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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this study is to ascertain the perceptions of Muslim children aged between 9 and 15 

years old about Christianity and their Christian peers via drawings they draw. In total, 57 students 

participated in this research. The pattern of the study is based on art-based research listed among 

the qualitative research methods. The data were collected by the descriptive analysis of semi-

structured interviews as well as semiotic analysis of the drawings. It was observed that children use 

an “icon” the most in their drawings since it has a literal meaning, secondly the “index”, which 

implies a causal relation while the children use the “symbol” the least. It is comprehended that the 

drawings of children reflect the inner world of the children. The drawings of children, stating that 

the religion does not constitute an important factor and they are not bothered to live with people 

from other religions, reflect the indicators based on the tolerance. On the other hand, the drawings 

of those who expressed that they are not content to live in a Christian society and that the religion 

is important for them, reflect the indicators based on the prejudice. 
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Müslüman Çocukların Resimlerinde Hristiyanlık ve Hristiyan Akran Algısı: 

Pforzheim/Almanya Örneği 

 

 

Öz 

 

Bu araştırmanın amacı, 9-15 yaş Müslüman çocukların, diğer dine ve diğer dinden akranları 

hakkındaki algılarını, resimleri yoluyla tespit etmektir.  Bu araştırmaya 57 öğrenci katılmıştır. 

Araştırma, nitel araştırma yöntemlerinden; sanat temelli araştırma ve yarı-yapılandırılmış görüşme 

desenleriyle desenlenmiştir. Veriler, resimlerin göstergebilimsel analizi, yarı-yapılandırılmış 

görüşmelerin betimsel analizi ile toplanmıştır. Çocukların çizimlerinde, en çok düz anlamı içeren 

"görüntüsel gösterge"yi kullandıkları, ikinci olarak neden-sonuç ilişkisi içeren, "belirti göstergesi" 

ni kullandıkları, en az kullanılan gösterge türünün ise "simge" olduğu görülmüştür. Araştırmada 

çocukların iç dünyalarının resimlere yansıdığı görülmektedir. Arkadaşının dininin önemli 

olmadığını ve diğer dinin mensuplarıyla birlikte yaşamaktan rahatsızlık duymadığını ifade eden 

çocukların resimlerine, hoşgörü temelli göstergeler yansımıştır. Öte yandan arkadaşının dinin 

önemli olduğunu ve Hristiyan bir toplumda yaşamaktan memnun olmadığını ifade edenlerin 

resimlerine ön yargı temelli göstergeler yansımıştır.   

 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Dini önyargı ve hoşgörü, dini sosyal kategorizasyon, müslüman azınlık grup 

algısı, çocuk resimleri, göstergebilim. 
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Introduction 

 

Since the drawings are considered as a reflection of children’s inner world, they help us 

understand the personality traits, interpersonal relationships, emotional problems, 

frustrations, fears, expectation etc. In children's drawings, while the emotions between the 

ages of 4 and 7, referred to as "pre-schema period", are expressed in a concrete form, the 

number of abstract expressions used in the drawings starting from the age of 9 seems to 

increase (Ives, 1984). Hence, the period between age 8 and 9 is called the “ "schematic 

period", in terms of development stages of children’s drawing. In this period, children start 

to acquire a unique perspective. The schema is formed by the perception of the children, 

the emotional meaning attached to that thing as well as the experiences about the thing. The 

child addresses here not only the personal relationships but addresses the rational 

relationships with others as well (Yavuzer, 2013). This period is called the “period of 

realism" since children, who are between 9 and 12 years old, usually approach the drawing 

with a realistic understanding. Hence, the drawings drawn during this period are based on 

observations, specific to the adults. The child compares his/her drawings with what s/he 

observes in nature and intends to imitate what s/he observes. If s/he fails to imitate, s/he 

may feel desperate. The ages between 12 and 14 are characterized by “naturalism”. Most 

of the adults cannot access this phase. Because the child abandons drawing, by getting 

discouraged since s/he cannot draw the realistic view of nature in the previous phase. When 

they are 13-15 years old, it is observed that the children, who continue drawing, may fully 

use and effectively the perspective. Hence, there are more details in the drawings. They 

start to create abstract images (Malchiodi, 1998). 

 

People interpret with his/her own perspective the religious, cultural and symbolic images 

that have been recorded in the mind since the person is born, according to the positive or 

negative effect of many factors including the family structure, educational background, 

social environment, and many other similar factors. Drawing is possible by using the signs 

and these signs are generated from religious, symbolic, social and cultural backgrounds. 

Drawings, more than verbal modes of expression, provide the best means for projection of the 

unconscious levels of the individual’s inner group (Abraham 1990). We may get help from the 

semiotic approach as the method to be used for analyzing and comprehending this language. 

