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In 2011, the Zoological Society of Milwaukee’s 
Conservation Education Department launched 
Kohl’s Wild Theatre (KWT), an ongoing 
program that provides conservation-themed 
performances using drama, songs, and 
puppetry for families at the Milwaukee County 
Zoo (Wisconsin, USA). KWT provides three 
types of programming: stage performances, 
at-exhibit performances, and outreach 
performances for schools and other community 
organizations.

Stage Performances
Each KWT show is designed to engage a 
family audience for 15 minutes and teach a 
basic conservation concept (see Table 1 for 
topics). Performances occur outdoors in an open-
air theatre and are performed by three professional 
actors. All plays are developed in-house by staff or 
contracted playwrights. The writing process begins 
by selecting a featured animal species, a threat that 
animal faces in the wild, and a specific action that 
children can take at home to help (e.g., recycling 
electronics). This selection process is often 
influenced by current events, new additions to the 
animal collection, or other zoo initiatives that we 
want to highlight. Once topics are determined, the 
playwright submits a concept for approval and then 
writes an original play with all the core elements 
of drama, including plot, characters, theme, music, 
and technical elements such as sets, costumes, and 
puppets. Every play engages audiences through 
group sound effects, movements, and other styles 
of participation. This involvement helps connect 
audiences to the conservation behaviors being 
promoted. Shows are targeted for an elementary 
school-aged audience; however, many elements 

make the performance appealing to the whole 
family. 

At-Exhibit Performances
At a fundamental level, our performances presented 
in front of zoo exhibits serve as interpretive devices. 
However the experience is not equivalent to what would 
be delivered by a docent (volunteer).  A team of two 
actors travel to specific exhibits equipped with puppets, 
magic tricks and a variety of topical, 30-second skits. 

At the exhibit, actors go into a set of ‘structured 
improv’. This is the term we use to give actors the 
leeway to choose the tools that best serve the 
audience present. If there is a big crowd, the actors 
will jump into a 30-second skit to attract everyone’s 
attention. If presenting to a handful of elementary-aged 
children, the actors might use an educationally-based 
magic trick. Or if the behavior of animals on exhibit is 
especially captivating, then the actors can put away 
the props and observe with the public, taking time to 
answer questions and point out valuable information. 

Zoo Theatre: A performance approach to 
conservation interpretation
James Mills1, Dave McLellan2, Kari Williams3

1Director of Conservation Education, Zoological Society of Milwaukee
2Theatre Coordinator, Zoological Society of Milwaukee
3Audience Research Specialist, Milwaukee County Zoo

Abstract:
For centuries, theatre has brought communities together through stories, providing perspective on our 
place in the greater world. From the ancient Greeks to contemporary Broadway shows, theatre ignites 
discussion on society’s most pressing issues. What better medium to engage zoo guests in thinking 
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entertainment and enhancing the zoo visit.

The Strange Case of the Alien Invasion is a 15-minute play 
starring a detective trying to solve the mysteries behind invasive 
species. In this scene, an eastern tiger salamander (Ambystoma 
tigrinum) reacts to the presence of earthworms (Lumbricus spp.), 
animals that are invasive to Wisconsin. forests.
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Actors make fantastic interpreters because they are trained 
to connect with people on an emotional level and convey 
information in a meaningful way. 

Outreach in the Community
In addition to on-site work at the zoo, our teams of 

actors travel into 
the community to 
deliver 45-minute 
assembly programs 
for schools 
and community 
organizations. We 
offer three different 
program topics for 
schools to choose 
at any given time. 
The types of 
programs fall into 
three categories: 
short, medium, and 
long forms. Short-
form programs 
consist of a series 
of five-minute skits 

combined to create a longer performance. 
The medium form consists of two related 
15-minute shows connected by transitional 
material. The long form is a more traditional 
theatre style where we present a 45-minute 
play from beginning to end. 

Each format provides different educational 
opportunities. For example, the short 
form gives us the chance to cover several 
concepts briefly whereas the long form 
explores a primary concept in depth. 
No matter the form of performance, we 
always allow five to seven minutes at the 
end to answer audience questions about 
the material presented.

Whenever we travel to a venue, we provide 
our own sets, costumes, props, and 

sound system. Our sound technology includes 
wireless microphones, an operating console to 
manage sound cues backstage, an amplifier, 
and speakers. All we require of performance 
venues is a 5.5-by-6-meter performance space 
and a working electrical outlet.

