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PREFACE 

The power of the puppet shows itself in diverse fi elds: not only in 
the puppet theatres, not only in rituals and magical spells, but also 
in the broad range of education and therapy.  This has also been rec-
ognised by the international puppetry organisation – UNIMA – and 
the Puppets in Education Commission was founded at the Congress 
in Budapest in 1996. Its fi rst president was Edi Majaron. Since the Con-
gress in Magdeburg in 2000, the presidency has been headed up by 
Livija Krofl in. The Commission was expanded at the Congress in Perth 
and its name was changed to Puppets in Education, Development 
and Therapy. Its current members are: Meg Amsden (Great Britain), 
Edmond Debouny (Belgium), Ida Hamre (Denmark), Livija Krofl in 
(Croatia), Edi Majaron (Slovenia) and Barbara Scheel (Germany). 

The aims of the EDT Commission are:

- to stress the importance of the art of puppetry with its unique ability 
to communicate;

- to encourage creative ways of using puppets from earliest child-
hood and throughout life;

- to encourage researchers to engage with the fi eld of puppetry in 
education, development and therapy, and to share their results;

- to encourage the inclusion of puppetry in the training curricula of 
teachers, therapists and development workers;

- to encourage professional puppeteers to collaborate with educa-
tors, therapists, community and development workers and other 
professionals, to use puppetry in their fi elds.

One of the ways to achieve those objectives is through the publica-
tion of books. In 2002, the Puppets in Education Commission published 
The Puppet – What a Miracle! The book was published in the English 
language, and then the edition in French followed in 2006. Although 
there is a translation into Spanish, it has not been published as yet.  

Almost all the members of the EDT Commission took part in the 
conference “Promoting the Social Emotional Aspects of Education; 
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A Multi-faceted Priority” that was held in Ljubljana, Slovenia, in June 
2011. The conference was organized by and took place at the Univer-
sity of Ljubljana, Faculty of Education. It was based on the European 
Aff ective Education Network (EAEN), which has an interdisciplinary 
membership of scholars, researchers and practitioners interested in 
the “aff ective” dimension of educational process. 

After having successfully acted as ambassadors for puppetry in 
education and therapy, also promoting the name and ideas of UNIMA, 
the Commission members decided to prepare a book in which all the 
papers presented by the Commission members and corresponding 
members at the Ljubljana Conference would fi nd their place, along 
with those of other members and corresponding members of the 
Commission, with other experts in the fi eld being invited to send their 
contributions.

The result is this book, which contains articles presented at the con-
ference in Ljubljana (some in an expanded form) by the members M. 
Amsden, I Hamre, L. Krofl in, E. Majaron, B. Scheel; corresponding mem-
ber Helena Korošec, with articles by Cariad Astles and Matt Smith.

The book covers all three areas: education, development (written 
by three authors from Great Britain, who use that very appropriate 
term applied puppetry) and therapy.

Edi Majaron writes about the important part that puppets play in 
various aspects of a child’s development. He expresses his belief in the 
magical power of the puppet in all kinds of communication with children, 
which enlightens their talents and diff erent forms of their creativity. 

Ida Hamre’s article “Aff ective Education through the Art of Anima-
tion Theatre” was based on her PhD dissertation “Animation Theatre as 
an Art and as an Element of Aesthetic Development and Education” 
and the project aimed to provide fundamental and elementary intro-
ductions to animation theatre in schools, at colleges for teachers, and 
for educators. In this article she focuses on a “knowledge of confi ding”, 
emotional learning and working together, humour and “utopian im-
agination”.

Helena Korošec stresses the need to make puppets a part of eve-
ryday work in education. According to her, symbolic play with puppets 
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complements frontal, one-way communication in the classroom, cre-
ates an atmosphere of relaxation, enables an individualistic approach, 
non-verbal communication and fosters creativity. 

Livija Krofl in writes about her experience in teaching a second or 
foreign language – particularly Croatian as a second or foreign lan-
guage – under the specifi c conditions of a brief workshop for children 
of various ages, with diff ering pre-knowledge of the language and 
diverse motivations. In these circumstances the puppet has shown 
its importance in the role of motivator, eliminator of inhibitions and 
an integrating element for a group of children who barely know each 
other. 

Cariad Astles contributes an article which is an overview of pup-
petry for development internationally. She explains the terms Theatre 
for Development and Puppetry for Development, and examines three 
separate case studies of Puppetry for Development: activities of the 
Community Health Awareness Puppeteers (Kenya), Gary Friedman 
(South Africa) and Small World Theatre (UK). 

Matt Smith asks himself two questions: Where do we fi nd the politics 
in the practice of applied puppetry? How can puppetry be engaged as 
a tool in applied theatre practice? His article concerns the ideological 
uses and political purposes of puppetry in education and community 
contexts. 

Meg Amsden presents an example from practice. In her article sub-
titled “Teaching Sustainability Through Shadow Puppetry – A Practical 
Example of a Project to Encourage 7 –11 Year-olds to Design for Their 
Future” she describes the Being Carbon Neutral project, that she and 
her colleague Nicky Rowbottom conducted in schools in the Broads 
National Park in 2009. The objective of the project was to encourage 
children to think dynamically and positively about living sustainably in 
a future dominated by climate change.

Barbara Scheel describes her worldwide experience in puppet 
therapy, and puppetry in schools and institutions for disabled people. 
She expresses her belief that puppetry is one of the most self-diff eren-
tiating tools for communication and expression of emotions and is a 
wonderful tool for therapy, education and special needs.
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Although the authors represented here share similar ideas, the 
stances the authors express in the individual articles are, of course, 
their own and not necessarily those of the whole group of contribu-
tors and/or of the EDT Commission.

We believe that this book will be a welcome contribution to the 
ever-widening understanding of the power of the puppet in various 
fi elds of life. 

Livija Krofl in
President of the EDT Commission
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Edi Majaron

ART AS A PATHWAY TO THE CHILD

Art plays an important part in various aspects of a child’s develop-
ment. Th e puppet especially provides the child with a kind of cover or 
disguise to hide behind: a timid child fi nds the courage to speak, to ex-
press his/her own emotions and to open his/her secrets to the puppet 
and through it to the audience. In this manner the puppet helps the child 
to communicate much more spontaneously, avoiding stressful relation-
ships, especially with adults. Th e puppet is an authority selected by the 
child himself.

Contemporary attempts to use narration as a method of rediscover-
ing and stabilising the child’s personality are supported by using puppets. 
Besides the fact that a child is not able to express all his feelings verbally, 
puppet heroes help him fi nd words and another point of view or perspec-
tive. In addition, children accustomed to using puppets in their everyday 
conversations have a richer vocabulary. Th ey are able to understand the 
semiotic-symbolic value of visual signs and the language of non-verbal 
communication, which is important in identifying their real abilities 
and progress in important areas of development – cognition, sensation, 
movement and co-ordination, social skills… and last but not least, lan-
guage expression.

Th rough his experience in working with puppets, the author believes in 
the magical power of the puppet in all kinds of communication with chil-
dren, enlightening their talents and diff erent forms of their creativity.

Key words: child, art, communication through and by art, symbolic 
play, puppet

Art is an important part of culture that most distinctly separates a 
human being from all other living creatures. It derives from ancient 
rituals, presenting human communication with gods as a sign of re-
spect and dependence on their will. Rituals were always expressed 
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Edi Majaron

by stylised visual appearance 
(by costume, mask…), symbolic 
movements and specifi c sounds. 
These are the roots of all the arts. 
Over thousands of years mankind 
has accumulated a precious herit-
age, enriched from generation to 
generation with new art-works 
contributed by the most brilliant 

artists. This heritage fi lls our lives with positive energy, confronts us with 
ourselves and provokes us to be conscious and proud human beings. 

It is therefore of the utmost importance for every child to get a chance 
as soon as possible to be confronted with the many faces of art: eve-
rything that surrounds him/her belongs to visual culture; the environ-
ment is therefore so important for the child’s development. Music calms 
children or encourages them to move, to dance. Children’s games with 
toys are their fi rst interaction with the environment, becoming soon a 
symbolic play of roles, closely related to their experience and knowledge 
about the world that surrounds them. This world is enormous, so chil-
dren use puppets (as the smallest art form) – most appropriate to their 
size – to solve their problems in a parabolic way. When they invite their 
parents or peers as an audience, theatre is born.

What is theatre? Where did it come from? Why?

It is a symbolic form of communication and transmission of mes-
sages; therefore it’s not as stressful as everyday direct interaction. Deriv-
ing from rituals it is stylised on 3 levels (as emphasised before): visually, 
in movement and in 
sound – that means: 
very expressive and 
clear in nonverbal 
communication. This is 
the primary reason to 
use it also in the edu-
cational process, since 
nonverbal language is 
understandable also to 
very young children. 
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ART AS A PATHWAY TO THE CHILD

What is the diff erence be-
tween “actor’s theatre” and pup-
pet theatre?

An actor’s play expresses per-
sonal EGO, while on the other 
hand play with a puppet needs 
transmission of attention/en-
ergy from the puppeteer to his 
“object (puppet)”, resulting in 
an indirect communication, and 
avoiding direct personal “eye to 
eye” stressful contact. Transmis-
sion of personality to an object 
is something special: the belief in miraculous transformation can be 
compared to the child’s relationship to his/her toys. In the child’s fan-
tasy, each object has its own life and soul. Objects and toys take over the 
function of an imaginative world in which the child dictates the rules and 
searches for possible solutions to his unsolved problems. According to 
Vigotsky, this kind of game improves the child’s development at all stages. 
Surprisingly, puppetry integrates nearly all disciplines important for this 

development: percep-
tion, comprehension, 
movement, co-ordi-
nation, interaction 
with the environment, 
speech, narration. It is 
diffi  cult to explain the 
fact that puppets usual-
ly make better contact 
with the child than pre-
school teachers or even 
parents. It seems that 
it is the already men-

tioned three-levelled stylisation which helps the child to feel, to accept 
and understand a symbolic situation. Through the simplifi ed situation 
of metaphorically used objects, it is possible to discover the richness of 
parabolic games, provoking the child’s imagination and creativity as the 
most important factors in further development.   
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Edi Majaron

Creating a puppet is an 
act, supporting a child’s self-
esteem. 

A new challenge starts 
with moving the new-born 
puppet. But it is not enough 
only to move it! Younger 
children will discover the 
miracle of animation spon-
taneously: by watching their 
puppet, e.g. transferring the 
focus of their eyes to their 

puppet, as in their everyday games with toys. The result is fascinating: 
next to the living puppet, there is no more room for the child’s empha-
sised ego. And vice-versa: shy children will gather more courage to ex-
press themselves through puppets, presenting them like some kind of 
shield. The principles of this game, where the child’s concentration on 
the object-toy comes back to the child, transforms into a play, where 
a message is directed at another player and/or audience (Cultural Me-
diation, Vigotsky).

That is why it is important to establish verbal communication, which 
is another great aim in the child’s development: how to use words, form 
sentences, invent dialogues – posing diff erent puppets in parabolic 
confl icts, creating paraphrases of known stories using the same char-
acters, or inventing completely new situations. Here we can see the real 
power of puppets: visual appearance prompts the invention of a corre-
sponding voice. So the need for narrative expression is supported inten-
sively by other creative actions. 
A puppet can sing, speak un-
familiar foreign languages, in-
novate words and expressions 
for new events. In conversation 
it can provide the opportunity 
to hear another, it can recite 
stories and poems in a literary 
version, or retell them from the 
point of view of a person ap-
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ART AS A PATHWAY TO THE CHILD

pearing in the story or poem. The puppet is often curious. It likes to ask 
questions – usually very provocative ones. It is also prepared to help the 
child tidy up his things, jump when he is afraid, creep through a tunnel, 
go to a doctor or brush his teeth. A puppet can speak a dialect or chil-
dren’s slang, so children can suggest corrections in common language. 
It can happen that the child is not able to understand all the words of 
a narration, but will accept the meaning through other elements of the 
puppet’s non-verbal language. Besides, it is important that the puppet 
needs few but essential words. It is not a chatterbox, wasting words in 

vain. And if a sentence isn’t right, it doesn’t matter! That’s the puppet 
making errors, not the child. And a shy child is not fi ghting for his/her 
own position but for the position of his/her puppet! 

A puppet can also personify ideas, mathematical data, days in the 
week or letters of the alphabet; all this and much more in the hands of an 
inventive educator, who is able to live with children in their own wonder-
land, invented together. Thus the child is supported in his imaginative and 
reproductive creativity, an active child in an active environment. 

That means that the use of puppets is not only for very little chil-
dren but for all ages – depending on their ability and the motivation 
of the teacher/ educator.
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Edi Majaron

The puppet provides both important poles of the child’s needs: a kind 
of ritual – with daily repetition on one side (i.e. the morning circle...), and 
surprise in discovering new possible “languages” on the other.

Through these activi-
ties the teacher will rec-
ognise all the capacities 
and knowledge of each 
and every child in the 
group/class without any 
stress, through playing 
theatre (including being 
the audience, not just the 
performer), as a result of 
socialisation.

The use of puppets (including visual expression and music) can re-
sult in a considerable contribution to a more humane and less stress-
ful educational system in the fi rst years of a child’s integration into a 
group. Moreover, puppets arouse imagination and creativity. This is 
one of the simplest and most eff ective ways to develop and support 
the child’s curiosity about the environment. And when it’s fi lled with 
the arts – children will accept this same method of communication, to 
respond through the language of the arts. That is the best dowry for 
children in their further development.

All photos are taken from the author’s photo archive.

final_12_06_2012_.indd   16final_12_06_2012_.indd   16 12.6.2012   17:46:4312.6.2012   17:46:43



17

References:

Batistič-Zorec, M. (2006) Teorije v razvojni psihologiji, Ljubljana: 
PeFUL.

Bernier, M. & O’Hare, J. (ed. 2002) Puppetry in Education and Thera-
py, Boston: AuthorHouse.

Hamre, I. (2004) Learning trough Animation Theatre, Copenhagen: 
Danmarks Pædagogiske Universitet.

Huff , M. J. (1998) Storytelling with Puppets, Props & Playful Tales, 
Palo Alto: Monday Morning Books.

Korošec, H. (2006) Vključevanje lutk v vzgojno izobraževalno delo, 
in: Sodobna pedagogika 57/123, Ljubljana.

Majaron, E. & Krofl in, L. (ed., 2002) The Puppet – What a Miracle!, 
Zagreb: UNIMA Puppets in Education Commission. 

Broggini, W. (1995) La magia del burattino, Bergamo: Junior Edizioni. 

Hunt, T. & Renfro, N. (1979) Puppetry in Early Childhood Education, 
Austin: Nancy Renfro Studios.

Renfro, N. (1982) Discovering the Super Senses through Puppet-
mime, Austin: Nancy Renfro Studios.

Moyles, R. J. (1996) The Excellence of Play, Buckingham: Open Uni-
versity Press.

Sommers, J. (ed.) Drama & Theatre in Education – Contemporary 
Research, Canada: Captus Press.

final_12_06_2012_.indd   17final_12_06_2012_.indd   17 12.6.2012   17:46:4312.6.2012   17:46:43



18

Ida Hamre

AFFECTIVE EDUCATION THROUGH THE 

ART OF ANIMATION THEATRE

Th e starting point is the Ph. D. dissertation “Animation Th eatre as 
an Art and as an Element of Aesthetic Development and Education”, 
Copenhagen 1994 by Ida Hamre.

Th is research suggested that animation theatre has many potentiali-
ties for learning, but it was not based on practical-pedagogical surveys. 
Th erefore, another project was launched in 1998. Time schedule: 4 years. 
Th is last project aimed to provide fundamental and elementary intro-
ductions to animation theatre in schools, at colleges for teachers, and 
for educators. It was called “Th e Learning Potential and Figurative Lan-
guage of Animation Th eatre – a Survey of Basic Aesthetic Learning Proc-
esses, Content Areas and Teacher Qualifi cations”. 

In this article the author wants to focus on some aspects of the conclu-
sions – such as:

- A KNOWLEDGE OF CONFIDING
Th e animation process in itself is a knowledge of confi ding with a 

strong appeal to the visual and tactile senses. It demands attention and 
quietness. Th is state of mind seems to be a need and, at the same time, it 
promotes concentration.

- EMOTIONAL LEARNING AND WORKING TOGETHER
According to art researcher David Best, the artistic experience is char-

acterized as an emotional and cognitive shock. So we are not dealing 
with a dichotomy of opposites, but with a complementary relationship. 
Best uses the term “emotional learning”.

Th e animated fi gure communicates through a permanent alienation 
and, in principle, this places performers and spectators on an equal foot-
ing, both in terms of the fi gure and the story. Th e fi gure functions as 
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AFFECTIVE EDUCATION THROUGH THE ART OF ANIMATION THEATRE

raw material for communication and, as such, becomes an appropriate 
medium of dialogical pedagogy.

- HUMOUR  
Humour breaks with habitual thinking and paves the way for positive 

“breaches of pattern”. Humour is related to the joy of life and it touches 
upon the basis of all learning. 

Th e fi gures of animation theatre have great power to fascinate. Th is is 
true of all types of fi gures, regardless of their shapes and sizes.

Th e characteristic features of fi gurative language in the aesthetics of 
animation theatre and communication contribute to the development of 
an aspect of imagination, which the writer will call “the utopian imagi-
nation”.

Key words: emotional learning through a knowledge of confi ding, 
humour, the art of animation theatre

The starting point for this paper is my Ph. D. dissertation “Animation 
Theatre as an Art and as an Element of Aesthetic Development and 
Education”. (Animation Theatre is a wider conception of Puppet Thea-
tre). My starting point is also my later practical-pedagogical project 
called “The Learning Potential and Figurative Language of Animation 
Theatre – a Survey of Basic Aesthetic Learning Processes, Content Areas 
and Teacher Qualifi cations”. 

These projects have shown that animation theatre holds great po-
tential in terms of making way for the pupil’s aesthetic, emotional, and 
ethical learning and “Bildung” (German concept for the general cultur-
al and social development of the individual). In the following, I focus 
on some of the potential for this form of theatre.

In my book “Marionet og menneske, animationsteater – 
billedteater”(“Marionette and Man, Animation Theatre – Visual Thea-
tre), I have summarised the following typical communicative features, 
allowing myself to be inspired by other researchers, and furthermore 
referring to domestic and international performances that I have studied 
and experienced.
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Typical features in the communication of animation theatre:

- Ambiguity and translucency (two-sided appearance).
- Metaphor and transitional phenomena.
- Permanent alienation.
- Synergy.
- Abstraction and stylisation.
- Special theatre conventions.
- Protection of the player’s integrity.
- Dialogic work process.
- Pantomimic.
- Humour and utopia.
- Theatre of paradox, live fi gures, although...
- Cross-aesthetic expression.

In the following I want to focus on some aspects that have a close 
relationship to aff ective learning.

Animation theatre has its own clear and complex profi le and aff ords 
a richness of diff erent crafts, design processes, stories, working methods 
and subjects. The synergistic dimension is strongly manifested in this 
theatre art. Many kinds of knowledge and functions work together 
and constantly change. The diff erent elements work together in fos-
tering innovation, so that the sum of the various expressions, apart 
from being linked, also creates synergy.1

Demands for synergy may be put onto a great variety of art forms; 
still, synergy is prominent in animation theatre, where it exists latently. 
The perspective is the development of what I might call “synergistic 
competence”. This potential for learning appears to be in demand, par-
ticularly in relation to the multi-media boom in our present culture.

Perhaps, learning through stylised and complex animation theatre 
can help develop an important synergistic ability to act. The vision could 
be that the child becomes equipped to transform some of the complex, 
contradictory and fragmentary impressions of contemporary culture into 
dynamic forces, as we ourselves do through aesthetic learning processes. 

However, that may be: As play, an area for learning with educational 
content, this theatre form seems to be underestimated today. It could 
be a cross-aesthetic/cross-professional juncture. 

