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                                             OVERVIEW and MAJOR GOALS

Grade Level(s):

This program is most appropriate for students in grades two through five.  It can easily be adapted for individual needs through simple modification of literature and Internet Web site selections.

How Much Time Is Needed?:

Successful completion of this program may be achieved in approximately three to four weeks if working with students every day, and about six to eight weeks if meeting with students once a week.

Major Goals:

The major goals of the program are to teach students about American folk heroes and heroines featured in “tall tales.”  The program further serves to teach children to write original tall tales after being inspired by those stories that are such a rich part of our cultural heritage.  Students will gain deeper appreciation of the genre of tall tales within the larger body of American folk tales.  The tall tale characters studied include Mike Fink, Sally Ann Crockett, and New York City’s first urban folk hero, Moses Humphrey.  

This interdisciplinary program teaches students how folk literature reveals U.S. history, geography, and cultural values within the genre of adventurous “tall tales.”   Building on the students’ common knowledge of superhero characters such as Spiderman and Batwoman, they are introduced to the great American folk heroes who came before them.  Moses Humphrey is of particular importance in this program because he represents the courage and strength of firefighters throughout history, a courage dramatically displayed on September 11, 2001.  

The study of folklore is an appealing way to explore the Internet as an important research tool.  Once students have learned about American tall tale characters and the U.S. regions that inspired them, students are ready to write their own original tales that, after working through each step of the writing process, can be illustrated and published with the use of a computer.  

Teachers are likely to find the program an entertaining and fascinating way to set instructional goals related to students’ reading and listening comprehension, critical thinking and creative writing skills, knowledge of U.S. history and geography, and the effective use of computer technology.  Since September 11th, it is especially valuable in the way it affords students insight into the spirit of American heroism.
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The main activities that will lead students to achieve the major goals of the program are as follows:

· listening to tall tale stories

· discussing the nature of the tall tale genre within the body of folk literature that exists in the United States

· Looking at U.S. maps to see where tall tale characters were “born”

· reading from a selection of tall tale stories

· researching tall tale characters and stories on the Internet

· writing an original tall tale story

· publishing an original tale with the use of a computer and printer

· sharing what was learned with a “Tall Tale Celebration” in a variety of ways:

inviting an audience of parents and/or students to listen to the original tales; conducting a storytelling festival where the students tell the tales by heart; dressing up as tall tale characters and holding bragging contests to see who can tell the boldest, most wildly exaggerated statements about themselves; and including the students’ original tall tales on the school’s website

All of the above activities address New York City and State standards for both Literacy and Technology.

The major goals of the program are carried out in a series of lessons.  The lesson plans presented on the following pages are essential to successful implementation of Celebrating American Heroes and Heroines.  The lessons may best be taught in sequential order.  They are designed for a single instructional period of 45 minutes, but, if there is time remaining, one of the worksheets presented here may be assigned as a follow-up activity.  
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Lesson One:  What Is a Folk Tale?

Motivation: 

Stories contain wisdom.  They teach us lessons for life.  It is important for us to know the old stories--the stories that have been told over and over again.

Materials:

· chart or board for listing key terms

· copies of “The Tortoise and the Hare” for students to read

· paper and pencils

· crayons or colored pencils

Procedure:

1. Ask what “folk” and “tale” mean.  Lead students to understand that the term “folk tale” is another way of saying “people story.”  

2. Tell them there are different types of folk tales, and, as you introduce the name of each type of tale, write it on the chart or board.  Then ask if they know of any stories that may match the type of tale you present.

3. Begin with the “trickster tale” in which a character, usually an animal, is very clever and outwits everyone else.  (Many students will know Anansi the Spider.)

4. Then tell the students that a “myth” is another type of tale--a story that explains how something came to be.   (Many students will be familiar with creation myths like “How the Zebra Got Its Stripes.”)

5. Next, tell students that a “legend” is another type of folk tale.   Legends usually have some kernel of truth in them.  (Students may know the legend of King Arthur or Robin Hood, and, while the stories are not entirely true, there may some historical truth in the narrative of the tales.)

