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Abstract

Children's character education is often taught through monotonous methods. Narratives and folktales have
been widely used as educational media to introduce moral values and positive character strengths to children.
Folklore is a narrative that has been verbally transmitted through the generations. This method was used to
teach children about moral concepts in an interesting way, such as the story of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih.
However, empirical evidence regarding children’s recognition of character strengths represented in the
Bawang Merah Bawang Putih folktale remains limited. Thus, this study aimed to examine children’s
enjoyment of a theatrical performance of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih and their recognition of the character
strengths represented in the story. Using a one-group post-test design, involved children aged 10 to 12 from
schools in Indonesia. After watching a narrative of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih, the children completed
questionnaires measuring enjoyment using scales from Oliver and Bartsch and the Values in Action — Youth
from Park and Peterson to assess character strengths. Data were analyzed using a one-sample t-test and a
within-subjects ANOVA. The results indicated that the 38 students reported enjoyment of the theatrical
performance and recognized several positive character strengths represented in the story, including
perseverance, forgiveness, zest, bravery, humility, honesty, and prudence. These findings suggest that a
theatrical performance of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih may serve as an engaging medium for introducing
and facilitating children’s recognition of positive character strengths. However, the findings should not be
interpreted as evidence of character internalization or behavioral development.
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INTRODUCTION

Character education is important during childhood because this developmental period
provides a foundation for learning moral and social values (Hakim, 2016; Pala, 2011). Children are
introduced to values such as kindness, courage, honesty, responsibility, and humanity through their
interactions with parents, teachers, and their social environment. Character education can therefore
be understood as a systematic educational effort to help children recognize, understand, and apply
socially valued moral principles (Berkowitz & Bier, 2004; Birhan et al., 2021). In the context of
elementary education, an important initial process is helping children recognize positive qualities
and understand how these qualities are represented through everyday actions and social interactions.

Moral learning during childhood does not necessarily occur only through direct instruction.
Children can also learn about socially valued behaviors by observing examples, interpreting the
consequences of actions, and discussing moral situations presented in educational activities.
Previous studies suggest that exposure to moral values can support children’s prosocial
understanding and social interaction (Amollo & Lilian, 2017; Joosten et al., 2015). Therefore, rather
than emphasizing the broad social consequences of inadequate character education, the present
study focuses on a more immediate educational process: how children engage with a moral narrative
and recognize the positive character strengths represented within it.

Character education can be delivered in both formal and informal settings. In schools, moral
learning is commonly incorporated into classroom instruction alongside academic learning (Birhan
et al., 2021). One common approach is the didactic method, in which teachers directly explain
learning materials and expected values to students (Austin, 2013). Although direct instruction is
useful for communicating information efficiently, students may become passive recipients when
learning relies predominantly on teacher-centered explanations (Roopa et al., 2013). This has
encouraged interest in complementary approaches that allow children to engage more actively with
moral content. One such approach is the use of narrative.

Narratives provide moral information through -characters, actions, conflicts, and
consequences rather than solely through direct explanation. From the perspective of narrative
persuasion, messages embedded in stories may attract attention and reduce resistance because
audiences engage with characters and events as part of a coherent story (Slater & Rouner, 2002;
Moyer-Gusé, 2008). Narratives communicate intended messages through characters and events,
allowing audiences to become cognitively and emotionally involved in the story and thereby
increasing their attention to the values, events, and characters represented in the narrative (Green &
Brock, 2000).

Previous studies found that narrative is believed as one of the effective methods for
persuading people because it can increase attention by inviting audiences into story actions to feel
a real experience of the story (Shen, Sheer & Li, 2015; Kreuter et. al, 2007). A previous study found
that the use of narrative in teaching English has increased vocabulary knowledge and learning
motivation rate in children (Kalantari & Hashemian, 2015). Likewise, Fridin (2013) showed that
narratives used with a social assistive robot in a kindergarten have enhanced enjoyment and
promoted emotional involvement in children’s learning process. Narrative method in learning could
enhance memory, interest, and understanding (Norris et al., 2005).

Clark (2008) explained that learning through narrative can engage and transport people into
an experience and imagination of the storylines. These processes make them comprehend the
fundamentals of narrative character. Shaffer et al (2018) stated that stories are more likely to be
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deeply engaging if they have recognizable characters, a reasonable plot, and plausibility.
Furthermore, readers of stories are more likely to become immersed if they are familiar with the
story's subject. Green & Brock (2000) explained that narratives are particularly effective when
people are drawn into or totally absorbed in the story. Narratives may facilitate attention to and
understanding of moral content by presenting values through concrete characters, actions, and
consequences (Shaffer et al., 2018). When children become engaged with a story, they may also
experience enjoyment, which can support sustained attention to the narrative and its moral content.
In the present study, enjoyment is therefore considered an immediate response to children’s
engagement with the narrative, rather than evidence of character internalization, behavioral change,
or character development.

Thompson (2011) explained that storytelling as a narrative method was used to teach
children about moral concepts like right and wrong as well as honesty. Stories are very important
for children to learn. Stories are also a great tool because they provide ideal opportunities to present
information without telling students what they are learning (Ellis & Brewster, 2014; Esteban &
Gomez, 2019). While students listen, read, and repeat, they are learning aspects of culture that they
can discuss later and compare to their own lifestyle (Ellis & Brewster, 2014; Esteban & Gomez,
2019). According to Dahlstrom (2014) and Hinyard and Kreuter (2007), narrative is any story that
has a connected structure of beginning, middle, and ending. The narrative also has the element of
characters and events as well as scenes. Since narrative has an element of character (about a person
or people), teachers and parents are utilizing stories for character education in children.