1  Konstanza Kavrakova-Lorenz: Das Puppenspiel als synergetische Kunstform, 1986.
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AFFECTIVE EDUCATION THROUGH THE ART OF ANIMATION THEATRE

“A KNOWLEDGE OF CONFIDING” 

The actor acts by using his/her body and voice. When the anima-
tion fi gure “acts” it requires a person, a player/animator, as it can nei-
ther move nor speak on its own. Its movement and language are con-
trolled from the outside. Perhaps the fi gure is handled by more than 
one person, perhaps it is mechanical, or both, in alternation. Maybe 
there is a voice-over from a third person, or a tape recorder. The play-
ers can be invisible or hidden, and sometimes they may function as 
actors or narrators. Thus, the formal language of animation theatre is 
quite complex. Henryk Jurkowski notes that a characteristic feature in 
many modern animation theatre shows is change and interchange – a 
gliding – between the numerous elements and forces involved; a rela-
tionship he terms “pulsation”.2 

On stage, the animated fi gure seems to be alive, although we realize 
at the same time that it is inanimate material. The special ability of an 
animated fi gure to communicate rests in this ambiguity. Therefore the 
animation process is extremely important. It is in itself a knowledge of 
familiarity and “confi ding”3 with a strong appeal to the visual and tactile 
senses. It demands attention and quietness. This state of mind seems to 
be a need and, at the same time, it promotes concentration.

Animating is a state of mind, and reaching it presupposes time. Per-
haps children and adults need such intense contemplation. Perhaps 
this is why most people become captivated by it and allow themselves 
to be drawn into it. For a moment, animation and touch suspend the 
boundaries of identity – we touch, and are touched, and become part 
of the world. In this presence something magical and ritual comes 
about that is shared by players, others artisans and artists. 

Animation is pantomimic in itself, with a strong appeal to the visual 
and tactile senses. Animation demands attention, quietness and con-
centration on the shape, material and surface of the animation object. 
The auditory sense is summoned when “an object’s own sounds” are 

2  Henryk Jurkowski and Thomas Seebeok (red.): SEMIOTICA. Vol. 47, p. 144.

3  This often silent knowledge is decidedly a knowledge of “confi ding” – a category of 
knowledge set up by Tore Nordenstams and described by Mogens Nielsen in “Tavs viden 
og den praktiske dimension i dannelsesprocessen” (Silent Knowledge and the Practical 
Dimension in the Educational Process), DANSK nr. 1., 1996.
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investigated and subsequently used in a short play. In order to allow 
this familiar knowledge the space to consolidate itself as the basis of 
an actual show, a plan can be suggested in which object experiments 
are succeeded by non-verbal training and playing. Later the non-ver-
bal working processes may be combined with simple improvisations 
with verse, rhymes, and singing, and followed up by improvisations 
with short lines that have been learnt well enough not to make de-
mands on the memory. 

Another form well suited for novices is to have the players perform 
their show while a narrator, who has memorised the part, narrates. 
The advantage being that the narrator can let her/his story follow the 
stage action, while the actors are fully concentrated on the animation, 
the plot and the interplay.

Whether or not a narrative/story is practiced in a miming or verbal 
fashion, the dramaturgy is crucial. According to level and context, vari-
ous dramaturgical models and terms may be presented or detected, 
after which they can be used as tools for practical work, depending 
also on training and a sense of timing, tempo, and pulse.

Dramaturgical learning comes into eff ect both in connection with 
the development of improvisations, interpretation of existing texts, 
and analysis of fi nished performances.

Animation theatre relies strongly on the sense of touch and the 
tactile experience of the hand, but it also involves the whole body, 
and therefore its language must be integrated with dramaturgy, dra-
ma, and theatre pedagogy in general. Many drama exercises could be 
combined with animation work and even underpin it.

EMOTIONAL LEARNING AND WORKING TOGETHER

Rituals and games with animated fi gures are a primeval form of ex-
pression, which in recent years has garnered new interest – perhaps, 
because they challenge a culture of reifi cation characterised by a tech-
nology boom and hyper-consumption – and instead represent a ma-
terial culture that also seeks spiritual and religious dimensions. 
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In our part of the world, children grow up in a culture epitomised 
by things and the mass consumption of things. Moreover, the things 
and idioms of contemporary culture may be characterised as contra-
dictory and fragmented. 

Does this situation stimulate the development of an aesthetic and 
ethical sense? Do we become more self-absorbed as a result? Or do we 
attain a better chance to “go beyond” mere consumerism? 

In animation theatre, work with scenographic materials is espe-
cially provocative, because the material objects, so to speak, perform. 
This theatrical idiom, which is based on making objects and inanimate 
fi gurines come alive and take on corporeal form, is suited for commu-
nicating fundamental scenographic knowledge – a knowledge that 
can be used aesthetically, ethically and didactically. 

It might be a provocation for emotional learning and for working 
together.

According to art researcher David Best, the artistic experience is 
characterised as an emotional and cognitive shock.4 

So we are not dealing with a dichotomy of opposites, but with a 
complementary relationship. Best uses the term “emotional learning”.

 “Performing for somebody” is always experienced as a very impor-
tant “emotional and cognitive shock,” regardless of the institutional 
teaching context. Here is a cathartic eff ect that seems to strengthen 
both social and subject-specifi c elements and augment a special “frus-
tration sturdiness”.

The point of departure for the stories of animation theatre may be 
found in both fact and fi ction. Both the formal-linguistic and the image-
creating dimensions are essential and take place through cooperation 
and through the characteristic metaphors and metamorphoses of the 
animation fi gure. The researcher Anni Gilles calls this a “dual mirror”.5 
She claims that the fi gure is the bearer of both identifi cation and pro-
jection on the part of the player as well as the spectator. This renders 
the theatre form generous, but also demanding.

4  David Best: “Rationality of Feeling”, 1992.

5  Anni Gilles: “Le jeu de la marionette – L’object intermédiare et son métathéâtre”.
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But the performer’s integrity is still protected in a special way as 
responsibility can be attributed to the performing fi gures or objects.

The animated fi gure communicates through a permanent aliena-
tion and, in principle, this places performers and spectators on equal 
footing, both in terms of the fi gure and the story. The fi gure functions 
as raw material for communication and, as such, become an appropri-
ate medium of dialogical pedagogy.

Recent research into the functioning of the brain shows important 
results for communication through an animation fi gure.6 

We communicate through our language, through the mime of our 
face and through our body language. But these expressions are often 
contradictory. 

Here actors’ theatre is especially complicated because the actor 
has his own mime and history within him, so to speak. The puppet or 
animation object is empty and free from prejudices and therefore this 
communication can be much clearer.

Researchers fi nd a mirror neuron system of great interest for the 
understanding of how our brains function. This shows that a move-
ment and an action is refl ected in a sort of mirror in our brain when we 
are watching, for example, a performance. 

So, we are directly aff ected in our brains by the mime and body 
language – and feelings – of the other. But this mime has to be rather 
simple and animated – that means in a rhythm and not like the move-
ments of a robot. This very clear communication can be highlighted in 
animation theatre. 

To cultivate this knowledge might be an important way to under-
stand the emotions of other people and – maybe – for our develop-
ment of empathy. 

6  Raab, Thomas: “Når bevægelse bevæger”, Rapport om projektet OutCasts, 2008.
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HUMOUR AND UTOPIA

The fi gures of animation theatre have a powerful ability to fascinate. 
This is true of all basic fi gures, regardless of their shapes and sizes.

Humour seems to be one of the driving forces in the work. All par-
ticipants – teachers and students – talk about humour in connection 
with the study of animation, regardless of whether it involves children 
or adults. 

Humour breaks with habitual thinking and paves the way for posi-
tive “breaches of pattern”. Humour is related to the joy of life and it 
touches upon the basis of all learning.

There seems to be a close connection between humour, imagina-
tion and the fantastic. The metaphors and metamorphoses of anima-
tion theatre are by nature surprising, and they amuse both children 
and adults because they turn the things that we thought we had un-
der control topsy-turvy. The fi gures are surreal, but – in contrast to the 
animated fi lm – they move about in a real space in an interplay with 
the human body.

The stories and movements make use of their own kind of fi ction. I 
call them utopian, in the etymological sense of the word: i.e. that which 
has no place and, in addition to this, in accordance with Ernst Bloch’s no-
tion of utopia, which assumes a dimension of yearning and hope.7 

The fi gures of animation theatre are challenging because they are 
omni-competent. Thus they become powerful signs of human action, 
possible as well as impossible. In the animation fi gure we witness the 
natural sizes and proportions of the body being altered completely and 
the laws of gravity suspended. The utopian element also relates to the 
movements of the players when they move the fi gures during play. So 
the utopian element also covers the set and the often unusual visual 
angles the plays are seen from. Certainly, performances of animation 
theatre may be generally characterised by this utopian feature. 

The characteristic features of fi gurative language in the aesthetics 
of animation theatre and communication contribute to the develop-
ment of an imagination, which I shall term “the utopian imagination”.

7  Ernst Bloch: “Geist der Utopie”, 1964.
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It is essential to stimulate the “utopian imagination” in education, 
because it points towards the development of divergent thinking and 
supplements constructive, reconstructive, and compensatory types of 
imagination. The typical formal language of animation theatre rests in 
these utopian features. 

Along with the theatre-form’s practical-aesthetic fi elds of work, 
theories, and methods of communication, these subject-specifi c fea-
tures constitute a great potential for children’s learning and social life 
in the 21st century.
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PLAYING WITH PUPPETS IN CLASS – 

TEACHING AND LEARNING 

WITH PLEASURE

Th e paper discusses the need to make puppets a part of everyday work 
in education. Th ere is a trend in contemporary didactics to teach and 
learn through art, which also includes using puppets. Symbolic play with 
puppets complements frontal, one-way communication in the classroom, 
creates an atmosphere of relaxation, enables an individualistic approach 
and non-verbal communication, and fosters creativity. Curricular goals 
are achieved through simple puppetry techniques and the child is edu-
cated in a holistic way. For a child, while he/she is being creative with 
puppets, and especially for the teacher, the puppet is above all a medium 
for communication and personal interaction. Th e child’s greatest mo-
tivation is to prepare a show, therefore the set goals are reached very 
quickly during preparations for the show. Th e teacher however, focuses 
on the process, in which he/she constantly monitors and stimulates the 
children. 

Based on a qualitative analysis of teachers’ records, the paper clari-
fi es the function of the puppet in communication between teacher and 
students and among peers.

Finally, some conclusions are made based on research concerning 
the infl uence of puppets on the emotional state of students and teachers 
(their mutual relationship, the classroom climate), and on motivation.

Key words: learning through art, puppet play, curricular goals, indi-
rect communication

final_12_06_2012_.indd   29final_12_06_2012_.indd   29 12.6.2012   17:46:4412.6.2012   17:46:44



30

Helena Korošec

1. INTRODUCTION

Over the past few years, the method of using puppets for achieving 
curricular goals, which surpasses traditional approaches in this fi eld, 
has become more and more established. When puppet-play activity 
is instigated in preschools or primary schools, the principles of Crea-
tive Drama and Drama in Education are being considered. When using 
puppets in class (in the hands of a teacher or a child) it is of extreme im-
portance for the teacher to determine the goals of the puppet project. 
Planning, practising and acting are the main goals for professional 
puppet players, but these are only some of many goals when working 
with children within the scope of the curriculum. It is important to dis-
tinguish between puppet theatre, and puppet activities as a form of 
creative drama, where the goal 
is not the perfect show but the 
growth and development of a 
child/puppet-player. When the 
goal is education, the puppet 
becomes a medium for express-
ing the child’s understanding 
of the world, literature, nature, 
social relations... When a child 
plays with puppets, the teacher 
sees the puppet as a medium 
for communication and personal interaction. For the child, the great-
est motivation is the preparation of the puppet show, during which 
he/she quickly achieves the goals that were set. At the same time, the 
preschool or primary school teacher focuses on the process, in which 
he/she constantly monitors the child and motivates him/her.

2. RESEARCH ON THE USE OF PUPPETS IN CLASS 
 (QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS)

2.1 Problem defi nition and research goals 

The use of the puppet as a medium for the achievement of goals 
in class is gaining more and more recognition every day. Teachers are 
aware that they can achieve curricular goals by using puppets and 
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that they can infl uence the child’s social and emotional development 
at the same time. “Drama is by its very nature a negotiated group art 
form and is therefore a non-reproducible experience. The participants 
create a unique set of social relationships within drama or theatre edu-
cation. These become a single unit of experience capable of analysis 
and study” (O’Toole, 2006, p. 46). 

The goal of this research was to fi nd out, how teachers and children 
experience lessons with puppets, in which subject fi elds the puppet 
can be included, and what the cognitive, emotional and social eff ects 
of working with puppets are. 

The results will help in the further planning of work with students of 
primary school and preschool education, and with teachers on seminars 
and in optional modules. They will be a guide towards the inclusion of 
puppets in the continuous and regular training of students and teachers.

The goal of the research is to determine: 

• How teachers experience working with puppets (feelings, the com-
plexity of preparations...)

• What kind of problems and dilemmas they face. 
• How children react to working with puppets. 
• In which subject fi elds the puppet can be included. 
• What the communication in class is like.
• Which goals teachers can reach with the help of puppets.
• What the motivation for work is like.
• What the atmosphere in class is like. 
• How shy children and children with learning and communication 

diffi  culties can get involved in puppet activity.

2.2 Methodology

The planning of research and the qualitative analysis of data were 
based on articles from diff erent authors, which prove that “the qualita-
tive methodology is scientifi cally acceptable as an independent meth-
odological paradigm” (Cencič, 2003, p. 8). 

J. Sagadin (2001, p. 13). argues that qualitative research “tends to 
a holistic and deep capture of phenomena under most natural con-

final_12_06_2012_.indd   31final_12_06_2012_.indd   31 12.6.2012   17:46:4412.6.2012   17:46:44



32

Helena Korošec

ditions and in the context of time and place.” In order to research the 
problem holistically, the opinions and experiences of teachers and stu-
dents participating in the learning process must be included. Unlike the 
quantitatively directed empirical-analytic research that focuses on the 
analysis of objective rules, the qualitative interpretative research deals 
with the problem from the aspect of motive, intention and experiences 
of those directly included. For all the stated reasons, the interpretative 
approach is more suitable for our research than the qualitative ap-
proach. “Qualitative research is used describe the impact of the arts in 
education within the world of arts practices and focus on interpreting 
the construction of meaning and social process” (Copeland, 2003).

The analysis included 47 essays of teachers on their experiences 
with the use of puppets in primary school – only on class level. Records 
were written after the seminar at the Faculty of Education in Ljubljana. 
Some records included the statements of children, which were also in-
cluded in the analysis. The statements were transcribed and analysed 
with qualitative analysis, procedures of adding ideas and codes, and 
with the formation of categories and subcategories. 

The research problem was analysed from several points of view. 
Seven basic categories were formed: subject fi elds, teachers’ experi-
ences, motivation for work, communication, cognitive eff ects of the 
work, creativity and symbolic play. This article mainly focuses on the 
puppet’s function in communication in the learning process. 

3. RESULTS AND INTERPRETATION

3.1 Communication

The basic instrument of education is communication between the 
teacher and the student, as well as between teachers, and between 
children. Communication does not only represent the transfer of in-
formation; it is much more. It represents the establishing of a relation-
ship, with the person to whom we wish to transfer the information. In 
the process of teaching and learning, the relationships between the 
teacher and the student and among the students is of great impor-
tance. In the traditional approach to teaching, the conditions for good 
communication are not fulfi lled (one-way communication, primary-
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type communication, seating order…). Let us see what the notes of 
teachers reveal about communication during puppet activities. 

Relaxed, spontaneous and easier communication 

Teachers speak about relaxed communication and about a sponta-
neous inclusion of all children in communication. Children are relaxed 
and easily involved in work. Teachers are often surprised that children 
do not need their stimulation but use their own initiative, and can 
even prepare a performance. 

Communication fl ows 
in several directions and in 
several groups at the same 
time. The horizontal commu-
nication student to student 
is established spontaneously. 
Such connections simultane-
ously develop in all groups. 

“They were moving from 
one child to another, present-
ing their puppets, playing to-

gether and acting short scenes at the same time. Dialogues were created 
spontaneously, along the way.” 

Puppets bring relaxation into communication and make children 
open to new knowledge. Everyone is included in the work; the involve-
ment of individuals depends on their personal characteristics. We only 
found one mention in the notes where a girl did not want to join in. 

“The puppet caused a relaxed communication in class; children quickly 
accepted the puppet, brought it to life and felt it became part of them.” 

Teachers stated that puppets have helped them establish contact 
with children and improve their communication with them. Puppets 
attracted and inspired children. Thereby, the communication and 
transfer of information were made easier. 

“When I think about it today, I can say that the puppet made a great 
impression on the children. Whenever we met, they kept asking me where 
my friend Luka was.” 
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The puppet – a mediator in communication 

In puppet theatre, the actor communicates with the audience via 
a mediator – the puppet. The actor must focus all his/her energy into 
the puppet and must become subordinate. Only in this way will me-
diation work for the audience. The same thing happens in the learning 
process, in communication between the teacher and the student, or 
among the students. The puppet functions as a mediator in communi-
cation and often improves it. A puppet in the hands of a teacher seems 
to give relief. The child is relieved of his/her fear of authority and can 
easily establish contact with the environment. 

Teachers often have a puppet in class – the children’s favourite pup-
pet, which is always present in class. Usually, this puppet greets the 
children on their fi rst day at school and accompanies them throughout 
the year. Such a puppet, which is often a stuff ed animal, makes the fi rst 
meeting easier, relieves tension and helps establish contact. Children 
confi de in the puppet, have relaxed conversations with it, they want to 
touch it and stroke it. They accept the puppet as a live member of their 
group; they admire it and include it actively in their work. The puppet 
emotionally overwhelms children; it is their confi dante and their ally. 
Therefore, communication using a puppet (of any kind) is very good, it 
is primary, and fl ows in many directions. 

With the puppet’s help, the teacher gets to know the children 
and manages to establish an individual relationship with individual 
students. Through puppet activities, children can express their feel-
ings and their attitude to the world. This enables teachers to notice 
children’s experiences and feelings, which 
would have been impossible without the 
puppet. What is more, children can express 
negative emotions in an acceptable way. 

During breaks, children also reach for the 
puppet; they use it to address the teacher 
or to establish communication with other 
children through playing. 

“The real response of children to the pup-
pet has only become evident during the 
school break. I was sitting at my desk, with 
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two puppets on it. Some children came closer to me and were curiously 
looking at the puppets. They then asked me if they could hold them. After 
my permission, they started playing with the puppets. The puppets were 
passed from one child to another and I believe that all students have been 
given the opportunity to try them out.”

A puppet guides lessons  

Puppets enable children to learn in a relaxed way, with lots of fun. 
The motivation for creating a puppet (preparing a scene or explaining 
something to the puppet that it does not know), is so great that the 
children immediately master the subject matter. What is more, they 
are not aware that they have learnt something while playing. A teacher 
cannot wish for more than students who are hard working and can 
reach their goals during their work – play! 

“Often, a conversation with the puppet develops… It is so far developed 
that students almost explain the subject matter by themselves. The puppet 
only guides them.”

“Every day, I am more aware of the puppet’s usefulness. Children can 
prove themselves in their knowledge. Shy children can show themselves.” 

Puppets introduce a new perspective for learning about new sub-
ject matter. Children are not only passive listeners but active co-crea-
tors of the learning process. 

“Puppets make learning fun.” 

“At fi rst, the song was rhythmically and melodically analysed. The 
analysis of lyrics with the help of puppets turned work into fun.”

“Working with puppets was a new experience for me and for them. We 
all enjoyed, relaxed, had fun and learnt a lot.” 

“In musical education, the puppets have taken us on a pleasant jour-
ney of knowledge. We have learnt the concepts of scale and level.” 

