
Beyond Sesame Street:
The Creative Use of Puppets

in Play Therapy

lianalowenstein@gmail.com 
www.lianalowenstein.com 

(416) 575-7836

Liana Lowenstein, MSW, RSW, CPT-S

*Participants will need a paper lunch bag & craft supplies to make a paper bag puppet.



Liana Lowenstein has been working with
children and their families since 1988. She
runs her own publishing company and has
authored and edited 13 books on child and
family therapy. She lectures internationally,
consults to mental health agencies, and
runs a play therapy internship program. She
is winner of the Monica Herbert award for
outstanding contribution and dedication to
play therapy in Canada. For further info
visit: www.lianalowenstein.com



Copyright © 2022 by Liana Lowenstein, MSW, 
RSW, CPT-S. This presentation or contents 
from this presentation may not be sold, 
reprinted or redistributed  without prior written 
permission from the author.  Direct questions 
about permissions to:
lianalowenstein@gmail.com



4

Puppets 

Puppets are concrete objects which speak to the
client’s imagination. Puppets invite clients to act
out their problems and internal conflicts without
expressing them directly. Thus, puppets provide a
safe distance from the client’s real-life experiences.
The use of puppets has unique evocative qualities
that can be beneficial in clinical contexts with
children and families. Ready-made puppets can be
used, or clients can construct their own, i.e. paper
bag puppets, sock puppets, etc.
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Therapeutic Powers of Puppets

• Self-expression

• Enable projective experience

• Rapport

• Assess individual issues and family dynamics 

• Access the unconscious

• Awareness and expression of feelings

• Direct teaching

• Problem-solving and behavioral rehearsal

• Facilitate the dramatization of trauma, problems, 
and their resolution



6

Selecting Puppets

• Appeal to younger and older children

• Easy to manipulate (have some puppets with 
smaller mouths for younger children)

• Washable or can be cleaned

• Movable mouth (for children over age 5)

• Avoid marionettes as they tangle easily
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Selecting Puppets

• Vulnerable puppets are represented by small, 
soft, defenseless animals (e.g., mouse, bunny, 
kitten) 

• Aggressive puppets such as: Dinosaur with 
enormous teeth, lion for viscous roar, bird with 
large bill to shriek, snake for deadly venom, wolf 
for abusive relationship, witch for mean parent

• Other useful puppets: Turtle for self-protection, 
wise old owl, fire breathing dragon, two headed 
dragon  
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Puppetry Skills 

Personality
• Create an engaging personality for the puppet that fits its 

physical and psychological characteristics (i.e., mean, 
friendly, shy, socially awkward, distractible, joyful, grouchy, 
nervous, sad, confused, wise, dignified, strong, weak, silly, 
serious, young, old)

• Give it a name (and make sure you remember it in 
subsequent sessions!)
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Puppetry Skills 

Voice
• Find two comfortable voices and practice your voices as 

much as possible
• Alter your voice to match the character of the puppet (i.e., 

meek voice for mouth, growly voice for dragon)

• Common voices/sounds: Higher, Lower, nasal, slow, fast, 
quiet, loud, whisper, growly, squeaky, stammer, accents

• Change voice at appropriate times by altering pitch 
(high/low), loudness, word speed, breath quality 

• Don’t worry about using same voice with different puppets
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Puppetry Skills 

Movement
• Try to make puppet’s movement mimic the real-life 

movements of the animal or human character
• Vary the movement of the head, mouth, and body and keep 

the action continuous and lively to maintain child’s interest 
• When the puppet is moving try to keep your body still

Focus
• The puppet should look at the person/puppet to whom it is 

speaking
• When the puppet is talking, look at the puppet. When you 

are talking, have the puppet look at you
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Puppetry Skills 

Mouth Action
• Synchronize sound with lip movement
• Open puppet’s mouth one to two inches with each 

important word spoken
• Reserve wide-open mouth for exaggeration or loud 

expressions

Facial expressions
• When appropriate, use your fingers to wrinkle the puppet’s 

face to emphasize emotions
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Strategies for Puppet Play
(Source: Greg Lubimiv, 1998)