Character education process can also be understood through social learning theory (Bandura,
1986). When children observe narrative characters performing particular actions and experiencing
their consequences, those characters can provide concrete behavioral examples through which
children interpret positive and negative qualities. Thus, a narrative may make abstract moral
qualities more visible by representing them in observable actions. Positive education (Littman-
Ovadia et al., 2021) provides the broader educational rationale for drawing children’s attention to
positive human qualities, whereas the Values in Action (VIA) character-strength framework (Park
& Peterson, 2009; Peterson & Seligman, 2004) provides a systematic conceptual structure for
identifying and classifying those qualities. Taken together, these perspectives suggest a coherent
process: children engage with a narrative, observe and interpret the actions of its characters, and
may subsequently recognize the positive character strengths represented in those actions.

Narratives have also been widely used to introduce children to cultural and moral values.
Folklore is particularly relevant because it represents stories, traditions, and values that have been
transmitted across generations (Michalopoulos & Xue, 2021; Nanda et al., 2021). Because folklore
is embedded within a cultural context familiar to children, its characters and moral situations may
provide meaningful examples through which children interpret socially valued behaviors. Previous
studies have identified moral and character-related values in folktales from different cultural
settings, including honesty, kindness, hope, responsibility, hard work, and social care (Talwar et al.,
2017; Lee et al., 2014; Walker & Lombrozo, 2016; Nanda et al., 2021). For example, in America,
there are several narratives/stories that are popular and used for character education, i.e., stories
titled George Washington and Cherry Tree that emphasized honesty, Henry the Hero that
emphasized kindness, and Mr. Muffet’s Apple Tree that emphasized hope (Talwar et al., 2107; Lee
et al., 2014; Walker & Lambrozo, 2016). Moreover, the local legends of China describe the old
Chinese way of life, including the language, beliefs, and customs. The narrative story in Africa
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focuses on the people, daily life, cultural values, and traditions. Folklore known as Liangmai, which
emphasizes love, heroes, and justice, is well-known in India (Santosa el al., 2022).

In Indonesia, one of the most widely recognized traditional folktales is Bawang Merah
Bawang Putih. The story has been transmitted across generations and has been used as a medium
for introducing moral values to children (Nurrohman et al., 2022; Rahayu & Sudarwati, 2020). The
narrative presents contrasting characters whose actions lead to different consequences, thereby
providing children with observable examples of socially valued and less desirable behaviors.
Previous qualitative studies have identified several moral qualities in the story, including hard work,
discipline, responsibility, social care, and curiosity (Rahmadewi & Supriyadi, 2022).

The structure of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih makes the narrative conceptually suitable
for interpretation through the VIA character-strength framework (Park & Peterson, 2009; Peterson
& Seligman, 2004). The story communicates moral meanings through characters’ actions, choices,
conflicts, and consequences, providing a culturally familiar context in which children can observe
and interpret socially valued and less desirable behaviors. The VIA classification offers a systematic
framework for examining these qualities by organizing positive human characteristics into 24-
character strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Park & Peterson, 2006).

Rather than assuming a priori that the folktale contains a fixed set of VIA strengths, the
present study used the VIA framework as a conceptual lens to examine which strengths children
recognized in the theatrical narrative. Although the VIA framework comprises 24 character
strengths, this study focused on eight strengths—perseverance, forgiveness, bravery, humility,
honesty, prudence, zest, and self-regulation—because these were the domains assessed in relation
to the characters’ actions and responses. Accordingly, the study does not claim that these strengths
are objectively or exclusively embedded in the story; instead, it examines the extent to which
children recognized them after viewing the performance.

Despite the educational use of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih, empirical evidence regarding
how children respond to its theatrical presentation and which positive character strengths they
recognize in the narrative remains limited. Previous studies have primarily examined the moral
content of Indonesian folktales qualitatively or have classified values using locally developed
categories. Consequently, less is known about children’s immediate perceptions of character
strengths when an Indonesian folktale is presented through narrative theatre and examined using a
standardized character-strength framework.

The novelty of the present study therefore lies in the combination of four elements: (1) the
use of a quantitative, exploratory design to examine children’s immediate responses to a narrative;
(2) the application of the VIA-Youth framework to organize the character strengths recognized by
children; (3) the use of theatrical performance as the mode of presenting the narrative; and (4) the
examination of a culturally familiar Indonesian folktale as a resource for character education. Rather
than testing whether the performance develops or internalizes character strengths, the study focuses
specifically on children’s enjoyment of the theatrical narrative and their recognition of the character
strengths represented in the story.

Thus, this study aimed to examine (1) children’s enjoyment after viewing a theatrical
performance of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih and (2) the character strengths they recognized in the
narrative based on the VIA framework. The study also explored which character strengths were
more salient to children following the performance. Given the one-group post-test design, the
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findings are interpreted as immediate, perception-based responses and not as evidence of character
formation, internalization, behavioral change, or causal educational effectiveness.

METHODS

Research Design

This study employed an exploratory one-group post-test design to examine children’s immediate
responses after viewing a theatrical performance of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih. Specifically, the
study assessed children’s enjoyment of the performance and their recognition of the character
strengths represented in the narrative. Because the study did not include a pretest, comparison group,
or longitudinal follow-up, it was not designed to assess changes in character strengths, character
internalization, behavioral development, or the causal effectiveness of the theatrical performance.
Accordingly, the findings were interpreted as immediate, perception-based responses following
exposure to the narrative.

Participants

Participants were recruited using convenience sampling from public and private elementary
schools in Jakarta, Indonesia. The participants were boys and girls aged 10—12 years who were able
to participate in regular school activities and to read and complete the study questionnaires.
Participation was voluntary, and agreement was obtained from the children, with informed consent
provided by their parents or legal guardians. Children with severe hearing or communication
difficulties that could substantially interfere with their ability to access the theatrical performance
or complete the study measures were excluded.

Measures

The measures were completed online after the children were shown the theatre performance
of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih for 17 minutes and 55 seconds. Two measures were given to the
children, i.e., enjoyment and character strengths. First, the enjoyment measures to what extent the
children like the narrative theatre. This measurement uses six items’ scales developed by Oliver and
Bartsch (2010). All items were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) and Cronbach’s alpha of the enjoyment scale was .724.

