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Children’s understanding of human–nature interaction
after a folk storytelling session
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Karamano�glu Mehmetbey University, Karaman, Turkey; cDepartment of Math and Science
Education, A�grı _Ibrahim Çeçen University, A�grı, Turkey

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study is to investigate how children
express human–nature interactions after a folk storytelling ses-
sion. In order to accomplish this task, a Turkish folk story was
told to thirteen five-year-old Turkish preschool children.
Subsequently, the children were asked to retell the story and
semi-structured interviews related to the story were con-
ducted with each of them. Findings revealed that folk stories
like the Nasreddin Hodja story in this study could be a useful
means for children to understand interconnections in nature
and be respectful and feel empathy towards living things in
nature. Teachers and educators should design more environ-
mental storytelling activities for children.

Introduction

Children have an innate attraction to stories (Cooper, Collins, & Saxby,
1992). According to Phillips (2000), telling stories to children might be an
effective way for them to develop several skills and contribute to develop-
mental areas. Many researchers have found that storytelling promotes
children’s imagination and boosts many developing areas, including social
development (Britsch, 1992), cognitive development (Nicolopoulou, Scales,
& Weintramb, 1994), and language development (Malian, 1991).
In addition to the many benefits seen in children, which include foster-

ing several skills, developmental domains, and transmitting values, storytell-
ing is also one of the methods for successful teaching and implementation
of environmental education, including sustainability (Rowe, 2002). In
essence, children could gain necessary knowledge, acquire cultural values
including emotional ones, and practice environmental sustainability
through the use of environmental narratives and storytelling in educational
settings (Minami & McCabe, 1995). Children’s empathy skills could also be
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developed through the stories, as Jones (2015) has pointed out that stories
have a potential to build individuals’ empathy for the characters in
the story.
Wattchow, Burke, and Cutter-Mackenzie (2008) found that stories

related to the environment can be used to foster an understanding of the
relationship between human beings and the environment, leading children
to connect with nature. In particular, children’s emotional connection with
nature, as well as values and actions of sustainability, could be achieved by
using environmental stories in educational settings (Tooth, 2008; Tooth &
Renshaw, 2009). Increasing environmental knowledge, awareness, and val-
ues for the environment and sustainability can begin to be developed from
the outset in the early years (Daries et al., 2009). Therefore, using stories
related to the environment could be an effective way to promote children’s
positive attitudes and values towards the environment.
In recent years, there has been a growing awareness about the value of

stories in the field of environmental education to increase young children’s
awareness of environmental issues (Hadzigeorgiou & Judson, 2017;
Hadzigeorgiou, Prevezanou, Kabouropoulou, & Konsolas, 2011; Hughes,
2013). For instance, Hadzigeorgiou et al. (2011) explored how a storytelling
activity is a useful cognitive tool to help children understand the import-
ance of trees for the environment. Hadzigeorgiou and Judson (2017) also
described how storytelling activities could develop children’s feelings for
the natural world and their understanding of the interaction between
humans and nature. As such, the main argument for the use of stories in
educational research is that people are storytellers by nature. The study of
stories unearths the ways humans experience the world (Connelly &
Clandinin, 1990). In this sense, storybooks including positive messages
about sustainability have the potential to contribute towards protecting the
environment and developing positive attitudes towards sustainability.
However, the existing literature shows that sustainability related issues,
including the protection of nature and human–nature connections, are sub-
jects that are not prevalent in children’s books on the whole (Williams,
Podeschi, Palmer, Schwadel, & Meyler, 2012).
Based on the literature review, in this study, a Turkish folk story related

to the environment was chosen because folk stories play an important role
in teaching young children about a wide range of phenomena, such as
material culture, customs, arts, epics, ballads, proverbs, romances, riddles,
poems, recollections, and myths (Dorson, 1976). Therefore, in the current
study, the researchers selected and adapted a folk story about Nasreddin
Hodja, who is a legendary folk philosopher in Turkish literature. Nasreddin
Hodja’s stories include his sense of humor, his wisdom, and judgmental
personality (€Ozcan, 2008). His stories and anecdotes represent a rich
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resource that may help to develop children’s critical thinking and positive
attitudes (Asilioglu, 2008). Through telling Nasreddin Hodja’s story to pre-
school children, researchers investigated the following research questions:

a. How do children express the point of the Nasreddin Hodja story in
their retelling of the story?

b. Do five-year-old children understand the role of every species in nature
after listening to the Nasreddin Hodja story?

c. What feelings for the environment do five-year-old children express
after listening to the Nasreddin Hodja story?

d. What environmental values do five-year-old children express after lis-
tening to the Nasreddin Hodja story?

