Puppetry for the Classroom

12 Ideas (or excuses) for Using Puppets at School 

By Folwell Dunbar 

Puppetry is one of our oldest and most beloved art forms. Throughout history, from Lambchop to Miss Piggy, puppets have thrilled children (and adults) around the world. While puppetry is certainly entertaining, it can also be extremely educational. On the hands of the right puppeteer/teacher, it can become an integral part of any school’s academic and extracurricular program. English, History, Drama, Special Education, etc., can all be enhanced with puppetry! Let you and your children's imagination be your guide.

1. The Arts

Have the students design and create their own hand puppets, shadow puppets, stick puppets, masks and marionettes. Have them create flyers, signs, flags, sets, and costumes. Provide instruction on puppet manipulation, voice projection, annunciation, accents, acting, etc. Hold contests and award prizes for the visual and performing arts. Visit museums and galleries for ideas. Have local artists speak to the kids and critique their work. Hold a puppet-arts fair each year to showcase the student achievement. Submit work to local and national exhibits and contests…

2. Character Development

Have the children give the puppets names (You could hold a school-wide contest!) and personalities. Give them accents, write their histories, interview them and find out their hobbies and interests, have them act and look a certain way. Look at classic examples (Kermit the Frog) and then use the puppets to talk about the various components of character. Have the students use this information to create their own characters and evaluate others in short stories, plays and picture books.

3. Collaborative Projects

Create performances that have representatives from different grades and/or disciplines. Include faculty and staff! Write plays on-line with other schools. Take digital pictures and video the student’s work and then send them to other puppet theatres around the country. Invite other students and teachers to performances and ask them to critique the work. Establish puppet partnerships with local businesses and community leaders ("Ronald McDonald presents...").

4. Cooperative Learning

Create mini theatre companies within the class or school. Give the members different roles and assignments (play-write, actor, director, promoter, and so on). Give every child an opportunity to play each part at least once. Have them teach each other about the different responsibilities, challenges and rewards. Give them common deadlines and standards of excellence.

5. Cultural Studies

Have the puppeteers research and perform plays from other countries. Use the theater for historical reenactments, debates, elections, interview, panel discussions etc. Have them create backdrops, costumes and names that reflect regional and historical differences. Use the puppets to discus stereotypes and prejudice (Hyenas are evil, pigs are dirty, etc.).

6. Extracurricular

Create a puppetry club! Combine it with your drama, video and/or debate club. Use the theater for news broadcasts and special school functions. Use it for community outreach, after-care and parenting programs. Charge admission to plays to raise money for the school. Have the counselor or social worker use the puppets and theater for play therapy. Allow and encourage guest speakers and performers to use the theater.

7. Instruction

Create mini theaters in each class. Have grade-level puppets. Incorporate them into lessons and presentations. Allow students to deliver foreign language and other oral presentations using puppets. Create characters for each discipline (Geography man, Betty the Biologist, etc.). Have the students create computer generated puppet shows. You can use Powerpoint and other programs for this.

8. School Identity & PR

Promote and celebrate the school's unique identity with (and around) the puppet theater. Design the curriculum around the theater and grade level productions. Develop school-wide projects. Invite members of the media to performances. Take pictures and send them to the newspaper. Establish school traditions (The Spring Play, The 6th Grade production, etc.) and signature programs (George Cox’s Drug Free Puppetry Day).

9. Reading & Writing Skills

Use the puppets and theater to create original dialogues, plays, poems, songs and short stories. Use them as writing prompts. Discuss punctuation, style, story line, etc. Have students record and transcribe interviews. Organize reading and writing workshops around theater productions. Have the students read and discuss classic plays each year. Create a peer review worksheet and have the kids write reviews of student productions. Incorporate puppetry work into the school's portfolio system.

10. Research

Create a puppetry section in the library. Bookmark puppet sites on the Internet and create a puppetry section on the school's proposed web page. Have the students create annotated bibliographies and use footnotes for each production. Have the students document artifacts used in their plays. Identify and take advantage of local resources (The Children's Museum, public stages, the local zoo…).

11. Tutoring

Have older students create and perform plays for the younger children. Allow high school students and parent volunteers to use the puppets for tutoring. Create a supplementary reading and writing program around the theater. Establish a school-wide puppet-peer mentoring program…

12. Values

Incorporate the puppet theater into a school-wide advisory program that is geared toward the development of scarce values. Do puppet shows on drug use, safety, personal hygiene, honor, friendship, cultural sensitivity, trust, plagiarism, environmental protection, and other pertinent issues.

Resources

8 Great Sites for Puppetry

1. Center for Puppetry Arts

http://www.puppet.org/
2. Das Puppenspier

http://www.puppets.org/
3. Muppets

http://www.muppets.com/
4. Puppeteers of America

http://www.puppeteers.org/
5. Puppetools

http://www.puppetools.com/
6. The Puppetry Home Page

http://www.sagecraft.com/puppetry/
7. UNIMA

http://www.unima-usa.org/
8. The World of Puppets 

http://www.itdc.sbcss.k12.ca.us/curriculum/puppetry.html 

CALENDAR ALERT: National Day of Puppetry, usually in April.
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