Second, we assessed children’s recognition of character strengths in the theatrical narrative
using 32 items adapted from the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths for Youth (VIA-Youth;
Park & Peterson, 2006). The VIA-Youth was developed for children and adolescents aged 10—17
years and uses age-relevant situations and relatively simple language to support comprehension
among younger respondents (Ray et al., 2022). In the present study, we did not administer the full
VIA-Youth. Instead, we selected 32 items to represent eight-character strengths relevant to the
narrative: perseverance, forgiveness, bravery, humility, honesty, prudence, zest, and self-regulation.
These items assessed children’s recognition of strengths represented in the narrative rather than
generating a comprehensive profile of their personal character strengths.

Participants rated responses on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The adapted 32-item measure demonstrated good internal
consistency in the present sample (Cronbach’s o = .874), providing adequate reliability for the
exploratory analyses conducted in this study. The age range of the participants was also consistent
with the intended age range of the VIA-Youth. However, because evidence for cross-cultural and
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linguistic equivalence of VIA-Youth adaptations remains limited, particularly in non-Western
contexts, the present study does not claim full psychometric equivalence between the adapted
Indonesian items and the original VIA-Youth (Ray et al., 2022). We reviewed the Indonesian
wording for clarity and comprehensibility before administration. However, we did not conduct a
formal forward—backward translation procedure; we acknowledge this limitation when interpreting
the findings.

Narrative Stimulus

The theatrical performance of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih served as the narrative stimulus
in this study to examine children’s recognition of character strengths. The study did not assume a
priori that the narrative contained a predetermined set of VIA character strengths. Instead, the extent
to which specific character strengths were recognized was treated as an empirical outcome based on
participants’ responses to the VIA-based measure.

The stimulus consisted of a 17-minute-and-55-second recorded theatrical performance
presented in Bahasa Indonesia. The script was adapted from the folktale Bawang Merah Bawang
Putih (Faza, 2016) and featured five actors portraying the main characters: Bawang Merah, Bawang
Putih, Father, Mother, and Grandmother. The performance was set in a village environment and
retained the central storyline, character relationships, conflicts, and consequences of the adapted
folktale. These narrative elements provided behavioral and contextual cues through which
participants could interpret the characters’ actions and recognize the strengths represented in the
story.

Accordingly, the theatrical narrative was not pre-classified by an expert panel as containing
a fixed set of character strengths before data collection. Rather, the VIA framework was used as the
conceptual basis for assessing participants’ post-viewing recognition of character strengths. This
approach allowed the study to examine children’s perceptions of the strengths represented in the
performance without presupposing that particular strengths were objectively present in the stimulus.

Procedure

The recruitment process for participants consisted of a personal promotion presented in
classes. Flyers were placed on school notice boards within two weeks and one week prior to the
study's implementation. Children interested in the study were invited to an interview by a research
assistant for inclusion and exclusion criteria. The children who met the criteria were given written
information about the study, including informed consent for their parents or school principal. Three
days after the screening process, the participants were shown an online theatre performance of
Bawang Merah Bawang Putih presented by students majoring in performing arts communication
from a university in Jakarta, Indonesia. The narrative content describes specific characters,
including the protagonist and antagonists. The narrative titled Bawang Merah (Shallot) Bawang
Putih (Garlic) by Faza (2016) was shown for 17 minutes and 55 seconds, with guidance from the
researcher and research assistants. The participants completed a self-report questionnaire after
viewing the theatre performance. This study has received ethical approval from the Research Ethics
Committee (Hasanuddin University), with approval number: 1287/UN4.14.1/TP.02.02/2021.
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Data analysis

Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, and 95% confidence intervals,
were calculated to summarize participants’ enjoyment and character-strength recognition scores. A
one-sample #-test was conducted to determine whether the mean scores for enjoyment, overall
character-strength recognition, and each character-strength dimension were significantly greater
than the neutral midpoint of 3 on the five-point Likert scale. This reference value was selected
because it represents a neutral response and therefore provides a meaningful benchmark for
evaluating whether participants’ post-viewing ratings reflected positive enjoyment and recognition
of character strengths. Cohen’s d was reported to indicate the magnitude of the differences from the
neutral midpoint, and the findings were interpreted using both inferential and descriptive statistics
rather than statistical significance alone. In addition, one-way ANOV As were conducted to explore
whether enjoyment scores differed by gender and age.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 summarizes the demographic characteristics of the participants. We recruited 38
children aged 1012 years using convenience sampling from public and private elementary schools
in Jakarta, Indonesia. The sample included 23 boys (60.5%) and 15 girls (39.5%). Most participants
were 11 years old (n = 18, 47.4%) or 12 years old (n = 18, 47.4%), whereas two participants were
10 years old (5.3%). Given the small, non-probability sample drawn from elementary schools in a
single urban area, the demographic characteristics are presented descriptively, and the findings
should not be generalized beyond the study sample.

Table 1
Demographic characteristics
Category N=38 Frequency Percentage p
Gender Boy 23 60,5 424
Girl 15 39,5
Age 10 2 53 414
11 18 47,4
12 18 47,4

The normality of the data was assessed using the Shapiro—Wilk test before conducting the
planned parametric analyses. The results showed no significant deviation from normality for either
Enjoyment (W = .945, p = .063) or Character Strength (W = .984, p = .851), as both p-values were
greater than .05. These findings indicated that the normality assumption was adequately met,
supporting the use of parametric statistical tests in the subsequent analyses.