Method

Research site and participants

After receiving official permission from the Ministry of National Education
of the Turkish Republic (MoNE), the current study was implemented. The
participants were thirteen five-year-old preschool children (6 female and 7
male). All of the children came from low and middle socio-economic status
families. The implementation of the current research was conducted in the
middle of the 2017–2018 spring semester as researchers wanted children to
have experience in telling and retelling stories in their curricular activities.

Data collection and implementation

A basic qualitative research study was implemented by collecting data
through children’s retelling of stories and semi-structured interviews in
order to explore children’s understandings of human–nature interactions.
The storytelling session was conducted with 13 children. The original
Nasreddin Hodja story was about a walnut tree and a watermelon. The
part about the relationship between snakes and mice was not evident in the
original story. The researchers decided to add this part to make the story
more understandable and further emphasize that there is a balance in
nature and that when humans interfere with nature this balance can be
destroyed (For an English translation of the story, see Appendix A).
There is a small quantity of research investigating the impact of narrative

intervention on young children’s language abilities. These intervention
studies utilized repeated exposure to stories and story retelling (Spencer &
Slocum, 2010). Furthermore, it is a well-known fact that varied and inter-
esting materials answer to children’s inner needs, such as curiosity, creativ-
ity, and empathy. Therefore, children can best learn when they are
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provided with a variety of materials (Bredekamp & Copple, 2000). For this
reason, in this study, the same story was told to children twice using two
different storytelling techniques, namely flannel board and flashlight. The
flannel board story was prepared by using felt. The researchers created the
characters in the story and the background of the story by using this spe-
cific material. While telling the story, each character was placed on the
background. It was expected that children would better understand the
story if the characters were articulated visually. Furthermore, a flashlight
story was prepared by drawing the pictures of the story on a transparent
paper with black acetate pen and placing a piece of black card under the
transparent paper. This storytelling material is also known as “magic
board”, since nothing is visible at first glance. During the implementation
of this technique, the researchers placed a sheet of white paper between the
transparent paper and the black card to make the pictures visible for the
children. At first, the researchers told the Nasreddin Hodja story by using
the flannel board. Then, they told the same story using the flashlight tech-
nique. At the end of the each storytelling session, the researchers had a
short conversation with children about the characters, the events, and the
settings. Later, the children were asked to volunteer to retell the story by
using these two storytelling materials. Most of the children volunteered to
retell the story in the class. This storytelling session was repeated one week
later so that children could learn the content of the story better. Following
this second storytelling session, the children were asked to retell the story
and semi-structured interviews were conducted with each child. The chil-
dren were asked seven questions based on the story in order to assess their
understanding of the human–nature interactions. Interview questions were
prepared by the researchers based on the key environmental concepts in
the story. The interviews, together with the children’s retelling of the story
lasted almost 15minutes. All of the interview questions were: “What title
would you give this story?,” “If watermelons and walnuts changed place,
what would happen?,” “Do you think that only beautiful and colorful ani-
mals are important in nature?,” “Do you think that the insects and the
snakes have some benefits for nature?,” “When Nasreddin Hodja saw the
snake in his garden, how did he react?,” “If you were a snake, how would
you feel about Hodja’s reaction? and “How do you think Nasreddin Hodja
should behave toward the snake?”

Data analysis

At the beginning of the data analysis process, the children’s retold stories
were analyzed based on the procedure of first dividing each narrative into
clauses, using Labov’s (1972) definition of a clause. Labov (1972) defined a
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clause as an expression combining at least one stated subject and a verb.
Then, the children’s retellings of the story were analyzed to determine if the
expressions they used reflected human–nature interactions. Subsequently,
the interviews were analyzed in inductive and comparative ways (Merriam,
2009). The interviews were read several times. Based on the research ques-
tions and the content of the story, the main themes were determined. To
determine the themes, relevant literature was also examined. Two research-
ers independently analyzed data and examined all the themes. Any dis-
agreement was resolved through discussion to reach an agreement between
the researchers. As a result, 90% inter-coder agreement was achieved.