That would help to comprehend the drawings in an integrated way (Ashwin, 1984). 
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While children’s drawings are mostly used in the fields of psychology and psychotherapy 

Frith & Law, 1995; Malchiodi, 2001; Bahçıvan-Saydam, 2004; Sayıl, 2004) they are 

providing benefits in language (Demir, 2007) and mathematics (Bussi and Boni, 2003) 

education. In recent years, we observe that the children’s drawings are used in many fields 

as a diagnostic tool to understand the children’s knowledge and experiences from their point 

of view (Bayav, 2006; Cowan & Albers, 2006; Ekinci, 2008; Leitch, 2008; Ersoy & 

Türkkan, 2009; Ersoy & Türkkan, 2010; İşliyen & İşleyen, 2015;Öksüz, Güven, Baba & 

Kartal, 2015; Ersoy, 2016). There are many studies conducted by analyzing the children’s 

drawing in order to understand the perceptions of children on violence (Yurtal & Artut, 

2008; Akbulut & Saban, 2012) the effects of migration (Ekinci, 2008) and war (Ben-Asher, 

2016), familial situation (Akalın 2008; Dülger, 2008; Türkcan, 2013) and hospitalization 

(Şen-Beytut, Bolışık, Solak, & Seyioğlu, 2009; Durualp, Çiçenoğlu, Mümünoğlu, Kalkanlı, 

&Altuntaş, 2012). 

 

Children’s drawings are also used as a diagnostics method in researching the development 

of religious and moral concepts in children. Regarding children's religious development, 

some religious concepts such as god (Harms, 1944; Pnevmatikos, 2002; Zengin, 2010), 

heaven-hell (Koç 2008; Ulçay 2011) and death (Tümlü, 2013) have been examined in 

semiotic approaches. 

 

In terms of moral development, in the context of tolerance and prejudice in children, the 

most important differences that may cause tension between groups, especially in 

multicultural societies, are race, ethnicity (White & Gleitzman, 2006; Lovini & Carlson, 1985;  

Doyle & Aboud, 1996; Kistner, Metzler, Gatlin, & Risi, 1993) and religious differences 

(Verkuyten & Thijs, 2010; Velasco González, Verkuyten, Weesie, & Poppe, 2008; Takriti, Barrett, 

& Buchanan-Barrow, 2006; van der Straten Waillet & Roskam, 2012a; van der Straten Waillet & 

Roskam, 2012b).   

 

Comparisons have been made between children's drawings of different ethnic and racial 

groups to examine the impact of social status, political conditions and social concepts 

(Teichman, 2001; Teichman & Zafrir, 2003; Laor, Wolmer, & Cohen, 2004; Michael & Rajuan, 

2009; Yedidia & Lipschitz-Elchawi, 2012). As far as we access, we have not found any study that 



Yasemin Güleç 

219 

 

investigated the perceptions of Muslim children towards their Christian peers through the drawing 

method. 

 

Religion is of great importance in many people's lives, and religious groups are among the 

more salient buttresses of identity (Altemeyer, 2002). Religious groups are of great 

importance in the lives of children in terms of supporting the development of both 

individual and group identity (Seul, 1999). Additionally, questions about religious diversity 

increase and may cause social divisions and new conflicts (Verkuyten, 2007). Studies in the 

field of religious group categorization and attitudes were fewer than those of race and ethnic 

groups. Therefore, it is important to conduct more research among religious groups. In this 

sense, the contribution of the present research to the literature is important. Because of the 

limited research on religious intergroup differences, other inter-group literature will also be 

utilized while discussing the results of the study. 

 

The main purpose of this study, which strives to analyze the perceptions of children on other 

religions and members of other religions through their drawings and uses art as a diagnostic 

method, is to determine how students perceive Christianity and their Christian peers and 

reflect this perception in their drawings. Answers to the following questions are sought in 

the study: i. which types of indicators did the students use in their drawings? ii. What 

differences are there in the drawings of the students in terms of cognitive development and 

age? iii. How did the religious tolerance and prejudice perceptions of religious minority 

children living in multicultural societies reflect in their drawings? 

 

The data were classified based on Peirce's semiotic theory, as “icon, index and symbol” 

(Erkman, 1987). It was firstly seen that the children used the "icon" which includes the 

direct and real meanings of the object. Secondly, they used the "index" which based on the 

reason-result relationship. Lastly, they used the "symbol" which based on the symbolic 

meaning of the object in their drawings.  

 

In parallel with the literature on children's drawings, the children's inner worlds were 

reflected (Teichman, 2001; Teichman & Zafrir, 2003; Akalin, 2008; Michael & Rajuan, 

2009; Akbulut & Saban, 2012; Yedidia & Lipschitz -Elchawi, 2012; Türkcan, 2013; Ben-

Asher, 2016) on their drawings in this study. With age and cognitive development, it is seen 

that the details in drawings increase (Harms, 1944; Golomb, 1987; Brown, 1990; 
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Pnevmatikos, 2002; Cox, Perara, Koyasu, & Hiranuma, 2001; Ulçay, 2011; Tümlü, 2013; 

Zengin, 2010). 

 

In some studies that reached the same conclusions as ours, it was seen that children's racial 

(Goodman, 1952; Aboud, 1988; Doyle & Aboud, 1993) and religious prejudices (van der 

Straten Waillet & Roskam, 2012a) decrease as their ages increases. This is because they 

develop the ability to empathize with others and recognize different perspectives. In the 

literature, there are conclusions that it is not enough to explain the development of 

perceptions of ethnic, racial and religious tolerance and prejudice in children and 

adolescents based only on age and cognitive development (Elkind, 1964, 1970). The 

development of tolerance and prejudice may be influenced by the heterogeneity and 

homogeneity of schools and classes, group status, contacts among groups and ethnic, racial 

and religious socialization practices of parents (Allport, 1954; Kistner et al., 1993; 

Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Takriti, Barrett, & Buchanan-Barrow, 2006; van der Straten 

Waillet & Roskam, 2012a;  van der Straten Waillet & Roskam, 2012b; Verkuyten & Thijs, 

2010). 

