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department for

education and skills

 

Relevant Objective

Year 3 Term 2

T1 to investigate the styles and voices of traditional story language - collect examples, e.g. story openings; scene

openers, e.g. Now when..., A long time ago..., list, compare and use in own writing;

T2 to identify typical story themes, e.g. trials and forfeits, good over evil, weak over strong, wise over foolish;

T9 to write a story plan for own myth, fable or traditional tale, using story theme from reading but substituting

different characters or changing the setting;

T10 to write alternative sequels to traditional stories using the same characters and settings, identifying typical

phrases and expressions from story and using these to help structure the writing.

Year 5 Term 2

T1 to identify and classify the features of myths, legends and fables, e.g. the moral in a fable, fantastical beasts in

legends;

T2 to investigate different versions of the same story in print or in film, identifying similarities and differences;

recognise how stories change over time and differences of culture and place that are expressed in stories;

T 3 to explore similarities and differences between oral and written story telling;

T11 to write own versions of legends, myths and fables, using structures and themes identified in reading.

Writing explanations and principles

Traditional tales are those that belonged to the oral tradition of storytelling and were handed down by word of

mouth through successive generations and across different cultures.  Many such tales have been published as

printed literature, and rewritten in a variety of forms.  These tales were important carriers of culture, since they

reflected the culture, knowledge, wisdom, social practices and beliefs of the people who first told them.  Such

tales, whether folk or fairy tales, myths, legends or fables, have survived not only because they entertain and

inspire, but because they embody emotional and spiritual truths about mankind.  While each of these different

types of tale have their own features, there is much overlap between them.
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Fairy tales are folk narratives that include elements of magic, magical folk or the supernatural.  They often retain

the structures and repetitive refrains prevalent in folk tales. Examples include many of the tales written down by

the Brothers Grimm (Rapunzel, Snow White, etc.), or those by Hans Christian Andersen (The Snow Queen, The

Tin Soldier, The Wild Swans).  Later, more explicitly invented fairy tales were written, such as Oscar Wilde’s The

Happy Prince and The Selfish Giant. Many versions, once written down, became sanitised and bear little

resemblance to the original variations.

Folk tales serve to share the wisdom and experience of ordinary folk.  Animals frequently feature in folk tales,

alongside, or instead of, humans, both of whom succeed or fail in response to their ability to be quick-witted.

Examples include stories about Clever Jack, Ananse, Coyote or Baba Yaga.

Myths are ‘explanation’ stories that seek to explain the origins of natural and supernatural phenomena,

human/superhuman characteristics and the spiritual side of life.  Examples include the Greek and Norse myths,

the great Hindu myths (The Mahabharata and The Ramayana) and the many multicultural myths (How the Sun

Came Into the World, How Night Came, How the Cheetah got its Spots, etc.).

Legends usually refer to individual characters, great heroes or kings who lived in the periods before written

records.  While based on truth, these have often been embellished over time.  Examples include the legends of

Theseus and Jason, King Arthur and Sir Gawain.

Fables are often very brief tales with few characters, an element of the fabulous and very overt morals. Animals

are most often used as the characters.  The most well known are Aesop’s Fables or those written by la Fontaine,

such as The Hare and the Tortoise and The Town Mouse and the Country Mouse.

Themes

Traditional tales deal with archetypal issues surrounding the human condition.  The themes are not carried in the

plot alone, but are invested in the characters, their development, the predicaments they face and sometimes their

wishes and life journeys.  Contrasts are frequently in evidence in traditional tales, for example the contrasts

between universals such as:

Good and evil (Baba Yaga’s Daughter, Jack and the Giant)

Rich and poor (The Little Match Girl)

Wise and foolish (Little Claus and Big Claus)

Old and young (Blodin the Beast)

Beauty and ugliness (Beauty and the Beast)

Meanness and generosity (Pied Piper)

Justice and injustice (Sir Gawain and the Loathly Lady)

Other prevalent themes include quests to test individuals’ skills, the journey as a symbol for self discovery, the

search for truth, trials and forfeits, the origins of the Earth and man, animals rewarding kind people, and the

common humanity that folk from different worlds share (e.g. fairy folk and humans).  Through exploring the
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themes and the moral codes of the characters, ethics and values can be examined and bridges can be built

between reality and fantasy, life here and life elsewhere. In different societies, key stories have been passed down

from generation to generation. These usually embody the key values and beliefs of that society. In this way, a set

of stories is used to pass on to the next generation the culture’s basic beliefs.

Structure and Organisation

Traditional tales often have very distinctive story patterns and narrative structures, since they were originally

designed to be sufficiently memorable for the teller and the listener to retain the tale.  Propp (1968) studied a

printed selection of Russian folk tales and concluded that there are only 31 possible plots, which are reused and

adapted.  For instance, one of the most basic tales can be described as ‘defeating the monster’. At the beginning

of this story type all is well. However, a monster appears to shatter the characters’ happiness. In some way the

monster is defeated and, by the end of the tale, the status quo has returned. Many tales fall into this category -

especially if the definition of ‘the monster’ is stretched to include anything that destroys a happy situation, e.g.

unemployment, disease, death, bullying, etc.