Table 2
Result of one-sample analysis of Enjoyment and Character strength identification

95% Confidence
Interval Mean

Variable Mean SD Lower Upper Minimum Maximum d’s
Enjoyment 4346 03784 4222 4.471 3.500 5.000 3.56
Character 4.184 03919 4.055 4313 3.250 5.000 3.02
Strength
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95% Confidence
Interval Mean

Variable Mean SD Lower Upper Minimum Maximum d’s
Zest 4.368 0.4923 4.207 4.530 3.250 5.000 2.78
Humility 4.112 0.5716 3.924 4.300 3.000 5.000 1.95
Honesty 4.092 0.5180 3.922 4.262 3.000 5.000 2.10
Forgiveness 4.342 0.5968 4.146 4.538 2.500 5.000 2.25
Bravery 4.158 0.7199 3.921 4.395 2.250 5.000 1.61
Prudence 4.059 0.5015 3.894 4.224 3.250 5.000 2.11
Self-

regulations 3914 0.5673 3.728 4.101 3.000 5.000 1.61
Perseverance 4.428 0.4860 4.268 4.587 2.750 5.000 2.92

Note: p <0.05

A one-sample f-test was conducted to examine whether participants’ ratings were
significantly greater than the neutral midpoint of 3 on the five-point Likert scale. The value of 3
represents a neutral response and was therefore used as a theoretically meaningful benchmark for
evaluating whether participants reported positive responses after viewing the theatrical narrative.
Participants reported enjoyment significantly above the neutral midpoint (M = 4.35, SD = 0.38),
#(37) = 21.93, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 3.56, 95% CI [4.22, 4.47]. The overall character-strength
recognition score was also significantly above the neutral midpoint (M = 4.18, SD = 0.39), #37) =
18.63, p < .001, d = 3.02, 95% CI [4.05, 4.31]. These results indicate that participants generally
enjoyed the theatrical performance and recognized the positive character strengths represented in
the narrative at levels clearly above a neutral response.

All eight character-strength dimensions were rated significantly above the neutral midpoint
of 3 (all p <.001), with large standardized differences from the reference value (Cohen’s ds =1.61—
2.94). Descriptively, perseverance showed the highest recognition score (M =4.43, SD =0.49, 95%
CI [4.27, 4.59], d = 2.94), followed by zest (M = 4.37, SD = 0.49, 95% CI [4.20, 4.53], d = 2.78)
and forgiveness (M =4.34, SD =0.60, 95% CI [4.15, 4.54], d = 2.25). Self-regulation had the lowest
mean recognition score (M =3.91, SD =0.57, 95% CI [3.73, 4.10], d = 1.61), although it remained
significantly above the neutral midpoint. These descriptive patterns suggest that perseverance, zest,
and forgiveness were particularly salient to participants, whereas self-regulation was relatively less
salient. Because no inferential comparison between the individual strengths was conducted,
differences among the mean scores are interpreted descriptively rather than as statistically
significant differences between strengths.

These findings suggest that the strong recognition of perseverance may relate to how this
strength is shown through Bawang Putih’s actions in the narrative. Throughout the story, Bawang
Putih continues to carry out her responsibilities and face difficulties despite repeated hardship and
unfair treatment. This persistence appears in visible, repeated actions, providing clear behavioral
cues that children can use to recognize perseverance. Zest may similarly be reflected in Bawang
Putih’s continued active engagement with her responsibilities despite adversity, whereas
forgiveness can be recognized through her non-retaliatory responses to mistreatment.

The other character-strength dimensions were also recognized at levels significantly above
the neutral midpoint of 3. Bravery had a mean score of 4.16 (SD = 0.72), #(37) = 9.91, p <.001,
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95% CI [3.92, 4.40], indicating that participants clearly recognized courageous behavior represented
in the narrative. Humility (M = 4.11, SD = 0.57), #(37) = 11.99, p < .001, 95% CI [3.92, 4.30],
Honesty (M = 4.09, SD = 0.52), #(37) = 13.00, p < .001, 95% CI [3.92, 4.26], and Prudence (M =
4.06, SD = 0.50), #37) = 13.02, p <.001, 95% CI [3.89, 4.22], were likewise recognized above the
neutral midpoint. These findings suggest that participants perceived narrative cues related to
courage, modesty, truthfulness, and careful decision-making in the actions and responses of the
characters. Compared with perseverance, zest, and forgiveness, however, these strengths showed
somewhat lower mean recognition scores, which may indicate that they were less visually or
narratively salient in the theatrical performance.

Although self-regulation had the lowest mean recognition score among the eight character-
strength dimensions (M = 3.91, SD = 0.57), it remained significantly above the neutral midpoint of
3, t(37) = 9.94, p < .001, 95% CI [3.73, 4.10]. This suggests participants could recognize self-
regulation in the narrative, although it was less salient than the other strengths. One possible
explanation is that self-regulation involves more internal processes, such as controlling emotional
reactions, regulating impulses, and managing behavior, which may be less directly observable than
overt, repeated actions reflecting perseverance or zest. In a short theatrical performance, these
internal processes may therefore be less immediately visible to children. The relatively lower score
for self-regulation may thus reflect differences in the visibility and narrative emphasis of particular
strengths rather than their absence or educational importance. From a pedagogical perspective, this
finding suggests that less observable strengths such as self-regulation may require more explicit
narrative cues, reflection, or guided discussion to help children recognize and interpret them.

Furthermore, to examine whether Enjoyment differed by gender, descriptive statistics and a
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) were conducted. As shown in the descriptive statistics,
male participants (n = 23) reported a slightly higher level of enjoyment (M =4.41, SD = 0.33) than
female participants (n = 15, M = 4.24, SD = 0.44). Although the mean score for males was
marginally higher, both groups demonstrated high levels of enjoyment, with average scores
exceeding 4.00 on the five-point Likert scale. However, the analysis revealed that gender did not
have a significant effect on enjoyment, F(1, 36) = 1.84, p =.183 (Table 3).

