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Abstract 

Children constitute a significant part of users in urban spaces, so, childrenôs picturing their ideas on the cities they live in, as 
users of the urban space and interpreting these drawings create an important source both for the todayôs urban designers and 
educators. The drawings of children are not only some visual outputs, but are also covered by the everyday life, like a fabric. 
Insufficient studies on the childrenôs relation with the urban space and their circle are the reason for the focus of this study. 
Although reading drawings is, in fact, a psychological subject, as they contain perception of the space and are related with the 
outer world, they are particularly of interest for the environmental psychologists and designers creating the environment (such as 
architects and urban planners). Based on what the drawings show, what the human-focused design needs and does not need shall 
be interpreted in scope of this study. In this study, the drawings by 7th grade students of the environment, their memorized 
perception of the city, chaos and unhealthy aspects of the city, is interpreted.  
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1. Introduction  

The population of children in our country represents one third of the whole population. Nevertheless, they are the 

groups that are prioritised the least in the improvement of urban areas (Birol, 2008). Taking into account the 

quantitative amount of children is an implication to the qualitative importance of them in terms of Turkey's 

economic, cultural and social conditions (Parin and Bilan, 2007). In addition, children are worth analysing for the 

lack of sufficient number of spaces for them. The fact that children grow up in bad quality urban areas might affect 

their personal development, creativity and capability to take on responsibilities. Children are locked indoors in a 

manner fed-up from the city's complicated life and are not able to use the urban areas apart from between home and 

school.  

The most important reason why there is not enough concern about areas for children in the urban areas is because 

the childhood is seen by adults as a short and temporary period. Because children are a group of the society that 

cannot vote, they have no political say. Therefore, they are not able to publicly express views on their needs and 

expectations. Unfortunately, cities are not constructed according to children, who lack that kind of expression. There 

deserve some detailed field studies and research to find out how children perceive the life conditions in cities, the 

urban areas they use and the places they live. Today's children should be seen as the adults of tomorrow and their 

relationship with the city should be analysed, the spaces they require should be determined and the insufficiencies in 

today's urban areas should be identified. 
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2. Relationship Between Children and Urban Space 

In the past different influential studies were conducted into childrenôs relationships with the urban environment 

(Hart, 1979; Lynch, 1977; Matthews, 1992; Ward, 1990). A child's development is the outcome of his/her genetics 

and environmental interactions. Children's development and socialisation occur not only in a social environment, but 

also in a physical environment (Gºkmen, 2006:22). The quality of that physical environment strongly influences on 

the child's social development.  

Today cities are getting crowded due to the variety of business and social opportunities offered to the people. 

Due to the increasing population density and intensive construction, urban spaces that children can use are 

decreasing.  Being at school under their teacher's guidance and being at home under their parents' guidance, children 

can feel most liberated in the common public areas where they can be on their own. The best example to that would 

be the street in his/her neighbourhood in which that child can feel most liberated.  

This study has been based on the child's perception of his/her own neighbourhood and space, and then his/her 

description and representation of that perception in his/her own picture.  Children are offering us a window into their 

own developing understanding of World. Drawings provide rich insights into childrenôs thinking. The perceptions of 

their nearby and further environments naturally depend on those children's age, sex, class, education and income 

status. Learning about the world, paying attention to spatial features, perceiving and making sense of them in the 

correct ways are possible only if they can place that information in their mind and internalize it cognitively. This 

process is called cognition in the literature (Morgan, 1991). As the eyes are the most important organs for spatial 

cognition, the perception of the space can be rather achieved by means of visuals (¥cal, 2009). 

Sivri (1993) states that, the literature studies regarding children's behaviour and their relationship with the 

environment are usually covered in the areas of social and physical impacts of the environment on children; that is, 

children's behaviour and expectations in designed environments. It is known that multi-storey residential blocks and 

the lack of open space in the city impact children's development in a negative way. In that case, children develop 

their perception of space by stimuli such as television, internet and advertisement billboards. However, residential 

site based and/or multi-storey urbanisation distances children from nature and does not sufficiently respond to the 

development of the cognitive motor (T¿fek­ioĵlu, 2008). Accordingly, children draw their neighbourhood by means 

of the signs in their visual memory. 

