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This article discusses the important role of drawing in understanding children’s psychological 

characteristics and some main results of the research on the application of “Draw a man” test to diagnose 

emotional characteristics of children with hearing impairment. Details of the drawing, such as pencil pressing, 

erasement and the size of the human figure can be significant indicators of emotional problems of the child. 
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Drawings: An effective way to explore the child’s world 
Children love to draw. They depict on paper all what they feel and notice around. The most 

successful examples of this art may be preserved in the memory of their parents, the rest is usually 

overlooked. And meanwhile, if we look more closely at the most common children's drawings, we can 

see everything that's going on in the soul of the child, and what he cannot explain to an adult, even in 

the most confidential conversation. 

For most psychologists, psychotherapists and educators, drawing is “worth a thousand words” 

and does reflect the child who created it. Drawings are useful in understanding and evaluating a child’s 

intellectual and emotional development (Gardner, 1980; Golomb, 1990; Goodenough, 1926, 1950; 

Kellogg, 1969; Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1987), and are particularly useful in trauma debriefing where 

sensory-based methods have been identified as helpful in disclosure and crisis resolution (Malchiodi, 

1997; Pynoos & Eth, 1985; Steele, 1997). Children’s drawings have been used as projective measures 

of personality (Buck, 1966; Hammer, 1967; Koppitz, 1968; Oster & Montgomery, 1996) and specific 

drawing tasks have also been developed and applied to the evaluation of cognitive abilities and 

emotional issues in children (Hammer, 1958; Harasty, Double, Halliday, Kril & McRitchie, 1997; 

Harris, 1963; Hulse, 1951, 1952; Goodenough, 1950; Silver, 1996; 2001). Donald Winnicott (1971) 

recognized the value of drawing in helping children express their problems and world-views. Children 

who were given the opportunity to draw while talking about their experiences did report more 

information than the children who were merely asked to talk (Gross & Haynes, 1998). Thus, drawing 

can be used as an effective diagnostic method for children, especially for those with difficulty in 

expressing themselves by speech. 
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Figure 1: Taken from “Draw a man test” research in Hochiminh City, Vietnam, 2011 – 

2012. 

Han, girl, 5 years 1 month. Father left her and her mother for another woman just one 

month before she draw this picture. His mother is a worker. Family is very poor. 17-18 degrees 

myopia. Severe deafness. Hyperactive. Uncontrolled diarrhea. Remember words well. 

Understands things quickly. Does well at school. Prudent. Polite. Not afraid of anyone. Good self-

defense. Often helps friends. Very attached to strangers, especially men.  

Characteristics of the drawing: Han draw two lines under the eyes. When asked what the 

lines mean, Han pointed to her heart. It turned out that the lines represented her tears. The eyes 

are empty: there may be causeless fears. Fingers: openness, communicativeness. Outstretching 

hands: easy to make friends. Strong pencil pressing. 

 

Our study 
We used the “Draw a man” test of the F.L. Goodenough that A.L. Venger had modified to 

diagnose emotional characteristics of Vietnamese children with hearing impairment. The total of 91 

drawings was collected, including 46 drawings of boys and 45 drawings of girls from 5 to 18 years of 

age. All the children in this research study in 6 special schools in Hochiminh City. 

According to F.L. Goodenough, A.L. Venger (Goodenough, 1926; Venger, 2003), emotional 

problems and general emotional state is expressed primarily through external signs on drawings, such 

as pencil pressing, erasement, the diversity of lines and crosses, the size of the figures, the location of 

the figures on paper, then through the content of the drawing. Our research focused on discovering the 

emotional characteristics of children by 3 signs appeared on the drawings: pencil pressing, erasement 

and the size of the human figure. The chi-square test was used to determine whether there would be 

significant correlation between these 3 signs on the drawings and the emotional characteristics. 

Before diagnosing the child's emotional characteristics, we measured the level of intellectual 

development of children by this “Draw a man” test also. Score of children's intellect is the total number 

of points for the details of the human figure drawn: 2 points are given for each of the following main 

parts: head, trunk, eyes, mouth, nose, hands, legs; paired items are valued at 2 points regardless of 
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whether they are represented only one or two. 1 point is given for each of the following minor details: 

ears, hair (or hat), eyebrows, neck, fingers, clothes, feet (shoes); another 1 point is given for the correct 

number of fingers (5 on each hand). 8 extra points are given for the plastic image, for the interim (if at 

least some plastic elements) – 4 points are given; if the image is schematic, with hands and feet are 

depicted by double lines, then 2 more points are given; schematic drawings with arms or legs drawn by 

single lines get no extra points.  

Thus, the minimum score – 0, the maximum – 30. Estimated age norms given in the table 1 (the 

semicolon separates the years and months).  

