
 

Theatrical Devising: Make a Mini Play with Shadow Puppets 

This lesson can be used a stand-alone activity or as part of The Stage shadow puppet curriculum. In The 

Stage curriculum, this lesson correlates with Lesson 1: Intro to Shadow Puppetry. 

 

Content Audience Method Output/Products Outcomes/Impact 
Introduction to 
shadow puppetry 
and theatrical 
devising. 
 
Students will 
practice 
collaborative 
creativity as they 
create a short “mini 
play.” 

Grades 1-12 
 
Younger students 
may need 
additional support, 
e.g., pre-cut 
puppets 
 

1. Introduce shadow 
puppets 
2. Introduce theatrical 
devising 
3. Students devise 
mini plays  
4. Make shadow 
puppets 
5. Students rehearse 
and perform mini 
plays for one another 

Shadow puppet, 
mini play 
 
 

1. Understand basic 
history and origin of 
shadow puppetry 
2. Practical 
understanding of how 
shadow puppets are 
made and 
manipulated for 
artistic effect 
3. Engage in 
cooperative creativity 
4. Fine motor skills 
 

 
 

Supplies Needed 

 Black cardstock 

 Bamboo skewers or paper straws 

 Puppet templates (see end of lesson) 

 White or light colored pencils 

 Scissors 

 Tape 

 Large sheet of paper/fabric, bright light 

source 

 Music (preferably instrumental) 

 

Preparation 

Set up small group workspaces (preferably for 3 to 4 students at each station) with black cardstock, 

white or light colored pencils, scissors, skewers or straws, and tape. 

 

Cut out enough templates for each small group to have one template of each character. 

 

Set up the shadow screen by placing the large sheet of paper or fabric in front of your bright light source 

(a bright desk lamp that you can point directly at the screen will work well). Use any mobile vertical 



structure to support your shadow screen, such as the edges of rolling chalk boards, floor lamps, chairs or 

table legs. 

 

Have your music ready to play. Instrumental music is best, and try to use something interesting or out of 

the ordinary; at ASC, we usually use traditional Hawaiian music. Plan to only play about 90 seconds of 

music. 

 

Background 

Theatrical devising is the process of creating a piece of performance art that comes from an idea, 

concept, or topic, not a script. It involves improvisation, and listening and responding to co-creators. 

There are no traditional roles of playwright, director, or actor, all creators play an equal part in 

determining and actualizing the content. To begin, one of the students will put forth an idea, such as 

“my mermaid puppet is dancing to the music,” and the other students respond with “Yes, and...” always 

affirming the previous idea, and then building on something new. The process continues in this manner 

until the devising reaches a natural conclusion or the time allotted for devising is over. 

 

What is Shadow Puppetry? from Oregon Shadow Theatre: 

 

Shadow puppetry is considered the oldest form of puppetry in the world. It began 1,000's of years ago in 

China and India. In China the shadow plays are often folk-tales and legends of the past, many based on 

Chinese opera themes. In Indonesia shadow plays are an integral part of traditional culture. The plays 

are taken from two religious epics where there is often a struggle between good and evil. Turkey and 

Greece also have a history of shadow puppetry, where plays are based on everyday life and contain 

much physical comedy. In Western Europe shadow puppetry enjoyed popularity during the 1800's when 

the art of cutting silhouettes out of paper was fashionable. In 1926 German shadow puppeteer Lotte 

Reiniger made the first full length animated film The Adventures of Prince Achmet. She hand-cut 

beautiful opaque silhouette figures that were moved on an animation table. 

 

Traditional shadow puppets are flat and made of leather. Areas within the puppet are punched out with 

sharp knives. These areas suggest facial features and help define clothing. The puppets are made from 

separate pieces and joined together with wire or string. They are controlled by long rods and moved 

behind a white translucent screen made from paper or cloth. A lamp on the puppeteer's side of the 

stage provides the light: the audience on the other side sees the moving shadows. Cut-out areas within 

the figures allow light to shine through. 

 

Contemporary shadow puppets may be made combining a variety of materials including paper, plastic, 

wood, colored theatrical lighting filters, cloth, feathers, dried plants or found objects ranging from silk 

scarves to kitchen utensils. Shadow puppets have been made with three-dimensional wire heads and 

cloth bodies. 

 



Contemporary shadow puppeteers might employ a host of specialized lighting effects, including various 

theatrical lighting instruments, overhead projectors, reflected light, projected films, head lamps and 

hand-held lights.  

 

Sources: 

https://dramaresource.com/devising-theatre/ 

http://www.oregonshadowtheatre.com/whatis.html 

 

Method 

Introduction 

Assign students to small group workstations; ask them not to begin touching the materials on their 

tables until you give them instructions to do so. 

 

Give a brief introduction to shadow puppets and show example.  

