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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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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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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?  
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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?  


