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T he Point of Short, Short 
Fiction: Fables + Folk 
& Fairy Tales (Stories)  

Fiction is untrue material.  Ideas for fiction can come 
from true events, or they can be imaginary.  In both 
situations, fiction is made up. It’s created.  It’s not real.  
A whole book can be fiction. A story can be fiction too. 
We can find fictional stories in books, magazines, news-
papers, speeches, and in many other places, often online.  
There are many different kinds of fiction. Some of these 
narratives are very brief. Here are some types of short,    
short fiction stories that are very, very old.  

 A fable is a story about human nature with a “moral.”                   
It teaches a lesson. Sometimes, the “moral truth” is                     
clear from the story. Other times, the fable ends with                      
a principle. Its explanation tells the point of the story. 
The early fables were social or political criticism. The 
story-teller was really talking about people’s faults and 
weaknesses. But usually the characters of a fable were 
animals, creatures, forces of nature, plants, or objects. 
Then the stories did not seem so dangerous. And people 
could use them to teach moral lessons to children. 
Many fables came from a Greek man named Aesop, who  
lived thousands of years ago. He got the ideas for his 
mythical stories from other people and other cultures.  
The fables became very, very famous. Many traditional 
proverbs and sayings have come from Aesop’s Fables.  

 A folktale is a traditional story. Nearly every culture                   
has them.  A “fairy tale” is a fantasy with good and bad 
magical characters—like fairies and witches. Often,                   
the story is about royalty—like a king or  a princess. 
Another kind of folk fiction has ordinary people in it.                
The people in these stories can be good or bad, poor                    
or rich, and clever or foolish. Like fables, folktales    
usually have moral lessons or teaching points.   

ABOVE: some kinds of 
characters in fables and 

folk tales: a hare +                      
a tortoise; lions that  are 
royalty (a king, a queen, 
a prince), a genie, an elf. 
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Grammatical structure 
shows meaning in many 

ways. Does a sentence 
seem difficult to 

understand? Then  
answer these questions: 

1. What is the subject of 
the sentence? Who or 

what is the sentence 
about? For example, 
here are the subjects 

of some sentences 
from FABLE1:                   

The Cat & the Mice: 
 Some mice 
 The people 

 delicious leftovers 
 a big, mean cat 

2. Which word(s) is/are 
(part of) the verb of 

the sentence? 
EXAMPLES: 
 are living 

 have 
 are 

 can get 

3. Does the verb take     
an “object?” Does    

the subject “act on” 
something/someone?  

EXAMPLES:  
 wonderful meals 

 a meeting 
 a bell 

Can you find                            
the subjects of  

sentences in the fable 
The Cat and the 

Mice? Can you find                       
the verbs? Can you find 

the objects of verbs? Who will put a bell 
on the cat?  

 
READING 

ABOUT 
READING:    
How can 

phrase or 
sentence grammar 

show meaning? 

Fables with Morals   
Here are some well-known fables 
(imaginary tales, myths, legends,                   
parables, etc.) from folk tradition.  
1. Read each title. Read the fable for meaning.                  

In a few sentences, answer these questions: 
How does the story begin? What happens first?                  
What occurs after that? How does the story end? 

2. After each fable are three possible explanations of                 
the “moral” (teaching point or lesson) of the story.    
Some are traditional proverbs or quotes. In your 
opinion, which sentence best clarifies its point?                         
Why do you think so? (You can check with pages                    
35-37 of the WTP? Answer Key at the end of this book.) 

3. Do you agree with the “wisdom” or “instructional 
message” of each fictional tale? Why or why not?                
Give examples from your own experience/knowledge.  

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 4-A 

FABLE 1: THE CAT & THE MICE 
Some mice are living in a house. The people 
have wonderful meals. There are delicious 
leftovers (foods) to eat. But there’s one 
problem. There’s a big, mean cat in the 
house. The mice are afraid of the cat. They have a meeting. 

“That horrible cat is a big problem for us,” says one mouse.  

“I have an idea,” says another mouse. “We can get a bell.                     
We can tie the bell to the cat’s neck.” 

“That’s a great idea,” says a third mouse. “We will hear the 
bell. Then we can run away. The cat can’t get us.” 

All the mice are happy about the plan. But then one of them  
says, “But which one of us will put the bell on the cat?” 

What is the moral of the story? Circle the letter a, b, or c.  

a. Better late than never. 
b. Easier said than done. 
c. When the cat is away, the mice will play.   

Some mice are living in 
a house with a cat.  
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What is the moral of the story? Circle the letter a, b, or c.  

a. Don’t bite the hand that feeds you. 
b. Don’t put all your eggs in one basket.   
c. In some situations, even an expensive 

thing is worthless (of no value).    

READING 
ABOUT 
READING  
What are some 
more useful 
grammar questions? 

FABLE 2: THE BOY WHO CRIES “WOLF”  
It’s a boy’s job is to take care of sheep.                   
But he often gets bored. He wants some 
excitement. He runs toward the village and 
cries out, “Wolf! Wolf!”  The villagers hear                       
his cries  and come to help him.  But they find 
nothing. They go back to their work and homes.  

This trick is fun for the boy. For more 
excitement,  he does the same thing again.                   
He cries “Wolf! Wolf!” several more times.                                  
Each time, the people from the village come                   
to help. But there is no danger.  There’s no 
wolf. The villagers go home angry.  

One day some wolves really do come out of              
the forest. Again, the boy cries out, “Wolf! 
Wolf!” But the villagers don’t believe there is 
danger. They don’t trust the boy. They think 
he’s playing another trick. They don’t come to 
help. The wolves kill one sheep after another.  