In European cultures the numbers three or seven frequently occur in traditional tales e.g. Three Billy Goats Gruff,

Goldilocks and the Three Bears and she tries out three things in their cottage. There are frequently three sons,

three tasks to complete, three terrains to cross, and so on.  Many such tales retain repetitive, sequential and

accumulating patterns, which make them easy to imitate in oral and written form.  Some of the basic types of

structure include:

Cumulative tales (The Enormous Turnip)

Journey stories (Odyssey)

Sequential stories - where a single event is repeated (Jack

and the Beanstalk)

Wasted wishes stories (The Fisherman and his Wife)

Problem resolution stories (Anancy and Mr Dry Bone)

Turning point stories (King Midas)

Branching stories (The Firebird)

Circular stories (The Snow Queen)

Trickster stories (Hodja tales)

Setting

In traditional tales, the setting tends only to be a generic backdrop, rather than a specific place or time.  The

settings naturally relate to the type of narrative so, for example, in fairy tales, castles and cottages and the world

of the goblins and the faerie folk (which is often under a hill, or out of doors) are common settings.  In mythical

tales, distant lands and landscapes (again, often out of doors or on unspecified islands) are often the scenic

context.  As journeying is a key feature of many folk tales and legends (e.g. The Children of Lir, The Weaving of a

Dream), different terrains/worlds are often crossed to find something or carry out a task. Creatures or places

visited are often revisited on the return home.
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While some tales are situated firmly in one country/culture (The Tales of the Holy Grail), most have travelled from

culture to culture, being retold in many countries, e.g. various tales of the seal people are told in many countries

that border the ocean; Cinderella is purported to have ‘begun’ in 11th century China with the ancient practice of

foot binding. The setting of the Chinese or Korean Cinderella therefore may change in the local detail, but in

essence the rags to riches journey of the heroine (or hero!) and her move from commoner’s cottage to royal

palace remains the same.

Characterisation

The characters in traditional tales are frequently clearly described, sometimes larger than life are and often mere

stereotypes.  For example, in folk or fairy tales it is often clear from the outset who represent the good characters

in the tale and who plays the ‘bad’ roles.  These characters may be static emotionally, with little character depth

or development, for very few reform their ways.  However, this very extremism makes them both accessible to

young learners and possible to imitate in terms of creating similarly innocent or evil characters in children’s own

retellings. Typical characters include:

The Trickster - a clever and wily character.

The Third child - often described as lazy or stupid but wins the

day due to a kind heart and clever behaviour.

The King - often cruel, or foolishly proud.

The Father - often boastful or proud.

The Mother - may die and return in the form of an animal to

help the main character.

The Step mother - often portrayed as cruel.

The Queen - often plays a limited role.

The Monster - the embodiment of evil.

The Mentor - gives the main character a helping hand.

Kind animals - help the main character in return for a kind act.

Wicked animals - wolves, foxes, snakes, etc that threaten the

main character.

Many of the traditional tales that were recorded in the mid 19th century were sanitised according to the

expectations and moral codes of the day, and appear to reflect a dominant male ideology. However, alternative

tales do exist with strong female heroines (see for instance Alison Wrie’s Clever Gretchen and Other Forgotten

Folk Tales), and the very existence of this stereotyping can be used to raise awareness of these issues and

prompt discussion.  The often polarised character traits of the individuals who inhabit myths, legends, fables and

fairy tales enable children to predict their actions, speech, manner and motives.  Some, like the third son in many

folk narratives, always demonstrate redeeming features and somehow rescue the family/their parents from their

distress, or solve the problem that besets the kingdom.  The characters’ predictability is one of the key features of
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traditional tales. It is this predictability that means that traditional tales are a useful source for immature writers.

The patterns of behaviour are set down as a template.

Style

While styles are very varied across different oral traditions (e.g. the energy of African calypso tale tellers and the

reflective Celtic fireside tellers), there are common stylistic features within folk and fairy tales, in myths, in legends

and in fables.  The nature of these different forms influences the style in which they are told, but all retain powerful

and memorable language.

Set/formulaic openings and endings are common, for example:

Once, in a land far from here there lived…, it wasn’t in my

time and it wasn’t in your time, but it was in somebody’s

time. And that’s the way it was, and that’s the way it is to

this good day.

Rhythmic and repetitive refrains, rhymes and repeated phrases and expressions are also common, particularly in

folk and fairy tales, for example:

 “Fee Fi Fo Fum”…, and she pulled and she pulled but the

sheep didn’t move…., so he went over the gate, across

the meadow and down to the stream once more…not

once, not twice, but three times…

Repetitive dialogue is also common, although not in mythical tales where there is often less repetition and almost

no dialogue.  Myths and legends tend to use somewhat more demanding literary language than folk and fairy

tales, although all use language in a marked manner, and imagery, symbolism, metaphor and cadence abound;

the words keep in tune with the pace of the tale and help its meaning unfold.  Some tales are more lyrical, literary

and evocative of a clear cadence and style than others. Contrasting the style and tone of modern retellings (which

may parody an earlier version) with another retelling is a useful activity to highlight stylistic differences.

The often direct and lively language of the oral story, spoken in the people’s vernacular, is frequently echoed in

written versions and is evident in audio tapes.  This link between the spoken and the written story needs

acknowledging.  There is no absolute division between the oral and literary traditions, so the nature of the poetic,

resonant and naturally metaphorical language of these tales aids memorisation and helps creative retelling full of

feeling and evocative language.

For specific guidance, suggestions for teaching ideas and advice to young storytellers see Storytelling.