And when the puppet makes a mistake… those situations are usually 
funny and make the child less embarrassed because of their own lack of 
knowledge.

“The star was talking to them and telling them about its journeys and 
adventures but it used the wrong tense. Students laughed at this and cor-
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rected its mistakes. It admitted having slept through all Slovenian lessons 
and asked the children to teach it.” 

I. Hamre (2004) argues that humour is an important element of the 
learning process. The research has shown that humorous situations 
with the puppet have stimulated all fi elds of the imagination. The con-
ditions for out-of-the-box thinking were created. All participants in 
the project (Hamre, 2004), regardless of their age, stressed the mean-
ing of humorous situations in relation to teaching and learning. A pup-
pet can introduce surprising and funny situations visually, and with its 
movement and voice. 

Many teachers were surprised by the eff ect of puppets on the 
memorising of poems. With well-prepared learning situations and an 
unobtrusive lesson by the teacher, puppet theatre awakens the need 
for knowledge and learning – for a simple and small puppet. 

“Some children fi nd it very diffi  cult to memorise the text of the song. 
However, with drawing, cutting and puppet playing, they learn the song 
along the way.” 

“Children had to learn their song by heart, which was no problem for 
them. I believe they had a great motivation for it – a puppet performance 
in front of the class.”

“… if you had seen the joy of students while working with puppets; how 
much they can remember if the puppet has told them something…” 

“Even the child with problems with memorising was able to repeat the 
story in the end.” 

Teachers use puppet activities to test the knowledge of children, 
without the children being aware of that. We know that fear of ex-
posure often prevents children from revealing all their knowledge. 
Indirect communication with the puppet makes knowledge-testing 
easier. What is more, fl exible teachers can test children’s knowledge in 
informal and playful situations with puppets. When children prepare 
a scene connected to a certain topic, they will include all their knowl-
edge and experiences from that fi eld. 

“They were surprised and have successfully repeated the subject mat-
ter of the lesson through my or the puppet’s questions.” 
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“…children created shadow puppets from the newspaper. In this way, 
subject matter from the science class was tested.”

Torrance and Rockenstein (1988, in Krofl ič, 1999, p. 79) discuss 
teaching methods in the artistic fi eld from the aspect of stimulus to 
the right-hemisphere and integrated “whole-brain” activity. They pre-
sume that every normal person has potential from which diff erent 
learning styles can be developed and chosen, according to need, in 
concrete situations. It can be noticed in preschool that a child already 
uses original thinking and creative products in creative-aesthetic ap-
proaches towards reading and mathematics, to gain basic reading, 
writing and mathematical skills. Cognitive learning and understand-
ing, as well as free emotional and artistic expression take place at the 
same time. Creative, aff ective and cognitive processes activate each 
other; they intertwine and make each other easier. For example, how 
can pupils learn history, geography, science and others subject fi elds 
in school with puppets? When a 5th grade teacher brought history 
to life through puppetry (Gerstel, 2005), a student said: “The puppet 
show was a better way of learning than just reading it out of a book. 
Everyone learnt a lot about the three chapters.” The research “Using 
puppets to promote engagement and talk in science” (Simon and co, 
2008) indicates that puppets can provide a useful mechanism, to en-
hance children’s engagement, and to promote talk involving reason-
ing in primary science lessons. There is evidence that when teachers 
use puppets children talk more readily about scientifi c problems, and 
their use of higher-order thinking (such as explanation and justifi ca-
tion) is enhanced.

A puppet as a friend

We previously spoke about the puppet as a teacher. However, ac-
cording to the analysis, a puppet can also be one of the students and 
a good friend of the children. Children get very attached to a pup-
pet and take it with them also when they leave the classroom. They 
celebrate with the puppet, play with it, and take it for a walk or even 
to the doctor... 

During my work with children, I have had similar experiences. Chil-
dren can get very attached to a puppet; they are relaxed and confi de in 
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it. When I returned to school after a year, the children were still asking 
me about Benjamin – a hand puppet and the children’s favourite. “Did 
you bring Benjamin with you?” This has happened with children of dif-
ferent ages. Even older children, who were already in the 8th grade, 
still remembered Benjamin when we met: “Oh, it was really great with 
Benjamin!” In 2010 (Korošec, 2010) we did some research into using 
puppets in kindergarten with group of Slovene preschool teachers. We 
found out that only a few of the 810 teachers we asked use puppets 
every day, but nearly half of them use puppets once a month. Most of 
the time puppets are used for motivation at the beginning of the class, 
and quite often teachers use puppets as a friend and member of the 
group. Their little friend is a part of everyday life in kindergarten (in the 
morning, when children arrive; at lunch, sleeping and playing times; 
when dealing with confl icts in the group). Teachers pointed out that 
puppets have a very important infl uence on social relationships and 
the atmosphere in the group.
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Being more confi dent with puppets

Silent and shy children, show-off s, hyperactive and lonely children 
often present a problem in class. Each of them needs special support 
and help. Direct communication is often unsuccessful, as the child 
usually shuts itself away or rejects communication. Because of per-
sonal problems, inclusion into the group is not easy; often learning dif-
fi culties occur. Children have problems fi nding approval for their suc-
cess. Playing with puppets can help them overcome such problems. 
The puppet is a medium, which helps the teacher with the integration 
of individuals into the group. It works as a medium for relaxation and 
release of tension. When the puppet is being created (if the teacher 
has a creative and open approach), the child feels accepted and can 
prove himself/herself in his/her own way. In this way, the child can fi nd 
his/her place in the group. 

During the process of socialisation, separation from parents is very 
upsetting for some children. Crises are an inseparable part of each de-
velopmental and maturing process. A puppet can help overcome such 
crises. 

“I have a boy in my group, who cried every morning when he had to say 
goodbye to mummy. This boy held the caterpillar in his arms even when 
listening to a fairytale.” 

“This morning, Matija entered the classroom by himself and with a 
smile on his face. He was in a hurry to tell me about all the things he has 
shown to the caterpillar Cvetka.” 

“In this way, the puppet helped me include a child in a new school en-
vironment” (Korošec, 2004). 

The puppet in the hands of the teacher and/or children creates 
conditions for successful communication, which preserves the child’s 
dignity. Effi  cient communication is the continuous creation and revival 
of interpersonal values: cooperation, the feeling of personal security, 
self-respect and respect for others. The analysis of teachers’ notes has 
shown that the puppet enables and stimulates the above-mentioned 
aspects of communication, which also enables less successful and shy 
children to be included in communication. For a shy child, the pup-
pet represents protection from direct exposure and makes it easier 
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for him/her to get spontaneously included into the activity. During 
puppet activity children relax; the teachers have noticed that children 
change when communicating like this. The puppet helps all children 
overcome their stage fright, from shy children to self-confi dent ones. 
They see the puppet activity as a challenge and a possibility for creative 
expression. Children have said that they have less stage fright during a 
puppet performance and that they prefer this kind of communication. 
Teachers have noticed that children can overcome fear with the help 
of puppets and fi nd it easier to start talking. Some notes say that chil-
dren (in higher grades) were embarrassed when they started playing 
with puppets. They soon relaxed and were impressed and happy with 
the new experience. 

“They were afraid to play, to communicate with a moving object, to 
lead it. In the end, they were happy, successful, impressed and full of new 
experiences – they had a good time.”

The experiences of teachers tell us that a puppet can help the child 
overcome his/her fear of examinations. The child focuses all his/her 
attention on the puppet and is not aware that he/she is answering 
questions on the subject matter. 

“… positive experience from the 4th grade. A girl goes blank every time 
she is examined – she is not able to answer any questions. I took the pup-
pet Nika in my hands and sat down beside her. The chat with Nika was 
followed by questions on the subject matter. Nika asked the questions. 
This was a great success. The girl answered all the questions correctly; she 
only had a few small problems occasionally. When the teacher told the 
girl that her mark would be grade 4 (good), the girl did not know when she 
had been questioned. She was surprised that she was not scared.” 

Children with low verbal skills and with speaking diffi  culties are 
part of everyday school life. Their diffi  culties make it hard for them to 
be included in communication with teachers and school mates. 

The results of working with puppets are surprising also in this fi eld. 

“Some children have diffi  culties speaking in front of the public and the 
puppet has helped them with that.”

“… that a very shy student can relax with the help of the puppet and 
performs fearlessly in front of the class.” 

final_12_06_2012_.indd   40final_12_06_2012_.indd   40 12.6.2012   17:46:4712.6.2012   17:46:47



41

PLAYING WITH PUPPETS IN CLASS – TEACHING AND LEARNING WITH PLEASURE

“I keep noticing how children – students change when they hold the 
magic being – the puppet – in their hands.”

“Over the last few years, it (the puppet) was my collaborator for the 
teaching of letters and for speech practice, especially with children who 
had stage fright.” 

A child, who does not manage verbal situations very well and does 
not like talking, independently created the text for the puppet activity 
and achieved the goals for the day. A child with a speech impediment 
was spontaneously included in the performance, and his impediment 
went almost unnoticed.  

“I deliberately focused on the child, who has problems in verbal situa-
tions. At the beginning, he did not want to participate in the puppet activ-
ity and I did not force him. For a while, he observed the game of his class-
mates. He then approached the overhead projector, took a puppet and 
started playing by making up an incredible text. I can say that he really 
enjoyed it and (the most important thing for literature lessons), he felt 
the literary-aesthetic experience of the read text and was creative as 
never before.” 

S. Peck (2005) writes that “now more than ever, puppetry has a role 
in building student motivation, providing opportunities to develop a 
love of language and literature, and so much more. Teachers should be 
excited by the possibility and the power of puppets”.

4. CONCLUSION

The puppet as a didactic instrument and a medium for the achieve-
ment of curricular goals is used by teachers in practically all subject 
fi elds of the fi rst 4 grades of primary school. The work is based on 
group creativity, with consideration to individuals; the child’s imagina-
tion and creativity are stimulated. According to teachers, the set goals 
were quickly achieved, the knowledge was acquired and the cognitive 
development was equal to the emotional and social development of 
the children. 

Since the seminar, many teachers have used puppets in class for 
the fi rst time. Puppets are attractive, exciting, and evoke positive emo-
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tions in students and teachers. In spite of that, they hadn’t often cho-
sen to use this method before the seminar because they believed that 
it would be too time consuming and unsuitable for the large number 
of children in class. On the one hand, carrying out the lesson was a 
challenge; but on the other, it made them feel insecure and worry 
about stage-fright. They were insecure because of their lack of profes-
sional knowledge and experience in this fi eld. 

Their experiences since the seminar have shown that the puppet is 
an instrument which can be linked with the curriculum, and motivate 
the children, who are enthusiastic about this kind of work. What is more, 
in spite of the large number of students in class, the work runs smooth-
ly. The work is carefully planned in accordance with the curriculum but 
also allows improvisation and adjustments according to the responses 
of the children. Sometimes, this can be diffi  cult for the teacher, but it is 
also creative and represents a challenge. All teachers have mentioned 
the positive experience they have gained when working with puppets; 
they were surprised and impressed with the results of the work. Creative 
working with puppets has given them affi  rmation as well as personal 
and professional growth. The puppet is a working partner which creates 
a special atmosphere in the classroom, relaxes the children, and causes 
dynamic communication. 

Teachers stated 
that there were fewer 
discipline problems. 
Children are less ag-
gressive; even those 
children who usually 
disturb lessons par-
ticipate. Children play 
with puppets and enjoy 
themselves. Therefore, 
the motivation for work 
is extraordinary. If the 

puppet is animated by the teacher, the children will completely focus 
on the puppet and will almost forget the teacher is animating it. The 
puppet takes them over and they focus all their attention on commu-
nicating with it. Teachers are surprised by the role of the puppet, as 
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it supersedes their authority. The animated puppet draws the atten-
tion of children, who are willing to do the work carefully and quickly 
for the puppet. Communication between the teacher and the children 
improves with the help of puppets.

The creating of puppets is also linked to high motivation, as the chil-
dren can hardly wait to start working. Children create puppets with a 
lot of joy, whilst the teacher considers the individual skills of each child. 
Children create such puppets as they have designed in their imagina-
tion, and thereby project their emotions and their views on the world. 
They are persistent in their work and willing to help others. For the 
children, the most important motive for work is the performance. They 
are all eagerly awaiting the moment when they will be able to present 
their puppets to school mates or even parents. The creative approach, 
which doesn’t involve having to learn the lines by heart, also attracts 
shy and unconfi dent children, as well as those children who regularly 
disturb lessons. Such children often show their skills and express their 
emotions in puppet play but not in direct communication. Puppets 
sensitise the teacher to noticing the individual emotions and charac-
teristics of children, which would be impossible during classic lessons. 
Because they have played puppets with the teacher, the students also 
trust them more in other situations. We are speaking about indirect 
communication, because the teacher addresses the children through 
the puppet. Teachers believe that puppets have helped them to estab-
lish contact with children and improve their mutual communication. 
The puppet releases tensions and helps the child to establish contact.   

Children unconditionally believe in the life of the puppet; they trust 
it, identify with it in certain situations, and solve their own problems, or 
the problems of the puppet – and they learn along the way. Interper-
sonal relationships in the classroom improve; children are relaxed and 
spontaneously communicate with others and with the teacher. Teachers 
are surprised that children do not need any extra stimulation for work 
but work on their own initiative. They are creative, original; they do re-
search and develop ideas individually or in smaller groups. The lessons 
are dynamic and all the children are included in the work, regardless of 
their intellectual and communication skills. Puppets make the commu-
nication more relaxed and children are open to acquiring new knowl-
edge. The puppet also helps the teacher to check home assignments. 
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Children fi nd it easier to accept the puppet’s opinion and they even 
try harder when doing homework because they can hardly wait for the 
puppet to come to them and check their work. 

Thus, the puppet can be a teacher who gives lessons, guides the 
children, checks their knowledge in a playful way, and infl uences the 
mutual communication between the teacher and the children at the 
same time. Furthermore, the puppet is the child’s friend, whom they 
trust and get very attached to. It helps them overcome fear in certain 
situations, e.g. at the dentist, and encourages them in moments of in-
security. 

An important fi nding is that shy children, and children with learn-
ing and speaking diffi  culties, also participate in communication with 
puppets. The indirect communication which is enabled by the puppet, 
encourages the child to get involved in work and start cooperating. 
The child is not directly exposed as the puppet represents a shield in 
communication with others. Beside that, the puppet can be wrong or 
make a mistake as well. Therefore, the child’s mistake is a lesser burden. 
Children use symbolic play with the puppet that is not dictated by text 
or the teacher, to solve real life confl ict situations on a symbolic level. 
Children can thereby communicate their problems to the teacher and 
resolve their frustration in a fi ctitious situation. If the teacher is included 
in the child’s play as one of the characters, she can observe and get to 
know the child from a diff erent perspective.  

The teachers’ notes show that systematic, professional training 
should be introduced, for those who wish to include puppet activities 
in their practice, but feel a lack of knowledge in this fi eld. 

This research strengthens the meaning of teaching and learning 
through art and with art, which is one of the trends of contemporary 
didactics. 

Maja Sveršina Dobravc, who is also a puppet-workshop mentor, took 
the photos.
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THE ROLE OF THE PUPPET IN 

LANGUAGE TEACHING

Th is article deals with the inclusion of the puppet in teaching a second or 
foreign language – particularly Croatian as a second or foreign language – 
under the specifi c conditions of short workshops for children of various ages, 
with diff ering pre-knowledge of the language and diverse motivations.  

Based on the author’s own experience, the initial hypothesis is that 
the puppet, particularly when connected with the content of fairy-tales 
(either classic or modern), is a powerful device in establishing deep emo-
tional connection with the subject being taught, along with higher moti-
vation and greater effi  cacy in adoption of the material in question. Th e 
Little Summer School of Croatian Language and Culture, organised by 
the Croatian Heritage Foundation since 1993, is aimed at the children 
improving their knowledge of Croatian at the daily workshops, and their 
becoming familiar with the historical, cultural and natural heritage of 
Croatia. Th e core question is how to stimulate the interest of children 
of Croatian emigrants and minorities from other countries in getting to 
know the language and culture of the country of their forebears and/or 
how to maintain or increase that interest.

Th e puppet has shown its importance in the role of motivator, eliminator 
of inhibitions and an integrating element for a group of children who barely 
know each other. It has stimulated or increased the interest of children in 
getting to know the language and culture of the country of their forebears. 
Th e use of the puppet, particularly when connected with the content of fairy-
tales, has shown itself to be a powerful device in establishing deep emotional 
connection with the subject being taught, along with higher motivation and 
greater effi  cacy in adoption of the material in question.

Key words: puppet, education, child, foreign language, second lan-
guage
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0. INTRODUCTION

The need for and importance of using the puppet in the educa-
tional process is being confi rmed by increasingly widespread practice 
and the growing number of professional papers on the subject. This 
article deals with the inclusion of the puppet in teaching a second or 
foreign language – particularly Croatian as a second or foreign lan-
guage – under the specifi c conditions of a brief workshop for children 
of various ages, with diff ering pre-knowledge of the language and di-
verse motivations.  

My article’s objective is to contribute to the expansion of knowledge 
on use of the puppet in the educational process, to stress the impor-
tance of the art of puppetry with its unique ability to communicate, 
and to encourage creative ways of using puppets from earliest child-
hood and throughout life, these also being the aims of the UNIMA 
“Puppets in Education, Therapy, and Development” Commission.

1. THE PUPPET AS AN AID IN LANGUAGE TEACHING

The puppet can be an aid in teaching the most diverse subjects, 
and the Croatian author, actor, puppeteer, critic, theoretician and pup-
petry historian, Milan Čečuk, was well aware of that fact. He whole-
heartedly promoted the introduction of puppetry in schools and was 
particularly engaged in co-operation with the Jordanovac Experimen-
tal Primary School in Zagreb, in which the puppetry group came upon 
the original idea of joining the puppet theatre with various teaching 
subjects. This was not related only to those subjects that one could 
expect to be linked with theatre – language, literature, history – but 
also subjects such as biology, physics, chemistry, technical educa-
tion… Čečuk himself wrote texts for that school theatre and arrived at 
“the fi rm conviction that there is almost no teaching discipline which 
– if a suitable theme were selected – could not be transposed into the 
magical legend of the stage puppet” (Čečuk 2009: 77). 

The puppet off ers numerous advantages and diverse potentials 
that can be used in the educational process. One of its most signifi cant 
advantages is its potential for humour. Ida Hamre underscores the im-
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portance of humour in the teaching process. In her view, it is “under-
estimated. Humour should be taken seriously. It opens up to a fi eld of 
freedom and courage” (Hamre 2004: 8), but actually “animation theatre 
always appeals to our sense of humour, mainly because of the irony of 
the animated fi gure which always refers to man” (Hamre 2002: 8).

The puppet is particularly suitable for language teaching, as with 
the mother tongue, so also with all other languages that follow, since: 
“In games with a puppet, speech develops and is enriched naturally. 
Because of its vitalising components, the puppet leads the child natu-
rally into speech communication” (Ivon 2010: 59). “The puppet stimu-
lates the child through play to think up unexpected linguistic construc-
tions or harmonies, longer monologues and dialogues, to play with 
voices, syllables, words, grammar forms, to invent new words, and to 
fi nd the most concise and best expressions for what it wants to say” 
(Ivon 2010: 60).

Playing with a puppet direct-

ly prompts the child to use 

speech. It is known that intro-

verted and timid children dis-

card their inhibitions more eas-

ily with puppets and venture 

into active speech. So it is the 

puppet that is the ideal teach-

ing aid for the development of 

speech, both in regular classes 

and in extracurricular activities. 

(…) Through activity in a pup-

petry group, advancement in 

discussion games, oral drama-

tisation, creative narrative and 

re-telling, conceiving puppets 

and stage space and the like 

are also stimulated. Various 

communicational situations 

that are organised off er a range 

of possibilities for initiating the 

speech expression of the pupil 

Little Red Riding-Hood – a puppet made of a 
wooden cooking spoon and fabric.
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with other children or even with adults, as well as exercising the use of 

speech in everyday situations” (Vukonić-Žunič and Delaš 2006: 81).