 

Method  

Sample 

 

The criteria sampling method was used for selecting the students to take part in the study. 

Subjects were selected according to some criteria. i. Being born and raised in Germany ii. 

Being a Muslim iii. Being a child of a Muslim family, immigrated to Germany from Turkey 

iv. Being educated in German public schools v. Being between 9 and 15 years old vi. 

Willing to participate in the study. 57 students from the German school in Pforzheim and 

its surrounding participated in the study. Table 1 shows the distribution of the students by 

school, age and gender. While 39 students are female, 18 students are male. 

 
Table 1 

The Distribution of the Students by School, Age and Gender 

School  

Gender  Age  

Female Male   9 -10  11-15  

Grundschule (Primary school)  10 3 13  -  

Realschule (Secondary School)  19 6  -  25 

Gymnasium 10 9  -  19 

Total   39 18 13 44 

Grand Total  57 
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While 13 students are studying at level Grundschule (Primary School), 25 are studying at 

Realschule and 19 students are studying at Gymnasium3 level. While 13 of the students are 

between the ages of 9 and 10, 44 students are between the ages of 11 and 15. 

 

 

Analysis of Data  

 

The data was collected through children pictures, interview about pictures and semi-

structured interview methods. The research was carried out in two stages. Firstly, the 

students were asked to draw the first thing that came to their minds when we mention 

"Christianity and Christian friends". Then, the students were interviewed about their 

drawings in order to comprehend what they really express with the drawing. Since most 

of the students have struggled to express their feeling and thoughts about Christian peers 

by using only symbols, we have asked 2 open-ended questions to the participants, as the 

part of the semi-structured interview: i. How do you feel about Christianity (good, bad, 

middle, very bad, hate, etc.) Can you explain us the reasoning behind your feeling? ii. Is 

the religion of your friend important for you? Why? 

 

Classification of the icons used by students in their drawings has been determined according 

to the interviews conducted with the students on the drawings and the elements that the 

drawings contain. The data were classified according to Pierce’s semiotic theory, as “icon, 

index, and symbol” (Erkman, 1987). If the elements included in the drawings are expressed 

with their lateral and real meaning, they are classified as “icon”. If they include a cause-

effect relationship, the drawings are classified as “index” while they are classified as 

                                                      

3The first step of a compulsory school education in Germany is Grundschule (Primary school).  Usually covers 

a duration of 4 years (In Berlin and Brandenburg states, it lasts 6 years.) According to the level of success, 

the students are classified into schools; hauptschule, realschule or gymnasium. By taking into account the 

grades of the second semester in the 4th grade as well as the average of written and oral grades of the beginning 

of the second semester, an average is calculated and the selection is based on this average. The pupil is entitled 

to enter the Gymnasium, if the average of German and Mathematics grades in the second semester of 4th 

grade is between 1.0 and 2.5. If the average is between 2,6 and 3,0, the pupil is entitled to study in Realschule.  

Finally, if the average is below 3.1, the pupils study in Hauptschule.  (Bildunsplan 2004,Grundschule, BW 

Ministerium für Kultus Jugend und Sport, Bildungspläne der Allgemein Bildenden Schulen.Cd document; 

quoted, Perşembe, 2010).  
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“symbol” if expressed in a symbolic sense. Two themes emerge from the answers given to 

the open-ended questions that were asked the students. Students' views adopting a tolerant 

or prejudicial approach to Christianity and Christian peers have been analyzed with 

descriptive analysis supported by the drawings of the children. 

 

 

Results 

 

Use of Indicators by the Students   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As observed in Table 2, students preferred to express their perceptions of the concepts of 

"Christianity and Christian peers" by using the icons the most. The second visual indicator 

that the students used is the "icon and index" indicator. The third indicator used by the 

students is the “index” icon. However, the visual indicator that was used the least is the 

“symbol”. There is only 1 student, who used all the indicators together. When the 

information in Table 2 and Table 3 are evaluated together, 6 out of 13 Grunschule students 

have drawn a single icon (the sign of the cross). Of the 25 Realschule students, 4 students 

only draw a sign of the cross. Only one of the 19 gymnasium students used the “sign of the 

cross” as the single icon. Almost all of the students of Realschule and Gymnasium schools 

used more than 2 icons together. However, none of the Grundschule (primary school) 

students, who use the icon indicator in their drawing, had used more than 2 icons together. 