In spatial minds, there are rather learned images. People keep the cognitive maps for different spaces in different 

levels. These follow a scale from small to large such as from houses, neighbourhood units, cities, nation and to the 

whole world. Regarding urban children, as Holloway and Hubbard (2001) underline in their study, children's 

cognitive maps, the pictures they draw and their role model exercises have a different approach to those of adults, 

and they also touch on different emotions. In the studies carried out with regards to the disciplines of design, the 

relationship of children with the space is rarely touched upon. It is also underlined that, in a similar way, children's 

relationship with the space and environment is not focused on in the discipline of Geography (Ward, 1990 and 

Aydemir, 2011). It is possible to say that, there is a spark of interest in this yet new topic. 

Design for children requires knowing the child, to understand the importance and necessity of places for the 

child, and to know activities children do and want to do especially in urban public areas (Acar, 2013). Therefore, 

studies could be carried out that display how children use the urban areas in current circumstances. It is increasingly 

important to find out what kind of space children need and what spaces they lack by learning from their own 

language, writings and drawings. 

3. Reading the Drawings of Children  

Today, the visual media tools settle in our lives very quickly, and it will be inefficient if output images are not 

used in educational sciences. Also, interpreting children's pictures must be approached in a different way than 

interpreting their writings. Williams (2007), also highlights the multi-formed educational means of children, and 

points out the significance of interpreting the drawings made by children for their own merit. Because children's 

drawings are clear, easy to understand and sincere, it has been an interest to many researchers to read and 

understand them, and this interest still continues. The pictures that children draw are not only some output images 

they made on their own. On the contrary, these pictures are interwoven with daily life (Batē, 2012). Although 
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reading mostly implies the reading of a written text, the increasing number of visual stimuli and the visual materials 

in children's education today make it urgently necessary to read and interpret children's pictures.  

For children, drawing pictures is sometimes a kinetic activity and sometimes an expressive tool to show their 

internal world and perception. Children choose to draw pictures to sometimes explain an event or situation and other 

times to express their emotions (B¿y¿kkarabacak, 2008). Children's pictures reflect the content and the way of their 

thinking, thus they are very important (Aydemir, 2011). The child presents his/her information to us in the form of a 

picture.  

Research shows that children's pictures display a systematic development manner (Schirrmacher, 1988:97). One 

of the approaches that aims to explain children's pictures from a theoretical point of view is the developmental 

approach. The developmental approach, which tries to determine why the child has drawn a certain picture, by using 

the theories that interpret their games.  

Children's perception of the world they live in is very different to adults' (Duman, 2006). The lines of a child 

reflect his/her perception. The lines in pictures also differ and gain different meanings depending on the 

development stage of children. According to Piaget, the development of brain during childhood goes through certain 

stages, mostly depending on the genetic maturity and the child's age. That is because children have different 

physical, social and cognitive perceptions and projections in different periods. Every child does go through certain 

stages either soon or later, or slower or faster (San,1979:133). Lowendfield has a similar classification (Uysal and 

Selvi, 2012:249), but this study will use Piaget's classification (Yavuzer, 1992):  

1- Scribbling period (2-4 years old)  

2- Pre-schema period (4-7 years old)  

3- Schema period (7-9 years old)  

4- Reality (grouping) period (9-12 years old)  

5 - Naturalisation of reality (over 12 years old)  

In their study supported by field observations, Uysal and Selvi (2012) have established that the child's expression 

of his/her memory of the space that is gathered from his/her visual cognition when drawing lines coincides with 

his/her stages of development. Therefore, it is important to analyse children's cognitive development in order to find 

out how they represent their relationship with the space in their pictures.  

This study analyses the pictures of the grade 7 students in Kadēmehmet secondary school who are partially in the 

reality stage and more in the naturalisation of reality stage (between 11-13 years old). When the child reaches 

his/her last stage of development, his lines are a realistic display of his/her life, and his/her multi-sided cognitive 

development is rooted in these lines (Uysal and Selvi, 2012). The children of these stages are aware that they are 

part of a society and they depict it on their pictures. These drawings display signs of the society and culture that they 

live in. The fiction of space is improved in the picture and the spaces where the events take place are reflected in the 

picture in a detailed way. Their fine motor control of their hands has matured; however, the emotional turbulences of 

puberty might be reflected in their pictures (Yavuzer, 1992).  