Likewise, this study also analyses the differences in enjoyment across age groups. A one-
way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to examine whether Enjoyment differed across
age groups (10, 11, and 12 years). Descriptive statistics indicated that participants aged 10 years
reported the highest mean enjoyment score (M = 4.50, SD = 0.71, n = 2), followed by those aged
12 years M =4.41,SD=0.42,n=18) and 11 years (M =4.27, SD = 0.30, n = 18). Overall, all age
groups demonstrated high levels of enjoyment, with mean scores above 4.20 on the five-point Likert
scale. The results of the one-way ANOVA indicated that there was no statistically significant
difference in enjoyment among the three age groups, F(2, 35) =0.77, p = .471 (Table 3).

Table 3

Result of Analysis of Enjoyment Based on Gender and Age

Gender N Mean SD SE Coefficient of variation
Boy 23 4.413 0.3290 0.06861 0.07456

Girl 15 4.244 0.4358 0.1125 0.1027

Age
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Result of Analysis of Enjoyment Based on Gender and Age

Gender N Mean SD SE Coefficient of variation

10 2 4.500 0.7071 0.5000 0.1571

11 18 4.269 0.2978 0.07019 0.06977

12 18 4.407 0.4248 0.1001 0.09639
Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate children’s enjoyment of watching the narrative and
to examine the character traits highlighted in the Indonesian folktale Bawang Merah Bawang Putih
when delivered to elementary school students. Four main findings are presented in this research.
Firstly, the demographic analysis revealed an even distribution of participants by gender and age.
Second, students reported high levels of enjoyment while watching the narrative theatre and
perceived high overall character strengths embedded in the story. Third, among the measured
character strengths, perseverance emerged as the most strongly perceived virtue, followed by
forgiveness, zest, bravery, humility, honesty, and prudence, whereas self-regulation received the
lowest score, although still relatively high. Fourth, enjoyment did not differ significantly according
to gender or age, suggesting that the narrative theatre was similarly engaging across participant
groups.

Collectively, these findings support the fundamental premise of positive education that
meaningful learning experiences integrating emotions, cognition, and culture facilitate the
development of positive character attributes (Seligman et al., 2009; Lavy, 2020; Waters & Loton,
2019). Furthermore, narrative theatre provides opportunities for children to observe moral
dilemmas, empathize with story characters, and reflect upon the consequences of virtuous and non-
virtuous behaviors, thereby strengthening character development through experiential learning
rather than direct instruction (Niemiec, 2018; Quinlan et al., 2021).

First, the demographic analysis showed that the participants were fairly evenly distributed
across gender and age groups, with no statistically significant differences in the sample composition.
Although demographic characteristics were not the main focus of the study, this balanced
distribution strengthens the reliability of the findings by reducing the likelihood that the results were
influenced by demographic bias. Previous research suggests that children’s character strengths are
shaped more strongly by factors such as educational experiences, family relationships, and school
climate than by gender or age alone (Lavy, 2020; Wagner et al., 2020). Therefore, the absence of
significant demographic differences provides greater confidence that the character strengths
observed in this study were related to the narrative theatre experience rather than to the participants’
personal characteristics.

Second, students reported a high level of enjoyment while watching the narrative theatre
performance of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih. The overall enjoyment score was significantly higher
than the reference value, indicating that students viewed the performance as an engaging and
enjoyable learning experience. This finding is consistent with previous research showing that arts-
based learning can strengthen intrinsic motivation, emotional engagement, and classroom
participation by allowing students to experience educational content actively rather than receive it
passively (Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007; Vazquez-Marin et al., 2024).
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Emotional engagement can also promote deeper cognitive processing, improve memory
retention, and increase students’ willingness to participate in learning activities. These qualities
make narrative theatre a valuable medium for moral and character education (Waters & Loton, 2019;
Quinlan et al., 2021). The high enjoyment reported by the students is also consistent with Narrative
Transportation Theory, which proposes that audiences experience greater enjoyment when they
become cognitively and emotionally absorbed in a story (Kothgassner et al., 2022). The narrative
theatre format used in this study may have deepened students’ immersion by combining visual and
auditory elements with direct interaction between the performers and the audience. By creating a
more vivid and participatory experience, narrative theatre may offer a richer and more engaging
learning environment than passive forms of storytelling.

Although the children greatly enjoyed the narrative, they still had some difficulty
understanding the characters’ emotions, motivations, and perspectives. According to Shaffer et al.
(2018), effective narrative communication is shaped by three closely connected elements: interest,
involvement, and immersion. Interest relates to factors such as the credibility of the source, the
realism of the story, and its entertainment value. Involvement refers to the audience’s ability to
empathize with, understand, and identify with the characters, while immersion describes the extent
to which viewers feel mentally and emotionally absorbed in the story world. The findings suggest
that the students were highly interested in the narrative theatre, which likely contributed to their
enjoyment of the performance. However, the relatively short duration of the play may not have
provided enough time for deeper emotional involvement and immersion to develop. Consequently,
the students may have had fewer opportunities to fully understand the characters’ feelings,
motivations, and perspectives.

Fourth, the overall Character Strength score suggests that students were able to recognize a
variety of positive virtues conveyed through the narrative. The character traits identified in the
narrative theatre performance of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih are generally consistent with the
qualitative findings of Rahmadewi and Supriyadi (2022), who highlighted five key traits: hard work,
discipline, responsibility, social care, and curiosity. Within the character strengths framework
developed by Peterson and Seligman (2004), these traits are associated with the broader virtues of
Courage, Temperance, Humanity, and Wisdom.

In the present study, the children most clearly recognized strengths related to Courage and
Temperance, particularly perseverance, forgiveness, bravery, honesty, humility, prudence, and zest,
all of which received high average scores. These findings provide quantitative support for earlier
qualitative evidence and suggest that children are more likely to notice virtues that are clearly and
visibly demonstrated by the main character during a theatrical performance. They may be less likely
to recognize every virtue embedded more subtly within the story.

