goodenough
(1926) and later developed in manner that aims to measure
the cognitive development of individuals by Goodenough-
Harris (1963). The latest version of this test is the “Draw a
Person” test by Machover (1949) developed to evaluate per-
sonality traits. This is one of the tests used to understand the
personality and emotional state of a child. Questions about
the picture are asked to the child after drawing is complete.
These questions explain the identities and characteristics of
the person drawn. The application of the questions is perfor-
med according to the age and answer context of the person
making the drawing. The drawing as a measure of cognitive
development approach is based on the concept development
process. The concept development process is the whole of
processes such as the perception of the environment and ob-
jects in the environment, the identification of objects, the
isolation of objects from others, classification of objects ac-
cording to basic characteristics, and generalization. The draw
a man test is used as a complementary to StanforBinet and
other verbal scales. While evaluating these tests, cases such
as the size of the drawing, exaggerated lines, missing lines,
the position of the drawing within the page, the order in
which the objects were drawn, the missing or excessive dra-
wing of organs etc. are examined. The behavior of children
during drawing is also examined. The method of commu-
nication, cooperation with the counselor, motivation, use of
the pen, what the child says, which part the drawing starts
from, which body parts the child spends more effort in, era-
sings, tendency to correct, which parts are watched more, the
size and position of the drawing on the page, and the dura-
tion of drawing should all be examined and noted without
making the child uncomfortable. All of these findings reflect
the intelligence as well as the neurocognitive and emotional
development of the child.[#1-#446-50]

Drawing may be considered as the way an individual ex-
plains his or her complex world and an indicator of cogni-
tive development. Spontaneous drawings, since they reflect
one’s inner world, can provide detailed clues on children and
their development when analyzed appropriately.®'® While
using this language, the child reflects his perceptions of the
environment fearlessly. The way to increase understanding of
the meanings of the drawings of children is to talk to them
about the drawings.®) Children are more inclined to draw
what they “know” instead of what they “see”.[*4°0) Thus, the
best way to understand the message in children’s drawings is
to talk to children about the drawings.

'The process of drawing requires a child to synthesize many
components such as content, style, shape, and composition
in order to convey a thought, feeling, or observation and se-
lect and organize colors, shapes, and lines.!¥) While hot colors
(red, orange, and yellow) in a picture give warmth, life, joy,

and movement, cold colors (blue, green, and purple) have a
calming and easing effect.!'31%2) While the use of hot colors is
interpreted positively, the heavy use of red is usually interpret-
ed as aggression. Black explains fear, red explains aggression,
the use of blue, brown, and orange explains fear, depression,
and anger.’! If everything in a picture is black and red, this
show that the child is doubtful while the use of pink, red, and
green together shows a healthy approach.’*? In a study by
Burkitt and Newel (2005), happy children were found to use
yellow and orange often while black and brown was chosen
by unhappy children.*® In a study by Abdi et al. (2004), chil-
dren with higher levels of anxiety were found to use red more,
pressing more on the pen. Color selection was also examined
in the study, and hot colors were found to be used most by
children with acute diseases with high anxiety.*

Conclusion and Suggestions

For children, drawing is a process that incorporates many
different experiences with the aim of creating something in-
dividualized, unique, and new. Working through drawings
is generally identified by experts working with children as a
very enlightening, unique, and fun process.*¥ Studies show
that supporting information on children with drawings is
very helpful in diagnosis and treatment. Children’s drawings
help the related behavior appropriately surface, speeding up
the process of health professionals helping the child.

As a result, children’s drawings may help nurses who
work with children to understand the complexity of the
child’s family cycle, life stressors, traumatic events, and cri-
ses. Nurses can thus evaluate the needs of the child and his
or her family regarding coping and problem solving, main-
tain therapeutic communication required for coping with
concern, sadness, anger, guilt, and helplessness in a healthy
manner, and use the drawings as a mirror for the selves of
children when planning for care. Drawing is thought to be an
easy method of communication especiallyfor passive and shy
children that have difliculty expressing themselves, and can
bring the nurse much needed power in understanding chil-
dren. Thus, it is suggested that nurses who work with children
should use drawing materials, which is a projective method,
when communicating with children.
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