Using a Persona Doll to Help Teach RE
By Celia Maddox with grateful permission of the author and the Farmington Institute of Christian Studies

Using a persona doll is a very effective way of introducing and exploring more difficult religious concepts for young children. The dolls firstly need to be introduced through concepts all the children can identify with. Introduce the doll as a visitor to their class from another school. S/he is the same age as the children in the class and goes to a school like theirs. S/he belongs to a family and enjoys doing similar things to them, going swimming, going for a walk, visiting friends, going to McDonalds! But just as the children in the class have similarities within their own families so there are differences. Those differences between families can be explored. Ensure the persona doll’s family is included in the discussions. As the children become familiar with the doll’s family so the family belonging to a faith tradition can also be introduced. This enables stories, religious celebrations, customs and religious artefacts to be explored and discussed within the safe confines of the dolls persona. 

Below is a story of an Asian girl who belongs to a Muslim family:

The story of Saffiyya

Saffiyya lives with her Mum and Dad and big brother Adam.

Saffiyya is a Muslim; she has beautiful dark brown hair, brown eyes and light brown skin. She loves to wear shiny bobbles and slides in her hair but when she goes to school her mum says she must wear her school bobble which matches her uniform. 

Saffiyya lives in a big house with her Grandma and Grandad. Her Aunty and Uncle live close by with her 3 cousins. She loves to play with her cousins, she sees her cousins nearly every day. She loves to play in the garden. In her garden she has a climbing frame, she is learning to do summersaults over the high bar! In her cousins garden they have a big swing, Saffiyya needs to have someone to push her at the moment, she hopes she will soon learn to swing on her own. Her Uncle Ahmed often reads them stories. Her favourite story is ‘The hungry caterpillar’ but her older cousins enjoy stories about dragons and monsters. The stories frighten her sometimes but Uncle Ahmed just says they are only pretend and not to worry.

Saffiyya goes to school; she is in the Reception class. Adam and Saffiyya’s older cousins go to school as well, they are in the juniors. Uzair will be going to secondary school next year. He is excited about going to the ‘big’ school. 

Adam and his cousins also go to school on a Saturday at the Mosque. It is called the Madrassa or Mosque School. They are learning to read the Qur’an which is written in Arabic. Adam sometimes shows Saffiyya some Arabic writing; she thinks it looks very difficult to understand.

Saffiyya and her family pray to Allah. That is the special name Muslims use for God. They pray 5 times a day. They have special prayers to say at different times of the day. Saffiyya’s Dad prays at the Mosque. Her Mum prays at home using her special prayer mat. Saffiyya is learning the special prayers and likes to pray with her Mum when she can. Saffiyya has her own little prayer mat. It was a present from her Grandma and Grandad

Saffiyya thinks her Mum is very beautiful. She wears lovely clothes. On special occasions she wears a special dress called a sari. She always wears trousers or a long skirt that match her dress. When she goes out she wears a scarf over her head. Saffiyya loves to brush her mum’s long hair; she is learning to plait it with her Grandma’s help. Her mum can do a French plait in Saffiyya’s hair.
Saffiyya’s dad is a builder. He built their house. Her Uncle is a builder too, Dad and Uncle Ahmed work together. Adam wants to be a builder as well but Mum and Dad say he has to work hard at school before he decides what to do. Saffiyya wants to be a doctor so she can help to make people who are sick better. Mum and Dad say she will have to work very hard at school if she wants to be a doctor.

Saffiyya loves to play with her dolls. She also likes to build with her brother’s Lego. Mum and Dad say she can have some Lego of her own for her birthday if she would like. She would like the dinosaur Lego, they have it at school and she loves to play with it there. 

Saffiyya is very excited. Her Aunty has just had a baby girl. She has been told she is a special gift from Allah. All the family went to see the new baby. When all the family was there the baby was washed and the call of prayer was whispered into her right ear. A second prayer, the call to worship was whispered into her left ear. Next a little spot of honey was placed on the baby’s tongue. Her Aunty told Saffiyya it was a sign of a happy life for the new baby. 

At the weekend, 7 days after baby Yasmin was born all the family are meeting again to name the baby. The ceremony is called ‘Aqiqah’. The baby is named, its head is shaved and the hair is weighed. Aunty and Uncle will give the babies weight of hair in silver to help the poor. Saffiyya is very excited about the family party. She wonders if she will get a chance to cuddle the baby. 

Saffya’s Dad has been observing Ramadan but Saffiyya is glad that Ramadan has finished. Ramadan is a very special time for Muslims. All the grown ups have to fast for a whole month. Fasting means not eating anything. Muslims cannot eat anything during the day. That means they have to get up very, very early before it is light to have some breakfast then they don’t eat or drink anything until it is dark at night. Saffiyya’s Dad always fasts during Ramadan and her Mum does when she can. Saffiyya’s Mum had been poorly so she couldn’t fast during Ramadan this time. Dad sometimes gets a bit grumpy but Saffiyya tries to understand that Ramadan is a special time for Dad when he can show how much he loves Allah.

At the end of Ramadan everyone goes to the Mosque and then they have a special party. This special time is called Eid. Saffiyya and her family had a big Eid party. Saffiyya had a beautiful new dress that her Grandma helped to make. It was pink with shiny stars, she thought she looked like a princess. Grandad said she was nearly as beautiful as Mummy! She was so excited about wearing it for the Eid party. They had special party food. Mum and Grandma spent lots of days getting ready for the party. Saffiyya loved helping Mum and Grandma when she got home from school. At the party everyone gives and receives presents. Saffiyya had a beautiful necklace from Mum and Dad. It looked perfect with her new dress. And now they were having another party for the new baby. Saffiyya cannot wait to wear her new Eid dress again. 

Saffyya’s Aunty and Uncle are going on a special holiday to Mecca. Mecca is a very holy place where Mohammed (pbuh) was born. All Muslims try to go to Mecca at least once in their lifetime and now it is Saffyya’s Aunty and Uncles turn. This special holiday is called Hajj. They are very excited but so is Saffyya. When they go on holiday Saffyya and her mum are going to look after baby Yasmin. 
