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Abstract 

 
The research reported in this thesis explores children’s perceptions of beauty.  It investigates 

how children reflect upon and articulate their perceptions of beauty and examines how these 

perceptions relate to philosophical thinking about aesthetic experience.  

 For the past 100 years, beauty has been marginalised in art and education and it is 

widely regarded as a problematic notion in a range of social and cultural contexts.  Art 

educators have often portrayed beauty as a peripheral concern, and those who have studied 

children’s responses to artworks have tended to characterise their references to beauty as 

evidence of passive appreciation and a relatively low level of aesthetic development.  In recent 

years there has been growing evidence of a revival of interest in beauty as a theme for 

reflection; however, to my knowledge, this is the first study to specifically research children’s 

perceptions of beauty. 

 The theoretical part of the study examined two fields of literature, in terms of (i) art 

educators’ strategies for engaging children with art and (ii) philosophical theories of aesthetic 

experience.  These sources influenced the design of the empirical part of the study, which 

consisted of 18 group interviews with 51 children aged 9-11 in two schools, one in inner 

London and the other in a rural village 40 miles from the capital.  Before the interviews children 

completed two tasks independently in which they found and photographed images they thought 

were beautiful.  Therefore there were two kinds of research data: (i) the images children found 

and photographed and (ii) the interview transcripts.  A content analysis approach informed the 

interpretation of the images, while a number of themes that emerged from the interview data 

were identified and discussed in the context of the literature.   

 The research findings indicated that children have diverse perceptions of beauty and 

that they are interested in a range of visual properties and expressive qualities of images.  

Children in one school tended to find beauty in images that reflected relationships, while those 

in the other judged the subjective nature of such images to be problematic.  Children in the rural 

area often photographed landscapes, flowers and animals, suggesting their direct connection 

with nature influences their perception of it as beautiful.  Those in London also found beauty in 

the natural world but preferred stylised, digitally generated representations of nature designed to 

appeal to the viewer.   

 During the interviews children were often highly motivated to articulate their responses 

to beauty, and many reflected thoughtfully on their own and others’ images.  Evidence suggests 

that children experience beauty in a wide range of contexts and that they variously understand it 

as an intersubjectively valid, shareable experience or, alternatively, as an individual experience.  

Several talked about beauty in ways that related to notions well-rehearsed in aesthetic theory 

while others, though less able to conceive or articulate such ideas, were nonetheless receptive to 

them when they heard them expressed.  Photography played an important part in the research, 

and the findings suggest the medium has the potential to play a far more prominent role in art 

education as a means of expression.  When combined with group interviews, photography can 

also be a highly effective method of understanding children’s perspectives on their experiences, 

and the study offers a useful model for researchers and educators to develop further.   

 The research makes several contributions to knowledge. Firstly, it demonstrates that 

children’s experiences of beauty are often valuable and meaningful to them.  Secondly, it 

provides evidence that children are motivated to explain their ideas about beauty and to engage 

with the ideas of others.  Thirdly, it challenges previous assumptions in terms of both children’s 

aesthetic development and aesthetic preferences by highlighting the diversity and complexity of 

children’s perceptions of beauty. 
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Fig. 7.32 Enesa – view from the balcony (detail) 

Fig. 7.33 Kamaudin – view from his balcony (tree) 

Fig. 7.34 Kamaudin – view from his balcony (shadow, fence)       

Fig. 7.35 Kamaudin – view from his balcony (shadow, plant) 

Fig. 7.36 Alfred Steiglitz – Tree on a New York street, 1901 

 

 

Fig. 8.1 ‘I really like the sense of taste in your picture.  I love it!’ (Ammar on Mohad’s found image),  

Fig. 8.2 Nell’s found photograph of her cousins  

Fig. 8.3 Anya’s found image of blossom 

Fig. 8.4 Sherika and Enesa’s found images of roses 

Fig. 8.5 Flowers photographed by Kyra  

Fig. 8.6 Flowers photographed by Bonnie 

Fig. 8.7 Flowers photographed by Alistair 

Fig. 8.8 Flowers photographed by Ilham 

Fig. 8.9 Flowers (digital painting found online by Mustafa) 

Fig. 8.10 Local park photographed by Daniel  

Fig. 8.11 River Thames photographed by Mohad (1) 

Fig. 8.12 River Thames photographed by Mohad (2) 

Fig. 8.13 Daniel and Mohad’s photographs by were reminiscent of Monet paintings 

Fig. 8.14 Ilham’s photograph of her local park (1) 

Fig. 8.15 Ilham’s photograph of her local park (2) 