That which relates to a small child just learning to adopt its mother 
tongue or fi rst language, can also be applied to later teaching of a second 
or foreign language: 

With the fl edging speech skills, children are still unable to express many 

things with words, whereas drama with puppets considerably broadens 

the arsenal of expressive means available to them (facial expressions, 

body movements, puppets, and diff erent sounds), thus helping the 

child express his thoughts with non-verbal mediums (Brėdikytė 2002: 

45-46).

The puppet stimulates spontaneity in linguistic expression:  

When a child identifi es with a stage puppet and speaks in its name, his 

speech becomes spontaneously natural and expressive and the child is 

inspired by the puppet to change its sound according to the character 

and the mood of the personages (Pokrivka 1980: 48). 

The puppet is a perfect aid in freeing a child from inhibition. Since 
it does not “live”, that is, does not exist until it is animated, until it is in a 
mutual relationship with its animator, the stage puppet necessarily de-
mands communication. By animating the puppet (by voice and move-
ment), the child identifi es with it while remaining separate from it. The 
puppet challenges the child, entices it, stimulates the child to play, but 
remains “something else”.  Hence, a child who is not sure of his knowl-
edge of a language, or who knows that he speaks it poorly, will prefer 
to use the language in play with the puppet, because “that is the pup-
pet talking”, and the puppet is at liberty to make mistakes, to be funny 
and to be awkward.  In fact, a child, who has complete control of the 
puppet, will feel superior and thus gain self-confi dence.  

The puppet provides the child a kind of cover, behind which he/she can 

hide. So a timid child can also fi nd motivation to speak (...). Hence, the 

puppet helps the child to communicate much more spontaneously (...). 

The puppet is an authority, selected by the child himself. (...) Since a child 

is not able exactly to express directly in words all his feelings, puppet 

heroes help him in fi nding the words and even more: another point of 

final_12_06_2012_.indd   Sec1:49final_12_06_2012_.indd   Sec1:49 12.6.2012   17:46:4912.6.2012   17:46:49



50

Livija Krofl in

view. Additionally, children who are accustomed to use puppets in their 

everyday conversations, have richer vocabulary (...) (Majaron 2002: 61). 

Activities associated with puppets and drama are very helpful for de-

velopment of the child’s individual capacities and new, authentic, per-

sonal ways of communication. (...) The puppet is an exceptional means 

of motivation and enriches the child’s emotional and social potential (...) 

(Korošec 2002: 29).

2. THE NEED FOR AND SPECIFICS OF 

 TEACHING THE CROATIAN LANGUAGE

Croatia is an exceptionally emigrational country. It has 4.5 mil-
lion inhabitants but probably the largest Diaspora in proportion to 
its population today of all the European countries. No exact informa-
tion is available to establish the total number of Croatian emigrants, 
although it is estimated that almost as many Croatians live outside of 
Croatia as there are in the original homeland.  Autochthonic Croatian 
minority communities or enclaves exist on the territories of neigh-
bouring countries (Italy, Slovenia, Austria, Hungary, Slovakia, Serbia, 
Romania, Montenegro), and there is also a signifi cant economic and/
or political Diaspora of Croatians whose forebears emigrated to vari-
ous countries on all continents (as well as Europe, largely to the United 
States and South America, and to Australia) looking for a livelihood or 
fl eeing from political persecution.  

A large number of them maintain emotional, family and culturologi-
cal links with Croatia. One of the organisations that devotes attention to 
Croatians outside of Croatia is the Croatian Heritage Foundation found-
ed in 1951, “whose mission is the nurture and development of Croatian 
as the inherited language and of the customs of Croatians living outside 
the mother country. Therefore, the Croatian Heritage Foundation (the 
HMI) has organised specifi c cultural, educational, publishing, informa-
tive, sports and other programmes intended for all Croatian communi-
ties outside the homeland with the aim of preserving their identity and 
connection with the mother country” (Kanajet-Šimić 2010).

final_12_06_2012_.indd   Sec1:50final_12_06_2012_.indd   Sec1:50 12.6.2012   17:46:5012.6.2012   17:46:50



51

THE ROLE OF THE PUPPET IN LANGUAGE TEACHING

The teaching of Croatian as a second or foreign language1 is be-
ing given increasing attention and better methods are being sought. 
Creative teaching concepts are being applied with particular focus on 
the use of the puppet in the educational process, since “puppets and 
puppet theatre are an excellent teaching tool in infant, primary and 
secondary school education (2 to 18 years)” (Debouny 2002: 69), and 
can also be used very successfully in work for adult course-takers.  

“The experience of various lecturers 
shows that some beginners feel constant 
embarassment in learning the Croatian 
language, since it takes a fairly long time 
for them to be able to express themselves 
in Croatian and/or they cannot respond 
to general questions in a grammatically 
acceptable way. In other words, it is very 
diffi  cult to speak coherently until they 
master the basics of its complex morphol-
ogy, for which they have to invest great 
eff ort” (Cvikić 2005: 317-318). It is natural 
for small children to chatter, to babble, 
mastering a language (both the fi rst and 
every following one) with the help of at-
tempts and mistakes. Adolescents, for 
their part, already want more time and 

thought in order to master the rules and correctly answer in a foreign 
langue, and feel uncomfortable when they make mistakes (Weinstein 
1975). Course-takers of all ages can be helped in that by the puppet 

1  The diff erence between the second and foreign language is understood in the follow-
ing sense: “The prototypical foreign language is the language of another country that is 
not spoken in the country in which it is being learnt, neither as the offi  cial language nor 
as the language of education. In other words, it is being learnt outside of the country in 
which it is spoken. The prototypical second language – is the language that is leant by 
inhabitants in the same country who are born in that country and who have adopted that 
language from birth as their mother tongue (and) a language diff ering from the main en-
vironmental language, that is, the state and offi  cial language” (Jelaska 2005: 29). However, 
no diff erence will be made in this article between the second and foreign language, since 
“in many cases, the diff erence between Croatian as a second and foreign language is not 
important because the main developmental phase in mastering a second and foreign lan-
guage does not diff er at all” (Jelaska 2005: 4), particularly under the circumstances of the 
puppetry workshop described herein. 

Animating an object – an 
improvised Wolf puppet who has 
just swallowed Little Red Riding-

Hood’s Grandmother.
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as a creature that does not belong to the real world, that can be gro-
tesque, and for which it is immanent that it expresses itself in short, of-
ten elliptical sentences, a creature that is permitted to make mistakes 
and to be comical.  

2.1. Little Summer School of Croatian Language and Culture 

One of the Croatian Heritage Foundation programmes is the Lit-
tle Summer School of Croatian Language and Culture intended for 
school-age children “who are living and being educated outside of the 
Republic of Croatia, the basic objective being to advance their knowledge 
of the Croatian language and to familiarise them with the cultural and 
natural heritage of Croatia and the region in which they are staying” 
(Kanajet-Šimić 2010). It has been held in Novi Vinodolski in July each 
year since 1993. In order to familiarise them with the components 
of Croatian identity in the most interesting, creative and stimulating 
way, work unfolds in workshop form, and one of those is the puppetry 
workshop.  

Rod puppets – Cinderella and the Prince.
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The workshop form of activity has shown itself to have numerous ad-

vantages: the possibility of correlation between all content important to 

the subject, in this case the preservation of Croatian identity (language, 

culture and natural heritage, history, geography, music, tradition…), the 

interactive approach to teaching, freedom of expression, improvisa-

tion, elimination of fear of mistakes, the equal importance and equality 

of all the participants, the suitability for all ages, all levels of language 

knowledge and all socio-cultural frameworks, with improved motiva-

tion (Kanajet-Šimić 2010).

The programme encompasses a language, drama, journalism and 
puppetry workshop, a workshop on Croatian culture and natural heritage, 
as well as sport, recreation and entertainment. “Puppetry and drama 
games and exercises have stood out in our work as the most eff ec-
tive activities that help in the understanding and mastering of each 
theme” (Kanajet-Šimić 2010).

3. AN EXAMPLE OF TEACHING THE CROATIAN 

 LANGUAGE IN A PUPPETRY WORKSHOP

The workshop programmes in the Little Summer School of Croatian 
Language and Culture take place for an hour and a half each day over 
eight days, while the last day ends with a closing show and presenta-
tion of work done. So, in all, the workshop itself lasts for only 12 hours. 
Such a short period does not allow for closer acquaintance with the 
interests and capabilities of those in the class, but it does infl uence the 
building of the puppets and the selection of the text.  

Besides, it frequently happens that the children taking part in the 
workshop do not know each other and diff er from each other to a con-
siderable extent: they come from diverse language environments, are 
of diff erent ages, have diff erent pre-knowledge – some growing up in 
environments in which Croatian has been spoken as a second language 
since their early childhood, while, if it is similar to the language of the 
country in which they live, they have no trouble whatsoever with under-
standing, while others know only a few Croatian words and Croatian is 
a completely foreign language to them – diff erent social and economic 
status, and are of diff erent character and diff erent motivation. 
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In the fi rst class the children get to know each other and the leader of 
the group. The puppets – brought by the group leader – can help at this 
stage, since they remind the children of their own toys and experience 
them as something familiar and close, which in itself invites them to 
play. On the other hand, they are suffi  ciently diff erent from their famil-
iar toys to awaken their curiosity, so they want to pick them up, to try 
them out and to see what they will be doing with them. Shy children 
often fi nd it easier to speak through the puppet, because they feel that 
they are not revealing themselves in that way, and their fear of making 
mistakes in language is lessened. 

A small child approaches a puppet with no reservations, as a well-
known friend and ally, while older children play with it in the manner 
of detachment, irony, caricaturing people the child knows, shifting 
around the parts and personages of familiar stories, and the like.

3.1. The text as the starting-point of the puppet play 

Since the Little Summer School… works primarily as a language and 
not as a puppetry workshop, where the objective is to master the lan-
guage, the starting-point is not usually the puppet but rather the text.  

The text for the puppetry performance can be: 
- a set text; 
- a dramatisation and/or adaptation; 
- the personal creation of the children in the group. 

3.1.1. The set text  

A set, complete, previously written text serves for memorising 
words and linguistic structures. It is suitable for children with poor 
knowledge of the language. Short poems and short dialogue forms 
are appropriate for small children. For example: the group leader pro-
poses (reads) several short texts. The children themselves select the 
one that they like best. The texts must be short and simple but still 
suffi  ciently intriguing for the child to want to learn them and present 
them to others (at the fi nal show). Then the puppets are either cho-
sen or made that will best suit the personage(s) who will be speaking 
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the lines. The same text is spoken (fi rst read) by various children, and 
then by the various puppets, one after another. Through the play, the 
children memorise the texts and thus master certain words, language 
structures, and stylistic fi gures.  

Older children can memorise longer plays and even real dramas, 
but it is more benefi cial for them to create their own text. 

3.1.2. Dramatisation and/or adaptation

Any literary work (a fairy-tale, classical or contemporary story, a 
short story, a novel…) can be dramatised, while a fi lm, play or theatre 
show can also be taken as the model.  

The attractiveness of the fairy-tale for small children is well known to 
parents, teachers, educators and psychologists. Bruno Bettelheim claims 
indeed that “of the entire ‘children’s literature’ – with rare exceptions – 
nothing can be so enriching and satisfying to child and adult alike as 
the folk fairy tale” (Bettelheim 2010: 5). However, it is obvious that the 
fi rm structure of the fairy-tale has shown itself to be attractive to older 
children, too, especially those who have not initially shown very much 
imagination or inclination towards improvisation and invention of their 
own content, and who have been uncertain in their knowledge of the 
language. A familiar story that they knew or could easily recall with help, 
off ered them the pleasure of recognition. For its part, the possibility of 
changing around the story and the characteristics of the personages of-
fered them a feeling of superiority, so that they were prepared to speak 
out in what was to them a foreign language.  

Apart from fi rm stories, the fairy-tale also provides a good foundation 
by its characters, which are very clearly drawn, archetypical, and char-
acterised merely by main but very distinctive features. They are unmis-
takeably divided into good and evil, beautiful and ugly, wise and sense-
less. The unambiguous and unchanging personages, the simplicity of 
the motivation, the utilisation of symbols and stylisation are common 
to both the fairy-tale and the puppet theatre. Besides that, the fairy-tale 
can also have the emotional value of remembrance of childhood, the 
homeland from which the child originally came, and his parents or his 
grandmother, who perhaps told him that very fairy-tale. 
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Whichever work is taken as the model for the puppet play, it is im-
portant to simplify it, not only because of the limited knowledge of 
the language but also because the puppet does not tolerate a lot of 
text. It cannot bear monologues, while the dialogues have to unfold in 
short lines, helped by action.  

This is an example. There are tales that are known to almost all chil-
dren. Some know them by heart, other perhaps very superfi cially. Little 
Red Riding-Hood is such a tale. Almost all children know the story. The 
group leader prompts the recounting of the story of Little Red Riding-
Hood. They all take part: those who can barely remember it and those 
who know more and augment the knowledge of the others.  When 
they have told the story, the children take the prepared puppets if 
there are any, or make their own. It is better if each child makes its own 
puppet, because the child and the puppet are then connected in a 
particular way. The initial situation is singled out: the Mother calls Lit-
tle Red Riding-Hood and sends her to her Grandmother’s with a basket 
of food. One child is Mother, another Little Red Riding-Hood. A third 
child can be the basket – particularly if it is necessary to include a child 
who is inhibited and does not want to speak in what is a foreign lan-
guage; it does happen that the basket also fi nds something to say! If 
there are few children, one child can play more than one role, if there 
are more of them, new personages can be introduced (for example, 
Little Red Riding-Hood’s friends, or her dog, or animals of the forest 
who help her, or the Hunter’s dog, or even the food in the basket). We 
move onto the next situation and onwards in that order. The text is 
written down, practised and presented at the fi nal show.  

In the case of an unfamiliar story, the group leader reads it or tells 
it. In addition, if the children have been to a puppet theatre or seen a 
story on television, they can tell it from memory. 

Variations on the theme are also possible. For example, the children 
play how Cinderella goes to a shop to buy shoes (or just one shoe!). Or: 
a terrible wolf has wandered into town. Or: the dwarfs on their fi rst day 
in school. And so on.  

If the text is unknown to the children, the group leader fi rst reads 
it to them, speaks with the children about the text and explains the 
unknown words. After that, the work method is the same as with the 
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familiar fairy-tale. The initial 
situation is selected, the chil-
dren enter into the spirit of 
the situation, choose their 
roles – which can be changed 
later – and improvise.  The 
group leader remembers and 
notes down their lines. That 
is how each situation in the 
text is dealt with. In the end, 
the group leader him/herself 
or with the children – or only 

the children if that is possible – shape the noted lines into a coherent 
drama text. The children learn the lines and practise them with the 
puppets. Sometimes, the story will be exhausted by the improvisa-
tions themselves. In that case, there is no need to insist on the same 
original story, but rather to move onto the new one.  

 

3.1.3. Creating their own text

Creating the children’s own text can be prompted in various ways. 
One can start out from some sentences (spoken by one of the chil-
dren, the group leader, or taken from some written text, for example, 
a headline from a newspaper or something similar), from a character 
(a particular character from the present, from history, literature or im-
agination, and then the story is woven around it), from personal ex-
perience (for example, the fi rst encounter with the sea), from an ob-
ject (the children bring with them the most diverse objects, such as 
a pencil, a book, a fl uff y teddy bear, nail polish, a spoon, a light-bulb, 
toothpaste, a stone… or imaginary objects such as a fl ying saucer, a 
sack with gold constantly falling out of it, a ball that never misses the 
goal, and the like; each of them can in itself be a “switch” for turning on 
the story or the group leader can set certain objects that have to be 
logically connected into a story) (Renfro 1979). One can start out from 
a set initial situation that is solved in a realistic or fantastic manner: the 
group leader tells the beginning of the tale, while the children them-
selves continue it (for example: children on holiday by the sea go out 

Puppets for Th e Ugly Duckling.
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sailing, but are caught up by a tempest at sea; or: a boy fi nds hidden 
treasure in an underwater cave). 

The children themselves build up the plot, the problematic situ-
ation, they solve it themselves and construct the denouément. They 
select or make the puppets and rehearse the play. 

It is not expected of the children that they “act”. They do not have 
to know how to animate the puppet, or even to change their voices. 
The mere fact that they direct attention to the puppet and separate 
it from themselves helps them towards freer expression, because “it 
is not them talking, but the puppet”, and the puppet is permitted to 
make mistakes, and it is even desirable that it is funny, because that 
entertains the entire group. 

3.2. The puppets and other elements of the performance

The puppets worked with can be made stage puppets (rod pup-
pets, hand puppets, eventually even quite simple marionettes on 
wire) or any other objects found nearby: hats, caps, socks, eye-glasses, 
bags, pencils, note-books, chairs, wood, stone… etc. The human palm, 
elbow, knee or foot can also be a puppet.  

The children attending the Little Summer School… make their own 
puppets. In that way, the child imbues “soul” and character into the 
puppet’s expression, what the child thinks of it, and becomes connect-
ed with it in a particular way. The puppet-making process is also used 
for unobtrusive teaching of the language. In the process, the children 
use words that denote the accessories they use (scissors, glue, paper, 
sponges…), various paints, objects, props or parts of the scenography 
(a house, fl ower, sun, moon…), personages (boy, grandmother, dog, 
friend…), and that in sentences in which they also learn the declina-
tion of the nouns and conjugation of the verbs. 

Rod puppets are usually used, on one or two rods (for example, 
for the animal characters). They can be three-dimensional or fl at. For 
example: for the head, a ball or sponge or styrofoam is slipped onto 
the rod, and a piece of fabric that falls freely is attached beneath the 
puppet’s head. Hair (of wool, fabric or something similar) is glued to 
the head, followed by the eyes and the nose. The entire face can be 
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made or drawn, as can its parts. Another possibility is making very 
simple puppets out of wooden kitchen spoons.  

It is important that the puppet be simple, “that it fulfi lls the de-
mands of being puppet-like, that it be reduced to a symbol and not 
present a realistic imitation of a living character, that it be compact, 
stylised, poetic, and easily read off  in the visual art sense, that it repre-
sent a particular character” (Pokrivka 1980: 22). So the puppet Curious 
Kate will have large curious eyes and a nose for sniffi  ng around every-
where. Little Red Riding-Hood will have a red cap and that is enough 
to designate her role. The puppets playing in a single play are made in 
a single style, from the same material (if the material is sponge, then all 
the puppets are made of sponge; they could be made of paper, wool, 
fabric… etc.). Otherwise, the children are given complete freedom to 
make the puppets as they like. “If the child thinks it looks like a lion, 
then let us call it so!” (Hunt & Renfro 1982: 19).

The puppet can be played behind a screen or without a screen. 
The animators can be in full sight (particularly if they are using table 
puppets), but they can also be concealed by a screen (which is usually 
simply a stretched-out sheet). Naturally enough, combinations with a 
“live” actor and a puppet are also possible. The screen plays the role of 
a sanctuary that is willingly used by shy children.  

The scenography is quite simple and symbolic: a house or only a 
window, a tower that indicates the entire castle, one tree denoting the 
forest, and the like. 

The music can be recorded, but live music performed by those chil-
dren who can play an instrument or the voices of children who sing 
pleasantly is particularly worthwhile. Sound eff ects (the patter of rain, 
the sound of horses’ hooves, the neighing of horses, guns fi ring…) 
can also be recorded, but it is more interesting if the children create 
the sounds themselves (with plastic bottles and glasses, lids, wooden 
sticks, aluminium foil, paper or their own voices).  