Findings

Retold stories of children

The main theme revealed by the Nasreddin Hodja story is related to how
nature works; the story shows how the balance in nature is broken when
human beings interfere with nature. Indeed, through the story, children
may learn one of the principles of ecosystems, which is that every species
has a role in nature in order to sustain the balance. They may also learn to
appreciate and respect every species in nature and develop empathy toward
all living things. For instance, in the following expressions, one of the chil-
dren (P-1) exemplified the appreciation of nature and how human beings
can benefit from nature:

(P-1)

a. One day Nasreddin Hodja cleaned his garden
Nasreddin Hoca bir g€un bahçesini temizledi

b. He was exhausted
Çok yorulmuştu

c. He sat under the shade of a walnut tree
Bir ceviz a�gacının g€olgesinde oturdu

d. He saw the walnuts on the tree
A�gacın cevizlerini g€ord€u

e. He said “What lovely walnuts”
Ne hoş cevizler dedi

In clause e, “What lovely walnuts,” P-1 showed her appreciation for the
beauty of nature, even though this was not stated in the original story.
Once children feel a sense of appreciation for the beauty of nature, they
can feel a connection with nature and show respect towards nature.
Furthermore, P-4 and P-12’s expressions exemplify the points in the story
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expressing how every species in nature has an important role regardless of
its appearance, and breaking the balance in nature may cause big problems.

(P-4)

a. To the snake: While there are beauties like this
Yılana bu g€uzel şeyler varken

b. Why is a filthy snake like this coming?
Neden b€oyle pis bir yılan geliyor

c. Mice have come
Fareler gelmiş

d. They have eaten all of Nasreddin Hodja’s fruits
Nasreddin Hoca’nın meyvelerinin hepsini yemişler

e. And Nasreddin Hodja went to apologize to the snake
Ve yılandan €oz€ur dilemeye gitmiş

f. The snake accepted Nasreddin Hodja’s apology
Yılan Nasreddin Hoca’nın €oz€ur€un€u kabul etmiş

g. The snake came back to the garden
Yılan bahçeye geri d€onm€uş

(P-12)

a. Nasreddin Hodja sat near a walnut tree
Nasreddin Hoca bir ceviz a�gacının kenarında oturdu

b. Then, a walnut dropped on his head
Ondan sonra da kafasına bir ceviz d€uşt€u

c. Nasreddin Hodja thought
Nasreddin Hoca d€uş€und€u

d. He said “If a watermelon dropped on my head”
Dedi ki kafama bir karpuz d€useydi

e. I would feel more pain
Daha da acırdı dedi

The children’s retold stories indicated that all of the children could retell
the story and express the events in the story. Most of the children (11 of
them) comprehended the first point that each creature in nature has an
important role, even if it looks ugly. Children explicitly or implicitly
expressed that when snakes left the garden, mice frequented Hodja’s gar-
den, and Hodja apologized to the snake. Yet only two children compre-
hended the second point, that breaking the balance in nature may cause
big problems. As the story recounts, if walnuts and watermelons exchanged
places, we would face bigger problems, ones which we could not have fore-
seen initially. These themes were revealed in more detail in the child-
ren’s interviews.
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Children’s responses in the interviews

In the analysis of the children’s interviews, four main themes emerged. The
findings are given together with main themes and examples of the child-
ren’s responses to the interview questions regarding the Nasreddin Hodja
story. The themes and relevant research questions are presented in Table 1.

Understanding the role of every species in nature to sustain the balance
When children were asked whether different kinds of animals, including
worms and insects, have benefits for nature, all of the participating children
(13 out of 13) agreed with the idea that all animals were beneficial for the
health of nature. In other words, the children’s responses revealed that they
were aware of the roles of different kinds of animals to sustain the balance
in nature. As examples, quotations from the interviews are pre-
sented below:

P-1: Butterflies or worms? For me all of them are beautiful and they should live
together. Rabbits, cats, dogs, and other animals. If they were not in nature, we would

not be in harmony.

P-7: Worms open holes in the earth and give air to plants. If they were not there,
nature would not exist” (P-5). “Ugly animals are beneficial, too.”

Similarly, when children were asked what would happen if people killed
all the snakes in nature, several of the children (5 out of 13) mentioned
that the balance in nature would be destroyed. For example, P-12
described that:

P-12: If people killed all the snakes in nature, the mice would increase and snakes
would vanish.

Surprisingly, a few of the children (2 out of 13) responded to the ques-
tion from a religious perspective. The quotations from their reports were
as follows:

P-9: God blinds the eyes of the people who kill animals

Table 1. Main themes and research questions.
Research questions Main themes

a. Do five-year-old children understand
the role of every species in nature after listening
to the Nasreddin Hodja story?

b. What feelings for the environment do
five-year-old children express after listening
to the Nasreddin Hodja story?

c. What environmental values do five-year-old
children express after listening to the Nasreddin
Hodja story?