The differences between the virtues identified in the two studies may also reflect their
different methodological approaches. Rahmadewi and Supriyadi (2022) conducted a qualitative
analysis of the narrative text, whereas the present study examined children’s perceptions after they
watched a live theatrical performance. The findings also align with the positive psychology
perspective that stories provide a meaningful context for developing character strengths. Through
stories, children can observe the behaviour, motivations, choices, and consequences experienced by
others (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Niemiec, 2018). Rather than simply memorizing moral rules,
they develop moral understanding by interpreting characters’ decisions and reflecting on the
outcomes of those decisions.
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This interpretation aligns with Lavy (2020), who found that character-strength interventions
in educational settings can improve students’ psychological well-being, academic engagement, and
prosocial behaviour. Similarly, Wagner et al. (2020) reported that students with well-developed
character strengths are more likely to show persistence, cooperation, and resilience at school.

Among the character strengths assessed, perseverance received the highest mean score,
indicating that persistence and sustained effort were the qualities most clearly recognized by the
students. This finding is especially meaningful because perseverance is central to the moral message
conveyed through the character of Bawang Putih. Despite repeatedly experiencing unfair treatment,
she remains patient, hardworking, and determined. Her eventual success comes not from immediate
rewards, but from her continued effort and strong moral character.

From the perspective of social learning theory, observing positive role models can encourage
children to develop similar patterns of behaviour (Bandura, 1986). Perseverance is also widely
associated with academic achievement, resilience, and long-term success, as individuals who
possess this strength are more likely to remain committed when facing challenges or setbacks
(Wagpner et al., 2020; Gander et al., 2022). It is therefore not surprising that perseverance emerged
as the character strength most strongly perceived by students after watching the performance.

Forgiveness and zest also received high scores, suggesting that students clearly recognized
themes of compassion, kindness, and positive emotional energy throughout the performance. The
high score for forgiveness indicates that students valued empathy and reconciliation, even in
situations involving conflict. Rather than encouraging revenge, Bawang Merah Bawang Putih
presents patience, kindness, and virtuous behaviour as the basis of moral justice. In this way, the
story allows children to understand forgiveness as a constructive response to interpersonal conflict.
This finding is consistent with Niemiec (2018), who argued that narratives can help children
understand complex moral virtues by allowing them to observe meaningful and realistic social
interactions.

The high score for zest suggests that students engaged with the performance enthusiastically
and with positive energy. Previous research has shown that positive emotions can expand children’s
thinking and make them more receptive to learning, creativity, and social interaction (Fredrickson,
2001; Waters & Loton, 2019). Emotionally engaging stories may therefore do more than make
learning enjoyable; they may also help children develop positive character strengths.

Other character strengths, including bravery, humility, honesty, and prudence, also received
consistently high scores. This suggests that students understood the story to convey several
interconnected virtues rather than a single moral lesson. This finding aligns with the VIA
Classification of Character Strengths, which views positive character as a combination of strengths
that work together to support human flourishing (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Littman-Ovadia et
al., 2021). Throughout the story, Bawang Putih demonstrates honesty in her interactions, humility
in the face of hardship, bravery when confronting challenges, and prudence in making decisions. By
observing these strengths together, children can develop a more nuanced understanding of moral
decision-making and recognize that ethical behaviour often involves several virtues at once. This
interpretation is consistent with research in positive education, which suggests that authentic stories
can strengthen children’s moral reasoning by presenting situations that require multiple character
strengths simultaneously (Quinlan et al., 2021; Lavy, 2020).

Although self-regulation received the lowest mean score among the character strengths
assessed, it remained well above the midpoint of the scale. This suggests that students still
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recognized self-regulation as an important strength, although it may have been less immediately
noticeable than more visible qualities such as perseverance and bravery. Unlike outward behaviours,
self-regulation involves internal cognitive and emotional processes, which can be more difficult for
children to identify after a single learning experience (Zimmerman, 2008).

Developmental research also shows that the executive functions underlying self-regulation
continue to develop throughout late childhood and adolescence and require repeated opportunities
for practice and reflection (Diamond, 2013). Narrative theatre may therefore be effective in
introducing children to the importance of self-regulation, but developing this strength more fully
may require additional activities, such as guided reflection, group discussion, role-play, and repeated
behavioural practice (Niemiec, 2018; Lavy, 2020).

Finally, enjoyment scores did not differ significantly by gender or age in the present sample.
Boys reported slightly higher enjoyment than girls, and mean scores also varied across age groups;
however, interpret these differences cautiously. In particular, the 10-year-old group included only
two participants, resulting in a highly unbalanced age distribution and limited statistical power for
age-group comparisons. Therefore, the non-significant findings should not be interpreted as
evidence that gender or age is unrelated to narrative enjoyment. Rather, these demographic analyses
are considered exploratory and specific to the present sample. Future studies with larger and more
balanced samples are needed to examine whether enjoyment of culturally familiar narratives varies
systematically across gender and age groups.

Prior familiarity with Bawang Merah Bawang Putih may have influenced participants’
responses to the theatrical narrative. However, prior exposure to the folktale was not systematically
assessed; therefore, its contribution to children’s enjoyment and recognition of character strengths
cannot be determined. Familiarity and prior knowledge may facilitate narrative comprehension by
helping children connect story events with existing knowledge and interpret characters and
contextual cues (Quinlan et al., 2021; Jing & Kirkorian, 2020). Accordingly, previous exposure to
this culturally familiar folktale may have facilitated children’s understanding of its plot and moral
cues, although this possibility remains speculative in the present study. Future research should
directly assess prior familiarity and examine its relationship with narrative enjoyment and character-
strength recognition.