The prepared play is performed at the fi nal show, at which all the 
workshops present their work. Although the fi nal show is not the ob-
jective, it has been shown to be powerful motivation for continuing 
workshop activity.  
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4. CONCLUSION

Participation in the puppetry workshop engages the children 
universally through making the puppets, the décor and the props, 
creating the texts, seeking out the best acting and puppetry expres-
sion, through selecting and/or performance of the music and various 
sound eff ects, joining together in that way various artistic expressions. 
Thus, the diverse interests and capabilities among the children come 
to the fore on an equal footing: some are more engaged in drawing 
and painting, making the puppets, and fi nding technological stage 
solutions, while others prefer to devise the text, or even act, play an 
instrument, sing, produce various sounds, and the like.  

In teaching a second or foreign language – particularly Croatian as 
a second or foreign language – under the specifi c conditions of a brief 
workshop for children of various ages, with diff ering pre-knowledge of 
the language and diverse motivations, the puppet has shown its impor-
tance in the role of motivator, eliminator of inhibitions and an integrat-
ing element for a group of children who barely know each other. It has 
stimulated or increased the interest of children in getting to know the 
language and culture of the country of their forebears. The use of the 
puppet, particularly when connected with the content of fairy-tales, 
has shown itself to be a powerful device in establishing deep emotional 
connection with the subject being taught, along with higher motiva-
tion and greater effi  cacy in adoption of the material in question.

Translated by 
Nina H. Kay-Antoljak

Puppets made of wooden cooking spoons and collage paper.
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PUPPETRY FOR DEVELOPMENT

Th is chapter off ers an overview of Puppetry for Development, locat-
ing it as an integral – but also separate – branch of the wider Th eatre 
for Development area of work. Th e overview explores the historical and 
geographical contexts of puppetry in developing countries, and its rela-
tionship to other organisations, in particular international aid and de-
velopment organisations. Th e writer goes on to examine the particular 
attributes of puppetry which make it appropriate for use to explore and 
debate social issues, including its ability to depersonalise characters and 
situations, be more outspoken than human actors, entertain as well as 
educate, to break taboos, to reinforce and affi  rm local cultural traditions, 
to bring communities together in collective making processes, and to act 
as intermediary within communities and between people. It also empha-
sises its power as a visual form of performance which can work well with 
the research methodologies of aid organisations, such as Refl ect. Th e ar-
ticle notes particular examples of Puppetry for Development in the areas 
of healthcare promotion and prevention, literacy projects, advocacy and 
voting patterns and within refugee camps. It places particular emphasis 
on its power to be participatory and interactive, and makes a case for 
its power as a tool for development. Th ree case studies of companies and 
individuals undertaking signifi cant Puppetry for Development projects 
are discussed: CHAPS in Kenya, which was set up primarily to focus 
on healthcare, but has developed into a wider organisation working in 
many areas of development; the practitioner Gary Friedman, fi rstly in 
South Africa with a series of puppetry for development programmes and 
Australia; and Small World Th eatre in the UK who use participatory 
techniques, including puppetry, to bring people together in pursuit of 
common aims.

Key words: puppetry, development, theatre for development (TfD), 
healthcare, participation, community
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Puppetry for Development is a term that until recently has been much 
practised but little used. This chapter off ers an overview of Puppetry for 
Development frameworks, practices and contexts. The term refers to 
the use of puppetry within the broader area of theatre practice known 
as Theatre for Development. “Theatre for Development”, which is often 
known as TfD, refers to theatre practices which are used in develop-
ment situations, often as part of an approach within the programmes 
implemented by NGOs and other organisations concerned with the so-
cial goals of a particular community.1 The term fi rst began to be used 
in the 1970s due to a growing recognition among theatre workers and 
scholars of the wide uses of theatre to achieve social aims. This coin-
cided with the growth internationally in participatory techniques within 
theatre and the use of popular and street theatre techniques, often cou-
pled with a political purpose. The term “development” itself is somewhat 
contentious and has been much debated.2 The use of the expression 
“developing countries”, or “countries in development”, was sometimes 
used as an alternative to “third world countries” and referred to coun-
tries where a number of major social and health objectives established 
by global organisations such as the World Health Organisation3 and the 
United Nations4, had not yet been achieved; these countries were there-
fore considered to be in a process of “development”. It has since been 
argued that these criteria established an artifi cial and misleading divide 
between countries, and that development situations could be found in 
all countries throughout the world; the divide was also considered to 
set up a global hierarchy of countries with economic power and those 
without. Historically, however, theatre for development was – at least 
initially – primarily considered to be theatre practices taking place in 
poorer countries, where there were more urgent development needs. 
The term is now used to discuss theatre and development projects any-
where in the world. For the purposes of this chapter, the term “develop-
ment” can be considered to be a process of activity which aims to bring 

1 For a fuller discussion of this, see Epskamp, Kees, throughout.

2 For critiques of the term “Theatre for Development”, and a critique of the limitations of 
the form itself, see Thompson, James p. 14, p. 136.

3 www.who.int/research/en/

4 www.un.org/en/development/other/ecesa/objectives.shtml
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positive benefi ts to a particular community in relation to specifi c social 
concerns. “Puppetry for Development”, therefore, is used to discuss pup-
petry projects, shows and other activities which engage with a particu-
lar community in order to achieve positive social aims, or to open up 
debates about specifi c areas. 

Puppet theatre has often been associated with community ac-
tivities and with education, as can be seen elsewhere in this book. 
Theatre for Development diff ers from educational theatre (although it 
shares many of its objectives) in that its activities primarily take place 
outside the formalised education sector, and are characterised by a 
grass-roots base for generating projects. Throughout the 1970s and 
1980s, TfD became widespread throughout Africa, and, again histori-
cally, rather than conceptually, much of what is perceived as Theatre 
for Development has taken place, or developed in sub-Saharan Af-
rican countries where development needs are often pressing, and 
where the involvement of international aid organisations is perhaps 
more intense.5 A further reason for its development in Africa may be 
down to the fact that within some traditional African theatre, educa-
tion and entertainment are not separated as diff erent concepts in the 
way they have sometimes been in the Western world, but all theatre 
is considered educational in some way. It is also the case that follow-
ing political independence from colonialism, which in Africa mostly 
took place during the 1960s, pressing development concerns became 
more evident, and the relationship between theatre and society was 
questioned as the new nation-states sought their place on the world 
stage. Africa, therefore, can be considered to be the birthplace of 
Theatre for Development in its historical sense; its mission, qualities 
and contexts, however, have been used in many diff erent countries 
since the 1970s and go under the banner of Theatre for Development. 
The political and social contexts of TfD puppetry projects are many 
but include in particular healthcare promotion and disease preven-
tion, especially in the area of HIV/AIDS awareness and prevention; 
education about healthcare, including pregnancy, birth and breast-
feeding care; literacy projects with adults and children; women’s and 
child rights; issues surrounding political processes, including voting 

5 See, for example, Blumberg, Marcia (2001) Puppets doing time in the age of AIDS. In: 
Haedicke, Susan C. and Nellhouse, Tobin (eds), pp. 254 – 268.
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and participation rights; and, in recent years, ecological and environ-
mental awareness. There have also been many projects concerned 
with domestic violence, rape, gender issues and family/tribal/com-
munity disputes, and for confl ict resolution. Puppets have also been 
used widely within refugee settlements as a means of entertainment, 
mostly aimed at children, to provide them with some respite from the 
harsh daily conditions they are enduring. Various groups including 
Rise Phoenix, Puppets for Peace and Puppets Without Borders have 
travelled to refugee camps in Bosnia (in the 1990s), the West Sahara, 
Eritrea and Somalia to work with refugee children, creating perform-
ances and workshops in which the children are able to make and keep 
their own puppet6. These initiatives mostly work with international aid 
organisations and are under the auspices of UNICEF or the United Na-
tions. It is usual for TfD puppetry practitioners to be partnered with a 
local or international organisation which has a development agenda, 
and so the methodologies, processes and refl ections often go hand in 
hand with specifi c development approaches. These may include data 
collection, reporting and both quantitative and qualitative analyses. 
Puppetry has sometimes been used as a research tool for future pro-
grammes of work, as people are often more willing to talk to a pup-
pet than a government offi  cial. Theatre for Development can therefore 
be characterised as theatre which includes the following elements: a) 
a high degree of participation from the local community, to debate 
social issues, and as decision-makers within interactive processes; b) 
theatre which uses popular techniques, including masks, puppets, 
music and storytelling, for example; c) theatre which aims to achieve 
specifi c social objectives; d) an element of training, or programmes 
for sustainability of the proposed social programme. Puppetry has al-
ways played a signifi cant role within TfD; theatre practitioners have 
harnessed the particular qualities of puppetry to use within their thea-
tre programmes, although until recently there have been few studies 
which examine puppetry for development as a separate and particu-
lar phenomenon in any detail. Frequently, puppetry for development 
is used by theatre performers and practitioners in addition to other 
performance resources, such as storytelling and movement. In addi-

6 See http://jigantics.com/section/49532_balkans_with_rise_phoenix_1993_2001.html 
and www.puppetswithotborders.org and www.puppets4peace.com 
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tion to the specifi c characteristics of Theatre for Development, pup-
petry possesses additional attributes which are benefi cial to the form, 
which will be discussed at more length below. 

The peculiar and fascinating features of puppetry within TfD are 
primarily concerned with the eff ect of depersonalisation. Puppets, 
although they may represent characters, are not human; there is al-
ways therefore an element of depersonalisation or distance in their 
use. Audiences are aware that the puppet performs a kind of “other” 
being within a staged action, and can not therefore be associated 
too closely with an individual, in the way an actor or director can. This 
gives them a huge amount of license. TfD often deals with extremely 
sensitive issues which may be diffi  cult to discuss directly, or represent 
with live actors. This can be seen, for example, in the use of puppetry 
for sexual health education (widely throughout Africa, but also else-
where). Social mores in relation to sex are often surrounded by cul-
tural and historical codes of behaviour which may prevent people 
discussing sexual health openly, or exhibiting sexual behaviour. These 
codes are deeply embedded within each society’s consciousness. The 
use of puppets can prevent embarrassment and inhibition to a large 
degree. Puppets can also be used to demonstrate the uses of contra-
ception, again due to their “otherness”, and also due to the possibility 
of constructing puppets which are able to demonstrate anatomically 
relevant practices. Sexual inhibitions and attitudes are also bound up 
closely with perceptions of gender appropriateness within local com-
munities, and to transgress these, even if only in discussion form, is po-
tentially dangerous and harmful for the participants. Using puppets, 
however, enables people to suggest that the conversations are not 
coming from within themselves, but from an outside source which is 
out of their control. This has been seen in many healthcare promotion 
programmes in Africa (see examples in case studies below, amongst 
others). Puppets have been used to perform shows about safe sex, HIV 
prevention and AIDS awareness in general, a huge issue in most coun-
tries in Africa. Puppets have also been used by healthcare workers to 
demonstrate various aspects of healthcare, including the use of pup-
pets to promote breastfeeding, vaccinations and the importance of 
clean water for drinking. As they are depersonalised, the message can 
be transmitted more clearly. 
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Closely linked to this idea of depersonalisation and being able to 
talk about sensitive subjects is the facet that puppets possess to be 
able to go further and be more radical in their discussions. Again, this 
is attributed to the fact that – perhaps related to animistic collective 
memory – there is an existing belief that puppets have their own life 
and soul and therefore, when they speak, they are not being spoken 
by the operator, but by some other force. There are several delight-
ful examples in history of puppeteers getting out of trouble by blam-
ing their puppets, and even of puppets being arrested/punished/ex-
ecuted for going too far. Within the TfD context, therefore, due to their 
transgressive character, puppets can go to extreme limits within the 
discussion or performance of a sensitive social issue. They somehow 
possess the license to speak the unspeakable or the taboo thoughts 
in people’s minds. Troupe Mongnon, a Malian company, led by Maoa 
Kone, created shows to discuss the place of religious schools in Mali 
and the treatment of children by marabouts (religious teachers). This 
subject was considered taboo in Mali at the time and therefore perhaps 
puppets were the only way to open up debate. Similarly, Small World 
Theatre, a company based in Wales, were invited to create a project in 
Tanzania about women’s voting rights, which had previously been ta-
boo and eff orts to encourage more women voters had met with con-
siderable local resistance. The project ended up using giant puppets to 
represent diff erent points of view and the puppets therefore became 
a conduit through which the community spoke: each member of the 
community who contributed addressed their comments to the pup-
pets and not to the other people within the group. The puppets then 
fed these back to the other puppet, and an open debate ensued7. Pup-
pets can therefore act as mouthpieces for a community to voice and 
express diffi  cult or sensitive issues, through performing social dramas 
which expose material situations, or through acting as mouthpieces 
for confl icting views and opinions. 

This potential puppets have to transgress and to speak out of turn, 
can also make them funny and adds the quality of entertainment to 
discussion of often very serious issues. The topic itself is lightened by 
the use of puppets and people are often able to laugh at the process 
and the issue itself. In the UK, recent experiments have been done in 

7  See www.smallworld.org.uk 
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the area of sexual health again, where a puppet show was performed 
in Exeter to a group of daycare visitors, about erectile dysfunction in 
elderly men. The use of puppets made it comic and accessible to the 
audience, who were also of a generation for whom discussion of sexu-
al issues was more diffi  cult. 

There are many instances of puppeteers being employed to imple-
ment literacy programmes, both within and outside formal school and 
education frameworks. Similarly, puppeteers themselves have created 
shows and workshops designed to promote language learning and 
literacy skills, often working with a government’s literacy initiatives. 
There are numerous examples of this throughout Asia, in particular. A 
signifi cant number of puppeteers have collaborated with the Literacy 
Mission India to develop programmes to foster and further reading 
and writing skills; these include, among others, Ishara Puppet Com-
pany, Aakar, Calcutta Puppet Theatre and the Darpana Academy of 
Performing Arts. Similar projects have taken place in other countries 
throughout Asia, often as initiatives by NGOs to encourage literacy 
through play. As has been mentioned above, the apparent success of 
puppetry training programmes lies in the fun and relaxed nature of 
playing with the puppets, and the ability to learn alongside a puppet 
character who is more likely to get things wrong. The puppet thus em-
bodies the diffi  culties and obstacles faced by the learner and voices 
their fears, mistakes and inhibitions. The human actors or participants 
are therefore able to feel empowered by their superior knowledge to 
that of the puppet.

In some cases, puppetry and masked performance form part of a 
local cultural tradition and so using them off ers the community affi  r-
mation of their identity within local crafts and performance traditions. 
This is the case in much of West Africa. The use of puppets and body 
costumes links to spiritual beliefs about the place of the ancestors 
within culture and their role as intermediaries to resolve specifi c social 
concerns in life itself. It is usually the case that puppeteers or develop-
ment workers using puppets will source and use local materials for 
making, which uses local knowledge and affi  rms identity. Sometimes 
the whole community is involved in the making process. This has a 
profound and dramatic eff ect in many ways: being involved in a group 
process of making forges strong bonds within the community for be-
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ing involved in a shared activity; it enables people to share or develop 
local skills, and where the puppet is representative of a local charac-
ter, concept or deity, the community’s sense of identity is reaffi  rmed, 
which creates a level of social cohesion and ownership benefi cial to 
the resolution of community-based problems. It is important, there-
fore, within Puppetry for Development, to create spaces, where pos-
sible, for community workshopping of puppets in order for the partici-
pants to suggest materials, appearances and style of puppet created. 

Puppets have a further role within TfD in that they perform largely 
through visual means. This is of great use where the participants are 
illiterate or have diffi  culty with the written word. As puppets perform, 
and in themselves are material, they are a visual representation of 
the community. A great deal of development work, in particular the 
“Refl ect” approach led by ActionAid and other development organi-
sations, is based on the idea of skills sharing and community-based 
mapping8. Mapping is a process through which communities explore 
and establish their issues, skills and situations through visual or mate-
rial means, rather than through book-based learning. Within a Refl ect 
workshop, for example, participants might make a map of their com-
munity with images of places there were problems, such as lack of wa-
ter, access to sanitation, etc. Puppets are a visual map of people’s iden-
tity and thus work well with visually-based learning and exploration. 
A project led by Edinburgh Puppet Company and funded by Save the 
Children in 1999 focused on child rights awareness in three separate 
countries: Peru, Cuba and Brazil. The company worked with children 
in diff erent locations to make memory puppets of their community 
which were then shared across groups to gain an understanding of 
the icons, images and symbols that were important in each separate 
community, thus creating a visual symbol of the participants and their 
culture9. 

A major aspect of uses of puppetry in development is that of par-
ticipation and interaction. Puppets, as has been mentioned above, 
possess a great propensity to speak “outside the box”, and to explore 
diffi  cult or taboo subjects. They also have qualities as intermediaries, 

8  See www.actionaid.org.uk/323/refl ect.html 

9  See www.creativeartworks.info/joannaboyce/commun.htm 
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intervening and commenting on discussions and dramas. Participa-
tion and interaction in collective decision-making and debate is a 
signifi cant element within TfD. The ethics of participation are at the 
heart of its practice; the political background to TfD emphasises its fo-
cus on communities seeking and making progress towards their own 
solutions. Puppets, partly due to their aspect as intermediaries and as 
“others”, outside a community itself, are useful and successful tools in 
participation. Speaking to and with a puppet can be less intimidating 
than speaking to or with a human actor or aid worker. Participants can 
often take the role of teacher or provide guidance to a wayward pup-
pet, who is able to get lots of things wrong and still be appealing to an 
audience/community. Puppets are also able to provoke discussion by 
having conversations and dialogues between themselves, which en-
courages participation from the group. They thus act as both interme-
diaries between individuals and the rest of the community, and also as 
mouthpieces for the community to express themselves.

Training, sustainability and advocacy are prominent features of TfD. 
Puppet-making and performance workshops have often formed part 
of PfD’s programmes, where local performers of all ages participate in 
skills-sharing and training in order to continue with the programme of 
development through the use of puppets. Through these means the 
development goals stand more likelihood of being achieved, as skills 
are being passed on and increased; additionally, it is hoped that the 
initial interactions will have begun debates and initiatives that are likely 
to continue. Frequently, training in making and performance with pup-
pets takes place with young people, the unemployed, prisoners or other 
members of a society marginalised by their situation within it. This has 
the function of social integration and skills development in those par-
ticipants, thus off ering them greater future opportunities for work and 
personal satisfaction. Puppets are useful advocates for change as they 
can poke fun at existing situations and point out their ridiculous nature, 
where inequalities or injustices exist within a local community. The par-
ticipants thus interrogate their own place in society and the commu-
nity’s vision of itself through the eyes of an outside force. 

In recent years, puppetry has been extensively used for environ-
mental and ecological education. This has particularly been the case in 
Central and Latin America, where there has been a growing conscious-
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ness of the value, both economically and in terms of wildlife, biodi-
versity and cultural heritage, of their natural environmental reserves, 
some of which are protected by legislation. The reserves are important 
to the countries in terms of environmental tourism, but also for pres-
ervation of species and responsible land management. Many of these 
areas are managed by local communities; in Peru, Costa Rica, Ecuador 
and Brazil, for example, puppet projects have been set up to educate 
adults and children about environmental living10. The methods used 
are primarily through shows focusing on recycling, waste management 
and fi re prevention, but also use sustainable methods within puppet-
making workshops. 

Puppets therefore off er specifi c dynamic qualities to Theatre for 
Development projects and their effi  cacy has been demonstrated by 
the engagement by participants in the projects set up. The research 
into Puppetry for Development is at an early stage, and it is hoped that 
further research projects which fully explore and elaborate its uses in 
development situations will be set up. 

This chapter will now examine three separate case studies of Pup-
petry for Development which demonstrate examples of practice with-
in the model established above. 