Understanding the role of every species in nature to
sustain the balance

Developing empathy with the characters in the story
Respect to species like snakes in nature

Ecocentric/Anthropocentric Points of View of the
Environment
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P-10: People who kill snakes are sinners

The remaining children (6 out of 13) did not have a specific or related
response for this question.

Developing empathy with the living things in the story
When children were asked how they would feel if they were in the place of
the snake in the story, most of the participating children (10 out of 13)
indicated that they would feel bad. In fact, these children were able to
express empathy with the snake. Example quotations are presented:

P-1: I would feel bad

P-12: Nasreddin Hodja said “What you are doing here, ugly animal!” I would feel
very bad.

A few of the children (2 out of 13) reported that they would behave
exactly as Nasreddin Hodja did.

P-4: I would say leave my house immediately.

As a result, it could be said that some of the children repeated Hodja’s
behavior directly rather than building empathy with the snake. However,
most of them explained that the behavior of Hodja towards the snake was
wrong and, therefore, they felt sad.

Respect to species like snakes in nature
Children were also asked how Nasreddin Hodja should have behaved
towards the snake when he saw it in his garden. Almost all of the partici-
pants (12 out of 13) pointed out that a snake is an animal, which should
therefore be treated well. Stories are able to change children’s negative atti-
tudes towards the natural world and help children see the value of animals
like snakes, insects, and wolves. Based on the children’s responses, it can be
said that the children were aware of the idea that species like snakes should
be respected in nature. This result also showed that the participants real-
ized the main point of the story, which is that species like snakes should be
treated well. Several responses are presented below:

P-2: If I were in Nasreddin Hodja’s place, I would say that you (the snake) could
stay in my garden. Nasreddin Hodja should behave well toward the snake, it is a
good animal.

P-6: He shouldn’t throw stones at the snake.

P-8: He shouldn’t ever behave badly to the snake.

P-13: He should be polite to the snake.

APPLIED ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION & COMMUNICATION 95



Ecocentric/anthropocentric values for the environment
The children’s responses to the questions were also evaluated according to
ecocentric or anthropocentric values toward the environment. The children
stated that all animals are beneficial for nature; however, several of them
approached this issue from different perspectives. Some of the children (4
out of 13) displayed ecocentric values, whereas some of them (2 out of 13)
displayed anthropocentric values. The children who had ecocentric values
supported the idea that all living things contribute to the balance in nature.
Some quotations from these children were as follows:

P-1: “Butterflies or worms? For me all of them are beautiful and they should live
together. Rabbits, cats, dogs, and other animals. If they were not in nature, we would
not be in harmony.

Children who revealed anthropocentric values, on the other hand, had
human-centered perspectives. One of these children stated that:

P-3: Snakes have no benefits for nature. If the snake wraps around our neck, we
will die.

P-13: All of the animals should live together since each of them has a right to live.
We can benefit from the milk or the wool of some animals.

The remaining children (7 out of 13) did not give any reason why they
think that all living organisms have benefits for nature.

Discussion and conclusion

This study reveals that children learned several important points about
nature after listening to the Nasreddin Hodja story. First, they understood
that every species in nature has a role to sustain the balance, even if they
look ugly. When the balance in nature is destroyed, several problems
emerge. Supporting this result, Eder (2007) found that children might learn
from the stories the idea that even the smallest things, including insects,
have a role to enhance natural harmony. Hadzigeorgiou and Judson (2017)
stated that children may learn to love nature, but they may still not be
aware of how things work in nature. The facts and ideas about the natural
environment and the interconnections between humans and nature could
be embedded in the stories and children could increase their awareness
about environmental issues through listening to stories (Hadzigeorgiou &
Judson, 2017). Learning about environmental problems in nature most
probably discourages children from loving nature and spending time in
nature (Hadzigeorgiou et al., 2011), which creates ecophobia in children
(Sobel, 2014). There is no need to explain the dangers in nature, instead
we should send the message that the world is beautiful and every creature
has a value in nature (Hadzigeorgiou et al., 2011). We could infer that this