 

 

 

Table 2 

Distribution of Indicators Used in Drawings by Schools 

Indicator Type  

Type of School   

Grundschule 

(Primary 

school)  Realschule  Gymnasium  Total  

Icon  7 18 7 32 

Index   - 2 5 7  

Symbol   -  - 2 2 

Icon + Index  5 5 5 15 

Icon + Index + Symbol 1  -  -  1 

Grand Total  13 25 19 57 
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Table 3 

Distribution of Visual Indicators by Schools 

Icons  

Type of School  

Grundschule 

(Primary school)  Realschule  Gymnasium 

The sign of the cross  6 9 1 

The sign of the cross + Crucifixion   - 2 5 

The sign of the cross + Bible   -  - 1 

The sign of the cross + Pig  5 4 4 

Church 1  - 1 

Church + The sign of the cross   - 1 1 

The sign of the cross + Crucifixion + Church 

Bell + Jesus 

Alcoholic Beverage + Candle 

Bible + Pope 

God + Christmas    

Pig   -  4 4 

Christian Friend   -  3 1 

 

  

Figure 1. Student 1 (S1) Male/12 Gymnasium Figure 2. Student 2 (S2) Female/13 Gymnasium 

 

Above you may find the examples of interviews and semi-structured interviews with two 

students, using at least 4 icons together. As observed in Figure 1, S1 has used several visual 

indicators together with the concept of "Christianity and Christian peer". When interviewed, 

S1 stated, “when you mention Christianity, the things the come to my mind are, the sign of 

the cross, the Bible, the church, the pews in the church, praying hands, the fact that they 



Perception of Christianity and Christian Peers in the Drawings of Muslim Children: The Example of 

Pforzheim/Germany 

224 

 

drink a lot of alcoholic beverages and they eat pork meat.” S1 replied to the open-ended 

question as follows, “when Christianity and my Christian friend are mentioned, good 

feelings are evoked. Because they are mostly good people. Because the religion of the 

person that I want to be friend with is not important, but the morality of the person matters 

to me.” S2 stated, "What the Christianity evokes; I have drawn these images for Jesus, the 

sign of the cross, the Crucifixion,  the Bible, the church, the pig, the Pope, the God. ". When 

replying the open-ended questions, S2 answered, “I am happy to live in a Christian society. 

Because I have many good Christian friends. I always learn something from them."  

 

 
 

Figure 3. Student 3 (S3) Male/11 Gymnasium Figure 4. Student 4 (S4) Female/13 Gymnasium 

 

Above is an example of the interviews of two students using their "icon" as the indicator in 

their drawings and their interviews with their semi-structured interviews. S3 states during 

the interview, “Jesus is believed to be a Prophet. And they brought gifts from gold to 

celebrate his birth." When we asked where he learned this information, he responded, “One 

day I attended a religious lesson for Christians and the teacher told me about it, For this 

reason, I remembered when you asked about the Christianity and I drew this drawing." It is 

understood here that S3 uses an “index” as the indicator since he established a causal 

connection between the birth of Jesus and gold gifts. When replying the open-ended 

questions, he replied, “I am not bothered to live here. Because I have many very good 

friends. The religion is not important for me as long as my friend is a nice human being." 

During the interview with S4, she states, “The sign of the Cross explains the suffering of 

the Prophet Jesus. That is why I put some blood on the sign of the cross. R. I. P (rest in 

peace), this is something people say for Jesus. I drew a boy and a girl being friends since 

flirting is not a sin for Christianity. I also added Bible, these are all that come to my mind.” 

Here, the student used “index” since she established a causal relationship between the 
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suffering of Jesus and blood drops and the friendship between the girl and boy and the fact 

that flirting is allowed. She responded the open-ended questions as follows, “I remember 

good things when I think about Christianity. I do not know the reason why. It is enough for 

me if my friends are nice."  

 

 

 

Figure 5. Student 5 (S5) Male/11 Gymnasium Figure 6. Student 6 (S6) Female /11 Realschule 

 

Above is an example of the interviews and semi-structured interviews of the two students, who 

used the "icon and index" indicators together. S5 explains his drawing by saying, "People are singing 

in the church and there is a very beautiful sound in the moonlight." The student draws a church and 

benefits from an icon in the first place. However, since S5 states that a divine voice is coming from 

the church in the moonlight, it is understood that he establishes a positive causal relationship (the 

divine voice coming from the church – a beautiful voice) and hence, he uses the “icon and index” 

indicators together. When replying the open-ended questions, he said, “I do not feel anything bad 

when Christianity is mentioned. In fact, I have a beautiful and nice feeling about this. It is enough 

for me if my friends are nice because there are many Muslims, who are not nice.” S6: "The sign of 

the Cross is struck by lightning. Because they have changed the Bible.", she replied. Here the S6 

used the icon, the most well known visual indicator among others. However, she establishes a causal 

relationship between the sign of the cross, struck by lightning and the fact that the Bible being 

changed. The student asked open-ended questions by stating, "I do not have a good feeling about 

Christianity, I never thought of becoming a Christian. However, the most important thing for me in 

a friendship is behavior." As mentioned above, only 2 Gymnasium students, out of 57 students, used 

the “symbol” indicator in their drawings.    
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Figure 7. Student (S7)  Female/12 Gymnasium Figure 8. Student 8 (S8) Female/12 Gymnasium 

 

Above, you may find the interviews and semi-structured interviews conducted with these 

students. As you can observe in Figure 7, S7 completely scribbles the whole page and 

scribbles an ellipse in the middle of the page in a darker color. When replying during the 

interview, she states that she had bad feeling and thoughts about Christianity and that is 

why she scribbled the page. She responded to the open-ended question by saying, “I do not 

like Christians and I do not have good feelings for them, they are not like us, I like my own 

cultural values. It is important to me that my friend shares my culture." When we looking 

at the drawing of S8, we observe a black heart figure. During the interview, S8 explains her 

drawing by saying, “I do not trust Christians, that is why I draw a black heart”. When 

responding the open-ended questions, she states, “I do not have a good feeling about 

Christians. Because they do not trust me." Here, both students expressed their perception 

by using “a black page and a black heart”, as they perceive the subject in their own world.  