    What’s the moral of the story? Circle the letter a, b, or c.                   

a. From a liar, no one can believe the truth.  
b. Truth is stranger than fiction. 
c. Don’t be a wolf in sheep’s clothing.    

FABLE 3: THE ROOSTER & THE JEWEL 
A rooster lives on a farm. He’s very hungry. He’s scratching                   
for food in the barnyard. He finds a shiny jewel in the dirt.                      
He thinks it’s corn, but he can’t bite or chew it. He drops it.  

The rooster says to himself, “This shiny thing is really 
beautiful. Perhaps it’s very valuable. But I can’t eat it, so I 
don’t want it. I can’t even trade it for one good piece of corn.”    

To help readers 
understand meaning, 
here are more questions 
to ask about sentences:  

1. Which words tell 
who? As examples, 
here are typical  
answers from  FABLE  
2: The Boy Who  
Cries “Wolf.”  
  a boy with his sheep 
  the villagers 
  some wolves  

2. Which words answer 
the question What 
happens?                               
For example: 
 The boy takes care of  

sheep in his job. 
 He cries “Wolf!”  

3. Which words tell 
where or when? 
EXAMPLES:   
 outside the village 
 near the forest 
 over several days 

4. Which words tell why 
or how? EXAMPLES:   
 because he’s bored 
 for excitement 
 He plays a trick.  
 They don’t believe 

him, so . . . . . 

Can you answer these 
four questions about 
FABLES 1, 2, 3?                  

Later, answer the the 
same questions about 
FABLES 5-8—and other 
fictional narratives, too.  

A bored shepherd 
boy plays a trick.               

Wolf! 
Wolf! 

One day wolves 
really do come.  
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FABLE 4: THE FOX & THE GRAPES 
A fox is very hungry. High on a vine in a 
garden he sees a bunch of juicy grapes. 
They look delicious. He tries to get them.  
He jumps and jumps, but he can’t reach    
the fruit. The vine is too high.  He goes 
back a short way. Then he takes a running 
start and jumps for the grapes again. Again 
he misses. He tries to climb the wall, but  still the vine is 
higher than his reach. Finally, he gives up.  

Now the fox is not only hungry. He’s very tired too.  
He leaves the garden. He feels terrible. So he                   
says, “I don’t want those grapes anyway. They’re 
probably not sweet at all. I’m sure they’re sour.”  

What’s the moral of the story? Circle the letter a, b, or c.  

a. If we can’t have something, it’s better not to want it. 
b. The early bird catches the worm. 
c. You can’t have your cake and eat it too.    

What is the moral of the story? Circle the letter a, b, or c. 

a. Beauty is only skin deep. 
b. Actions speak louder than words. 
c. Clothes don’t make a man. His talk gives him away.     

Here are more grammar 
clues to help readers 

understand the meaning  
of sentence structures:  

1. NUMBER = singular 
(one) or plural (more 

than one). Some nouns, 
pronouns, and verbs 

have singular + plural 
forms.  These examples 

are from FABLES 1-5.   

2. KINDS OF NOUNS.                     
Some nouns don’t                
have plural forms.                 

They are “non-count”  
or uncountable nouns. 
They go with singular 

verbs. EXAMPLES:                 
food, fun, work, corn.  

Can you find nouns                   
and pronouns in FABLES    
1-5? Are they singular, 
plural, or uncountable? 

Which verbs are singular? 
Which are plural?  

What questions (Who? 
What? Where? When? 

How? Why?)  do the 
singular and plural 

phrases answer?  

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:  
What are 

some other 
grammar clues?  

FABLE 5: THE DONKEY IN THE LION’S SKIN 
A donkey finds the skin of a dead lion.                   
He puts it on. Without a sound, he walks 
around the forest. In the skin, he tries to 
frighten the other animals.  They see the 
lion’s fur and mane. Scared, they run away.  

Only the clever fox is not afraid of the donkey.  
The fox makes fun of him. To scare the fox,  the donkey 
tries to roar like a lion.  But only a donkey’s bray (loud, 
harsh sound) comes out of his mouth.   

The fox laughs at the sound. He says, “Why did you open 
your mouth? Now I know you are only an ass (a donkey).”     

Ee-
yaw

! 

Ee-
yaw

! 

No other animal                           
can roar like a lion.  

SINGULAR PLURAL 
mouse mice 

wolf wolves 
sheep sheep 
grape grapes 

he, she, it they 
is are 

is living are living 
kills kill 
says say 

“sour grapes” 

A fox tries again and again 
to get some grapes.  
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FABLE 6: THE GRASSHOPPER & THE ANT 
All summer an ant works and works.                     
The tiny insect (bug) finds grains of food.                          
He puts them in the sun to dry. He collects    
provisions (food)) for winter.  At the same 
time, a grasshopper is having fun dancing 
and making music. He’s fiddling away time.  

Winter comes. The grasshopper is cold and hungry.                       
He sees the ant with all his food.  He wants some of it.  

“What were you doing all summer?” the ant asks.  

“I was fiddling and dancing,” answers the grasshopper. 

“Well, then,” says the ant. “You can fiddle (waste time)      
and dance all winter too.”  

 What is the moral of the story? Circle the letter a, b, or c.  

a. All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. 
b. You shouldn’t play all the time. Save for a rainy day. 
c. There’s no time like the present.  