6. Finally, tell students that a “tall tale” is a very special kind of folk tale that is full of wild exaggeration.  (Many students may know about Paul Bunyan, who was taller than the tallest tree and could chop it down with just one axe swing.)

7. There is one other kind of tale called a “fable,” and although we know that a slave called Aesop, who lived a long time ago in Greece, wrote most of the fables that are still popular today, it is nevertheless considered a type of folk tale.

8. Read “The Tortoise and the Hare” aloud to the students.

9. Discuss the moral or lesson for life that we can learn from this tale.                      

Evaluation:

Have students retell the story in their own words by writing it on paper.  If their writing skills are not strong enough for this, they may retell it to a partner.  

Celebrating American Folk Heroes and Heroines

Doris M. Meyer

P.S. 158                                                                                                         Tall Tales
                                                                                                                       Page 6

Lesson Two:  What Makes a Tall Tale ‘Tall’?

Motivation:  We can learn a lot from “superheroes.”

Materials: 

· chart or board for listing key terms

· map of the United States

· copies of “The Winter of Blue Snow” from Mary Pope Osborne’s collection titled  American Tall Tales 

· pencils

Procedure:

1. Ask students to tell what they know about superheroes such as Spiderman, Superman, Batwoman, etc.  Discuss their superhero strengths and how they heroically fight for good against the evil of their arch-enemies.

2. Ask if they have ever heard of Paul Bunyan.

3. Give examples of what is exaggerated about him: Paul was such a big baby that when his cradle rocked, the ground shook; Paul was taller than the forest trees…

4. Direct students’ attention to the map of the United States.  Point out different regions such as desert, mountain, and forest regions, and ask them where stories about Paul Bunyan were probably first told.   Students should conclude “forest” regions, and you can tell them it was the northern forests that inspired the tales.

5. Discuss the challenges of living long ago when people had to live off the land, travel was hard without planes or trains, and people had to live side by side with wild animals.   (You may mention other tall tale characters like Pecos Bill, who turns a snake into a lasso to rope a wild horse, and Mike Fink, who fights and tames an alligator so people are able to cross the Mississippi River.)

6. Read “The Winter of the Blue Snow” after telling students to listen for details of wild exaggeration.

Evaluation:

After giving students copies of the story, ask them to read it on their own or with a partner and then underline the parts that are clearly exaggerated.   When most are finished, discuss the nature of the exaggerations that were identified.   
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Lesson Three:  Who Was Sally Ann ThunderAnn Whirlwind Crockett?

Motivation:

Female characters can be equally heroic as male characters.

Materials:

· chart or board for listing key terms

· paper and pencils

· copies of “Sally Ann ThunderAnn Whirlwind Crockett” from Caron Lee-Cohen’s Tall Tales: Folk Tales From Around The World
· U.S. map

Procedure:

1. Ask students if they know of any females who are “superheroes.”

2. Tell them they will learn about the wife of Davy Crockett.

3. Point out the area of the Mississippi Valley on a U.S. map.

4. Go over the meaning of the literary term “plot” or what happens in a story, and tell them to listen to what happens to Davy Crockett when Mike Fink comes along and Mrs. Crockett (Sally Ann) interferes. 

5. Tell students you will read the story aloud and that they should listen carefully for details of wild exaggeration.   For example, Sally wears a beehive for a bonnet and can jump over the Grand Canyon in a single leap.

6. Furthermore, tell students to bear in mind that heroes use their strength to promote goodness and never use it against the innocent and helpless.  (Mrs. Crockett could do anything; she was so strong, but she never “fought a man, woman or critter for no good reason.”)

Evaluation:

After explaining to students that they should pretend they are reporters for “The Wild Times News,” have them write an article about Sally Ann ThunderAnnWhirlwind Crockett.   (See the worksheet on page 11.)
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Lesson Four:  Who Was New York City’s First Urban Folk Hero?

Motivation:  A New York City firefighter named Moses Humphrey is our city’s most important “tall tale” character and he is, in fact, the first urban folk hero for all of the United States.