4. Kasēmpaĸa Children's Perception of Their Neighbourhood and The Analyzing Their Drawings 

Kasēmpaĸa is a very old settlement area which has the Ottoman Empire's biggest dockyard, which was settled 

right after the conquest of Istanbul in 1453. Yent¿rk (2006:15) describes Kasēmpaĸa as the foundation stone of 

Turkish Navy, the land of sea captains, bullies and rowdies. The area lost the impressiveness of its era because of 

the big fire in 1821. The district, which was the home of privileged people such as high-ranking mariners, turned 

into an area in which sailors and middle-class people started to reside after the fire (Erol, 2011). Before the fire, it 

was an area covered with wooden houses, which lost that quality after the fire and started turning into an area in 

which workers and poor people started to live as of the 20th century (Tanman, 1994). Today, the wooden houses 

have been replaced by disorganised buildings. After Hali­ was announced as the industrial area in 1954, the Hali­ 

coast was opened to the industrial facilities, which was followed by rapid immigration into these areas and the 

construction of shanties here.  
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Today, Kasēmpaĸa is an area which is in the centre of Istanbul and is inhabited by a disadvantaged group of 

people. Kasēmpaĸa has a population of 110,000 people today, this population density due to migrations. Being 

situated at the centre of the city and at the location of being able to provide easy access to, made Kasēmpaĸa become 

almost the first stop for the people emigrating from the rural areas (Sezer, 2010). The area which bears the marks of 

disorganised infrastructure has got livelier after Hali­ was cleaned as of 1990's. Today, the area has a neglected and 

ruined look due to the density of the disorganised immigration from the Black Sea Region.  

Prior to the study, a central secondary school in the area was looked into to contact the children that are in the last 

two stages of their cognitive development. Kadēmehmet secondary school was picked for being close to Kasēmpaĸa 

square. Kadēmehmet secondary school was built by the Navy Superintendents in 1875 to raise naval officers. This 

school which was called the Navy Middle School was built in stone with wooden ceilings. The building was 

reserved for restoration in June 1982 and re-opened for education in 1984 (Url 1). The study was carried out in 

November 2013. As per the school principal's suggestion, 23 grade 7 students participated. The study has enabled 

the students to gather in Turabibaba Library in the same area and draw pictures in the absence of their teacher. 

Turabibaba Library is located in Kasēmpaĸa square since 2008 and has services that are more focused on children. 

There are no other libraries, courses or recreational centres in the nearby area. The activity of drawing a picture has 

been done on the spot, without giving the students the subject matter beforehand, without looking at any documents 

but just to get their perceptions of their neighbourhood as they are in their memory. After the drawing session, each 

student were interviewed individually to find out what they tried to express with their lines in the picture. Below are 

the addresses of Kadēmehmet Secondary School, Turabibaba Library and of the children who were numbered 

respectively depending on their session.  

 

 
Figure 1. The locations of children 

The children were first given coloured stabilo pens and were asked to pick the colour they wanted. After that, 

they were advised to colour the pictures using pastel pens. While some children used only the stabilo pens, the 

others preferred to use pastel pens to colour their pictures. The interpretation of the children's pictures will be done 
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comparing their pictures to the existing urban pattern. The children who live in the same or closely-located streets 

will be evaluated together.  

 
The first child is a girl who depicted her street half black because of the street works, and she highlighted the 

finishing of the works in blue. She showed how people's ears were ringing because of the noise coming from the 

street works. In her session, she mostly mentioned that the street is dirty, the buildings are next to each other and 

multi-storey, there is always rubbish on the street and there are always cars parked on the pavements. The twelfth 

child is a boy. When we asked about his flat, he showed the third one on the top left which was not any different 

from the other ones. When he was asked which places he uses more, he answered that he does not have any friends 

in his street but usually goes to the other neighbourhood at the back. He said that it is noisy due to the street works. 