CHAPS, Kenya11 

CHAPS stands for Community Health 
Awareness Puppeteers. The group was 
founded as an off shoot of the Family 
Plannning Private Sector (FPPS) in 1994, 
following a training programme undertak-
en in South Africa by two members of the 
African Research and Educational Puppet-
ry Programme (AREPP). The project was initially set up for puppeteers 
in Kenya to be trained to travel to diff erent locations in the country, 
promoting population control within health education, especially in 

10  See, for example, www.gstalliance.net and www.greatgreenmacaw.org 

11  www.fpps-puppets.org 
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relation to HIV/AIDS. The organisation has, however, grown consider-
ably. Training new puppeteers has been a vital part of its work; in its 
early days, the group ran several training courses in puppet making 
and manipulation, and longer courses which included training in dra-

ma, dance, mask, music and storytell-
ing as well as in community regenera-
tion, leadership and planning. These 
programmes were run with a strong 
wish for many young and unemployed 
people to develop skills which would 
enable them to benefi t their commu-
nities. The company (established as 
an NGO affi  liated to FPPS) has a clear 
focus and intentions: to create pup-

pet shows which address a range of social issues, to tour these shows 
widely throughout Kenya (and beyond), to introduce methods of par-
ticipation and refl ection which engage its participants in discussion, 
analysis, individual and community development and to develop sus-
tainable plans for the future. The initial impact of the group was consid-
erable: by 2004 the group (according to a report by Phylemon Odhia-
mbo, the programme offi  cer) had trained over 480 new puppeteers and 
had established up to 48 diff erent performance groups in the country. 
The range of topics addressed in the diff erent shows has included 
environmental conservation, 
gender issues, government and 
local corruption, genital mutila-
tion and human rights. The sig-
nifi cant features of CHAPS as a 
PfD organisation are fi rstly that it 
has placed a huge focus on train-
ing and development, which has 
ensured to a large degree wide-
spread and sustainable activity; 
secondly, that the training and 
subsequent discussions and refl ections have placed equal emphasis 
on artistic training and on individual and community development; 
thus construction and performance workshops went hand in hand 
with seminars and sessions on development processes and the best 

Euro–puppets; for community education.

Giant puppets; for community mobilisation.
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methodologies for encouraging community leadership; and thirdly 
that the groups have used local folk media to enhance their messages, 
including the use of many local languages in promote engagement 
with the theme of the shows. The group has worked closely with a 
range of local and international organisations and their programmes 
have been developed in conjunction with these groups; their per-
formances and workshops have therefore always been underpinned 
by social agendas, and frequently funded by these. These include 
family planning organisations, the Red Cross, the department for 
international development in the UK, aid organisations, UNICEF and 

others. CHAPS was also closely in-
volved in the setting up of puppet 
festivals in Kenya, beginning with 
the Edupuppets festival in Nairobi 
in 2002 which included perform-
ances from Kenyan, African and 
international groups alongside a 
series of workshops focusing on 
the educational use of puppets 
internationally. A further festival 
was staged in 2006, but limited fi -

nances have for the moment meant the suspension of more events. 
CHAPS has had a very wide remit which has included the running of 
projects in refugee camps outside Kenya and it has provided inspira-
tion for a range of similar projects elsewhere in Africa. 

Gary Friedman12 

Gary Friedman is a South African puppeteer (who has been based 
in Australia for the last ten years) who has specialised in Puppetry for 
Development. Friedman is most well known for his puppetry activi-
ties in South Africa during the 1980s and 1990s, during the transition 
from apartheid to democracy. He set up a series of programmes de-
signed to address specifi c social issues, including HIV/AIDS, the impact 
and divisive nature of apartheid, voting issues, sexual and domestic 

12  www.africanpuppet.blogspot.com 

Maasai puppets; for cultural 
community performance.
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violence, among others. Friedman, who studied at the University of 
Cape Town, was inspired by subsequent studies at the Institut Inter-
national de la Marionnette in France, and by the work of the late Jim 
Henson and saw puppets as a powerful force for change. Friedman’s 
approach to using puppets has always been that they cut across so-
cial and racial divides and can release latent creativity in ways perhaps 
unexpected by its participants. He has been involved in a number of 
television puppetry programmes, including ones he set up himself, 
teaching puppetry for fi lm and television and now specialises in pup-
petry workshops for creativity. He was one of the founder members of 
AREPP (see under CHAPS) and developed a programme called “Pup-
petry against AIDS” under the auspices of this organisation. Within this 
programme, a show was created in which a male puppet infected a 
female puppet with the HIV virus, and subsequently developed AIDS, 
eventually dying of the disease. The show was performed at diff erent 
times with both giant puppets and, later, with glove puppets. It was ac-
companied by discussions and debates with health workers who demon-
strated the correct use of condoms and answered questions about HIV/
AIDS. It is important to note that this project took place at a time when 
in much of Africa there was resistance from various political leaders 
to talking openly about AIDS, understandably not wanting it to be 
viewed as an “African” disease. Friedman later set up “Puppets against 
Apartheid”, a satirical puppet show which addressed the inequalities 
and injustices of living under an apartheid regime, performed through 
the characters of Puns and Doedie, a take on the popular puppet form 
Punch and Judy. This led him to be invited to create a puppet TV pro-
gramme covering the fi rst democratic elections in 1994 and Friedman 
toured the country interviewing the candidates for president in the 
run-up to the elections, including interviews with Nelson Mandela, Pik 
Botha, Thabo Mbeki, Joe Slovo and others. Friedman later set up a fur-
ther programme, “Puppets in Prison”, where, working alongside prison 
workers, he created puppet shows with prison inmates to explore sen-
sitive subjects such as violence, rape and AIDS. 

Similarly to CHAPS, Friedman is an advocate for puppetry being 
able to say things that humans cannot; his puppets are frequently 
satirical, off ering biting comments on particular situations, freed by 
the fact that they are puppets. He believes that puppets target hidden 
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or repressed parts of ourselves and has continued to use puppetry to 
explore and uncover those repressed aspects of the human individual. 
Since moving to Australia, he has concentrated his work, with his part-
ner, Sharon Gelber, on developing puppetry creativity workshops which 
are adaptable for all kinds of diff erent groups and age ranges, where 
materials and puppets are used in conjunction with kinaesthetic aware-
ness and therapeutic processes to unleash the creative potential of the 
participants, increase their communication skills and relax tensions. This 
combination of activities such as “Brain Gym” techniques with puppetry 
skills have led to his being invited to run workshops in creative puppetry 
throughout the world. 

Small World Theatre13 

Small World Theatre was set up and is run by two theatre-makers, 
Ann Shrosbree and Bill Hamblett. It began life as “Dandelion Puppets” 
in 1979 and became Small World Theatre in 1997, twenty years later. 
The focus of the company has been to use puppetry and related forms 
in the service of arts and culture for development aims. The company is 
based in Wales, and the focus of their work in the UK has been in Wales, 
but they have also worked in many diff erent countries as puppetry 
specialists, creating participatory puppet projects. Using the model 
of puppetry for development outlined above, SWT has primarily been 
employed by NGOS and aid organisations to work with local com-
munities to focus on specifi c development areas. Their partners have 
included Oxfam, Save the Children, SOS Sahel, the Centre for Alterna-
tive Technology in Wales, the British Council and the United Nations. 
Similarly to the practitioners described above, SWT hold participation 
and interaction at the heart of their process and believe that puppets 
are naturally interactive beings that can enable a community to talk 
about itself. During the 1980s and 1990s they worked extensively 
in Africa and Asia; in Sudan they created a project which discussed 
social forestry; in Nepal they worked on a project to do with gender 
and human rights; in Uganda to explore child rights. Their project in 
Tanzania is mentioned earlier in this chapter; the company was asked 

13  www.smallworld.org.uk 
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by the British Council in Tanzania to use puppets to conduct research 
into why women were not taking part in local elections; the process 
included multiple points of view, including social inhibitors to voting 
(such as not being allowed to, or being discouraged by one’s family, 
distrust of politicians, fear of being thought badly of, etc.), practical 
methods for becoming involved and issues facing working women in 
that area in general. One important feature of the work (and in general 
of PfD) is that entertainment/performance work is conducted along-
side information being transmitted. Within this project, this was en-
acted through a large puppet called “Bwana Democracia” being used 
to off er the audiences factual information about the voting process, 
how to register, where to vote, and so on. In recent years, the com-
pany has concentrated its work in Wales, and has set up a “Small World 
Centre”, where the company is housed and runs most of its projects. In 
Wales, they have collaborated with many diff erent organisations and 
projects, notably a lengthy project with the Welsh Refugee Council, 
which involved performances and workshops with refugee groups in 
detention centres and elsewhere, exploring refugees’ experiences of 
arriving in a new place and the intercultural issues facing them. They 
work extensively in schools and within non-formal education with the 
unemployed and other marginalised groups to develop life skills and 
confi dence through puppetry. Together with various other European 
organisations, they run training in diversity and global citizenship 
which uses puppets to identify and celebrate diff erence and explore 
the potential confl icts and disputes that arise between people from 
diff erent cultural heritages. Participation, interaction and exploration 
of real, diverse cultural and social issues are the main foci of their work 
and puppets a means to carry these themes. 

There are numerous other examples of Puppetry for Development 
projects working in diff erent areas with communities in the pursuit of 
improvements in living conditions and quality of life. Only very few are 
mentioned here, but they form an important part of puppetry activity 
internationally. 
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THE POLITICS OF APPLIED PUPPETRY

Th e paper concerns the ideological uses and political purposes of pup-
petry in education and community contexts. Th e paper will engage in 
debates about the role of the spectator using the thinking of Jacques Ran-
cière. Reference will be made to some historical examples and practi-
cal experiences of workshops and projects. Th e paper will connect with 
the themes of, control, emancipation, normalising and imperialism. Th e 
broad question considered will be: where do we fi nd the politics in the 
practice of applied puppetry?

For many years now the author has been using puppetry in a number 
of unusual settings to engage groups in work that can be considered ap-
plied puppetry. Th is work has opened up many diff erent and surprising 
results in workshops. Th e author is interested in describing this work 
critically and developing an advanced study of puppetry as part of ap-
plied theatre in the future. Th ese aims connect with his PHD thesis: 
Speaking the unspeakable. How can puppetry be engaged as a tool in 
applied theatre practice? 

Key words: applied, workshop, spectatorship 

This polemic concerns the ideological uses, abuses and the po-
litical purposes of applied1 puppetry simply defi ned as puppetry in 
education and community contexts. The politics discussed here is the 
“radical politics to provide an alternative view of the world, when the 
world is in trouble.” As defi ned by Jonathon Pugh.2 The broad question 

1 I am using Helen Nicholson’s defi nition of applied theatre: The terms “applied drama” 
and “applied theatre” gained currency during the 1990s, fi nding particular favour with 
academics, theatre practitioners and poly-makers who have used them as a kind of short-
hand to describe forms of dramatic activity that primarily exist outside conventional 
mainstream theatre institutions, and which are specifi cally intended to benefi t individu-
als, communities and societies (Nicholson 2005:2).

2 Pugh, 2009.
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considered in this paper will be: where do we fi nd the politics in the 
practice of applied puppetry? 

For many years now I have been using puppetry in a number of 
unusual settings to engage groups in work that can be considered 
applied puppetry. This work has opened up many diff erent and sur-
prising results in workshops.3 I am interested in describing this work 
critically and developing an advanced study of puppetry as part of ap-
plied theatre in the future. These aims connect with my PHD thesis: 
Speaking the unspeakable. How can puppetry be engaged as a tool in 
applied theatre practice? 

What is required is a theatre without spectators, where those in attend-

ance learn from as opposed to being seduced by images; where they 

become active participants, as opposed to passive voyeurs (Rancière, 

2009:4). 

This view of theatre 
discussed in Rancière’s 
book the emancipated 
spectator is a chal-
lenge to the maker of 
political theatre. The 
challenge is: how do 
artists use theatre not 
to pacify but to pro-
mote change? As Ran-
cière suggests the pas-
sivity of the spectator 
is one of the problems 
with the eff ect of thea-

tre as a social/political event. The workshop is usually the dynamic 
element in the process of applied theatre and in this fi eld is often 
valorised over the performance event as: Process over product. The 
politics of applied puppetry occurs in the dynamic zone of the work-
shop. The workshop solves the problem of passivity in theatre pos-

3 For some examples of these practices that I have discussed please look at: Smith, M. 
(2009), “Puppetry as Community Arts Practice”, Journal of Arts and Communities, 1: 1, pp. 
69–78.

Girl with puppet in junk puppet workshop. PickleHerring 
Th eatre. Photo – Jonathon Purcell.
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ited by Rancière and in this transformative forum individuals have 
the opportunity to change. 

Richard Sennett has off ered a view of the workshop in his book the 
Craftsman. Sennett suggests that: “The craftsman’s workshop is one 
site in which the modern, perhaps unresolvable confl ict between au-
tonomy and authority plays out” (Sennett 2009:80). Transformation is 
an aim of both traditional and the applied theatre forms of workshop 
processes. The material consciousness of the craftsman is transformed 
in the traditional workshop.4 In the applied theatre workshop the em-
phasis is on the individual transforming their consciousness in rela-
tion to the groups various world views. Much of the aims of many pro-
grammes of applied theatre create and structure some form of peda-
gogical/cultural change as part of their aims and intentions. Often the 
materials allow this process to occur as is the case with the puppet 
workshop. The individual sees themselves diff erently through chang-
ing the material conditions of objects through live animation and this 
also changes the nature of the workshop space and the participants 
involved. John Fox, formerly artistic director of Welfare Sate Interna-
tional describes this process: “Tiny things and tiny puppets discovered 
and created in an environment of accessible non-competitive play can 
transform us totally” (Fox in Prior, 2007:23). 

As part of the process of looking back at historical examples of ap-
plied puppetry the puppet often appears not as some benign cuddly 
force. Instead the puppets in some sources appear as dark cultural in-
fl uence used for the manipulation of audiences and groups. This his-
torical view has developed into three areas: the puppet as a weapon5, 
the puppet as a straight jacket6 and the puppet as an ignorant school-

4 Sennett, 2009.

5 In an account of Spanish Civil war Puppetry puppets were described as: “One of the 
most ancient theatrical forms, puppetry became for the republicans an element of con-
temporary struggle, adopting a role in antifascist propaganda which, in the words of one 
enthusiastic reviewer, saw the puppet as no less useful than the rifl e in the successful 
prosecution of the war.” In MCCARTHY, J. 1998. Militant Marionettes: Two “Lost” Puppet 
Plays of the Spanish Civil War, 1936–39. Theatre Research International, 23, 44-50. 

6 In Philpotts compendium Puppets and Therapy 1977 one experimenter says “no 
straight jacket could have soothed the patients better”, about the eff ect of the puppet on 
a patient and the phrase is a chilling analogy to use in regards to puppets with patients.
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master.7 These three negative images of the puppet provide a warn-
ing to anyone using puppets as part of applied or political theatre. 
The puppeteer must be careful when they wield their puppet; as an 
ideological force to fi ght the good fi ght, or as a treatment to normalise 
a damaged individual through therapeutic experiments, or as a pre-
ventative force to pacify behaviours, or as a way to teach people how 
to live their lives, tell them what is right from wrong and when and 
how to procreate. 

These worrying traits found in the historical view presented here 
as part of applied puppetry open up diffi  cult political questions. His-
torical accounts show that some puppeteers of the twentieth century 
have experimented with applied puppetry and sometimes perpetu-
ated nationalistic, imperialist and at times oppressive work.8 

To balance this negative view, there were many stories that I have 
dug up of how puppets can be a positive political force. For example, 
during the blockade of Leningrad9, according to the account by Faina 
Kostina the puppet theatre continued in the city entertaining the peo-
ple and the troops at the front line. 

Even in the darkest days of the blockade, we preserved our marionettes. 

Despite the terrible cold, not one doll was burnt in the stove for heat, 

even though they were all made of wood. Yes, we burnt scenery, and 

we burnt anything that we could get our hands on, anything but our 

precious dolls. When our actors were evacuated, you could take only 

10 kilogrammes (22 pounds) as baggage, and everyone who left took 

their dolls with them. (www.02varvara.wordpress.com/2009/01/25/the-

puppet-theatre-during-the-blockade-of-leningrad) 

7 Rancière, 2009 uses the phrase ignorant schoolmaster around debates about equality 
in education.

8 Jurkowski 1998 and Blumenthal 2005 show clearly the relationship between fascism/
communism and puppetry. Phillpott 1977 also shows some work that is oppressive in its 
view of the participant/audience rights. In India the theatre for development work of Bill 
Baird viewed from the contemporary position looks naively based on western views of 
the east. Presented in the document: Puppets and population, 1971, World Education, Inc, 
New York.

9 There was a great deal of accounts of heroic cultural activity in Leningrad during the 
blockade including a great deal of performance. The breadth of this is described in: JONES, 
M. K. 2008. Leningrad : state of siege, London, John Murray.
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What this example demonstrates is the cultural value of the pup-
pet and the need for this artform during extreme social moments. 
The spectacle of puppets and their “otherness” reminds the audience 
of their humanity in the face of death. These performances gave 
many desperate/traumatised people hope and this is a reason to ac-
knowledge these artists as precursors of applied puppetry. 

Putting aside these 
historical views the 
next question is; how 
puppets can be used 
as a positive political 
tool in the hands of the 
applied theatre practi-
tioner? To answer this 
question I will briefl y 
give two examples 
from my own work-
shop practice. 

Example one – In 
the context of a secure 

unit, children who were detained for their own safety and the safety of 
the public, participate in a puppet workshop. In this secure unit they 
make and perform with toy theatres. They choose music and images 
from magazines later the toy theatres are fi lmed as live animations. The 
general positive result of this workshop was that these children learned 
to play again. The puppetry gave the groups and individuals the oppor-
tunity and freedom to explore play, something they found hard to do 
because of their traumatic lives. 

Example two – In a rural primary school, children make junk rod pup-
pets and perform short shows. One of these improvised shows is a satire of 
their teachers. This drama included the fi ring of the teacher by the head-
mistress. The tension in the room was palpable. A simple critique of the 
hierarchy in the school and a form of political theatre. 

To further address the question of politics in applied puppetry here 
are some suggestions and propositions: Put the puppets in the hands 
of the people as a part of a radical pedagogy based on participation 

Performing in junk puppet workshop. PickleHerring Th eatre. 
Photo –Jonathon Purcell.
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infl uenced by the ideas 
of Paulo Friere and Au-
gusto Boal.10 The pup-
pet can be used as an 
emancipatory tool for 
groups to describe 
their world views to-
gether and celebrate 
their humanity. The lo-
cation for this practice 
is the workshop as a 
democratic laboratory11 
for collectively conceiv-
ing of a new cultural 
landscape. 

To draw this polemic to an end I want the reader to imagine and 
consider a new version of the allegory of Plato’s cave12 (the allegory 
in which he presents slaves whose only reality is perceived through 
shadow puppet images on a cave wall). In this new version imagine 
– If we free the slaves who were tethered to the ground facing the 
cave wall, whose only reality was the shadow puppet show, would 
the slaves return after they had left the cave and pick up the shadow 
puppets when it starts to rain? Inside the cave would the slaves start 
to perform for each other’s pleasure and education? It is the slave’s 
relationship to viewing and acting that is an important aspect of the 
allegory of the cave. 

Emancipation begins when we challenge the opposition between 

viewing and acting (Rancière, 2009:13).

10 FREIRE, P. & RAMOS, M. B. 1972. Pedagogy of the oppressed, Harmondsworth, Pen-
guin. and BOAL, A., MCBRIDE, C. A. & MCBRIDE, M.-O. L. 1979. Theater of the oppressed, 
London, Pluto Press. These revolutionaries in education and theatre are an inspiration and 
important source for any practitioner wanting to break down the dichotomy between ac-
tors/educators and spectators/students.

11 Again I am here drawing from the ideas of Sennett, 2009.

12  PLATO 2007. The republic, London, Penguin. 

Puppets performing over wooden wall  in junk puppet 
workshop. PickleHerring Th eatre. Photo – Jonathon Purcell.
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BEING CARBON NEUTRAL

Teaching Sustainability Through Shadow Puppetry – A Practical 

Example of a Project to Encourage 7 – 11 Year-olds to Design for 

Their Future, in Schools in Norfolk, UK

Th e topic of the paper is the Being Carbon Neutral project, carried 
out by Meg Amsden and her colleague Nicky Rowbottom in the Broads 
National Park in the UK in 2009. Th e project was supported by the Sus-
tainable Development Fund of the Broads Authority, funded by Defra.