 

Religious Tolerance and Prejudicial Perceptions of Students 

 

Table 4 

Students' Approach to Christianity and Christian Peoples by Age 

Age  Tolerant Approach  

Prejudicial 

Approach No-idea  

 9-11  10 11 2 

 12-15  22 7 5 

Total  32 18 7 

 

Table 4 contains the distribution by age of the answers to the open-ended questions in terms 

of tolerant and prejudicial approach. Of the 57 students, who participated in the study, 32 
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expressed their perspectives on "Christianity and Christian peer" with a tolerance-based 

approach. 18 students have a prejudicial approach in this regard. 7 students did not disclose 

any ideas. It appears that students become more tolerant as they grow older. While 10 out 

of 21 students (aged 9-11) (48%) have a tolerant approach, 22 out of 29 students aged 12-

15 (76%) adopt a tolerant approach.  

 

 

 

Figure 9.Student (S9) Female/13 Gymnasium Figure 10.Student 10 (S10) Female/13 Gymnasium 

 

Above, we have given examples of drawings and semi-structured interviews of some 

students, who have adopted a tolerant approach in their perceptions of other religions and 

peers of other religions. S9 explains her drawing by stating, “Some Christians do not accept 

and respect Islam as religion, while others would like to stop Islam since they think this is 

a dangerous religion.” She responded to the open-ended question as follows, “Although 

some of my German friends do not like Muslims, I consider Christians as nice people. I do 

not feel bad when someone mentions Christianity. I prefer to be friends with people of a 

different religion. Because I am curious about different cultures and I want to learn new 

things." When we asked S10 about the portrait in the drawing and the sign of the cross, she 

replies, “I love my Christian friend. Because she is a very good person. That’s why I drew 

her and decorated the drawing with the sign of the cross for my friend.” Hence, it is 

understood that the student uses the "index" indicator in his drawing, establishing a causal 

relationship between Christianity and her beloved Christian friend. In addition, the student 

responded in the same way to the open-ended questions that were asked of her. She 

expressed that she was happy with his Christian friends and that she was considering the 

morality of the persons as the criteria to be friends. Thus, from the points of view shared 

with us, we understand that S10 has a tolerant approach. 
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Figure 11. Student 11(S11) Female/14 Realschule Figure 12. Student 12 (S12) Female/13 Realschule 

 

It seems that S11 and S12 have drawn the same theme (tolerant approach) in their drawings. 

Both S11 and O12 explain their drawings by saying, “There are unity and cooperation 

between Turkey and Germany." Here, the two students draw the sign of the cross and the 

Turkish flag side by side and express the unity between Turks (Muslim) and Germans 

(Christian) with their "index" indicator. S11 answered open-ended questions as follows, "I 

do not have a bad feeling for Christians. According to me, the religion of my friend is not 

important." S12 states, “Let people believe whatever they like to believe. In the end, we are 

all human and we will be the same after death.”  Hence, both students adopt a tolerance-

based approach to other religions and members of other religions.  

 
 

Figure 13. Student 13 (S15) Female/9 Grunschule Figure 14. Student 14 (S14) Female/9 Grunschule 

 

In Figures 13 and 14, two students4 sitting together have drawn the above pictures in such 

a way that they complement each other on two separate papers. It has been observed that 

                                                      
4 Separate seats are provided for students so that they freely reflect their independent perceptions on paper 

and they are not affected by each other. However, it was observed in the weekly lessons of the researcher that 

these two students were always sitting and studying together. These students were allowed to sit together since 

they insisted on drawing together.   
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students have the same perceptions about the subject when we interviewed the students. 

"The Muslim girl has a headscarf while the Christian girl has a sign of the Cross at her head. 

The girls in the drawing are friends and love each other very much.” When asked the 

students the meaning of the heart, they replied, "The two friends do not want to be separated 

because they love each other so much." S13 and S14 replied to open-ended questions as 

follows, “We are friends with everyone who is nice, we have many Christian friends in 

school. We do not like Muslims, who are not nice.”  

 

 

 

Figure 15. Student 15 (Ö15) Male/9 Grundschule     Figure 16. Student 16 (S16) Male/9 Grundschule 

 

Above, you may find the drawings and interviews as well as semi-structured interviews of 

2 students, adopting a prejudicial approach against other religions and members of other 

religions. Drawing 15 belongs to a Grunschule (primary school) student as shown above. 