Verb forms can also give 
clues to meaning:  

1. VERB TENSES = present, 
past, future. Narratives 
can be in the present or 
the past, but not in both 
time frames at the same 
time. Here are examples 
of present-tense forms 
from  FABLE 6:  
 An ant works and 

works all summer. 
 A grasshopper is 

having fun.  

Here are the same 
sentences in past time: 
 An ant worked and 

worked all summer. 
 A grasshopper was 

having fun.  

2. MODAL VERBS = can, 
could, will, should, etc.  
Modal verbs can come 
before other verbs.                    

The modal will / ’ll /won’t 
can mean future time. 
EXAMPLES: 
 Who will put the bell                 

on the cat? 
 I’ll cut the goose open.  

The modals can/cannot /
can’t mean be able or  
unable to. EXAMPLES:   
 Can a farmer get rich 

from a golden goose?  

 You can’t lay eggs.  

Find verbs and (modal) 
verb phrases in Fables               
1-7. Are they for the 
present, the past, or                    
the future time frame?  

READING ABOUT 
READING:    
Are there verb-
related clues to 
meaning?  

FABLE 7: A GOOSE WITH GOLDEN EGGS 
A farmer has a goose. The goose lays an 
egg every day. But one day the goose lays       
a golden egg. The farmer is surprised.                   
The next day the goose lays another egg                  
of gold, and the next, and the next, . . . .  

The farmer sells the eggs for a lot of money.                  
He gets richer and richer. But he also gets 
greedy. He wants more than one golden egg 
every day. He wants all the gold at once.                                   
So he kills the goose. He cuts her open.                      
He finds no gold—just the insides of a dead goose.  

What’s the moral of the story? Circle the letter a, b, or c.  

a. If you are greedy, you can lose everything. 
b. All that glitters is not gold. 
c. Birds of a feather flock together.  

Wow! 
A golden 

egg! 

As the farmer gets  
rich, he gets greedy. 

The grasshopper 
fiddles while the ant 

works and works.  
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FABLE 8: THE LION & THE MOUSE 
A lion has another name. It is called the “king of the 
jungle.” It has this name because it is the strongest                     
and most powerful animal in the tropical forest. 

One day a lion is sleeping. He feels something in 
his mane (long hair). He moves his paw (hand) 
and catches a little mouse. “Grrrrr,” he growls 
loudly. “You miserable little thing. What are  
you doing in my mane? I should eat you up!”  

“Oh, please, strong king,” squeals 
(squeaks) the mouse in a tiny, high voice. 
“Please don’t eat me.  If you let me go, some day I can   
help you. I promise—I’ll repay your kindness.” 

The lion laughs and laughs. “How can a squeaky weak 
mouse help a big and powerful lion?” But he opens his    
paw and lets the mouse go. The mouse runs away. 

A short time later the lion is hunting for food in the forest. 
But some hunters are looking for the lion. He gets                       
caught in their trap. He can’t get out of the hunters’ net. 
He growls and roars with anger. But  the trappers’ rope                
is too strong for even a powerful lion. 

Soon the mouse hears the lion’s angry 
sounds. He knows the lion’s roars, so   
he runs to help.  He gnaws on the ropes 
of the trap. He chews through one rope 
and then another and another.  

Finally, the lion is free.  No hunters can 
get him. He has run off into the forest.  

 What is the moral of the story? Circle the letter a, b, or c.  

a. If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.                          
Also, don’t give up the ship. 

b. You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.                   
Also, experience is the best teacher. 

c. One good turn deserves another.                                      
Also, strength is not the same as size.   

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:  
Are there    

other sentence 
structure clues? 

Punctuation (commas, 
parentheses, quotation 

marks, etc.) can give 
clues to meaning.  

1. APOSTROPHES appear     
in possessives and 

contractions. EXAMPLES:   
 It’s a lion’s roar. =                    

It is the roar of a lion.  
 Don’t touch hunters’ 

traps. = Do not touch 
the traps of hunters. 

2. QUOTATION MARKS.                
The words between the 

quotation marks of                   
a pair “. . .” can be                    

the sounds or words of 
a character.  EXAMPLES:  
 “Grrrrr,” growls the 

lion. “I’ll eat you!“  
 The mouse says, 
“Please let me go.” 

There can be quotation 
marks “. . .” around a 
special use of words. 

EXAMPLE:  
 The lion is “king” of 

the jungle. 

3. PARENTHESES. Words 
between parentheses    

( . . . ) can be 
explanations of other 

words. EXAMPLES:  
 a lion’s paw (hand) 

 his mane (hair) 

Can you find these        
three kinds of 

punctuation in Fables 
1-8? What clues do 

they give to meaning? 

At first, the “King of the 
Jungle” acts mean to               

the scared little mouse.  

I can’t 
believe this.  

The mouse gnaws on the 
ropes, finally freeing the lion.  
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Folk + Fairy Tales 
Originally, most folktales came from 
the “folk” (ordinary people) of a 
culture. People told these stories 
again and again. They handed them down from 
generation to generation. For this reason, many 
of them have lasted. They have stayed part of the 
culture—or become internationally known.  So have                
fairy tales (fantasies, most for children, with mythical 
characters and magical events).   
Some of the stories have changed with time. Also, 
ordinary people have created modern “myths,”           
“legends, “parables,” and other fiction. Sometimes                    
the story lines of these imaginative narratives are                    
similar to those that originated long ago.  
1. Following are some retellings of very old tales from 

various cultures. First, read the information about                 
the narration. It’s in a box in a top corner of the page.  