Th e authors believe that children are naturally inventive and opti-
mistic. Th ey are good at working in groups and co-operating to solve 
what can appear insuperable problems to individuals. Th ey also believe 
that theatrical performance, and the use of innate practical skill to make 
things, have an unique way of engaging children’s attention. Th e memory 
of these activities is long-lasting

Th e objective of the project was to encourage children to think dy-
namically and positively about living sustainably in a future dominated 
by climate change. As this is a big subject, the authors chose to concen-
trate on sustainable building. Th e paper shows how they used function-
ing examples of innovative practice in sustainable building in the East of 
England to inspire the pupils, and a live shadow-puppet show that told 
the story of a family whose house had blown away in a storm. A child 
suggests ways the family could make a new home. Th e story is full of 
visual clues but it is left  open-ended. Th e school-children were divided 
into small groups, and asked to work out how the story could end, and 
create their own shadow shows to show it. Th e authors also involved the 
children in practical technology experiments.

Th e authors ran a pilot workshop in a local middle school, and then 
worked with 16 schools in the area of the Norfolk and Suff olk Broads. 

Th e workshop was fi lmed in two of the schools, and part of the 20 
minute DVD the authors made was shown at the EAEN conference in 
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Ljubljana. Th ey use the results of an evaluation questionnaire that was 
completed by teaching staff  in our conclusion. Th ey also draw on the 
pack of teaching materials they provided to support the workshop, which 
included follow-up ideas, further reading, and notes on the research ba-
sis of the project. 

(As the authors are not academics but practical environmental edu-
cationalists, there is no research question or theoretical framework.)

Key words: sustainability, design, practical skill, co-operating, innova-
tive, theatrical, performance, shadow-puppetry, technology, experi-
ments, evaluation, teaching materials, environmental educationalists

I run a puppet company – Nutmeg – which I founded in 1979 to pro-
duce and tour original puppet theatre shows and practical workshops for 
outdoor events, schools and small theatres. My work has always had an 
environmental bias. I believe strongly that loss of contact with the natural 
world aff ects most contemporary children detrimentally (“Nature Defi cit 
Disorder”1), and that most education with its emphasis on literacy and 
numeracy, fact fi nding and research, ignores the vital development of 
practical skills and emotional growth. We believe that children are natu-
rally inventive and optimistic. They are good at working in groups and 
co-operating to solve what can appear insuperable problems to indi-
viduals. We also believe that theatrical performance, and the use of 
innate practical skill to make things, have an unique way of engaging 
children’s attention. The memory of these activities is long-lasting.

THE BACKGROUND

Neither Nicky nor I have received formal training for teaching chil-
dren. However, I have been working in schools since the mid-seventies, 
touring puppet shows and practical workshops, and Nicky trained and 
worked for many years in adult education and worked with all ages as 
Education Offi  cer for Suff olk Wildlife Trust. We have both worked col-

1 Nature Defi cit Disorder – term coined by Richard Louv in “Last Child in the Woods”, 
pub. Algonquin.
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laboratively with education 
advisors and teachers, and 
were both much inspired 
by the visionary writing 
of Prof. Steve Van Matre2. 
Other sources of inspira-
tion for me were involve-
ment with the Woodcraft 
movement, and voluntary 
work with the progressive 
education charity Forest 
School Camps3. 

For 25 years, from 
1985, Nutmeg was privileged to work with the Broads Authority in 
the Norfolk and Suff olk Broads, a wetland National Park in the East of 
England. We produced and toured 17 original shows about the ecol-
ogy and social history of the region to families on holiday and to local 
schools. We also presented papers and ran workshops at national park 
conferences and seminars in the UK and abroad.

The then Chief Executive of the Authority, Aitken Clark (who sadly 
died in 2010), was a far-sighted internationalist who believed in the 
power of the arts to inspire children, and indeed adults, to develop an 
emotional understanding and response to the natural environment. 
In his own words;

”The medium of puppetry, so artfully crafted, bridges language bar-
riers and engages children and adults alike in plots and dramas vibrant 
with meaning, illustrating ideas, and giving messages of exhortation to 
care for and cherish the lovely fragile wetland environment....”4.

At his instigation we ran the Ecopuppets project from 1995 – 99, 
linking the Danube Delta, Romania, and the Broads, and working with 
teachers and children in schools, environmental artists, education ad-

2 “Earth Education – a new beginning” and other books by Steve Van Matre, Institute for 
Earth Education.

3 Forest School Camps www.fsc.org.uk/archive/index for background information.

4 Ecopuppets Handbook / Manualul Păpuşilor Eco – pub. Broads Authority 1999, avail-
able via www.nutmegpuppet.co.uk 

Drawing background.
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visers and environmental education offi  cers. We set up a network and 
ran a conference, “Delta Shadows”, in the town of Tulcea in September 
1997. The delegates included environmentalists, educationalists, and 
puppeteers from Gulliver Puppet Theatre in the nearest city, Galaţi. 
The conference, in English and Romanian, included presentations by 
the UK and Romanian teams, and by young eco-puppeteers from the 
local schools participating in the project. We ran practical workshops 
in writing ecological scripts, shadow puppetry, environmental art us-
ing natural materials, and making musical instruments. The puppet-
eers had never experienced shadow puppetry before or thought of 
applying puppetry in educational settings, and all the delegates en-
joyed the freedom and encouragement to play. 

Though the main art-
form of the project was 
shadow puppetry, sev-
eral teachers later used 
our methods with dif-
ferent art-forms, includ-
ing a fi lm project with 
high-school students, to 
great eff ect. One of the 
most enjoyable experi-
ences for us was a com-
pletely ad hoc workshop 
in 1998 at the isolated school of Sfi ntu Gheorghe, where the southern 
branch of the Delta reaches the Black Sea. Expecting only to talk about 
the project, we were delighted when teachers and the local nature 
warden foraged for materials, lamps and tools, created a serviceable 
screen out a two desks and a sheet, and they and all the older children 
threw themselves into a very satisfying workshop. 

In 1999 we published the Eco Puppets Handbook/Manualul 
Păpuşilor Eco, about the project, with an illustrated section of practi-
cal advice.5 I returned to the Delta in March 1999 with Dr Sandra Bell of 
Durham University Anthropology Department with a small grant from 
the British Council, to study the eff ects of the project and make links 

5 Ibid.

Background.
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with the Danube Delta Research Institute. This in turn led to a major 
research project, with European funding and involving three other na-
tional parks, looking at sustainable tourism. It was remarkable to see 
what the small seed of a puppet project grew into. 

In the UK, my colleague 
Nicky Rowbottom and I de-
vised several workshops 
for schools to accompany 
shows I produced for the 
Broads. 

For “Windy Old Weather” 
in 2005 (a show about the 
power of the wind, that 
tapped into local history, 
mythology, and contempo-
rary technology), the children carried out simple experiments relating 
to wind power. 

For “Heatwave” in 2006 (a show about climate change that drew 
on local memories of fl oods in the 20th century, and information from 
the Broads Authority’s partners in the international Living Lakes net-
work), we devised a physical board game that showed how climate 
change aff ects habitats, and encouraged the children to describe their 
own experiences of the weather, and to design clothes, houses and 
vehicles that could cope with climate change. We found the experi-
ence so stimulating and exciting that we decided to produce a further 
stand-alone workshop. 

THE PROJECT

We developed the Being Carbon Neutral workshop for 7 – 11 year 
olds in 2008/9. We were awarded, funding by The Broads Authority Sus-
tainable Development Fund which in turn was funded by Defra6. The 
objective of the project was to encourage children to think dynami-
cally and positively about living sustainably in a future dominated by 

6 UK Government Department for Environment, Food and Rural Aff airs.

Storyboard.
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climate change. As this is a big subject, we chose to concentrate on 
sustainable building, using functioning examples of innovative prac-
tice in the East of England to inspire the pupils. 

In designing the workshop, Nicky and I consulted Norfolk and Suf-
folk environmental education advisory teachers, Sue Falch-Lovesey 
and Alison Wood, and teacher Jane Wells (who had headed a project 
involving the children to build a wind turbine at their school). We also 
visited sustainable building projects – a new distribution centre built 
for Adnams Brewery, and Crossways gigantic tomato nursery run on 
the power and waste products supplied by the nearby sugar-beet re-
fi nery. We researched other similar projects via the Internet.

We aimed to unlock children’s imagination through the practi-
cal/theatrical medium of puppetry. We created and performed a 
live shadow-puppet show that presents a dilemma about sustainable 
living. It tells the story of a family whose house has blown away in a 
storm. The adults despair but the child, ever optimistic, suggests ways 
the family could make a new home. The story is full of visual clues but 
it is left open-ended. In the workshop sessions the children were asked 
to work out how the story could end, how the family could make a 
new home and live without damaging the environment, and to cre-
ate their own shadow shows to demonstrate it. We also encouraged 
them to think about sustainable energy through practical technology 
experiments.

The workshop lasted a day, and we worked with two classes of up 
to 30 children. The programme began with our shadow puppet play, 
followed by a practical shadow puppet-making demonstration and a 
discussion with the children 
about light and shadows. We 
then showed a power-point 
presentation about sustain-
able buildings in the East of 
England. After a break we 
ran two concurrent practical 
workshops; one (led by me) 
to make shadow shows, the 
other (led by Nicky) to carry 
out simple technology ex- Using overhead projector.
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periments. In the afternoon, we swapped the groups and repeated the 
workshops, so that all the children were able to experience both.

In the puppet workshop, the children worked in small groups, in-
venting between themselves the story lines and the characters, and 
negotiating who should make what. I asked them to draw a simple 
storyboard or write out their story in two or three sentences, and to 
make a list of characters, backgrounds and props. They were limited to 
no more than four characters and four background scenes per story, 
and asked to keep spoken words to a minimum and commit them to 
memory, to ensure that performances were short and spontaneous. 
(Some children found this aspect very challenging, wanting to write 
scripts and read from them, so I had to explain that it was impossi-
ble to read and perform with puppets at the same time. Some groups 
solved the problem by using a narrator (who was allowed a script) and 
keeping the puppets virtually wordless.)

Then they were 
ready to design and 
make their puppets, 
using card, sticks, 
tape and wire, and 
decorating them 
with coloured gel, 
feathers, wool etc. 
– anything that the 
light would shine 
through in an in-
teresting way. The 
main light source 
was an overhead 

projector, so colourful backgrounds could be made by drawing with 
pens onto acetate sheets to place on the glass plate. As soon as eve-
rything was made the groups took it in turns to rehearse their shows, 
and fi nally performed them to their classmates.

In the technology workshop, the children learnt the diff erence be-
tween sustainable and non-sustainable energy, used a quiz to fi nd out 
how sustainable their own lives were, tested diff erent types of light-bulbs, 
and in small groups made windmills that were able to raise weights.

Puppeteers.
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After a pilot workshop in a local school, we ran 15 workshop days 
and worked with 822 children in 30 classes from 16 schools (two tiny 
schools linking up together for one workshop day). 6 of the schools 
were in urban deprived areas, and 10 in isolated rural communities. 

We made a DVD about the project with two of the schools we visited. 
(At the EAEN Conference a short clip from the puppet workshop was 
shown, in which children work together in small groups brainstorm-
ing ideas, working out a storyline and list of characters, then cut out 
puppets and rehearse their shows. A second clip from the technology 
workshop shows two girls trying to make a windmill together, and dis-
agreeing about how to make it. One girl insists on trying her method, 
as the other quietly tries to show her she is wrong. The windmill fails, 
the quiet girl prevails and they agree on the best method. The clip 
ends with the girls trying out their windmill in the playground.)

CONCLUSIONS

We produced a teachers’ pack, which included follow-up ideas, fur-
ther reading, and notes on the research basis of the project. It also 
included an evaluation form for staff . 

The response was almost unanimously positive and we felt that we 
had produced a workshop that really fi lled a need, and that acted as 
a stimulus to further work on the subject. The only negative response 
we received was that they wanted more time for the workshop, or for 
us to be in the school for longer. We noticed that the older the children 
were, the longer they wanted or needed for the shadow puppet work-
shop, as they had more elaborate ideas and a higher expectation of 
themselves than the younger children had. 

Here are some of the comments:

“We all had a wonderful day. The children were fully engaged in 
what they did and loved creating their own play. The way information 
was presented inspired the children and will have a lasting impact. It 
gives us a great platform to work from. 

“All the children enjoyed themselves and experienced a feeling of 
achievement. 
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“The workshops linked in to preliminary discussion about global 
warming. It will link to on-going work within the school (led by school 
council) to raise awareness of how much energy we use/waste and 
how we can reduce this. 

“We will be continuing shadow puppets after half term to help de-
velop stories with a dilemma as a focus, in their literacy. 

“It developed their thinking skills, generated lots of group discus-
sion and collaboration. They also learnt about diff erent ways of ad-
dressing global issues and what can be done to help. 

“They gained a much better understanding of what carbon foot-
print means and of how we create it. 

“I think they gained a sense of what they can do to make a diff erence. 
They loved creating and performing their own stories.

“I think it was a really good balance between creativity and factual 
information – activities kept their interest.”

Straw-bales and puppets.
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PUPPETS AND THE EMOTIONAL 

DEVELOPMENT OF CHILDREN – AN 

INTERNATIONAL OVERVIEW

In diff erent cultures there are diff erent views on children and their 
social and psychological development. Children are the same all over 
the world when they are very young. But as soon as they are exposed to 
decisions about school and education the diff erences between cultures 
get larger, as do demands on social behaviour. 

Puppets and dolls are very important for the emotional development 
of children because they are substitutes for the interim objects of early 
childhood. Th ey remind people of the great emotional intimacy with an 
object and in remembrance of this, puppets on stage or puppets and dolls 
in play and therapy touch our emotional memory. 

Th e educational philosophies of diff erent countries and cultures have 
a diff erent infl uence on how children have to deal with puppets and dolls. 
Th ere is a big diff erence between the way Eastern or Western cultures, 
and poor or rich children, look at puppets and dolls. Also political and 
religious implications infl uence the use of puppets/dolls. 

While TV is entering at high speed into our subconscious without being 
controlled, puppet performances or children’s plays with puppets have “hu-
man” speed. Th rough TV children get many exciting moments which give 
them a short adrenalin shock. Adrenalin is an addictive drug. When play-
ing with puppets, children have time to try out situations and decisions, or 
look and feel with the puppets on stage, and decide if they agree or not. 

Puppets and dolls are incomplete. Th ey do not have a personality 
which can be overwhelming, demanding or judging. Th ey do not have a 
history of life and are waiting for the one we create with them. Th ey only 
live if we bring them to life. Th ey are superior to all therapists, teachers 
and parents. Th ey support communication on every intellectual level. 
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Puppetry is one of the most diverse tools for the communication and 
expression of emotions. It does not depend on the language, or manual 
dexterity, or intellectual competence of the participants. It is working 
FOR people’s emotional health, both when they are doing puppetry 
themselves, and when they are watching a good puppet show. 

Key words: expressions of emotion, puppetry, special needs, interna-
tional background, TV

My educational background to the theme of this paper is world-
wide. I have worked through puppetry, and lectured at universities and 
institutions that wanted to draw on my experience in puppet therapy, 
and puppetry in schools and institutions for disabled people. 

In diff erent cultures there are diff erent views on children and their 
social and psychological development. Sometimes it is hard to un-
derstand adult’s decisions concerning children’s lives and children’s 
requests. Children are the same all over the world as long as they are 
very young. But as soon as they are exposed to decisions about school 
and education the diff erences between cultures get larger, as do de-
mands for social behaviour. Understanding in multicultural societies 
gets more and more diffi  cult. Children with special needs represent a 
special case of communication between diff erent people. 

1.  WHY ARE PUPPETS AND DOLLS IMPORTANT FOR 

 THE EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT OF CHILDREN? 

As soon as a child gets out of its mother’s belly into the cold world, a 
separation begins that lasts all our life. A child uses dolls, cuddly cloth, 
Teddy, dummy, cuddly animals etc. to cope with separating from its 
mother. These objects are called interim objects, because they are used 
as a representative of the reality (“mother“) and are given all the love, 
all the hate and all the attempts at emotional argument with her. They 
are thrown into the corner, hugged, hit, sworn at, kissed etc. when the 
mother is not available as a partner but also in a fi gurative sense. At 
the age of about 5 years adults advise the child that now it is “too old“ 
for those beloved representatives and with the school a new part of 
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life occurs. In the worst case the interim objects are destroyed by the 
adults (mostly parents). In the best case they are put into a nice box 
hidden at the attic. Mourning is mostly not allowed to the child nor is 
understood by the adults. And what we cannot grieve for will follow 
us throughout our life. 

This phase of great emotional intimacy with an object, whose loss 
we could not grieve for, is the background for our emotional relation-
ship to puppets and dolls in therapy and on stage. Both touch our 
emotional memory.  

As soon as we are confronted with puppets or dolls the emotional 
situations of our childhood are reactivated – this also happens when 
we are adults. Our emotional memory will be activated and we feel the 
same emotional certainty as when there is the possibility to try out our 
doing and feeling with the help of our interim objects. Because pup-
pets and dolls only give answers through what is in ourselves (mind, 
heart and soul) we can be sure that we will not get an answer which 
demands too much or too less from us, or which is not understandable 
by us. Objects have time on their side. They do not change, but they 
change us. Nothing can go wrong because we only try out what we 
can assess, without getting too near to the emotional abyss or falling 
down into it. With this quality, all puppets and dolls are ahead of hu-
mans as a partner – that includes parents, teachers and therapists. 

Another advantage puppets and dolls have: they do not speak. Our 
communication is so secret, so individual. No words are necessary if 
we leave them out. This communication contains secrets which only 
exist between the puppet or doll – so to speak – and ourselves. We can 
try out a decision, an idea, and its emotional eff ects on us, one hun-
dred times or more; it will never be fi nal if we do not want it. We grow 
into the decision emotionally and fi nally decide without fear. 

This is why emotional development in childhood matters. If we for-
bid our children to practice making decisions with “things“ – puppets 
or dolls – or if we do not make it possible at any level, we create im-
mature adults, who later have to make up what they missed during 
their childhood. 

There are two important infl uences which alienate us from our 
emotions: 
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- one is TV where we only experience the emotions of others in an 
absolutely suggestive way, 

- the other is being put under pressure while learning and producing. 

That traumata and bad family and social situations do harm to us, 
we have known since before Sigmund Freud. All this harm can be 
worked on mostly – not always – through puppet therapy, together 
with an empathic and sensitive therapist. 

Puppets and dolls are among the few things we can manipulate 
without being punished for and by them. We can order them about 
all we want and we take the responsibility for what we have ordered. 
Puppets and dolls will do all we ask and we explore the emotional side 
of our demands: to be powerful, to be able to order, to be king, witch, 
animal, princess, devil, dragon or knight. But also to be Batman, or to 
be one of the great powerful persons of the new media, is one of the 
great feelings that we can allow ourselves and enjoy by playing. Espe-
cially boys in particular need to fi ght against the dominance of female-
orientated teaching, and have to experiment with male behaviour. In 
reality they mostly are not made to do so. 

