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Returning to Wilson (2010):

We provide opportunities for them to experience beauty; we draw attention to beautiful 
things; and we encourage children to create and represent beauty through the mediums of 
art, dance, and music. These efforts are based on the understanding that putting children in 
touch with beauty will enrich their lives and foster their sense of wonder… (p. 25)

The interventions in this research programme were based on these principles.

The stop moment

Green Man puppet story
Building on interventions where trees were 
discussed I used a rod puppet to tell a story about a 
baobab tree. The story tells of a child called Thandi 
who cannot speak, and is friendless in her village. 
However, she does have a friend in a giant baobab 
tree which she climbs every day and communicates 
with. One day the baobab tree sees a violent storm 
brewing and tells Thandi to warn the villages. 
Gesturing, she brings the villagers, including all 
their livestock, to the tree who opens his trunk 
thereby saving them all. However, because the tree 
was hit by lightning, the next morning he is dead. 
Thandi is inconsolable, but lying weeping at the foot 
of her friend her hand finds a seed. The voice of the 
tree tells her that if she plants the seed and tends 
it, he will return. The child does this with the help 
of the villagers but it is only generations later that 
children are able to climb the slow-growing tree.

Importantly, the rod puppet, named Green Man (see Figure 1), is presented as a 
character that also cannot speak, since he is a spiritual being who communicates with the 
puppeteer through gesture and emotion. It is thus the puppeteer who tells the story.

Impact 
Fels (2008), referring to Appelbaum regarding a moment of clarity when teaching children 
using the arts, described a stop moment in this way:

Appelbaum (1995) calls a ‘stop’ a moment of risk, a moment of opportunity. A stop is a 
moment that calls us to attention. A stop signals a new awareness of possibility, a recognition 
of oneself in relation to others and one’s location, as if for the first time. A stop reminds us – 
as individuals, as educators – how we are shaped by our habits of action, language, authority, 
location, and context. (p. 5)

Figure 1: Green Man puppet
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For the first time since the beginning of the project the children were attentive, and 
engaged. When the story was finished, they burst into applause. Again for the first time, 
when tasked with reflection in their journals they were quiet, did not attempt to disrupt 
others in their work, and wrote for a comparatively long time. When they were all finished, 
I asked them what they were feeling. Some said they were sad, others that they felt happy, 
others that they loved Green Man. 

When one boy indicated that he wanted to hold the puppet I said that if he was to hold 
it, he needed to tell a story. In the end three boys told stories of their own. Importantly, 
they all grasped the concept of the puppeteer being the story-teller with the puppet 
whispering the story in their ears. Furthermore, the stories were original and impromptu, 
all with environmental themes, such as a story about a boy whose best friend was a tree 
and who went to his teacher to ask for a seed after he discovered that his neighbour had 
chopped down the tree, and a story about how a child was raised by baboons who then 
needed to be respected. Finally, a boy who could not write and who was generally the most 
disruptive was able to tell a story and manipulate the puppet better than his peers. This 
experience was corroborated by a study on using puppetry in story-telling for learning in 
children undertaken by Syafii et al. (2021), who concluded that: 

…the story-telling technique utilizing puppets is effective in progressing not only the 
speaking ability of the students in terms of telling a story (narrative texts) but also their 
participation in the teaching-learning process and their fun in learning English. The utility of 
medium (puppets) helped both the lecturer and the learners. (p. 338)

The Green Man puppet moment was transformative in the following ways:

	� The puppet brought out communication skills in children that they were previously 
unable to articulate through the written or spoken word.

	� Children created their own stories through the puppet; all stories that had 
environmental themes, which enabled me as researcher to gauge impact of prior 
interventions more effectively.  

Because I was not following formal education curriculum it meant that I could change 
the trajectory of the planned interventions in a way to continue the learning that was 
happening.

Fels (2015) referred to a stop moment as “a potential call to action, an in-between 
space of engagement like the pause between exhalation and inhalation” (p. 478). More 
importantly for the moment that the Green Man performance afforded, and in the context 
of my work with the children, she continued thus:

Noticing and attending to stop moments, through reflection, dialogue, writing, creating 
anew, invites new possible actions of choice. A stop moment offers awareness of possibility; 
through reflection, we come to consider new possible choices of action in interaction with our 
environment, context, relationships, ourselves, recreating the worlds we create. (ibid.)
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From this stop moment I decided to focus entirely on puppetry. Over the course of 
the first semester the children were introduced to five rod puppets, each of whom had a 
story to tell that had either an environmental theme or a moral. For example, the puppet 
Gogo told a story of how she had rescued a jackal pup whereafter the mother jackal saved 
Gogo’s sheep from being attacked by hyenas, and the puppet Goat Man recited a poem 
about twins who cleaned up litter from a river. The stop moment provided insight which 
changed the trajectory of the project, and led to a structure for interventions for the rest 
of the year where a puppet would tell a story, the children would use the puppet to tell 
their own stories, and then they would reflect on this in their journals. Included in this was 
puppet-making, manipulating and story-telling by the children themselves.                                               