The findings therefore suggest that narrative theatre based on familiar folktales has broad
appeal and may be used with diverse groups of students without major demographic adaptations.
This interpretation also supports culturally responsive pedagogy, which emphasizes that learning
materials connected to students’ cultural backgrounds can increase engagement by helping them
link prior experiences with new knowledge (Gay, 2018). Unlike unfamiliar stories that may require
additional cultural explanation, local folktales such as Bawang Merah Bawang Putih provide a
meaningful context in which children can more naturally understand moral messages. Integrating
local cultural heritage into character education may therefore help preserve cultural identity while
also promoting the universal virtues emphasized in positive psychology.

CONCLUSION
In summary, the findings suggest that narrative theatre may serve as an engaging, culturally
relevant educational medium to help elementary school students recognize positive character strengths.
Through the combination of storytelling, visual performance, emotional engagement, and cultural
familiarity, the theatrical presentation of Bawang Merah Bawang Putih provided a context in which
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children reported high enjoyment and recognized several positive character strengths. These findings
contribute to the positive education literature by illustrating the potential of traditional Indonesian stories
as culturally relevant resources for introducing and discussing character strengths in school settings
(Lavy, 2020; Quinlan et al., 2021; Waters & Loton, 2019). However, given the one-group post-test
design, interpret the findings as immediate post-viewing responses rather than evidence of character
development, internalization, behavioral change, or causal educational effectiveness. Future studies
should use stronger research designs, including pretest-posttest measurement, comparison or control
groups, delayed follow-up assessments, and larger, more diverse samples. Teacher and parent
observations, together with classroom-based behavioral indicators, should also be incorporated to
determine whether character strengths recognized immediately after the performance are sustained over
time and reflected in children’s prosocial behavior.

REFERENCES
Austin, S. 2013. “Didactic Approaches.” In Encyclopedia of Autism Spectrum Disorders, edited by
F. R. Volkmar. New York: Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-1698-3 2005.

Avraamidou, L., and J. Osborne. 2009. “The Role of Narrative in Communicating Science.”
International Journal of Science Education 31 (12): 1683-1707.

Bandura, A. 1986. Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive Theory. Prentice-
Hall.

Berkowitz, M. W., and M. C. Bier. 2004. “Based Character Education.” Annals of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science 591 (1): 72-85.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716203260082.

Berkowitz, M. W., and M. A. Hoppe. 2009. “Character Education and Gifted Children.” *High
Ability Studies® 20 (2): 131-42. https://doi.org/10.1080/13598130903358493.

Birhan, W., G. Shiferaw, A. Amsalu, M. Tamiru, and H. Tiruye. 2021. “Exploring the Context of
Teaching Character Education to Children in Preprimary and Primary Schools.” Social
Sciences & Humanities Open 4 (1): 100171.

Dahlstrom, M. F. 2014. “Using Narratives and Storytelling to Communicate Science with
Nonexpert Audiences.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States
of America 111 (suppl. 4): 13614-20. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1320645111.

Dewi, N. L. K. P., and 1. G. A. M. Agung. 2023. “An Analysis of Main Character in the Book

Bawang Merah and Bawang Putiha.” Humanitatis: Journal of Language and Literature 9 (2):
285-94.

Diamond, A. 2013. “Executive Functions.” Annual Review of Psychology 64 (1): 135-68.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-113011-143750.

Ellis, G., and J. Brewster. 2014. Tell It Again! The New Storytelling Handbook for Primary
Teachers.
http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/D467 Storytelling handbook FINAL
_web.pdf.

25 Q



Esteban, M. T., and A. V. Gémez. 2019. “Storytelling as a Didactic Proposal to Approach Culture
Topics in a Fiftht Graders Classroom.” Cuadernos de Lingiiistica Hispanica, no. 33: 169-90.

Fredrickson, B. L. 2001. “The Role of Positive Emotions in Positive Psychology: The Broaden-
and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions.” American Psychologist 56 (3): 218-26.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.56.3.218.

Gander, F., etal. 2022. “What Are Character Strengths Good For? A Daily Diary Study on Character
Strengths, Well-Being, and Positive Experiences.” Journal of Positive Psychology 17 (6): 768—
81.

Gander, F., R. T. Proyer, W. Ruch, and T. Wyss. 2022. “Strength-Based Positive Interventions:
Further Evidence for Their Potential in Enhancing Well-Being and Alleviating Depression.”
Journal of Positive Psychology 17 (6): 768-81.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2021.1926532.

Gasser, L., Y. Dammert, and P. K. Murphy. 2022. “How Do Children Socially Learn from Narrative
Fiction: Getting the Lesson, Simulating Social Worlds, or Dialogic Inquiry?” Educational
Psychology Review 34 (3): 1445-75.

Gay, G. 2018. Culturally Responsive Teaching: Theory, Research, and Practice. 3rd ed. Teachers
College Press.

Green, M. C., and T. C. Brock. 2000. “The Role of Transportation in the Persuasiveness of Public
Narratives.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 79 (5): 701.

Hakim, A. 2016. “The Implementation of Character Education Program in Kindergarten.” In
Proceedings of the 3rd International Conference on Early Childhood Education (ICECE 2016),
91-96. Atlantis Press.

Ihsan, Z., and A. Furnham. 2018. “The Measurement of Character Strengths and Virtues.” In
Character Strength Development, edited by A. P. T. George and S. N. T., 92-112. SAGE
Publications Pvt. Ltd. https://doi.org/10.4135/9789353287641.n5.

Immordino-Yang, M. H., and A. Damasio. 2007. “We Feel, Therefore We Learn: The Relevance
of Affective and Social Neuroscience to Education.” Mind, Brain, and Education 1 (1): 3—10.
https://doi.org/10.1111/5.1751-228X.2007.00004.x.

Jing, M., & Kirkorian, H. L. (2020). Teaching with televised stories: A story-focused narrative
preview supports learning in young children. Child Development, 91, e1101—e1118.

Joosten, A., M. van Dijke, A. Van Hiel, and D. De Cremer. 2015. “Out of Control!? How Loss of
Self-Control Influences Prosocial Behavior: The Role of Power and Moral Values.” PLoS
ONE 10 (5): e0126377. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0126377.