S15 explained is drawing as follows, “The sing of the cross and the sound of the horses 

come to my mind. Because when Christians and Muslims were fighting, the Christians were 

unfair."  When we asked how he acquired this information, he answered, “My mother told 

me while I was watching a movie.” If we evaluate together the expressions and drawing, 

we can conclude that he uses the icon – the sign of the cross – and index (cause-effect, the 

unfairness of Christians, the war between Christians and Muslims) indicator together. When 

we asked the reason why he painted red the sign of the cross, S15 replied, “When I think 

about Islam, the green is the appropriate color to me. For Judaism, it is blue, and it is red 

for Christianity. That is why I painted the cross in red.” S15 replied to open-ended questions 

by saying, “I feel bad about the sign of the cross”. Likewise, the drawing 16 is drawn by a 
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Grundschule student. S16 explained the drawing by saying, “The Christians wanted to 

throw the Prophet Abraham into the fire. The ants carried water to protect the Prophet, 

Abraham. I believe they do not believe in Prophet Muhammad.” When we asked S16 how 

he acquired this information, he responded, “Before going to bed, my dad tells me stories. 

He told me about the story as well. That’s why I drew it.” When we evaluate his expressions 

and his drawing, we can conclude that S16 uses the icon – the sign of the cross, the index 

indicator (cause-effect/the Christians are mean and they throw Prophet Abraham into the 

fire) together.  In addition, S16 prefers to express his thoughts with a symbol that is not 

directly related to the Christians today, like throwing Abraham on fire. In this sense, it is 

possible to state that S16 uses the icon, index and symbol indicators together. The student 

replied to open-ended questions by stating, “I feel bad when I thought about Christianity. 

According to me, the religion of the people is important, but it is also important to be nice.” 

These results indicate that both S15 and S16 have a prejudicial approach. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

Use of Indicators by the Students  

 

It is comprehended that the drawings of children reflect the inner world of the children. The 

students expressed their perception about the subject by using different icons, indexes, and 

symbols. While a student expresses a situation with “a sign of the cross”, another student 

expresses the same situation by drawing a black heart.  One states something by decorating 

with a sign of the cross; another student expresses the same situation by a lightning strike. 

These findings of the research resemble the findings of many researchers, which have 

ascertained that children's drawings reveal their inner worlds and their psychological states 

(Akalın, 2008; Şen-Beytut et al., 2009; Akbulut & Saban, 2012; Türkcan, 2013; Öksüz et 

al., 2015; Ben-Asher, 2016). The studies of Ulçay (2011) reveal that many cases like 

separated families, unhappiness, fights, unity, etc. are reflected in children’s drawings when 

they draw heaven and hell. When a boy draws himself with his mother in heaven while he 

draws his stepmother and his father in hell, we may think that the child stays with this father 

and he was forced to be separated from his mother and he contemplates about the day he is 

going to meet his mother in heaven.   
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As it is possible to observe from the analysis, when we compare the drawings of the 

students between the ages of 9 and 10 and the students between the ages of 11 and 15, we 

realize that the drawings of students, who are between 11 and 15 years old, have more 

details in their drawings. Correspondingly, the findings of Brown (1990) and Golomb 

(1987) reveal that the number of detail used increases with age. When we analyze the 

drawings of children between 7 and 12 years old, we realize that the older children and girls 

use more details than the younger children and boys (Cox et al., 2001). Ulçay’s (2011) 

study reveals that children intend to draw hell rather than heaven when they get older. When 

they are 7 and 8 years old, the children think, “I have never been in hell so I can’t draw it.” 

Then, when they are 9, they commence thinking, “I will be the one to draw the most horrible 

hell”. Finally, they change their perspective when they are 12 and consider the concept in 

a more educational and informative way and they tend to ask, “who is going to hell” and 

“why she/he is going to is going to hell”. In addition, the children depicted both sexes in 

heaven and hell, without gender discrimination when they are 7-8year-old, although they 

painted their fellows in heaven and opposite sexes in hell when they are 9-11 years old. 

Since the age 12, the ability to think abstractly begins to develop as well as the 

understanding of justice. Hence, the children begin to depict the fair judgment for the whole 

humanity in their drawings. A 14-year-old child has drawn a hell, presented the concept in 

a humorous way and enriched the drawing with speech bubbles: “When people follow the 

plate with the word “Welcome to Paradise” on the straight path, the Devil is entertained for 

fooling people by saying “Hello, babies are welcome”. When the girl arrives at the heaven’s 

door, she is happy and says “hurrah”, but at the same time, as she has an altruist character, 

she prays for the persons on the bridge by saying “God help you!”. 

 

Tümlü’s (2013) study reveals that most of the children between 5 and 12 years old 

expressed their perception of death with “religious elements” and “violent elements” while 

only children between 5 and 6 years old expressed their perception by using the monsters, 

dead cartoon characters, ghosts, skeletons, and non-living creatures.  

 

Pnevmatikos (2002) classified the primary school students’ drawings based on the basic 

ontology of the God concept: i. God is a real man living on earth. ii. ii. God is a spirit living 

in the universe. iii. God is a spirit.  iv. God is a spirit, which lives in positive conditions 

(goodness, love, peace).  It is observed that the conceptual hierarchy of young children is 

simpler than the conceptual hierarchies of older children. 55% of 1st Grade students 
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contemplate God as a real man living on earth while 56% of 2nd Grade students believe the 

same thing. This rate falls to 3.7% in the fifth grade. The rate of students, who consider that 

God needs a material structure in the sky to live, is 15% in the first grade, but the ratio 

increased to 66,7% in older children. The proportion of those, who depict God as a spiritual 

being remains the same at 15-30% in all classes. Those, who contemplate God as a good 

soul, constitute only 6.3% of the class in the 4th grade.   