2. Read each story for meaning. What happens in                   
the narrative account? Make sure you understand                 
the important action or events (occurrences or 
happenings) of the plot. Read to get the main point;                   
the moral or lesson of the tale, if any; and the     
significant (meaningful) details of the narration.  

3. After each folk story are some questions about                             
the essential information in it. Answer the questions                    
in your own words. You can check your responses                  
with the suggestions on pages 35 to 37 of the Answer 
Key to What’s the Point? Book One.  

4. Work with others. In turn, tell your responses to the 
questions. Include all the necessary information in 
whole sentences. Then your answers will be another 
“retelling” of the narrative (+ “message”) of the story.    

5. Listen to others’ retelling of each tale. 
Help the storytellers to convey                         
the important information in their                 
own words.  Prompt them to make                      
the point or message of the story clear.  

Interesting reading 
material may have new                 
or unfamiliar vocabulary 
in it. And of course, old 
narratives contain words                
not very common today. 
Even so, we don’t need               
a dictionary to read 
materials at appropriate   
levels of difficulty for us. 
Often, we can guess 
meanings of new items 
from “clues” in the same 
or nearby sentences.  
Here are some common 
kinds of vocabulary clues: 

1. VOCABULARY EXPLANA-
TIONS in parentheses                 
( . . . ) or after a comma 
( , ) or dash ( — ), as in:   

 Folktales come from  
“common folk,” the 
ordinary people of                  
a cultural group. 

 Summarize the plot 
(the story line). 

 Tell only important 
events—meaningful  
occurrences 
(happenings). 

2.  WORDS AFTER BE 
(nouns or adjectives 
“equal to” the subject). 
EXAMPLES:   

 A folktale is a kind               
of fictional story.    

 Your answers will                 
be another “retelling” 
of the story. 

 

READING 
ABOUT 
READING:    
What if an old 
story contains 
“new” words or items  
we don’t yet know? 

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 4-B 
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FAIRY TALE 1: THE PRINCESS & THE PEA 

A 
 prince wants to marry a princess. But he wants              
only a real princess. He travels far and wide.                       
He meets many beautiful women. They say they                    

are authentic royalty.  But with every one, something                            
seems wrong. He goes home sad and lonely.  

One night there is a terrible storm—with lightening                    
and thunder. The downpour (rain) comes down hard.                  
There’s a knock at the door. The king opens it.  

There’s a young woman at the door. She is soaked                     
from head to toe. Her hair is dripping wet. Her clothes                   
are soaked too. She’s a funny sight. But still she says                      
she is a real princess. 

“We’ll soon find out,” thinks the queen. 
But she doesn’t say anything.  She   
goes to the guest bedroom.  On                    
the bed frame she puts a tiny pea. 
She  puts twenty mattresses on the 
frame.  On top of the mattresses she 
puts twenty thick blankets.  She tells 
the young visitor to sleep on this high 
bed. The next morning, everyone asks 
the guest, “How did you sleep?” 

“Terrible,” the princess complains. “I slept badly all night. 
Something hard was in my bed. I’m bruised all over from   
that hard thing. Every part of me hurts!” 

The queen says, “Only a real princess can be so sensitive.”   
So the prince takes the princess for his wife. And the pea?                  
It’s in a museum. This is a true story, you know.  

Answer these questions in your own words.   

1. What is the title of the fairy tale?   
2. Who are the characters in the tale? 
3. How does the story begin? 
4. What happens in the story? (Tell the events in order. 

Include all but only the important information.)  
5. How does the story end? 
6. What’s the moral, lesson, or point of the story? 

Here are more kinds of 
cues or clues to help with 

guesses at vocabulary. 

3. WORDS WITH SIMILAR 
MEANINGS. Often, a 

sentence or paragraph 
contains a synonym or 
a simple explanation of 
a new or difficult word. 

EXAMPLES: A prince 
wants to meet a real 

princess who is 
authentic royalty. 
(authentic = real; 

princess = a kind of 
royalty).    

4. OTHER KINDS OF 
VOCABULARY CLUES:                        

 The delicate, sensitive 
girl was so bruised 

she was sore all over. 
(delicate = sensitive; 

bruised = sore). 

Can you find other new 
words in these stories? 

Can you guess their 
meanings from  

vocabulary clues?    

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:    
What are other 

kinds of 
vocabulary 

clues to meaning? 

Is this young visitor so sensitive                
that she’s a real princess? (Is she                 
a diva, a prima donna, or royalty?) 

The Princess & the 
Pea is a 19th 

Century fairy tale by 
Danish Hans 

Christian Andersen.                   
In it, a young                           

woman’s royal      
identity                           

is “proven”                         
by a test of                             

her physical  
sensitivity.  
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FOLKTALE 2: THE OLD MAN AND HIS GRANDSON 

O nce upon a time there’s a very old man. He                      
can’t see so well any more. He’s hard of hearing.                         
His legs shake when he walks. At the table he                    

can’t  hold his spoon very well. He often spills food                 
when he eats. Some of the soup drips out of his mouth. 

The man’s son and daughter-in-law are disgusted with                    
his habits. They feel sick when they look at him. So at 
mealtime they make him sit in a corner behind the stove. 
They give him food in a clay bowl—and only a small 
amount. The man often looks at his family at the table. 
Tears come to his eyes. 

One day the man’s hands are shaking and shaking.                   
He can’t hold on to the bowl. It falls to the floor and    
breaks. The son’s wife yells at her father-in-law.                                      
The old man doesn’t answer. Then she buys him                                
a cheap wooden bowl, and he has to eat out of that.  