Kothgassner, O. D., A. Felnhofer, M. Schmidt, and A. K. Heinzle. 2022. “Narrative Transportation:
A Systematic Review and Methodological Recommendations.” Media Psychology 25 (5):
713-42. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2021.1963048.

Lavy, S. 2020. “A Review of Character Strengths Interventions in Twenty-First-Century Schools:
Their Importance and How They Can Be Fostered.” Applied Research in Quality of Life 15
(2): 573-96. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11482-018-9700-6.

26 Q



Littman-Ovadia, H., R. M. Niemiec, and P. Freidlin. 2021. “Positive Psychology and the VIA
Classification of Character Strengths.” Frontiers in Psychology 12: 653941.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.653941.

Lo, J. H-Y., G. Fu, K. Lee, and C. A. Cameron. 2020. “Development of Moral Reasoning in
Situational and Cultural Contexts.” Journal of Moral Education 49 (2): 177-93.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240.2018.1563881.

Michalopoulos, S., and M. M. Xue. 2021. “Folklore.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 136 (4):
1993-2046.

Nanda, D. D., B. Simbolon, F. A. Damanik, and Y. B. Sembiring. 2021. “Moral Value and
Character-Building Education in Folklore from Central Java ‘Timun Mas.” Journal of
Languages and Language Teaching 9 (1): 85-91.

Niemiec, R. M. 2018. Character Strengths Interventions: A Field Guide for Practitioners. Hogrefe
Publishing.

Norris, S. P., S. M. Guilbert, M. L. Smith, S. Hakimelahi, and L. M. Phillips. 2005. “A Theoretical
Framework for Narrative Explanation in Science.” Science Education 89 (4): 535-63.

Nurrohman, U. A., D. Rafiyana, and M. Sufanti. 2022. “Shifting Character and Moral Message of
Bawang Merah and Bawang Putih Stories in the Digital Age.” Indonesian Language Education
and Literature 7 (2): 414. https://doi.org/10.24235/ileal.v7i2.10059.

Pala, A. 2011. “The Need for Character Education.” International Journal of Social Sciences and
Humanity Studies 3 (2): 23-32. https://dergipark.org.tr/en/pub/ijsshs/issue/26222/276136.

Park, N. & Peterson, C. (2006). Moral competence and character strengths among adolescents: The
development and validation of the value in action inventory of strengths for youth. Journal of
Adolescence. 29. 891-905.

Peterson, C., and M. E. P. Seligman. 2004. Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and
Classification. Washington, DC: APA Press and Oxford University Press.

Petty, R. E., and P. Brifiol. 2015. “Emotion and Persuasion: Cognitive and Meta-Cognitive
Processes Impact Attitudes.” Cognition and Emotion 29 (1): 1-26.

Quinlan, D. M., D. A. Vella-Brodrick, A. Gray, and N. Swain. 2021. “Educators’ Experiences of a
Whole-School Approach to Positive Education.” Journal of Positive Psychology 16 (5): 610—
23. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2020.1744878.

Rahmadewi, A., and S. Supriyadi. 2022. “Character Value in the Story of Bawang Merah Bawang
Putih and Their Relevance for Strengthening Character of Elementary School Students.”
Academia Open 6: 10-21070.

Roopa, S., B. Geetha M., A. Rani, and T. Chacko. 2013. “What Type of Lectures Students Want?
A Reaction Evaluation of Dental Students.” Journal of Clinical and Diagnostic Research:
JCDR 7 (10): 2244-46. https://doi.org/10.7860/JCDR/2013/5985.3482.

Santosa, I., L. Lutfi, K. Kheryadi, Y. Dinihari, W. Handayani, and S. Alawiyah. 2022. “Character
Education Value from Ten Folktales in Indonesia as Cyber Literature.” Kawalu: Journal of
Local Culture 9 (1): 1-18.

27 Q



Seligman, M. E. P., R. M. Ernst, J. Gillham, K. Reivich, and M. Linkins. 2009. “Positive Education:
Positive Psychology and Classroom Interventions.” Oxford Review of Education 35 (3): 293—
311. https://doi.org/10.1080/03054980902934563.

Shaffer, V. A., E. S. Focella, A. Hathaway, L. D. Scherer, and B. J. Zikmund-Fisher. 2018. “On the
Usefulness of Narratives: An Interdisciplinary Review and Theoretical Model.” Annals of
Behavioral Medicine 52 (5): 429-42. https://doi.org/10.1093/abm/kax008.

Sudaryanti, S. 2012. “Pentingnya Pendidikan Karakter bagi Anak Usia Dini.” Jurnal Pendidikan
Anak 1 (1). https://doi.org/10.21831/jpa.v1i1.2902.

Thompson, M. 2011. “Developing Moral Values in Children: Observations from a Preschool.” IFE
PsychologlA: An International Journal 19 (2): 394-411.

Viézquez-Marin, P., J. Fernandez-Rio, and J. A. Cecchini. 2024. “Strengths and Artistic
Engagement: Insights from Positive Psychology.” International Journal of Education & the
Arts 25 (23): 1-27.

Vygotsky, L. S. 1978. Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes.
Harvard University Press.

Wagner, L., F. Gander, R. T. Proyer, and W. Ruch. 2020. “Character Strengths and School
Achievement: A Longitudinal Study.” Journal of Positive Psychology 15 (4): 495-507.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1639798.

Waters, L., and D. Loton. 2019. “SEARCH: A Meta-Framework and Review of the Field of Positive
Education.” International Journal of Applied Positive Psychology 4 (1-2): 1-46.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41042-019-00017-4.

Zimmerman, B. J. 2008. “Investigating Self-Regulation and Motivation: Historical Background,
Methodological Developments, and Future Prospects.” American Educational Research
Journal 45 (1): 166-83. https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831207312909.

28 Q