Fig. 8.16 Heather’s found image of a foxglove 

Fig. 8.17 Yasmina’s waterfalls  

Fig. 8.18 Mustafa’s flowers 

Fig. 8.19 Images of Plitvička Forest, Croatia found by Charlie, Anya and Elysia 

Fig. 8.20 Calendar, Pipasha Tandoori Restaurant, Churt. (photograph: the author) 

Fig. 8.21 Examples of images relating to the sublime found by James, Cameron, Noah and Yasmina 

Fig. 8.22 Cameron’s snowscapes (found images) 

Fig. 8.23 Noah’s image of Ayers Rock (found image) 

Fig. 8.24 Caspar David Friedrich: Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (c.1818)  Kunsthalle, Hamburg 
    http://www.caspardavidfriedrich.org/The-Wanderer-above-the-Mists-1817-18.html  

Fig. 8.25 Valeriy’s screen shot of ‘Dragon Quest’  

Fig. 8.26 Elysia’s found image of waterfalls 

Fig. 8.27 Yasmina’s found images of waterfalls 

Fig. 8.28 Yasmina’s photograph of local buildings 

Fig. 8.29 Barney and Spike’s photographs of local landscapes 

Fig. 8.30 Rafeeah’s photograph of the Empress State Building and found image of a whale 

Fig. 8.31 The Hunger Games (film still) http://www.mymcpl.org/blog/if-you-liked-hunger-games  

Fig. 8.32 Noah: found image of African plain 

Fig. 8.33 Nell’s photograph of a cake    

Fig. 8.34 Mustafa’s clothes and jewellery  

Fig. 8.35 Beauty products http://www.freegreatpicture.com/cosmetic-advertising/euovmy-beauty-products-32504  

Fig. 8.36 Sandy’s images found in an edition of the ‘Metro’ newspaper 

Fig. 8.37 Teyamo’s princess movie poster;  

Fig. 8.38 Megan’s found image of Kourtney Kardashian 

Fig. 8.39 Jo Brand and Miranda Hart: images found by Maddie and Nell 

Fig. 8.40 Chloe’s London Eye: ‘It’s kind of like, been this great experience’ 

Fig. 8.41 Mustafa’s flower: ‘I went on Google and then I writ down ‘beautiful flowers’ and then I was 

   scrolling down, then … I found this’ 

Fig. 8.42 Sadiya’s re-photographed image:  

 ‘Is this a picture of a picture or is it a picture of a real cat?’ ‘It’s a real cat.’ 

Fig. 8.43 Sadiya’s re-photographed image of a cat 

http://www.caspardavidfriedrich.org/The-Wanderer-above-the-Mists-1817-18.html
http://www.mymcpl.org/blog/if-you-liked-hunger-games
http://www.freegreatpicture.com/cosmetic-advertising/euovmy-beauty-products-32504
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Fig. 8.44 Sadiya’s re-photographed image of a bird 

Fig. 8.45 Ilham’s image: ‘The others were from the computer.  But this is real.’ 

Fig. 8.46 Identical image found online 

 

 

Fig. 9.1 Richard Billingham Untitled (RAL 20) 1996 

Fig. 9.2 Illustration of un-named student’s work from Taylor (1989) 

Fig. 9.3 Kamaudin’s view from a balcony (shadow) (photograph) 

Fig. 9.4 Jack Hill Great Mosque of Aleppo  
 http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21589428-outsiders-will-not-bring-peace-syria-unless-they-face  

 up-some-difficult-choices-stop?zid=312&ah=da4ed4425e74339883d473adf5773841  

Fig. 9.5 Jack Hill Great Mosque of Aleppo 

 http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/news/world/middleeast/article3805203.ece#tab-4 

Fig. 9.6 Gleb Garanich Debaltseve, eastern Ukraine, Feb. 6
th
 2015 (Gleb Garanich /Reuters)  

 http://www.theguardian.com/world/picture/2013/jan/26/pakistan   

Fig. 9.7 Muhammed Muheisen Displaced children on the outskirts of Islamabad, December 2012, 

(Muhammed Muheisen/AP Photo) 

Fig. 9.8 Iraqi boys make the most of a burst water pipe in Sadr City, May 2008. Wathiq Khuzaie / Getty 

 http://www.zimbio.com/2008+in+Photos/articles/70/2008+The+Year+in+Photos  

Fig. 9.9 Pakistani children, who were displaced with their families by 2010 floods from a village in 

 Pakistan's Sindh province, enjoy jumping on a trampoline, in a slum on the outskirts of 

 Islamabad, Pakistan, Friday, February 8, 2013. (Muhammed Muheisen/AP Photo)  
 http://www.gagdaily.com/appealing/2454-daily-life-by-photographer-muhammed-muheisen.html  
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