96 S. YILMAZ ET AL.



story helped children understand that every creature in nature is important
and should be protected.
According to the findings in this study, not all of the children were able

to understand the concept that if all the snakes were killed, the balance in
nature would be destroyed. Nevertheless, all of the children were able to
understand that all the animals are important in nature; however, under-
standing a specific component of ecosystems, such as the balance of nature,
may be difficult for children. In addition to a storytelling activity, children
could be engaged in further learning activities, such as spending time out-
doors to understand the balance between natural elements. Stories about
the environment could give children several ideas to make them aware of
its importance (Hadzigeorgiou et al., 2011). As understood from our
results, in addition to the storytelling activities, follow up activities could
also be used to teach children facts about the environment.
Moreover, the Nasreddin Hodja story helped children to express respect-

ful attitudes and empathy towards living things in nature. Nanson (2005)
pointed out that storytelling activities can help to develop a sense of respect
and emotional interest towards the natural world. Furthermore, storytelling
encourages children to build empathy with the characters in the story; they
can imagine how they would feel and react if they were in the characters’
place (Erpestad, 2013).
Lastly, the study has revealed how children’s anthropocentric and eco-

centric values for the environment can be understood through stories.
Although the researchers did not intend to investigate children’s values
regarding the environment in this study, data related to values have
emerged in the data analysis. Based on the findings, several children
reacted to the environmental issue in the story from an ecocentric perspec-
tive. That is to say, they explained that all animals have a right to live
together. However, ideas related to ecocentric or anthropocentric values
were not detected in all of the children’s responses. Children’s values could
be investigated more through environmental storytelling. Environmental
storytelling sessions could be useful to foster ecocentric values in children.
Parallel to this research, several researchers have used stories to determine
children’s ecocentric or anthropocentric attitudes. For example, Ert€urk-
Kara, Aydos, and Aydin (2015) used storytelling methods to support child-
ren’s ecocentric attitudes and positive behavior toward environmen-
tal issues.
In conclusion, folk stories like the Nasreddin Hodja story could be a use-

ful tool to increase children’s environmental awareness, foster an emotional
connection to the natural world, and help them to understand the intercon-
nections in nature. Therefore, all societies should appreciate their culture
and their stories. In folk stories, animals, rivers, mountains, sun, moon,
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trees and several other natural elements and events play a role. Even
though folk stories may not be directly related with nature, researchers and
teachers can adapt them, as is the case of our study. In addition, using dif-
ferent kinds of storytelling materials and props lead children to focus more
attention on the stories. When they are allowed to manipulate these materi-
als and props, their likelihood of learning increases. As has been empha-
sized for centuries, children learn best in an enriched environment
(Bredekamp & Copple, 2000). For this reason, teachers and educators
should be aware of the power of stories and design more environmental
storytelling programs for children.
This study has certain limitations that need to be considered when inter-

preting the results. The study was conducted in one classroom with a small
sample size (13 children) due to the nature of the qualitative study.
Therefore, the study is limited to data obtained from children’s retold sto-
ries and interviews. For this reason, it cannot be generalized to a larger
sample size. Further studies could be conducted with more classes by using
various folk stories and storytelling techniques in order to reveal children’s
understandings and emotions related to the environment.
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Appendix-A

The Nasreddin Hodja story

One day, Nasreddin Hodja worked hard in his garden. He dug the land and cleaned the
grass in the ground. Then he was exhausted and lay under the shadow of a walnut tree. He
was intended just for having a short rest, but he noticed the tiny fruits of the mighty wal-
nut tree. He also noticed a giant watermelon, with thin stalks and small leafs, lying on the
ground. He thought that: “Oh! Mother Nature what a mismatch this is. The mighty tree
has tiny fruits, whereas giant fruits (watermelons) lie on the ground with tiny stalks. This
is a huge contradiction in nature. A big tree and tiny fruits! It does not befit your power.
You should correct this contradiction in nature.” Suddenly one of the walnuts dropped on
Hodja’s head. He felt a big pain on his head and said “Ok, you know the best. If a water-
melon dropped on my head, I would be severely injured.”

After a while, Hodja saw a big snake in his garden and threw at a stone to it and
shouted at it: “You ugly creature! What you are doing in my garden!” He also thought that
“There are lots of beautiful animals, such as butterflies, rabbits, or colorful birds in nature.
Mother Nature does not need the terrifying animals like snakes. All of the snakes should
be banished from the earth.” The snakes heard this and were offended by Hodja and
moved away from his land. After a couple of weeks, Hodja’s garden was full of mice. They
ruined his entire harvest. Hodja was really upset. Then, he realized that he made mistake
to the snakes. He went to the snakes and apologized from them. The snakes accepted his
apology and returned to Hodja’s field again (This part about the snake was not evident in
the original story. The researchers added this part to further emphasize the balance
in nature).

Hodja again lay under the shadow of the tree and thought that there is a balance in
nature and “All the things in nature are connected to each other. Snakes that we are afraid
of or dislike keep the mice population in balance. In this way, our harvest is not ruined.”
He smiled as he thought about how nature works in harmony.

(Source: Yurdakul, 2015)
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