 

Ages Standard score 

3;6 – 4;0 4 – 13 

4;1 – 5;0 8 – 17 

5;1 – 6;0 14 – 22 

6;1 – 7;0 18 – 25 

7;1 – 8;0 20 – 26 

8;1 – 9;0 22 – 27 

9;1 – 10;0 23 – 28 

10;1 – 11;0 24 – 30 

11;1 – 13;0 25 – 30 

≥ 13;1 26 – 30 

 

Strong pencil pressing 

The correlation between strong pencil pressing and intellectual development of children with 

hearing impairment: 

 42/56 children with strong pencil pressing have the score of intellect that meets the standard 

(75%) 

 14/56 children with strong pencil pressing have the score of intellect that doesn’t meet the 

standard (25%) 

The chi-square test between strong pencil pressing and standard intellect of children with hearing 

impairment is χ ² = 14 (with p <0.01), which showed that normal intellectual development is directly 

proportional to strong pencil pressing. 
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Figure 2: Dat, boy, 6 years 7 months. Father – advertiser. Mother does odd job. The best 

student of the class. Enunciates clearly. Acquires school materials well. Understands things 

quickly. Prudent. Often helps friends. Parents are cooperative and help Dat to review lessons at 

home. 

Characteristics of the drawing: clear, clean drawing (no erasement and crossing). 

Outstretching hands: easy to make friends. Strong pencil pressing. Score of intellect: 21. 
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Figure 3: Uyen, 8 years 6 months. Parents work in silk screen printing. The best student of 

the class. Has beautiful hand-writing. Prudent. Lives with her aunt in HCMC. Attached to aunt 

more than to parents. 

Characteristics of the drawing: The human figure is drawn in the center of the paper. 

Outstretching hands: easy to make friends. Other things (clouds, trees, ground) were drawn. 

Strong pencil pressing. Score of intellect: 22. 

 

Unstable pencil pressing (too strong or continuous change of strong/weak pencil pressing) 

There are 16 children, including 11 boys and 5 girls, have unstable pencil pressing. Teacher’s 

observation and psychologist’s analysis on these children are as follows: 

 All 16 children that have unstable pencil pressing are hyperactive and aggressive, some are the 

most aggressive in the class and often bully friends. 

 The score of intellect of 5/16 children with unstable pencil pressing meets the standard. The 

score of intellect of the rest doesn’t. The chi-square test proved that there’s no correlation between 

unstable pencil pressing and score of intellect. 

Thus, there is a correlation between unstable pencil pressing and emotional instability: too shy or 

too aggressive. No correlation found between unstable pencil pressing and intellectual development. 
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Figure 4: Thu, girl, 6 years 10 months. Father died young. Mother – worker. Nearly 

autistic. Silent. Sometimes speaks long sentences. Doesn’t look at teachers. Father died when Thu 

had just been born. Grandfather thought Thu brought bad luck to the family and so prohibited 

Thu to be in the house. Thu’s mother rents a room to bring her up. Grandmother helps them a 

bit. 

Characteristics of the drawing: The human figure is not clear. Continuous change of 

strong/weak pencil pressing: emotional instability, which may be caused by the family’s situation. 

Score of intellect: 0. 
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Figure 5: Chau, girl, 10 years 1 month. Parents – traders. Does bad in school. Acquires 

school materials slowly. Bad memory. Reads well. Enunciates clearly. Hyperactive. 

Characteristics of the drawing: Big human figure is drawn in the center of the paper. 

Outstretching hands: easy to make friends. Too strong pencil pressing. Score of intellect: 21. 

 

Too much erasement 

Too much erasement is found in 6 children’s drawings, including 3 boys and 3 girls. Teacher’s 

observation and psychologist’s analysis on these children are as follows: 

 All these children are unfocused, easily stressed, not confident, get angry easily and have 

inferiority complex. 

 No correlation found between erasement and score of intellect. 
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Figure 6: Van, girl, 9 years 4 months. Father – worker. Mother – housewife. Acquires 

school materials well. Uncontrolled diarrhea, and it happens mostly when Van is nervous. Gets 

stressed easily. 

Characteristics of the drawing: Small human figure on the top of the paper. First Van drew 

a large figure, then minimized it. Eyelashes. Eyes were colored black. Dress with flowers. Small 

hands. Legs closed. Strong pencil pressing. Erasement. Score of intellect: 22. 
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Figure 7: Viet, boy, 9 years 10 months. Father – musician. Mother – trader. Trying to 

acquire school materials but hasn’t enunciates clearly yet. Understands Mathematics. Gets angry 

easily. Sometimes laughs all lesson. Can bites (rarely). Parents take good care of Viet. 

Characteristics of the drawing: Large human figure on the left of the paper. First Viet drew 

it in the center, then moved it to the left. Strong pencil pressing. Erasement. Score of intellect: 20. 