A short time later, the four-year-old grandson is putting 
together some pieces of wood. “What are you 
doing?” asks his father. 

The child answers, “I’m making a little wooden trough.”  
(A trough is a long, narrow box for animal feed or slop.)                       
“My mother and father will eat out of it when I grow up.” 

The husband and wife look at each other. Then they begin 
to cry. They bring the old man back to the table. From then 
on he always sits with the family to eat.  And no one ever 
says anything when he spills a little here and there.   

Answer these questions in your own words.   

1. What is the title of the folktale?   
2. Who are the characters (the people) in the tale?   

How does the story begin? 
3. What happens next in the story? What comes after 

that? (Tell the important events in order. Leave out 
unnecessary words or details.) 

4. How does the story end? (Is the ending happy?) 
5. What’s the moral, lesson, or point of the story?  

In the 1800s                            
in Germany                   
the brothers 
Jacob and 
Wilhelm Grimm 
collected and 
rewrote many                  
folk + fairy tales.  
Some of their tales 
are still popular 
today. Do you know 
the story of Little Red 
Riding Hood? Snow 
White? Cinderella? 
Hansel and Gretel?  
These are only a few 
of the English titles of 
Grimms’ Fairy Tales.   
The Old Man and     
His Grandson is                     
a very short story 
from the collection 
of the Brothers 
Grimm. It’s not   
really a “fairy tale” 
because it doesn’t  
contain magic or 
imaginary figures. 
Like many fables 
and folktales, it’s                   
a teaching story.   
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FOLKTALE 3: MISFORTUNE 

O 
nce upon a time a man comes                         
on very hard times. He gets                 
poorer and poorer.  He doesn’t 

even have a piece of wood for the fire.                      
So he goes to the forest to cut down a tree. 
All the trees are too big and thick for him. So he goes 
deeper into the forest to find a smaller tree. 

Deep in the forest some wolves see him.                       
They begin to attack the unfortunate man.                     
He runs away and escapes to a bridge.                          
He starts to cross, but the weak bridge                   
breaks and collapses. What can the poor man                 
do now? If he stays put, the wolves will come               
after him, catch him, and tear him to pieces.  

The desperate man jumps into the water.                        
But he can’t swim, so he sinks to the bottom. 
Some fishermen on the other side see him.                  
They jump in and save him.  He’s unconscious. 
They put him against an old wall. The sun warms 
him. He finally comes to (becomes conscious).   

The man is happy to be alive. He thanks                     
the fishermen. He starts to tell them his story. 
But suddenly some bricks fall on top of him.                 
Finally the wall collapses and kills him.   

Answer these questions in your own words.   

1. What is the title of the folktale?   
2. Who are its (main or only) characters?  
3. How does the story begin (start out)? 
4. What happens in the story? (Tell the events in 

time order, but only the important information 
without unnecessary words.) 

5. How does the story end? 
6. What kind of narrative is it (fun, scary, realistic, 

unbelievable, or what)? Does it have a moral                 
or teach a lesson? What do you think of it? 

Misfortune                   
is another 

little-known 
“household 

tale” of                    
the Brothers Grimm.                      

It’s different from the 
famous stories 

because it’s so short. 
It has no magic in 
it—just accidents 

and bad luck.    

READING ABOUT 
READING:   

Aren’t fairy tales 
usually happy? 

Aren’t these too 
scary or sad for children?  

Even during the time of the 
Brothers Grimm, people 

disagreed about the value of 
their folk or fairy tales.                     

After their time, teachers and 
parents complained about 

them. Story-tellers and 
writers changed some of 

them.  They took out some of                     
the pain and violence. They 

made romantic animated 
films with music and songs.  

Today educators still argue 
about the morals of these 
kinds of stories. What do 

readers and story-tellers want 
from old and new stories? 

Some people want narratives 
with timeless truths about 

human nature—the bad and 
the good. Some want myths 

with valuable wisdom to 
teach children. And some  

want legends to fit the values 
of the culture and the times.  

What do you think about the 
morals and lessons of 

folktales? Tell your opinions 
and your reasons for them.  

The poor man 
has only 

misfortune.  
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HOUSEHOLD TALE 4: THE NAIL 

A 
merchant has done good business at the fair.                   
He has sold everything. His money bag is full of gold 
and silver. Now he wants to begin the trip home. 

He’s in a hurry to get there before night.  

He packs everything on his horse and rides away.                       
At noon he takes a rest in a town. A stableboy cares for                     
the  animal. After lunch the merchant is ready to continue 
his trip. He goes for his horse. The boy says, “Sir, there’s                  
a nail missing in the shoe of the horse’s left hind hoof.”  

“So there’s a nail missing,” says the man. “So what?                      
The shoe will hold for the rest of the trip. It’s only six                  
hours more. I’m in a hurry.” And he rides away. 

In the afternoon, the merchant stops in another town. 
Another stableboy takes care of his horse. He feeds                     
the animal. Then he comes to the man and says, “Sir, 
there’s a shoe missing from your horse’s left back foot.                    
I can take her to a blacksmith for you.” 

“So there’s a shoe missing. So what? The horse can go  
without a shoe for a few more hours. I’m in a hurry to get 
home.” And the merchant gets on his horse and rides on. 

Soon the horse begins to have trouble. She starts to                
limp (walk with difficulty). She stumbles.  She falls and 
breaks a leg. The man has to leave his poor horse on the 
ground. He puts his heavy bags on his back and makes his 
way home on foot. He doesn’t get there until late at night. 