• Puppet has same issue/problem as child and 
either the puppet helps the child or the child 
helps the puppet

• I am stuck, can you help me
• Therapist teaches child and puppet
• Puppet teaches child and therapist 
• All three learn together (use book or internet) 
• Puppet is one of the players in a game
• Puppet is: Angry, hurt, hungry, scared etc. 
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Puppet Assistant
(Source: Shoshana Levin)

• Puppet “speaks” for the therapist

• Puppet “speaks” for the child

• Puppet “speaks” for “itself” and comments on 
what’s happening

• Puppet provides a symbolic “peer” with whom 
child can identify
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Puppet Technique

Activity: Paper Bag Puppets

Source: More Creative Interventions for Troubled 
Children and Youth, Lowenstein, 2002 

Goals: 

1) Begin to establish the therapeutic relationship

2) Gather information about the client

3) Increase open communication



Paper Bag Puppets: Phase 1 Questions

1)What’s your favorite color?

2)What’s your favorite toy?

3)What’s your favorite animal?

4)What’s your favorite TV show?

5)What’s your favorite thing to eat for breakfast?

6)What’s your favorite movie?

7)What’s your favorite treat food?



Paper Bag Puppets: Phase 2 Questions

1)What makes you feel happy?

2)What makes you feel sad?

3)What makes you feel angry?

4)What makes you feel scared?

5)Tell a time when someone did something mean to you.

6)Tell a time you did something that got you in trouble.

7)What’s something you’re excited to do?



Paper Bag Puppets: Divorce Version

1)Tell about a fun time with Mom.

2)Tell about a fun time with Dad.

3)Tell about a sad or scary time with Mom.

4)Tell about a sad or scary time with Dad.

5)How come Mom and Dad don’t live in the same home?

6)Tell about a time when Mom and Dad said mean words 
to each other.

7)Tell about a time when Mom or Dad did something nice 
for you.



18

Puppet Technique

Activity: Berkeley Puppet Interview (BPI)

Source: Ablow, J. C., & Measelle, J.R. (1993). The 
Berkeley puppet interview manuals. Berkeley, 
CA: University of California

Goals: 

1) Begin to establish the therapeutic relationship

2) Gather information about the client

3) Increase open communication
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• Which puppets are considered, discarded, and kept

• Do family members spar over a particular puppet, and if so, 
what happens?

• Are puppets chosen or assigned?

• Does anyone attempt to limit, discourage, or suggest an 
alternate selection?

• How many puppets does each select?

• Is anyone unable to find a puppet that is interesting?

Areas to Assess: Puppet Selection

Gil, 1994; Sori, in: Drewes & Schaefer, 2018
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• Level of ease or difficulty getting started 

• Who leads, makes decisions

• Which member's suggestions were utilized or ignored

• Did anyone contribute content that was provocative or 
emotionally laden, and how did others respond

• What do they communicate nonverbally through facial 
expressions and tone of voice

• Did the interaction take on a structure or was it chaotic

• What emotions were expressed by each member and by the 
puppets

Areas to Assess: Family Puppet Show

Gil, 1994; Sori, in: Drewes & Schaefer, 2018
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• How did the puppets interact

• Were the parents able to demonstrate appropriate affection 
and praise and focus on the needs of the children

• Did the parents set appropriate limits

• Did any dysfunctional patterns emerge i.e. parentification, 
triangulation, disengagement, scapegoating, 
overfunctioning

• Who engaged and enjoyed the play

• What was their level of insight

• What significant content emerged (themes in the puppet 
story, threats or dangers alluded to, resolution of the 
problem)

Areas to Assess: Family Puppet Show

Gil, 1994; Sori, in: Drewes & Schaefer, 2018
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Puppet Technique

Activity: Family Puppet Show

Source: Play in Family Therapy (Gil, 2014)