Discussion 
My doctoral study (Preston, 2021) showed that the arts have an important role to play 
in environmental education. I found that awareness can be raised in both children and 
adults through applied drama. The building on knowledge that I outlined was the bridging 
of the gap between legislation, and formal and informal curricula that do not consider 
implementation or follow through, and this gap was filled using the arts (ibid.). The 
moment described above shows how powerful puppetry can be in comparison to other 
art forms. Children that are unable to articulate in second language, both verbally and/or 
written, were able to not only make up a story confidently in the moment, but also tell the 
story through a puppet. This shows the power that the one degree of separation a puppet 
provides: it is the puppet that tells the story and not the child. Furthermore, in this context 
where the puppet character is unable to speak, the children were able to embrace this with 
ease. The children engaged with the puppet as it ‘whispered in their ears’ and then engaged 
with their audience as they told ‘its’ story. 

The impact of the puppets was corroborated by the written and graphic responses of 
the children in their journals, and herein lies the value of reflective practice. Without these 
responses, which I was able to refer to at any time and reflect upon in my own journal, I 
would not have gained valuable insight into successes or failures of the work. Furthermore, I 
could change the trajectory of interventions if there was no indication of success. Regarding 
the Green Man story, the entries clearly showed that the children understood the story, the 
message, and the notion of a puppet that tells a story. Two boys wrote letters to Green Man; 
one rather poignantly wrote “Green Man, you owe me. Where can I see this giant baobab 
trees [sic]?” while the other boy wrote:  

Green Man I write you this letter because your story was great and that BioaBere tree and 
saved the people and got stroke by lightning it was very sad because the tree lived many years 
(where you at Thandi I feel very sorry for you) good by Green Man until we meet again. [sic]
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Another child showed compassion for Thandi, saying:

Green Man I like your story but I do not like that Thandi cannot talk. I like to have friend like 
Thandi have. I like to talk with the tree if I was Thandi I will give him a name I will call him 
Jack. [sic]

This entry was important as it showed the child had made a connection to an earlier 
discussion around the possibility that trees have feelings and the ability to communicate. It 
is often said that if we name something then we have to love it, and if this is true, it is even 
more meaningful that the boy wanted to give a name to his tree friend.

Some of the children chose graphic reflection, and these are discussed below.  

Figure 2: Drawing 1 of Green 
Man puppet  

Figure 4: The new baobab tree

Figure 3: Drawing 2 of Green 
Man puppet  

Figure 5: Baobab being sruck by lightning 

Figures 2 and 3 are images 
of the internal workings of 
the puppet. This indicates 
an interest to learn about 
the mechanism of puppet-
making and manipulation.

Figure 4 is of the 
descendants of 
Thandi’s village 
sitting in the new 
baobab tree.

Figure 5 shows 
the baobab, people 
taking shelter from 
the storm, and 
the lightning that 
killed it
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If we examine these in terms of the aims of this project, it is clear that a sense of wonder 
was instilled in the children through this intervention. This is both in the wonder that the 
puppet itself afforded, and in the content of the story. How does the puppet work? Can a 
baobab tree really be that big? Can a tree be a friend? These are questions that the children 
grappled with in post-intervention discussion and in their journals. 

It is not possible to definitively make conclusions from the children’s graphic and textual 
reflections to the story and the puppet. That the children embraced puppetry as a preferred 
art form over others cannot be disputed. Their reflection showed remarkable difference 
in structure, thought, articulation and ability when reflecting on the puppet compared to 
other interventions where entries were short, nonsensical, or mentioned other non-related 
topics. Their ability to reference the story and retain the message was apparent, reinforced 
by what was found in their journals. The physical reaction to the puppet was also completely 
different in that the children became attentive and engaged, and this did not abate when I 
continued to use puppetry after the stop moment.  Whether this means that the children 
will become custodians of the natural environment in the future remains to be seen, but 
it is clear that small achievements can be made with no funding. Whether the children 
will actively take note of the beauty that surrounds them having been exposed to these 
interventions, specifically puppetry, and whether they take action to alleviate the littering 
and dumping that surrounds them also remains to be seen. 

Conclusions
In my work with the children of The Clay, where all art forms have a place in informal 
environmental education, puppetry has emerged as one of the strongest and most effective. 
Indeed, Brits et al. (2016) are of the opinion that ”this resource [puppets] and pedagogy 
[puppetry] can be used in student-teacher education, teacher training, presentations for 
learners and community outreach projects” (p. 516).  The use of puppets engages the 
children in ways that seem to transform their responses from apathy to excitement, and to 
enable them to tell their own stories, both with environmental and social content. It is for 
this reason that the interventions planned for 2023 changed, and will continue to do so as 
responses from the children emerge. 

The importance of the stop moment cannot be underestimated. Here I argue that it is 
informal education using the arts, immersion into nature, and reinforcement of content 
through reflective practice that has the capacity to bridge the gap between knowledge and 
action, despite this only being visible in the years to come as they grow into adulthood. 
This, too, is why the work with the children of The Clay will continue indefinitely. Possibly 
more importantly though, is the fluidity that informal interventions afford, where children 
are the drivers of the process as opposed to top-down curricula that prescribe teaching in 
formal education.
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