“What a terrible trip,” he thinks. “And all because of a nail.” 

Answer these questions in your own words.   

1. What’s the title of the story? What does it refer to?   
2. Who or what are the characters in the tale? 
3. How does the story begin? (What’s the setting?) 
4. What are its important happenings (events)?  
5. How does it end? (What kind of ending is it?)  
6. What is its moral or point? How do you know? 

A merchant with his money 
bag on his horse   

The Nail is yet 
another “household 
tale” by Jacob & 
Wilhelm Grimm. 
Why does it seem 
more like a fable 
than a fairy story?  
Because the lesson 
of the story is easy 
to understand.       

a horse’s hoof (foot) with one 
loose nail on its horseshoe  

a horse stumbling (tripping) 

a merchant carrying 
heavy bags on his back all                   

the way home 
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PARABLE 5: THE VALUE OF KNOWLEDGE 

A  merchant comes to a big warehouse to buy       
merchandise (things to sell). By accident he                     
breaks the glass in a showcase. He’s embarrassed 

and apologetic. “I’m so, so sorry,” he says. “Let me pay 
for the pane of glass.” 

“Oh, it’s all right—no apology necessary,” says the owner 
of the warehouse. “It’s just a little thing. I’m glad you 
aren’t hurt. Come on—let’s forget about it with a drink!” 

So the merchant and the owner have a friendly drink. 
They laugh like old friends.  

A very foolish man is watching. He cannot believe his 
eyes. He thinks, “That man broke a little pane of glass                 
in the showcase. For that he gets a glass of wine and                   
a good time. I can break the big front window. I’ll   
probably get a whole bottle of wine and a fine meal!” 

So the silly man picks up a rock. He throws it at the                  
big front window of the warehouse. The window pane 
breaks. The store clerks run out to catch him. They get 
him down on the ground and start to beat him. 

“Wait!” cries the simpleton. “Why are you hitting me?   
That man breaks a pane of glass and he gets a drink.                 
I break a whole window—but what do I get? A beating!” 

“Fool!” shouts the owner of the warehouse. “That                    
man is my best customer. If he breaks a pane of glass, 
so what? But you—idiot—broke my big front window.                    
What good do I get from you?”  

Answer these questions in your own words.   

1. What is the title of the tale? (What’s its focus?)  
2. Who are the characters (the people) in the tale? 
3. How does the story begin? (What’s the situation?) 
4. What happens in the story?  
5. How does the story end? 
6. Does the story have a moral or teach a lesson? 

Does it have a point? What do you think of it? 

Despite a broken glass, a 
merchant and a warehouse 
owner have a friendly drink.  

A competitive simpleton                     
has a very foolish idea.  

The ideas of                           
this symbolic 

narrative—but not the 
words—came from  A 

Treasury of Jewish 
Folklore, collected by 

Nathan Ausubel 
(Crown Publishers. 

1948).  
How is it typical                          

of folktales about 
ordinary people?                   

The main character is  
a “simpleton”—a very 

stupid or foolish person. 
Other characters use 

their heads (think).  
How is the story typical 

of a Jewish folktale?                    
It contains wisdom                  

with humor.                                         
It’s a “parable”—                    

a simple story with                 
a moral or religious 

lesson.  
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FOLK STORY 6: A WIFE’S ONE WISH 

A  fter ten years of marriage, a man’s wife has given him                 
no children. For this reason, the husband wants a divorce. 
He takes his wife to the rabbi. The Jewish religious leader 

can’t change the man’s mind, so he gives them instructions: 

“My children, years ago you married with a celebration.                       
You must end your marriage in the same way. Go home. 
Prepare a feast. Invite your family and friends. Enjoy your                        
last hours together with your guests. Then come back to                         
me tomorrow, and I will give you what you want.” 

The couple wants to do the right thing, so they follow the rabbi’s 
instructions. With family and friends, they celebrate long into                      
the night. Everyone eats and drinks. They laugh and enjoy.                     
Then the man says to his wife, “My love, we have been happy 
together for many years. The only reason to divorce is my wish 
for children. I want the best for you. So you may take one thing 
with you from the house—the thing you love the best.” 

After so much food and drink and fun, the husband falls                   
asleep. With help, the wife carries the sleeping man to her 
father’s house. She waits by his side. Morning comes, and                      
the husband wakes up. “Where am I?” he asks.  

“You are in my father’s house,” answers the wife sweetly.                    
“Don’t you remember? Last night you told me to take from                      
the house the thing I love the best. That thing is you,                               
my dearest husband.  I value nothing over your love.” 

At these words, the husband feels more love than ever before. 
He forgets about his wish for a divorce. And the couple lives 
together happily for the rest of their days.  

Answer these questions in your own words.   

1. What is the title of the folktale?   
2. Who are the characters (the people) in the tale? 
3. How does the story begin? What are their instructions?  
4. What important events happen in the story?  
5. How does the story end? Is it happy, surprising, or what? 
6. Does the story have a moral or teach a lesson?                                 

Does it have a point? If so, what do you think of it? 

The divorcing couple 
has a feast and a 

The husband wakes 
up. His wife is by his 

side.  

And they live happily 
ever after.  

The Wife’s One 
Wish is a story 
from Hebrew 
Tales, in one   
of the Jewish 
religious 
books. It’s 
clearly a 
teaching story.  

A rabbi is a Jewish 
religious leader                  

and teacher.  
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FAIRY TALE 7: KING MIDAS—THE GOLDEN TOUCH 

K ing Midas is a greedy man. He’s very rich and 
powerful, but he wants more. One day he                 
helps one of the gods. The god gives him one 

wish. “I wish for the power to make gold,” says the king. 