 

Too small figure 

Too small human figure is drawn by 9 children, including 5 boys and 4 girls. Teacher’s 

observation and psychologist’s analysis on these children are as follows: 

 7/9 cases are children without parents (one or both); another 1 child has very successful parents 

(father – architect, mother – engineer). Perhaps the absence of a parent(s) is one of the causes of 

depression in children with hearing impairment; expectations from very successful parents would be a 

cause of this depression. 

 No correlation found between too small human figure and score of intellect. 
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Figure 8: Phong, boy, 7 years 11 months. Father – foreigner working as a guard in an 

export processing zone in HCMC, left HCMC many years ago. Mother – unknown job, wanted 

abortion at first, then gave Phong to grandmother. Not doing well at school. Good self-serving. 

Very good at packing things. 

Characteristics of the drawing: Too small human figure on the top of the paper. Strong 

pencil pressing. Score of intellect: 19. 
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Figure 9: Duyen, 9. Father – bricklayer, never visits the child. Mother – worker, married 

the second time. Can acquire school materials. One ear is still clear. Poor family. Stepfather – 

gambler. Stepfather’s children often beat Duyen. 

Characteristics of the drawing: Too small human figure in the corner of the paper. Other 

things (clouds, the sun, a star, a heart) were drawn. Average pencil pressing. Score of intellect: 

20. 

 

Too large figure 

Too large human figure is drawn by 10 children, including 6 boys and 4 girls. Teacher’s 

observation and psychologist’s analysis on these children are as follows: 

 5/6 boys drew too large human figure are aggressive, often hit friends. 

 According to A.L. Venger, too large human figure is a sign of anxiety. In this study, the pencil 

pressing of boys who drew too large human figure is too strong or unstable (signs of emotional 

instability). Thus, if these two signs (too large human figure and too strong or unstable pencil pressing) 

go together in a child drawing, then we can be more certain about the emotional instability of the child. 

 No correlation found between too large human figure and score of intellect. 

 

Conclusion 

 Drawing is a natural language for children, especially for those with difficulties in development. 

Self-expression through the simple act of drawing is one of few means of conveying the complexities 

of crisis, repressed memories, or unspoken feelings.  

 From the view point of Psychodiagnostics, drawing is one of the most accurate and reliable 

sources of information about people. Furthermore, it is one of children’s most natural ways to express 

themselves and experience reality, especially at a very early age. “Drawing, as we have noted, is the 

predominant form of children's creativity at an early age” (L.S. Vygotsky, 1925).  Drawing allows the 

child to express what, due to age restrictions, he cannot express in words. In the process of drawing 

prohibitions and restrictions go by the wayside. At this moment the child is absolutely free. Therefore 
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understanding children’s drawings has become one of the most effective ways to explore their 

intellectual and emotional development. This is especially effective for working with children with 

challenges. 

Our study showed that 

 Strong pencil pressing in drawings is directly proportional to normal intellectual development 

of children with hearing impairment. 

 Too strong pencil pressing or unstable pencil pressing can be count as signs of emotional 

instability of children with hearing impairment. 

 Erasement is considered a sign of anxiety of children with hearing impairment. 

 The combination of unstable or too strong pencil pressing and too large human figure can 

provide certainty about emotional instability of the child.  

 

Recommendations for diagnostic procedure for children with hearing impairment 

 “Draw a man” test is a projective method, so it is used not to give a definite diagnosis, but to 

direct the further process of working with the child. This helps psychologists and others caregivers to 

be aware of the “may be problematic field” of the child. 

 Drawing test, like other projective methods, should be used along with other diagnostic 

methods to identify the problematic field of the child. In this study, we used this test along with 

observation and interviewing the child’s teacher to get the whole psychological picture of the child. 

 Some details and characteristics of the drawing may have two or more meanings, so it is 

important that the psychologist notes the frequency of the occurrence of these characteristics as well as 

the combination of these characteristics with others to identify the author's field of problems. 

 For children with hearing impairment, verbal instruction should be accompanied by body 

language or sign language. For some hyperactive children, the psychologist and the teacher need to 

assist the child in the process of drawing to help the child finish the drawing and also to prevent the 

child from interrupting the drawing process of others. Besides, the level of the need to be praised in 

children with hearing impairment of preschool and primary school ages is higher than in normal 

children of the same age. These children, therefore, should be complimented and encouraged to draw. 

Touching their bodies plays an important role in encouraging children to draw. 
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Appendix: Drawing materials for this test [adapted from Venger, A.L. (2003). Psychological drawing 

tests [Венгер А.Л. (2003). Психологические рисуночные тесты)]. 

 Paper of A4 size: 11.75" x 8.25" inches (21cm x 30cm) 

 Black pencil: not too hard, not too soft. Use a pencil which includes an eraser. Some psychologists do 

not provide an eraser because they want to catch every details of the drawing, even the ones that are erased. 

However, experience shows that many children, especially those with high level of anxiety, cannot draw without 

an eraser and sometimes refuse to draw. It is best to use the hard eraser so that the erased details still remain on 

paper. 
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