Why No Animals?
We often get requests to include live animals 
in our presentations. The suggestion seems 
reasonable; we come from a zoo, after all. 
However, there are good reasons not to 
include live animals in this style of education. 
At a fundamental level, theatre is an exercise 
of imagination. Whether the audience is 
comprised of children or adults, watching a 
play demands the ability to suspend disbelief. 
To include a live animal in that process 
would distract the audience and dismantle 
the imaginary circumstances that have 
been established through the performance. 
Additionally, the inclusion of animals would 
limit our scheduling and travel flexibility. 
Animal welfare and management would 
become top priority, which would constrain 
our ability to perform in a variety of venues 
and circumstances. Live animal presentations 
are also already offered throughout our zoo to 
provide a variety of guest experiences. 

This two-person skit called The Biodiversity Pep Rally 
shares enthusiasm for all forms of life.

Bullies and Bonobos is a “long form” outreach 
play that teaches concepts in great ape 
conservation and also explores the issue of 
bullying. The play highlights the bonobos’ (Pan 
paniscus) demonstrated capacity for empathy 
– a core concept in anti-bullying programs as 
well as in conservation education.
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Evaluation
Stated goals for KWT include educating audience members about wildlife, including challenges faced by 
animals and actions the audience can take to directly or indirectly protect animals. To gauge the success of 
KWT in meeting those goals, post-show interviews are conducted with groups who see a stage show at the 
zoo. Short interviews were also conducted with adults leaving exhibit spaces to compare knowledge gain at 
exhibits with and without actor-interpreters. 

For outreach programs, feedback is collected from teachers and event organizers as to the perceived 
educational value of performances. In the first year of outreach programming, 90% of teachers said they 
were extremely likely to recommend KWT to others.

Results from the first two summers of KWT at the zoo indicate that conservation messages are effectively 
conveyed to zoo guests. In family interviews after stage performances, 93% of adults and 78% of children 
aged 6-12 years could name a threat to the animal featured in the play; 94% of adults and 60% of children 
aged 6-12 years could list something they could do at home to help wildlife.

Interpretation by actors at exhibits was also effective in educating the public. Adults leaving exhibit areas 
were asked if they recalled learning anything new while at the exhibit. Guests who encountered KWT actors 
could recall new information at higher rates (64% vs. 35%) than those who experienced exhibits without 
actor-interpreters.

The presentation of live theatere complements other zoo-going experiences and is an effective interpretation 
tool. Our audiences respond positively to conservation messages reinforced by audience participation and 
memorable lyrics. We have witnessed zoo guests singing songs from our shows and discussing featured 
conservation messages as they move throughout the zoo. Theatrical techniques appear to be a powerful 
means to reach zoo guests emotionally as well as intellectually.

Show Title      Conservation Message
A Climb Through Time     Palm oil crisis
Lights, Camera, Arctic!    Climate change and carbon footprints 
The Mysterious Case of the Disappearing Bees Colony collapse disorder
The Spot of the Jaguar    Deforestation and umbrella species
Treasure of the Sea     Sustainable seafood
The Great Wisconsin Zoo-per Bowl   Preserving Wisconsin habitats
Journey to the Rich Coast    Migratory bird conservation 
The Strange Case of the Alien Invasion  Invasive species
The Legend of Hibernacula    Bat conservation
Bullies and Bonobos     Coltan recycling and promotion of empathy
Biodiversity Pep Rally     The interdependent nature of all species
The Bachelor-Pette     Challenges of exotic pets
The Wonderful Lizard of ooZ    Chytrid fungus and invasive pets
Dr McGhee Learns about the Sea   Ocean acidification

Table 1: Kohl’s Wild Theater Performance Topics

Acknowledgements
Kohl’s Wild Theater is made possible by a partnership among Kohl’s Cares, the Milwaukee County 
Zoo, and the Zoological Society of Milwaukee.
All photos are courtesy of the Zoological Society of Milwaukee and Richard Brodzeller. 

Author contact information:
James Mills, jamesm@zoosociety.org

Editor’s note: Theatre or Theater? - In general throughout the journal the accepted English spelling of words 
has been used, so ‘theatre’  rather than theater (which is commonly used in ‘American English’). The spelling 
of the word ‘program’  is now accepted English as well as the original English spelling, programme, so both 
spellings have been used in the journal.