 

According to Harms, children between the ages of 3 and 6 draw God as follows; Either as 

a king or father of all children, with long beard or no beard, either in a house made of gold 

on the clouds or in a house made of clouds, either in the shape of Crucified Jesus or in the 

shape of cloud with a polar bear depicted as the word “God”, the formal language in which 

the divine experience is expressed in this period is always like a “fairy tale”. However, 

children at the age of 7 and 11 do not have fairy tale elements in God's imaginations. 

Metaphysical imagination in the child was replaced by the reality. In this period, the child, 

in general, depicts the concept of God with religious symbols. In particular, every child 

used the Crucifix in his/her imagination. In addition, the Star of David, the priests as well 

as the intermediaries of God are among the most preferred symbols.  Jesus prophet was 

drawn quite traditionally.  Harms emphasizes that the formal character of children in this 

period is also observed in other artworks of children, in this sense the emotions of children 

reflected indirectly through symbols. Harms found many big differences when analyzing 

the drawings of 4,000 adolescents, aging between 12 and 18.  This period is considered in 

three groups: the first group tends to experience the dominant religion in the society where 

the children live.  The children of this group drew the sign of the cross, Mother Mary, the 

gates of heaven (doors to heaven), angels, the synagogues, Moses and burning bush. The 

children in this group do not have the religious imagination. The second group drew 

something original and personal. They described their thoughts with abstract, semi-abstract 

and symbolic drawings. They used abstract symbols such as light or sunlight, lightning in 

the dark sky. Finally, the third group of children has reflected their minds in astonishing 

ways. They have produced drawings, regenerating the religious and sectarian motifs, 

different from their own religious beliefs that the children have never experienced (Harms, 

1944). 

 

This study also proves that analysis of drawings can be used as a diagnostic method for 

determining the cognitive processes of children. When we compared the drawings of 
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Realschule and gymnasium students in the same age range, it is observed that the 

gymnasium students use more visual indicators together than the Realschule students do. 

Moreover, it is also ascertained that gymnasium students use more than one visual indicator 

together, while at the same time the students that use the “symbol” indicator are gymnasium 

students. In this sense, it is possible to state that the students with a high level of academic 

knowledge have more advanced capabilities in terms of abstract thinking and for reflecting 

this thought. The study of Ulçay (2011) has found a positive relationship between the 

development of heaven and hell imagination and mental development, in parallel to the 

cognitive development of children. When the children are getting older, we observe the 

drawings with complex meaning, depicting abstract concepts including humor as well. 

When we analyze the drawings drawn by Muslim and Christian children about the concept 

of “God”, we observe that the concept of God remains physical even though the Islamic 

education explains to the children in an abstract way a concept of God, who knows, sees 

and hears everything, who is free from space and who is everywhere. Because the cognitive 

development of the children is not yet sufficient to comprehend the abstract concept 

(Zengin, 2010).  

 
Religious Tolerance and Prejudicial Perceptions of Students  

 

Within the context of this study, we have discussed above the religious tolerance and 

prejudicial perceptions of students in the context of tolerance. In the analysis, there is a 

similarity between the answers given by the students to the open-ended questions and the 

perceptions reflected in their drawings. If we examine the drawings of the students stating 

that the religion is not important for friendship and they are happy to live together with 

members of other religions, we observe tolerant icons and symbols in their drawings. 

Similarly, the drawings of those, who say that religion is important for the friendship and 

they are not happy to live in a Christian society, include prejudicial icons and symbols. 

Hence, as mentioned above, the feelings, thoughts, and attitudes of children in terms of 

religious tolerant and prejudicial approach are reflected in the drawings, since the drawings 

constitute the reflection of children’s inner world.   

 

According to the findings, While 48% of students between 9 and 11 years old are adopting 

a tolerant approach, 76% of students between 12 and 15 years old adopt a tolerant approach. 

In parallel with the results of some previous studies, the perception of religious tolerance 
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increases as the students' ages increase (van der Straten Waillet & Roskam, 2012b; van der 

Straten Waillet & Roskam, 2012a)  

 

While 51% of the students between the ages of 9 and 11 years have a prejudicial approach, 

this rate drops to 24% in children between the ages of 12 and 15 years. It is possible to 

explain the decreased level of prejudice when the children grow older, by the development 

of children’s abstract thinking ability and social interactions. Indeed, the 13-year-old S9 

states; "Although some of the Christians do not consider Muslims well, I consider the 

Christians as good people. When I become a friend with someone from another religion, I 

learn a lot of things”. We realize that S9 has interiorized a tolerant approach even most of 

the adults are not capable of. In the same way, the 13-year-old S10 decorates the drawing 

with the sign of the cross, to express the love for her friend. Moreover, S11 and S12 

emphasize unity and solidarity by reminding everyone that they are human beings, ignoring 

the concept of other religion and race. 

