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The objective of this investigation was to investigate the visual representations of the
concept of God in the illustrations of Iranian girls in grades 1 to 3 of elementary
school in Tehran during the 2024-2025 academic year. Initially, a qualitative
approach and thematic analysis were employed to collect and qualitatively analyze a
total of 246 drawings. Subsequently, the Python programming language was
implemented to conduct a quantitative analysis of the predominant hues in the
drawings. Image processing was conducted using OpenCV, color clustering via the
KMeans algorithm from scikit-learn, and color palettes were visualized with
Matplotlib and Seaborn. Additionally, the pretrained ResNet50 model was utilized to
extract advanced visual features for deeper and more precise analysis. The results
indicated that children’s representations of God are influenced by their religious
beliefs, lived experiences, and cultural heritage, as evidenced by symbols such as
light, clouds, human faces, angels, and natural elements. The imagery in lower
grades was more anthropomorphic and concrete, whereas the imagery in higher
grades was more symbolic, abstract, and complex. The consistent presence of
emotional colors and symbols, including red, gold, blue, hearts, and weeping,
suggests the enduring role of affective elements in the religious experiences of
children. This study underscores the Iranian cultural context and encourages the
reevaluation of solely cognitive developmental models, providing novel insights for
comparative research in non-Western societies.
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Thematic Analysis and Examination of Transformational Trends in the Conceptual
Representation of God in Paintings by Iranian Girls in the First to Third Grades of Elementary
School

Extended Abstract
Aim

Children’s drawings are a valuable medium for exploring their inner worlds, cognitive processes, and
emotional development (Fitzsimons et al., 2024; Weber & Greiff, 2023). Beyond their artistic value, these
visual expressions provide insight into how children perceive abstract concepts such as spirituality and
God, particularly during early developmental stages when verbal reasoning skills are still limited (Morando
& Paletta, 2022; Bellous, 2021). Recent research highlights the role of creative, play-based, and visual
activities in fostering spiritual awareness, especially when these activities are guided by parents and
educators within culturally relevant contexts (Herawati & Yulya, 2023; Fikriyati et al., 2023).

The concept of God presents both cognitive and emotional challenges for children and is often
expressed through symbols such as light, clouds, angels, or human-like figures. These depictions tend to
evolve with age, shifting from concrete, anthropomorphic forms toward more symbolic and abstract
representations (Ashkenazi et al., 2022; Dias et al., 2022). The family environment, religious education,
and broader sociocultural influences play a pivotal role in shaping these visualizations.

Within the Iranian—Islamic context—where God is understood as transcendent, unique, and
invisible—children often reinterpret this concept through familiar, culturally grounded imagery. This study
examines 246 drawings created by Iranian girls in the first to third grades of elementary school. Using
thematic analysis, the study identifies common symbolic elements, traces developmental patterns, and
relates the findings to contemporary theories of spiritual and cognitive development. The results aim to
inform the design of culturally adapted, creative, and spirituality-oriented educational programs for young
learners.

Methodology

This qualitative study employed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis to explore
children’s conceptions of God through their drawings. The participants included 246 female students from
grades one to three at a public elementary school in Tehran, representing an Islamic-Iranian cultural
context. Purposive sampling was used, with inclusion criteria including age (approximately 7-10 years),
enrollment in the specified grades, and willingness to participate. Students who declined to participate in
the drawing activity were excluded.

Data collection consisted of 246 drawings illustrating the children’s mental images of God. The
activity was conducted during school hours in familiar and calm environments, such as classrooms and art
workshops, with full coordination from school staff and administrators. Children were provided with A4
white paper and a variety of coloring materials, including colored pencils, markers, and crayons. When
possible, brief informal interviews were conducted to enhance understanding of the drawings. All visual
data were anonymized and made publicly accessible via GitHub.

Common visual motifs—such as light, clouds, human-like faces, angels, and heavenly symbols—were
documented. During data analysis, these elements were coded and grouped into initial clusters and broader
themes. To ensure reliability, two researchers independently coded the data and resolved discrepancies
through discussion.

Additionally, the study consulted relevant literature, including Bellous (2021) on spiritual care in
religious education and Mahfud et al. (2022) on character development in faith-based schooling.