Introduce vocabulary: “theatrical devising” 

Briefly explain that the students will be creating their own puppets using the available templates, and 

devising a “mini play” based on a piece of music that you have selected. 

Devising 

Introduce the students to the devising exercise: “Before we begin constructing puppets, I’m going to 

play a short piece of music. Knowing the characters we already have, I’d like for you to let yourself 

imagine a story involving three of the characters set to this music. You can mix the characters up any 

way you wish. You can imagine a mermaid, seahorse, and shark, or three sharks. As you’re listening, 

think: How does this music make you feel? What sort of scene does this music conjure for you? What 

characters can you see in this scene? What happens in the scene? These stories need to be VERY simple. 

Just a moment in the lives of these characters. When the music stops, remain quiet. We don’t want your 

ideas to influence others. Now let’s close our eyes and quietly listen to the music.” 

 

Play the music, limiting the play time to about 90 seconds by fading out the music. When the music 

stops, say: “Please continue to think to yourself. You may already have an idea you’re dying to share, but 

some of us may need an additional moment to let the music inspire us. I’m going to give you that 

moment now. When you have a story idea using the characters we have set to the music we just heard, 

please give me a thumbs up on the table. Your moment to think begins now.” 

 

When everyone’s thumb is up on the table, say: “Now we’re going to share those ideas. Remember that 

this is not a time to pass judgment, positive or negative, on someone else’s idea. We are simply 

listening. We will choose an idea or incorporate multiple ideas when we plan after sharing. Please share 

now.” 

 

After everyone shares, say: “Now it’s time to plan. Please choose the story or the pieces from multiple 

stories you want to use for your shadow puppetry mini-performance. Remember these stories need to 



be simple—just the length of the song—but consisting of a clear beginning, middle, and end. Please talk 

in your groups. When you have decided as a group on your story idea, everyone in the group should put 

a peace sign over their chest. I’ll come check in with you and ask some follow-up questions.” 

 

Allow time for groups to discuss, walking from group to group to check-in on progress and ask 

deepening questions like: “So now that you have your characters selected, what happens in this story?” 

or “Okay, I’m hearing a very clear beginning and middle, but what happens in the end?” and “How can 

you imagine showing this sequence of events on the screen?”  

 

Make the puppets 

Trace the templates: Once the students have agreed of the characters in their mini play, they need to 

make the puppets. Instruct the students to trace the templates they need onto the black paper using the 

white colored pencils. 

 

Cut out and assemble: Instruct students to carefully cut out along the traced outline, then tape a 

bamboo skewer or straw to the back of the puppet.  

 

If time permits, allow the students to test their puppets on the shadow screen. 

 

Rehearsing 

Inform the students that they are going to rehearse, or practice, the stories they devised at the 

beginning of this lesson. In order to do so, we will listen to the music again; ask the students to 

remember the story they came up with together as they listen to the music. Let the students know that 

it is OK to play with their puppets to the music as we listen together. 

 

After the music ends, give the students 3 to 4 minutes to practice their stories without the music 

playing. During this time, the students need to go through each moment of their stories with the 

puppets. They should experiment with how to hold and move the puppets to show movement or 

reactions.  

 

After 3 to 4 minutes, let the students know that if they need additional props or scene elements (for 

example, maybe the shark needs a small fish to chase, or seaweed to hide in), they may use the scraps 

of paper on their table to create these elements. Let them know that they will only have a few minutes 

to make these, so only make extra elements if they are simple and an important part of their story. 

 

After 2 to 3 minutes, tell the students they should finish creating their extra elements now, and begin 

playing with how those elements will be incorporated into their mini play. Walk around and provide 

feedback and assistance as necessary. 

 

After 2 to 3 minutes working with the new elements, play the music again. Let the students know that 

you will play the music three times; this is their chance to perfect their mini play and prepare to perform 

it for the rest of the class. 



Performing 

Have the students move chairs to rows or an arc in front of the shadow screen. 

 

Remind the students to respect one another’s hard work by staying quiet while the other groups 

perform, to be supportive by focusing on what they like about the other groups’ performances, and to 

applaud when each performance ends. 

 

Have the first group to perform get in place behind the shadow screen and play the music when they’re 

ready. 

 

After each group’s performance, say something very specific that you enjoyed about either the group’s 

process or product, like: “I really enjoyed how this group worked hard to listen to each other and 

incorporate everyone’s ideas while they were rehearsing, and (add a specific instance of when you saw 

that).” or “I thought the way this group turned their straw back and forth for the Mermaid was a great 

way to indicate swimming.” 

 

Allow all groups to perform, modeling how to give specific feedback with each one.  

 

If possible, video record each performance on your phone or another device. If you are using this activity 

as part of a larger theatrical production curriculum (such as The Stage curriculum), these videos could be 

displayed for viewing at the final show either in the lobby or as part of the show itself. 

 