 

Van der Straten Waillet and Roskam's studies suggested that young children do not seem 

to be able to understand that their social environment could be categorized based on 

religious beliefs. This understanding is only reached in the middle of childhood at about 8 

or 9 years of age while the vast majority of children growing up in a heterogeneous 

environment are likely to be aware of religious difference at 9 years of age, some children 

from religiously homogeneous environments do not acquire this awareness until 11 years 

of age. Children younger than 9 may know about some religious labels, but their 

understanding of these labels is likely to be inaccurate probably because of their cognitive 

limitations. Most young children think religious groups, like social groups, are based on 

physical or behavioral qualities, rather than the shared belief of group members (van der 

Straten Waillet & Roskam, 2012b). While religious discrimination is often seen in 

childhood, it decreases in pre-adolescence and adolescence (van der Straten Waillet & 

Roskam, 2012a). 

 

In this study, the religious homogeneity and heterogeneity of the schools where the children 

attend were not asked. Attending homogeneous schools (Kistner et al., 1993; Rotenberg & 

Cerda, 1994; van der Straten Waillet & Roskam, 2012a; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2010) may 

lead to greater confidence among the groups and development of positive relationships 

(Allport, 1954; Bornstein, 1989; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Velasco González et al., 2008). 
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In this study, we observe some stereotypes in the drawings of the students, who adopt a 

tolerant approach. In the drawings of the students, there are evidently the usual symbols 

belonging to the Christianity such as the sign of the Cross, Church, Crucifixion, Jesus, 

Bible, Bell, etc. However, we observe in the drawings of some students some icons and 

symbols that are not directly related to Christianity, such as pigs and alcoholic beverages. 

Hence, we can say they include the alcoholic beverages since they are prohibited in Islam 

and the students reflect this in the drawings based on a religious stereotype, “Christians 

drink alcoholic beverages”. Indeed, those who consume alcoholic beverages are not the 

Christians. Similarly, we can contemplate that the use of the pig symbol is because of a 

religious and cultural “stereotype”. However, there are many other orders that are prohibited 

in Islam and allowed in the Christian lifestyle. In this sense, it is possible to say that the use 

of pig in the drawings reflects a cultural stereotype rather than a religious stereotype (since 

Muslims do not like pigs, think that the pigs are dirty and they would be appropriate for the 

Christians). 

 

As mentioned above, many factors are effective in the development of prejudice and 

tolerance in children in addition to age and cognitive development. Prejudices are formed 

in children at very early stages by the influence of misconceptions and behaviors in the 

family, then reinforced by some discourses and social relationship, as well as media factors 

such as television and internet games (Allport, 1954; Hirschfeld, 1993; Bar-Tal, 1996; van 

der Straten Waillet & Roskam, 2012a). In fact, when we asked about their sources of 

information to S15 and S16 (see the drawings 15 and 16), they stated that they learned from 

their parents. However, different results were reached in some studies that investigated the 

relationship between parent and child ethnic attitudes. While parent-child prejudices were 

associated with adolescence (White & Gleitzman, 2006), small or insignificant correlations 

were found in childhood (Aboud & Doyle, 1996; Carlson & Iovini, 1985). Therefore, the 

effect of familial factors on the development of perceptions of religious prejudice and 

tolerance should be investigated in detail. 

 

Limitations 

 

It was planned to conduct this study bilaterally (Muslim / minority religious group - 

Christian / majority religious group). However, some difficulties were encountered in 
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getting permission from the families of the Christian students. So, the study was conducted 

unilaterally (only on Muslim students). The focus of the study was to inquire about the 

pictorial indicators of the majority group’s religion and the effects of age and cognitive 

development on these indicators. For this reason, information could be obtained about the 

other factors affecting children's perceptions on religious tolerance and prejudice as much 

as the students expressed these. 

 

 

Conclusion and Suggestions 

 

This study attempted to determine the reflection of the perceptions of Muslim children aged 

between 9 and 15 years about Christianity and their Christian peers and used the students’ 

drawings as a diagnostics method. The study revealed that semiotic analysis may be used 

as a diagnostics tool to comprehend students' feelings and thoughts in their inner world. In 

parallel to the age and cognitive development of the students, we observed that abstract 

thinking skills developed and they reflected this development better through drawing. In 

this sense, the art of drawing may be used as a diagnostics method in more studies in 

determining the development of religious and moral concepts in children. 

 

In parallel to the results of some previous studies, in this study, the students' perceptions on 

religious tolerance increased, and their religious prejudice levels decreased with their age 

and cognitive development. There are conclusions in the literature that it is not enough to 

explain only with age and cognitive development the development of perceptions on ethnic, 

racial and religious tolerance and prejudice in children. For this reason, detailed research is 

needed to expand and integrate cognitive and social theories in the development of social 

understanding in children. Religious identity was measured by elements commonly used in 

social psychological research. However, the literature on different dimensions of religious 

identity is quite limited in terms of relationships, behaviors, and practices among religious 

groups. Future studies could be conducted on a variety of faiths and religious groups in 

different countries to investigate the development of religious categorization in children and 

various factors that affect this development. 
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