Goals: 
1. Gather information about the family
2. Identify issues that are contributing to the 

problematic behavior
3. Set goals to be addressed in treatment
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1. Practitioner play the role of the puppet. Puppet tells the client 
about the problem they want help solving (problem scenarios 
should be similar to client’s actual problem)

2. Client guesses how the puppet is feeling and say the problem in 
their own words (i.e., Monkey, I think you’re sad and lonely 
because you have nobody to play with at recess)

3. Practitioner invites the client to help the puppet think of several 
solutions to solve the puppet’s problem, and praises the client 
for their good ideas (ensure the solution is safe, fair, leads to 
positive feelings)

4. Client shows the puppet what the solution looks like 

5. Puppet thanks the client for their help

Using Puppets to Problem-Solve

Stratton & Reid, in: Drewes & Schaefer, 2018
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Puppet Technique

Activity: Puppets Wrong Puppets Right

Source: Play-Based Interventions for Autism 
Spectrum Disorder and Other Developmental 
Disabilities, Grant, 2016

Goal: 
1) Learn, practice, and implement pro-social 

behavior



Puppets Wrong Puppets Right

Conduct a puppet show and instruct the child that 

various puppets are going to make statements in 

various social situations and the child has to decide 

if it’s an appropriate or inappropriate statement to 

make in the social situation. Do several short 

puppet shows mixing appropriate social 

interactions with inappropriate ones. Gear the 

puppet shows toward social issues the child is 

struggling with. 
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Puppet Technique

Activity: Rappin’ Family Puppet Interview

Source: Catherine Ford-Sori in: Creative Family 
Therapy Techniques (Edited by Lowenstein, 
2010)

Goals: 

1) Engage reluctant adolescents, children and 
families in the therapy process

2) Observe and assess family dynamics (e.g., their 
level of enjoyment, communication, structure, 
and ability to organize around a task)



Rappin’ Family Puppet Interview
Invite each family member to choose a puppet. Then say:

“As a family you are to make up a story that has a 
beginning, a middle, and an end, but it cannot be a story 
you already know, like Cinderella or Toy Story. You are 
going to write your story as a rap, practice it, and then 
have your puppets perform the rap for me.”



Rappin’ Family Puppet Interview: Questions
1)What was it like to write the rap and to perform it using 
puppets?

2)What surprised you in doing this activity?

3)What was the best and the most difficult part about the 
activity?

4)Did you notice any similarities between the activity and 
your own lives?
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Puppet Technique

Activity: Puppet Sculpting

Source: Darryl Haslam in: Creative Family Therapy 
Techniques (Edited by Lowenstein, 2010)

Goals: 

1) Gather information about the symbolic themes 
and structures in the family

2) Identify the family interactional patterns that are 
contributing to the problematic behavior

3) Increase open communication about volatile 
topics among family members 



Puppet Sculpting
Instruct the family members as follows:

“I would like each person to take turns and pick a puppet 
that represents each member of your family, even if 
those members are not here, and place the puppet 
somewhere in this room. Puppets can be close together 
or far apart; some can be high or low, out in the open or 
hidden. Place the puppets in ways that show what things 
feel like in your family.”



Puppet Sculpting Questions
1)What can you tell me about this scene you have 
created with these puppets?

2)What sort of feelings exists between them? 

3)Do any have loving feelings toward each other? 

4)Do some fight? 

5)Are any scared of each other? 

6)Do any of them feel lonely or left out
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Puppet Technique

Activity: Puppet Play

Source: Cory Helps Kids Cope with Sexual Abuse, 
Lowenstein, 2014

Goals: 

1) Identify dysfunctional thoughts related to the 
trauma

2) Use Socratic questioning to cope with trauma-
related distressing thoughts

3) Reduce trauma symptoms
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FREE resources and 

discounts on therapy books! 

ØDownload FREE eBook of child & family therapy techniques

ØRead articles on cutting edge topics

ØGet resources on social media (Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest)

ØSign up for my FREE quarterly online newsletter

ØGet 20% off my books, 30% off if you buy 4 (use code PC14)

www.lianalowenstein.com