To get emotional competence we need emotional certainty. Of 
course there are many situations where we can learn this. A special 
opportunity for learning it is the preparation of a puppet performance 
in a group (school, disabled, social group etc.), that is: making puppets 
and building the stage, writing the text, rehearsals, inviting the audi-
ence and performing the play. You can watch the phenomenon: ag-
gression in the group is reduced, social competence is activated and 
new social competence is learnt. The social fabric improves, and the 
result of the work is obviously better than the sum of the individu-
al performances of the participants. Social learning is most eff ective 
when an intense factual discussion is possible. Because working on a 
puppet play requires many diff erent tasks – that means that everyone 
can fi nd a “corner to work on“ and therefore fi nds emotional satisfac-
tion – the participants do not only show their social competence but 
also observe and feel that of the others. This is a very important re-
quirement for widening competition and the further development of 
emotions in group contexts such as: love, mourning, hate, friendship, 
trust, suspicion of, etc. 
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I have got many reports from various countries where this is described. 
Between North and South America, Asia, Africa, Australia and Europe are 
cultural diff erences but the results are always the same: working with 
puppets gives a positive input to healing on many diff erent levels. This 
you will fi nd also in puppet therapy, but then it relates to only one 
person and is appropriate only for them. 

Not only does creating a puppet play liberate an enormous pow-
er of self healing, but also, a puppet play that an adult watches, that 
touches him, makes him thoughtful, makes him laugh or cry. It func-
tions in the same way as with children. It makes possible an emotional 
engagement with the problems shown by the puppet’s story, and 
takes as a basis the life experience of every single person in the au-
dience. In other words: every spectator sees his own story and lives 
it. Also we have breath-taking examples of this which we can be de-
scribed as cathartic. 

On a puppet stage – unlike real life – solutions of problems are shown 
which mostly are outside reality. But the spectator looks at them and 
witnesses how problems are solved, how somebody suff ers and fi nally 
triumphs over something or somebody. Neither the problems nor the 
stories are real to the audience. But the hope for suitable solutions, the 
informal context in which it is off ered, the time the audience has to feel 
and to think during the puppet play, and the opportunity to see what is 
happening, are all part of the experiment which is made by others (by 
puppets). But we experience them in an active way as well. 

2.  THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE 

 PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION AND 

 CHILDREN’S PLAY IN DIFFERENT COUNTRIES

I refer to my experiences in all parts of the world – I have worked in 
more than 30 diff erent countries. The philosophy of education diff ers 
very much. In North America and Asia you may fi nd the same pressure 
for achievement and high standards but there are diff erences you can 
measure: 

In the USA and in Europe a child has to grow up to be an independent 
person. That means everything is done to free it from the family and 
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make it independent for living alone. Therefore high standards and 
achievements are demanded to make the child quicker, better, higher 
paid then children from other families. People are admired who get on 
better than the others without help from others (e.g. “from dishwasher 
to millionaire“). 

In Asia the one who honours his parents by achieving well is admi-
rable. 

Both philosophies of education are incompatible because there 
are no bigger diff erences than between externally lead (Asia) and in-
ternally lead (USA, Europe) motivation. Nowadays in Germany we are 
trying to implant the Asian system of education. This irritates many 
people. 

These two diff erent philosophies of education have immediate ef-
fect on children’s play – also on that with puppets and dolls. While in 
Africa rag progresses to puppets and dolls – because the profession-
ally made ones are not available or cannot be aff orded, in Asia (Ja-
pan, South Korea, China), playing with puppets and dolls is raised to a 
pedagogical concept combined with learning eff ects. 

In the USA puppets and dolls (as other articles for children) are 
standardised and made “secure” because of so many abstruse cases 
of liability.

In Australia puppets and dolls are extremely diff erent because 
they come from diff erent cultural sources, but they are overwhelmed 
by Americanised products from China.

In South America children from poor families have an advantage 
over those from the rich families, because the cheap imported plastic 
dolls with language and movement which can only be listened to and 
looked at, are broken very soon and then they are used in the tradi-
tional way if ever.

There are diff erent ways to judge “good” and “bad” puppets. I want 
to judge puppets and dolls to show how strongly they support the 
emotional development of children. 

In the former socialist countries of the Soviet Union, traditional 
culture – very often because of tourism – had a high reputation. This 
had – I think – a positive eff ect on the design of puppets and dolls. 
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In Western Europe traditional puppets and dolls have been turned 
into luxury items and collectables – I want to remind you of Käthe 
Kruse dolls and Steiff  animals – and no family with a normal income 
can aff ord that. Products of China, licensed in America, were put onto 
the European market, but the quality was so bad that the Americanisa-
tion of toys could only start after standards of quality were introduced 
and expensive advertising initiated. 

In North America puppets and dolls are get-and-throw-away 
products, which have to be replaced immediately if only the battery 
is empty. The Media have made a long-lasting identifi cation with ONE 
puppet or doll, with ONE Teddy, ONE cuddly animal, suspect. The 
adults are the target group of the manufacturers and all advertising 
is done for them. Advertising suggests to adults that they cannot be 
sure always to do the right thing in educating their children. Advertis-
ing supports uncertainty and guilt. This guilt is fundamental in infl u-
encing parents. 

Of course I can only describe my personal impressions gathered in 
many countries while working with teachers and other people related 
to children. With this background I want to point out: for playing with 
dolls and with puppets in groups – e.g. in schools – the philosophy or 
ideology of education is diff erent in diff erent countries. 

a) Communist ideology preferred given and unquestioned standards 
of quality, which had to be visible to others. There was competition 
but the comparable results were much more important. In the late So-
viet republics this ideology is still working.

b) Capitalist ideology on one hand supports hard competition but 
on the other hand individuality and outstanding creativity and team-
work are wanted, supported and asked for.

c) In countries where there are tremendous diff erences between 
the poor and the rich, the ideology is split: 

- The rich develop a culture of delegating – in playing also. Small 
children are allowed to have their dolls and cuddly animals but the 
older they get the more they are forced to watch – without being ac-
tive – how others are playing. This playing is very near to theatre or 
watching TV. 
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- The poor must cultivate their culture of “having not”, that means 
they have to take what they have or can acquire. These children have 
to be very creative in order to survive on an emotional as well as every 
other level. That means: only those who are as creative and healthy as 
possible will survive.

d) In the Confucian ideology of education in Asia, playing is subor-
dinate to achievement. Pedagogically precious plays with learning ef-
fects, a perfect performance and the appreciation of people in higher 
positions (male, older family members, teachers etc.) are measures of a 
successful play – e.g. a woman who gives birth to a disabled child feels 
that it is a defect of her own. For her it is not possible to accept that 
the child needs to play without obviously successful results. In South 
Korea therefore disabled children are very often marooned. 

In Asia (Japan, S. Korea, China) the development of emotionally ma-
ture behaviour can only be rudimentary or does not exist. Perfection 
in puppetry you can meet in many Asian performances – above all in 
China. 

In Asia puppet therapy is seen as indecent because emotions are 
set free and are shown. This is a breaking of taboo which makes it near-
ly impossible to spread puppet therapy there. 

Worldwide puppetry for children is somewhere between laissez-faire 
and absolute perfectionism. My impression is, that countries in which 
children are more free to play with puppets and dolls and are given more 
possibilities to mature emotionally with puppet play, have greater crea-
tive potential which later can be activated in works of science. World-
wide there is a trend in education towards learning by rote. If children 
play they lose track of time and society doesn’t like this.

3.  THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TELEVISION, PUPPETRY 

 AND THE EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT OF CHILDREN 

Many children sit in front of the TV daily for more than 6 hours and 
look, mostly aimlessly, at what TV has to off er: short sections of thought-
out lives, music and dance, documentation and news. All these shows 
are trimmed to be quick, short and intense. None of the sequences 
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is longer than 20 seconds (you can count this!). Most of them are be-
tween 2 and 12 sec. Because of the speed of the presentation you can-
not decide consciously if you want this information or not. Most of the 
information has a content of fear, aggression and emotional domina-
tion which is mostly underlined with music. This information with its 
emotional potential is taken in through the eyes – we can absorb no 
more than 20 to 24 pictures per sec – into our subconscious, where the 
feeling of being taken over by something and not being sure by what, 
is settled. With every exciting scene we get a small adrenalin shock. 
Because adrenalin is an addictive drug, looking at TV gets people ad-
dicted to adrenalin. It is NOT TV that makes us addicted but the small 
adrenalin shock that is given through the dramaturgical tricks of TV. 

In puppetry the speed of TV is not possible because it is a live event 
and humans have a human speed and not a technical one. A puppet 
play shows processes – as they are in the play of children with dolls – 
which we can follow easily. This gives the audience the ability to add 
information out of their own fantasy and their own life experience to 
complete the story which is seen. With this a puppet play – unlike TV 
– is a genuine school of education and emotions. The little and very 
often abstract information on the puppet stage (puppets are only 
THINGS and not real life!), has to be added to by the spectator’s own 
life experience. If not, the puppet play will stay as a far-away and in-
comprehensible picture and needs pedagogical preparation.

In other words: 

TV shows fragments at high speed which are not digestible by the re-
cipient’s brain. Most of the fi lms have many mini problems which are not, 
or insuffi  ciently, solved at the end. In documentaries the original sounds 
are not heard, but music instead; water-, rock-, meadow- and forest-music 
etc. Music has an emotional content which can be measured and there-
fore it is already an interpretation of what the spectator sees. An indi-
vidualised interpretation is no longer possible. This is a high grade of 
manipulation. 

The story of a puppet play shows emotional processes which can 
be understood, interpreted and judged. Depending on life experience 
and ability, the audience can reconstruct these processes. Or the spec-
tators feel or articulate diff erent concepts of what they see. Puppet 
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plays stimulate acting experiments. They only illustrate reality and al-
ways have a place for alternatives.

Emotional development is easier to support by looking at a puppet 
play than by watching a Video or a TV show.

4.  SPECIAL CHILDREN – SPECIAL NEEDS

Disabled children need special attention. But remember: every 
child needs attention! Children interpret the world through the adults, 
because they depend on them. Therefore my opinion is that there is 
only a gradual diff erence between disabled and able-bodied children. 
Of course children with special disability have to be supported spe-
cially. It would be stupid to think a deaf child could understand us if we 
were to speak long and very loud to it. 

Puppetry has a quality that no other medium shows: puppets are 
catalysts of communication. Even if a person is traumatised and can-
not speak about what he/she went through and cannot trust in an 
other person, a puppet will make communication possible. In therapy, 
patients show us their problems in the fi rst 45 minutes, through pup-
pets. But mostly, many months will pass until they carefully try out 
how to solve their problems. 

Normal demands on disabled people are mostly too much for them. 
They love puppets and dolls because puppets and dolls answer on a 
level they can understand. Puppets do not threaten anyone – only if 
they are played by thoughtless adults who force solutions of problems, 
or abuse puppets for pedagogical purpose. Puppets only answer what 
the disabled can stand. There are remarkable descriptions of how chil-
dren, youngsters and adults after a catastrophe could laugh during a 
puppet show or when making puppets and playing their own show. 

Puppets and dolls are incomplete. They do not have a personality 
which can be overwhelming, demanding or judging. They do not have 
a history of life and are waiting for the one we create with them. They 
only live if we give them life. To all therapists, teachers and parents 
they are superior. They support communication on every intellectual 
level. They stay neutral when others make demands and ask for results. 
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They never ask for more attention, but they ask us to act socially and 
emotionally. They make processes of learning possible that are not 
possible in other circumstances. They have a special language which 
everyone can understand. They have only expressions we project onto 
them. They always understand us. They laugh and cry with us, they let 
us complain and only contradict when we let them, and they carry us 
over emotional abysses. This phenomenon is independent of culture, 
age, ability to speak and life experience, intelligence and creativity.

5. PERSPECTIVES 

About 20 years ago I worked in the USA. One of the puppeteers 
said: “Every child should go through a puppet stage!” Maybe. What I 
want to point out is that puppetry is one of the most diverse tools for 
communication and expression of emotions. It does not depend on 
the language, or manual dexterity, or intellectual competence of the 
participants. It is working FOR people’s emotional health in both cases: 
both when they are doing puppetry themselves, and when they are 
watching a good puppet show. 

It is a wonderful tool for therapy, education and special needs. 

Handicapped boy in South Korea with a puppet, 2010.
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shops for primary school teachers, promoting arts in education as the 
most important didactic principle. He writes articles on the Aesthetics 
and History of Puppetry and on the Inclusion of the Puppets in School-
ing, which are printed in periodicals and books.

Ida HAMRE, Ph.D., Denmark 

Broadly educated in aesthetic subjects, among 
these art history and theatre and drama in educa-
tion. Ph.D. 1994 with the thesis “Animation theatre 
as an art and as an element of aesthetic develop-
ment in education”. Present research project: “The 
educational potential and fi gurative language of 
animation theatre”. Amateur performer and instruc-
tor. Teacher on various professional and academic 
courses, Ph.D. advisor, workshops and lectures in 

Denmark and abroad. Lecturer at Teachers College, freelance project 
researcher at The Danish University of Education, Copenhagen. Author 

Bente Jæger/
cameraworks.dk
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of a variety of articles and several books. Inter-cultural project in West 
Africa: Marionettes and Acting Competence. Member of UNIMA Pup-
pets in Education, Development and Therapy Commission, and mem-
ber of the Research Commission. UNIMA International councillor, and 
president of UNIMA Denmark, 1999–2000. E-mail: ida@inform-bbs.dk

Helena KOROŠEC, Slovenia

She worked as a primary school teacher for sev-
eral years. During this time she looked for diff er-
ent creative ways to use puppets and drama as a 
teaching tool, and as a learning medium. She now 
teaches Puppetry and Drama as a senior lecturer 
at the Faculty of Education, University of Ljublja-
na. She leads puppetry and creative drama work-
shops for primary school and preschool teach-
ers in Slovenia and abroad. In 2004 she attained 

a Master’s degree on the subject of “Symbolic play with puppets – a 
method of communication in the class” at the Faculty of Education, 
University of Ljubljana. Her bibliography lists several scientifi c, profes-
sional, and conference articles, focusing on the use of puppets and 
drama in education, and the infl uence of puppet play on children’s 
development. She is working on a doctoral dissertation focusing on 
“The role of puppets in social relationships”. She is a corresponding 
member of the international UNIMA Puppets in Education, Develop-
ment and Therapy Commission and a member of European Aff ective 
Education Network. 

Livija KROFLIN, Ph.D., Croatia

Graduated in Comparative Literature and English 
Language and earned her Master’s with a thesis on 
Puppetry (The Puppet Theatre in Zagreb 1945 - 1985). 
She worked at the International Culture Centre in 
Zagreb as artistic director of the PIF (the Interna-
tional Puppet Theatre Festival) and as director of the 
Centre. Since 2007, she has been employed at the 
Dept. of Dramatic Art at the Academy of Arts in Osi-
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jek, where she heads up the Puppetry Programme and lectures on the 
history and aesthetics of puppetry. She has written a book and a host 
of articles on puppetry and has edited a series of books on the subject. 
She is an international councillor of UNIMA, Secretary General of the 
Croatian Centre of UNIMA, member of the UNIMA Executive Commit-
tee and President of the UNIMA Puppets in Education, Development 
and Therapy Commission. In 2012, she earned her Ph.D. with the doc-
toral thesis “The International Puppet Theatre Festival (the PIF) 1968-
2007 in the Context of European Puppetry”. 

Cariad ASTLES, United Kingdom

Works at the Central School of Speech and Drama 
as Lecturer in Puppet Theatre. She is also the di-
rector of CROPP: the Centre for Research into Ob-
jects and Puppets in Performance and is an inter-
national councillor for British UNIMA. She trained 
in theatre at Exeter and London Universities and 
later as a puppeteer with the Little Angel Theatre 
and Travesura Theatre. She also performs and runs 
puppetry workshops with the inter-cultural group 
Irenia in Catalonia. Recent work includes directing 

puppetry for the Northcott Theatre’s production of Macbeth, puppetry 
directing for Med Theatre and performances of Adama’s Journey in 
Catalonia. She runs a series of puppetry and healthcare projects in-
cluding work with pregnant women and people with dementia. She 
has research interests in visual theatre; traditional forms in contempo-
rary theatre; carnival; puppet theatre for development; Latin American 
and Hispanic theatre. She has published several articles and chapters 
on puppet theatre and national identity, Cuban performance and pup-
petry training. 

final_12_06_2012_.indd   Sec4:109final_12_06_2012_.indd   Sec4:109 12.6.2012   17:47:0312.6.2012   17:47:03



110

Matt SMITH, United Kingdom

Currently works as Senior Lecturer in Applied Thea-
tre at The University of Portsmouth, UK. Matt is cur-
rently a PHD student at Royal Holloway University. 
Previously he led the undergraduate Community 
Drama programme at the Liverpool Institute for Per-
forming Arts, Liverpool, UK. He is also the artistic di-
rector for PickleHerring Theatre Company. Matt was 

a freelance artist for sixteen years, working in diverse settings such 
as schools, prisons, hospitals, environmental agencies, and with the 
homeless. Matt’s work is always eclectic, working across disciplines 
such as drama, puppetry, masks, and music. Matt completed his MA in 
Contemporary Arts at Manchester Metropolitan University. Published 
papers: Smith,M. (2008), “PickleHerring and Marlsite projects: an inter-
disciplinary approach to junk music making”, International Journal of 
Community Music 1:2, pp. 159-168; Smith, M. (2009), “Puppetry as Com-
munity Arts Practice”, Journal of Arts and Communities, 1: 1, pp. 69–78. 

Contact: Matt Smith, Creative Arts, Film and Media, University of Port-
smouth; e-mail: matt.smith@port.ac.uk

 

Meg AMSDEN, United Kingdom

Director Nutmeg Puppet Company, Designer, Maker, 
Performer, Workshop Leader. 1971 M.A. Social An-
thropology, Cambridge University. 1986 Laban Guild 
Recreational Dance Leader. Has worked in educational 
theatre, dance, fi lm animation and puppetry since 
1975 and made presentations at conferences in Hun-
gary, Romania, Slovenia, France, and the UK. 1979 Set 

up Nutmeg – since when has made 43 original puppet productions 
for people of all ages. 1985 – 2006 Commissioned to produce and tour 
puppet shows annually to the general public and schools, about the 
ecology and social history of the Norfolk and Suff olk Broads (National 
Park). 1995 – 1999 “Ecopuppets” project with Danube Delta Biosphere 
Reserve and Broads Authority. Runs workshops for all ages and abili-
ties in all kinds of settings. 2000 - 2011: Chair British UNIMA, Councillor 
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Puppeteers UK and UNIMA. 2004 - 2008, member UNIMA Education 
Commission. From 2008, member UNIMA Education, Development 
and Therapy Commission. Publications: “The Ecopuppets Handbook” 
1999 (in English and Romanian), “Apple Pip” 2003. 

Contact: Bulcamp House, Bulcamp, Halesworth, Suff olk IP19 9LG  U.K.; 
www.nutmegpuppet.co.uk   

Barbara SCHEEL, Germany

Studied mathematics, chemistry, German, arts, edu-
cation and psychology. Secondary school teacher. 
Diploma in Arts and Education. Director of a pre-
primary school project. Taught as a primary school 
teacher. Taught mathematics at the University of 
Frankfurt/Main, later psychology at the Institute of 
Pedagogical Psychology; Field of research: non ver-
bal communication. Started to combine puppetry 
with psychology in 1977. Researches and projects, 

puppet therapist. Published Off ener Grundschulunterricht (Open Class-
room) in 1978. Many publications in journals: Puppets in Therapy and 
Education etc. Member of UNIMA since 1976. Councillor of UNIMA In-
ternational since 2008. Member of UNIMA Puppets in Education, De-
velopment and Therapy Commission since 2008. From 1984 engaged 
in professional puppet theatre; staging, producing, performing, work-
shops, lectures worldwide. In 1990 set up a building-based puppet 
theatre at Eppingen. 1984 founded “The German Association Puppets 
in Therapy” (DGTP). Yearly symposiums, a yearly journal. Seminars and 
lectures for students, teachers, social workers and therapists in more 
than 30 diff erent countries (worldwide). Philosophy of life: 25 years 
learning, 25 years using and 25 years giving away. 

Contact: Barbara Scheel, Leiergasse 15 A, DE-75031 Eppingen, Germa-
ny; phone: ++49-(0)7262-7963; e-mail: babuschka-theater@web.de; 
www.babuschka-theater.de
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