“You will have the golden touch,” says the deity. 
“Everything you touch will turn into gold.” 

Midas feels very happy about his good fortune.                              
He sits down to dinner. He touches his fork. It turns                       
to gold. So does his plate. “This is wonderful,” he thinks. 
“I had silver, but now I can eat with gold on gold” 

He takes a piece of bread. It turns into gold. He lifts                    
his glass. The glass becomes gold. The water touches                    
his mouth, and it also changes to gold. 

With nothing to eat or drink, Midas is hungry and thirsty. 
He calls out to his daughter. “Help me! Help me! 
Everything I touch turns to gold.” 

He goes to hug his little girl. On the spot, she turns to 
gold. She can’t move or talk. She’s cold to the touch. 

Midas becomes crazy with grief. He cries out to                             
the god, “Please, please, take my wish away. I can’t                       
eat or drink. I cannot hug my child. I have no life left.     
The golden touch is the touch of death!” 

The god hears Midas’s cries. He sends the king to the 
river. Midas washes with the clear water of the river.                    
He loses the golden touch. He pours water over                             
his daughter. She becomes flesh and blood again.                        
And the king never again wishes for more gold.  

Answer these questions in your own words.   

1. What’s the title of the tale?  What does it mean? 
2. Who are the characters (the people) in it? 
3. How does the story begin? (What’s the situation?) 
4. What happens in the story—second, next, etc.?  
5. How does the story end? Is the ending sad? 
6. Does the story have a moral or teach a lesson? 

Does it have a point? What do you think it is? 

In the legend                    
of King Midas,                        
he gets “the 
Golden Touch.” 
But who can eat 
bread or drink 
water of gold? 

The king hugs 
his daughter. 
She turns to 

gold, too! 

King Midas is a 
character from early 

Greek mythology. 
Mythology is the 

folklore of the 
ancient world.                  

Mythological stories 
are called “myths”                       

or “legends.” 
Most myths are 

about Greek gods 
and people on 
earth. Through 

mythology,                    
the Greeks tried to 
explain the origin 

(beginning) of the 
world. They wanted 

to explain human 
nature too. 

To lose the 
“Midas Touch,” 
the King washes 
with clear river 
water.  

When he pours 
the magic water 
on his daughter, 

her gold statue 
changes back to 
flesh and blood.   
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FOLKTALE 8: THE POT OF RICE 

A miser is a stingy person or cheapskate. He hates 
to spend money. To save, a miserly person often 
chooses to live poorly. Little by little, he gets rich.  

In a town in India, there lives a rich miser. From 
begging, he collects a lot of rice. He eats some for 
dinner. He puts the rest in a big pot. He hangs the pot 
on a hook. All night long he lies on the couch and 
looks at the hanging pot of rice. This is what he thinks: 

“In a time of famine (food shortage), I’ll sell the rice 
for high prices. With the money I’ll buy some goats. 
The animals will have kids every six months. I’ll sell 
the baby goats and buy cows with the profits.                      
With the money from their calves, I’ll buy horses.                       
I can sell baby horses for gold. With the gold I can 
buy a big house. A very rich man will come to my 
house. He’ll give me his beautiful daughter. There will 
also be a big dowry (money and other things given 
by the bride’s family). My wife will give me a son.                    
My son will want to sit on my knee. But he’ll come      
too close to the horse’s hoof. In anger, I’ll call to       
my wife to get the baby. But she’ll be busy with 
housework, and she won’t hear me. So I’ll get up          
and give her a kick with my foot.” 

At this thought, he kicks the pot and breaks it.  All the 
rice falls over him and turns his skin white. That’s what 
foolish plans for the future can do to you, too.  

Answer these questions in your own words.   

1. What is the title of the folktale? (Why is this 
object important to the narrative?)   

2. Who’s the main character? What kind of                 
person is he? 

3. What happens in the story? What people and 
animals does the main character imagine? 

4. What kind of ending does the story have? Why? 
6. What moral or lesson does the fable 

teach? What do you think of it? 

The goats will have kids.                        
The cows will have calves.                   
The horses will have foals.  

Some believe that all 
fables and folktales 
began in India. That’s 
unlikely. Even so,                
India is a rich source            
of teaching stories.  
The Pot of Rice is from 
the non-Buddhist Five 
Books. Its point is  
similar to the moral of a 
fable by Aesop called 
The Country Maid and 
Her Milk Pail. In fact, 
many Indian stories 
remind us of folktales 
from other cultures.  

The rice from the broken pot falls 
and turns the miser white. 
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The Fables & Folktales  
of “Ordinary People”  
Fables, fairy tales, and folk stories— 
including parables, legends, myths, 
fantasies, and other kinds of imaginative                       
short fiction— come from all world cultures. 
Often,  a story from one civilization or period is similar                    
to a narrative from another place or time in history.                          
The stories have the same moral message, teach                            
a similar lesson, or make a comparable significant point.  
1. Following are some “story lines” from typical kinds                       

of narratives. Does a “plot line” or illustration remind                  
you of a well-known tale from your culture? Or can                     
you invent (make up) a story from it? Tell your version.     
Can your listeners answer these questions? 
  How does the story begin? (What’s the setting?) 
  What happens in the story? (What are its main events?) 
  How does the story end? (How does it make you feel?) 
  What’s the moral or the lesson or the point of the story?

Why do you think so? 
Now listen to other people’s fables or folktales.                             
For each story, answer the same four (4) questions.  

