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Folktales Link Literature, Social Studies, Geography

Folktales can be used 

as an introduction to a social studies or geography unit 

as a link to connect units across curriculum 

to enhance study of a culture or geography or biomes

Folktales are generally found in the library at 398.2 

Folktale cultures that might be of interest in your classroom might include the following:

398.20946
Spanish 

398.20951
China

398.209519
Korea

398.20953
Middle East

398. 2096
Africa

398.20972
Mexico

Always pinpoint your study of a culture, by first finding its location on a world map.

Navajo Folktale Picture Book Bibliography – Our Model for Study
Noted below: animals; terrain and plants; foods (crops); homes; clothing; living ways

Begay, Shonto. Ma'ii and Cousin Horned Toad. Scholastic 1992.

coyote as trickster, horned toad; cliffs, canyon, spare growth; corn, squash; glossary

Duncan, Lois. The Magic of Spider Woman. Scholastic, c1996.

Oughton, Jerrie. How the Stars Fell Into the Sky. Houghton, 1992.

coyote; sand & cactus; hogans; Hosteen (title of respect)

Oughton, Jerrie. The Magic Weaver of Rugs.  Houghton, 1994.

Sheep: canyon terrain, pine trees, colors, yucca, cactus; corn, weaving; Spider Woman
Emery, Nedra. Day and Night.  Salina 2003.

owl, bear, antelope, hawk, rabbit, mt. lion, beaver, otter, gopher, birds; moccasins; ball game

Emery, Nedra. Turkey and Giant. Salina 2003.

turkey, horned toad

Powell, Patricia Hruby. Frog Brings Rain.  Salina 2006.

mocking bird, night hawk, canary, beaver, otter, muskrat, snail, turtle, frog, crane; mountains, lakes, stream, river, wetlands; chonga hair, turquoise and jewelry;

cultural values: matriarchal ways of living

art: First Woman’s clothing

Values – matriarchal, ways of living

Powell, Patricia Hruby.  Zinnia: How the Corn Was Saved. Salina, 2003.

yellow birds, lizard, Gila monster, rattlesnake; colors, canyon, river, cliffs; corn, beans, melon, squash (“4 sisters”)

Folktale/Literature/Geography (Biome) Activity for students studying the Illinois prairie. 

Teacher reads or tells Zinnia: How the Corn Was Saved, showing the pictures.

(Pictures are worth a thousand words). 
Synopsis: A twelve year old Navajo (Diné) boy, Red Bird, son of the Headman is guided by the Medicine Man (shaman) to go on a quest to save his people when their crops fail. In the desert and canyon setting he finds yellow birds, a lizard, a Gila monster, and rattlesnake who each leave behind yellow flowers and who direct him to Spider Woman who instructs the boy to use the yellow flowers to plant among his corn, beans, melons and squash. The crops ripen overnight and the people are saved.

Teacher asks students as teacher lists on board: 

(all bold items above in synopsis): 


Who is the main character? Red Bird

What is the problem? What are those crops?
Corn, beans, melons, squash

Who (what) is the father? Headman Who do the Dine consult? Medicine Man

What does the medicine man command or advise? That Red Bird finds whom?


Red Bird must find Spider Woman

What are the animals, Red Bird encounters? Birds, lizard, Gila monster, rattlesnake

What does each animal leave behind? Zinnias or yellow flowers


What is the setting? Canyon, cliff, desert, colors, river, etc
In brainstorming session, teacher guides students to come up with parallel elements for the same story to be found on prairie, historic or current, starting with the people. Are they Illini or Fox Indians, etc. or pioneers? What shall we call the main character? (who could be a girl). Parallel the “cast” above with prairie elements, let them make the creative decisions. When all is listed, perhaps, more choices than are needed, guide your students to tell the story, one piece at a time, one student at a time, to make a new tale that has moved from the Navajo desert to the Illinois prairie, encouraging them to use prairie details (plants, colors, land formations). Use gesture and drama if you choose. It will help your students remember the story and their part in it.

Or assign your students to write his/her own prairie story, using the simple quest plot template of Zinnia.

The children will develop a better understanding of the elements of storymaking, (and acting) and communication as well as apply their knowledge of the prairie. This is an arts activity that aligns with the Illinois State Learning Standards. Soc. Sci. 17A2, 18A2; English 2A1, 4A1, 4A2

If you’ve enacted the piece, invite younger classes to come in to see and hear your story.
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