Findings

Consistent with Spilka et al. (1992) and Wulff (1991), children in grades one and two predominantly
use concrete, sensory symbols—such as light, clouds, and anthropomorphic figures—reflecting the
concrete cognitive stages of early childhood (Coles, 1990). These early representations show how young
children rely on tangible and visible elements to conceptualize divine entities, often portraying God in
human-like or natural forms. By grade three, a noticeable developmental shift emerges, as children begin to
incorporate more symbolic and abstract representations in their drawings. This progression demonstrates an
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emerging capacity to engage with more complex spiritual ideas and a more nuanced understanding of
religious concepts.

However, this transition is not strictly linear or uniform. Many drawings by older children still retain
anthropomorphic and angelic imagery, indicating the persistent influence of cultural, emotional, and
educational factors on their religious conceptions (Mahfud et al., 2022). Emotional elements also play a
significant role, with vibrant colors such as red, gold, and blue—as well as symbolic motifs like hearts and

tears—appearing consistently across age groups. These features highlight the affective dimensions that are
integral to children’s religious formation (Bellous, 2021; Garcia-Navarro et al., 2024).

The study further identifies a notable contrast between children’s imaginative, nature-inspired religious
imagery and the more abstract, didactic approach characteristic of formal religious education (Munif,
2023). This gap points to a crucial need for educational practices that better integrate children’s symbolic

creativity, thereby supporting more holistic spiritual development aligned with their cognitive and
emotional capacities.
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Figure 1: Heatmap of God Concepts in Children’s Drawings

Distribution of God representations by age, illustrating the shift from tangible to symbolic elements
across childhood.
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Figure 2: Comparative Bar Chart of God Concepts

This chart illustrates the shift from concrete to more abstract depictions of God across grade levels
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Conclusion

The findings of this study correspond in many respects with Spilka’s (1992) and Wulff’s (1991)
theoretical frameworks, yet they also reveal significant variations that underscore the importance of
incorporating cultural, social, and emotional dimensions alongside cognitive development when explaining
children’s formation of religious concepts. In line with these models, children in grades one and two
primarily depict God using concrete and sensory symbols—such as light, clouds, and anthropomorphic
figures—reflecting early stages of cognitive development (Coles, 1990). By grade three, the emergence of
symbolic and abstract representations indicates a developmental shift toward more complex spiritual ideas,
consistent with the higher cognitive levels described in Spilka’s model.

Nevertheless, this transition is neither linear nor uniform. Many older children’s drawings continue to
portray human-like or angelic figures, suggesting that cultural, emotional, and educational factors influence
cognitive progression and sustain concrete imagery. Emotional components—such as the use of vivid
colors and symbolic motifs like hearts and tears—remain prominent across all ages, emphasizing the
affective dimension of religious cognition (Bellous, 2021). These findings reflect the insights of
Garcia-Navarro et al. (2024) and Mahfud et al. (2022), who stress the importance of visual metaphors and
the role of formal religious education in shaping children’s spiritual imagery.

From a sociocultural standpoint (Vygotsky, 1987), the children’s depictions illustrate complex
interactions among cognitive, emotional, social, and cultural factors. Limitations of the study include its
geographic focus and reliance on visual data without extensive verbal interviews. This study suggests that
understanding children’s religious cognition requires integrative, multilayered models that recognize this
complexity. Moreover, the persistent coexistence of concrete and abstract symbols highlights the need for
flexible theoretical frameworks that are responsive to cultural and psychological diversity in children’s
spiritual development.

Keywords: Children Painting, Cognitive Growth, Religious Development, Representation of God,
Thematic Analysis.
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. Python

. OpenCV

. scikit-learn
. KMeans

. Matplotlib
Seaborn
Cloud

. Light

. Human
10. Face

11. angel
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Concept Development Across Grades
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Top Concepts in First Grade Drawings
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1. Concrete Operational Stage
2. Anthropomorphism
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Top Concepts in Second Grade Drawings
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1. Piaget
2. Symbolic Thinking
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Top Concepts in Third Grade Drawings
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1. God-Human Connection
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1. Garcia-Navarro et al.
2. Mahfud et al.
3. Vygotskii
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1. https://github.com/reyhanehnoorinezhad/Children-painting
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