2. Do you remember other short, imaginative fiction?                       
Choose an interesting or an exciting or a funny story                     
of your own. Retell it. Do other people understand, 
appreciate, and enjoy your narrative? Do they get                          
its point, moral, or message? Can they answer the 4 
questions in Step 1 about your story? Listen to their 
stories too.  To summarize it, answer the questions.  

3. Can you write down your favorite fable or folktale? 
Include the answers to the 4 questions from Step 1                    
in your story, but don’t write too much. Just make                      
sure the moral message or lesson is clear. Others                
can read your story, and you can read theirs stories.  
Talk about the significant points of each story.   

WTP? Answer Key pages 38 to 41 offer sample stories.   

To the left are pictures from history and folklore. Do they remind you of myths, fantasies, fables, 
parables, folktales, or fairy tales that you know? Do they give you ideas for your own stories?  

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 4-C 
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According                   
to legend, 

Paul Bunyon    
created much 
of  the North 

American 
landscape,   

including                   
the Grand 

Canyon.    

This cartoon illustrates “Aladdin & His 
Magic Lamp.” Two of the other famous 

tales from The Arabian Nights                  
are “Ali Baba & the 40 Thieves” and 

“The 7 Voyages of Sinbad the Sailor.”  

This painting on a Grecian vase   
(of Hera, Athena, Aphrodite, Paris, 

and Hermes) illustrates a myth 
called “the Judgment of Paris.”  

What do these paintings show?        
King Arthur with Queen 

Guinevere— and the knight Sir 
Lancelot. The model below depicts 
the “Knights of the Round Table.”   

STORY LINE 1 
A young man judges                        

a beauty contest. The three 
contestants for the prize                         

of a golden apple are                     
the most beautiful goddesses 

of Olympus. His choice 
creates anger, and misery.  

from Greek & Roman Mythology 

STORY LINE 2 
A boy living in poverty                
in China gets a magic                
oil lamp from a wicked 

magician. When he rubs  
it, a “genie” (a jinn, or 

magical spirit) appears. 
The genie can make 

wishes come true.   
from Aladdin & His Magic Lamp,                    

a famous Middle Eastern folk tale.                   
In the 18th century, it was added to 

The Book  of 1001 Nights.  STORY LINE 3 
Only one knight can pull                    
a magical sword out of a 

huge stone. That knight 
becomes king. The good 

ruler gathers the best fighters 
of the kingdom.  They do 

many brave and wonderful 
things.   

from King Arthur and the Knights                                  
of  the Round Table,  legends from England      

of the Middle Ages.  

STORY LINE 4 
A beast (an ugly                          

man-animal) does a very 
kind thing. To return                       

his kindness, a beautiful 
woman agrees to live with 
him. Later she goes away, 
and the beast almost dies. 

Finally, she grows to love 
him. Her loving tears  

remove the evil spell.                    
The ogre turns into a 

handsome prince.    
 from Beauty and the Beast,                                         

a French fairy tale by novelist                         
Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villenueve  

STORY LINE 5 
A giant lumberjack 
(tree cutter) lives in the 
forests with his huge 
blue ox. Because of his 
size and strength, he 
does unbelievable 
things. There are many 
“tall tales” about this 
American folk hero. 
(For example, at his 
birth, it took five giant 
storks to deliver him to 
his parents.)   

from Paul Bunyon,                          
a North American folk legend.   

Can an evil spell change a prince       
into an ugly beast or ogre?  
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 What’s the moral of the fable 
The Tortoise and the Hare? 
It’s the proverb “Slow and 

steady wins the race.”                       
The story is typical of fables 

with animal characters.  

Hua Mulan is a legendary woman warrior                 
who has appeared in song, theater, and film.   

In this version, when the wife wishes 

for sausages, her angry husband 

wishes them attached to her nose.  

STORY LINE 6 
An outlaw and his “band 

of merry men” live in                    
the English forest.                         

They use bows and arrows 
and trick the well-off and  

powerful. They are folk 
heroes who steal from the 
rich and give to the poor.  

  from Robin Hood, an English legend 
from the Middle Ages  

Robin Hood, Little John, and 
their friends wear green and 
brown. That’s because they  

live in Sherwood Forest.    

STORY LINE 7 
To save her old and 
weak father, a girl                        

steals the family sword. 
She disguises herself                   
as a boy. In secret,                   

she goes to war against 
the invading army.     

Skilled in martial arts,                
she becomes a folk hero.     

from  a 6th century Chinese (Han 
Dynasty) legend and ballad, c. 621 

STORY LINE 8 
Ancient people believe 
that a god created their 

cities, made laws, and 
gave them a calendar.                        

The symbol of the god is                 
a serpent (snake) with 
feathers. When a white 

man with a beard arrives 
in a boat from the sea,  

the natives think he’s their 
god, returned from                       

the dead.  
from a Mayan and Aztec (Central 

American Indian) legend   

 To the Aztec Indians,                         
the Spanish explorer Cortez 
represented the legendary         

god Quetzalcoatl.   

STORY LINE 10 
A couple gets three 
wishes. One person 

expresses an ordinary 
desire. In anger, the other 
makes an angry, foolish 
wish. To reverse the bad 
result of the second wish, 
they must use the third.         

from  the folklore of many cultures STORY LINE 9 
A tortoise and a hare have    

a race. Boastful and 
overconfident, the rabbit 
plays around and takes                   

a rest in the middle                            
of the competition. The slow 

but steady turtle wins.     
from Aesop’s Fables   