He drew the sun and clouds as natural elements. He did not have any people in his picture. When he was asked if he 

likes his neighbourhood, he answered,  ñYes.ò 
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The second child is a boy who had a lot of empty spaces and no ground base in his picture. He said that he drew 

the picture of the building opposite to his which has more cheerful people inside, and expressed that the other flat 

has someone who gets annoyed when the kids play. He depicted the view from his own flat and the sun. The 

fifteenth child is a girl who showed her flat as the one at the bottom left. She said that she has a friend in the flat at 

the bottom right. When she was asked if she was happy with her neighbourhood, she answered, ñyesò, but she said 

she wanted the street and the pavement to be larger. As nature elements, she drew the sun, birds and clouds and also 

included people in her picture. The 20th child is a girl who said that she drew the top left building which is hers and 

the other buildings on the street further up. She also drew the satellite dish on her building. She drew the sun and 

clouds. When she was asked where she plays outdoors, she answered that she does not go out that much, because 

"there is too much evil around, nowhere to play, the streets are too narrow with too many cars and there is nowhere 

left for them to play." 

 
 

The sixteenth child is a boy who said that the flat at the bottom right is theirs and the building in the middle is the 

school. He said there are narrow spaces between the buildings and they usually play there. He said his friends are 

not in the picture but they are somewhere nearby. The twenty second child is a boy and his flat is in the middle on 

the left hand side at the beginning of the road. He said, "Cars park around here and fire-fighters and ambulances 

pass by here." When he was asked where he plays, he answered that he does not go out. When he was asked if he 

would go out to play if the street was as he wanted it to be, he answered that he still does not like the street. When 

the reason was looked into, it was because his friends also never go out. This actually shows that, children as subject 

to confined to interiors as long as there arenôt suitable spaces for them. The tenth child is a girl who filled the half 

left part of the picture with buildings and left the right half part all empty. She said the reason for that is because 

there are construction works in the building over there. She said she is not happy with the buildings, and due to the 

nearby tunnel project, it is noisy day and night. The building on the left is where she lives. She detailed the exterior 

decorations of the building by drawing the windows and the iron balcony bars. 
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The twenty second and sixteenth children from the previous group and the eighteenth and third children from this 

group are the ones that who live closest to the school. The eighteenth child is a boy and the black building in the 

middle is his flat. He mentioned that the building next door is where the grocery is and on the left are Deniz Hospital 

and its balconies. He also said, "We feed pigeons, and I drew them, too." He said there are tunnel works just under 

the hospital and they play in the spaces between the grocery and his flat. The 3rd child is a girl and the top flat in 

one of the buildings on the left is hers with a park just opposite. She says she does not go to the park that much, but 

rather to the shop. She said "The park is for small kids." While the other children drew the pictures showing two 

parts, this one was drawn showing four parts. The 6th child is a girl and her flat is in the top right of the second next 

building to the black building. She said that, the sideways are for Quran courses and there is a small garden at the 

back of that building. Although she talked about open spaces at the bottom left, she said she does not play there and 

mostly stays at home. The 9th child is a girl who showed that the building in the middle is where their flat is and 

they dump the rubbish right opposite their building. She showed that the park is the place where the cats are. When 

she was asked where she goes most, she answered, "I do not go out that much I don't like it." 
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The twenty third child is a boy and their flat is in the building on the left hand side. He said he tried to draw 

window shutters. The space he uses most is his friend's flat in the building next door. He said, "There is a park 

further downhill, and we play there, as well as in the streets." When he was asked if he likes it around there, he 

answered, ñYes.ò The eleventh child is a boy who said that his flat is the second from the bottom of the red building. 

He said he does not have friends in this street and the shops are at the back of this street. The nature element is the 

flower pot at the bottom in the left hand side. The 17th child is a boy; his building is the first one on the left. He 

said, "There is a big land near the opposite buildings, but I did not draw that." He said they do not play there, 

because that is where cars are usually parked. He said there is a space in between the buildings and they play ball 

games there. He said, "My friends go to work they left school." When he was asked if he will also leave school, he 

answered that he wants to go to high school. It is obvious that he can't play that much because his friends work. 

 