Materials:

· New York’s Bravest by Mary Pope Osborne
· chart or board for listing key terms
· map of New York City
· paper and pencils
· crayons or colored pencil        
Procedure:

1. Invite students to inspect the details portrayed on the book’s cover, e.g., the different look of the firefighter’s uniform that Moses wore: a top hat instead of a helmet, and so on.

2. Preview several of the illustrations for historical details of the mid-1800s.  Introduce the following words as new vocabulary for most students:  top hat, pumper, cobblestone streets, shanties, oystermen, ragmen, tenement, and wharves.

3. On a map of New York City, point out the Lower Manhattan area as the setting of the tale about Moses Humphrey. 

4. Read the book aloud to students after instructing them to listen for exaggeration, or feats that would be humanly impossible.  (Moses is eight feet tall, has ham-sized hands, swims the Hudson River in two strokes, etc.)

5. After the read-aloud, discuss how Moses died in the fire after saving so many lives, and how he represents the courage and strength of firefighters throughout history.  (If students mention the tragedy of 9/11, discuss how this book serves as a tribute to those firefighters who lost their lives in the attack of the World Trade Center, and that, indeed, the author dedicated the book to each of the 343 firefighters who died that day.)

Evaluation:

Have students work in small groups to create a new collaborative tall tale about Moses Humphrey.  They can write this tale after discussing together what other brave and amazing things Moses may have done as a firefighter.  Students may create drawings to illustrate their new tall tale about this legendary firefighter. 
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Student’s Name _____________________________________

Date _________________

               AMERICAN FOLK HEROES AND HEROINES ON THE MAP 

Directions:  Use a map of the United States to help you answer these questions:

1. Old Stormalong had adventures along the northeastern coast of the United States.  On what ocean did he sail?  ________________________________  

2. John Henry traveled from Pennsylvania to West Virginia.   In what direction did he travel?  ____________________________________

3. Davy Crockett was a great hero in Kentucky.   What is the capital of this state? ______________________________

4. Johnny Appleseed traveled to Michigan to plant seeds.  What two states are on its southern border?  _______________________and ______________________

5. Paul Bunyan chopped down trees in the northwestern states.  What is one state that borders Canada? _____________________________________

6. Pecos Bill used a snake for a lasso in Texas.  What is that state’s capital? _________________

7. Mike Fink fought a giant alligator in the state of Mississippi.  On what great river did this fight take place? _________________________________

8. If the stories told about Moses Humphrey were true, and he really did go searching for gold in California, which ocean would he have been near? ____________________________

9. There were stories told about Moses driving a mule team in North Dakota.  Which three states border North Dakota? __________________________, _________________________, and _______________________________.
10.  If Moses Humphrey had traveled outside of New York City to western New York State, what two great lakes could he have seen?  _________________________and _______________________________
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Student’s Name ________________________________________

Date ___________________________________

EXAGGERATION: THE KEY TO TALL TALES 

Exaggeration – stretching the truth to an extreme degree – is the key to tall tales.  A tall tale hero is always bigger, faster, stronger, braver, or smarter than anyone else.

This kind of exaggeration makes the story more amazing and fun to read or tell. 

Here are some examples of exaggeration:

A. My brother has such big feet that you can sleep in one of his sneakers.

B. When my mother yelled at me, her voice could be heard on Mars. 

Directions:  Fill in the blank spaces below with some wild exaggeration.  The first one is done for you.

1. Moses Humphrey’s hat was so big that a baby fit inside of it.

2. Ms. Smith gives so much homework that _________________________________

3. Pecos Bill could rope a horse so quickly that ______________________________

4. Val Vines was such a fast runner that ____________________________________

5. Old Stormalong was such a strong sailor that _____________________________

6. Peggy and Sue like to sing so loudly that _________________________________

7. Sally Ann ThunderAnn Whirlwind Crockett was so fearless that she wore a beehive for a bonnet and a _____________________________________________

8. Paul Bunyan was such a big lumberjack that _____________________________

9. Johnny Jones talks so much in class that _________________________________

10. Bill Brown is such a good basketball player that ___________________________

BONUS: Which sentences are about famous tall tale characters?

                   Sentence Numbers _________________________________________
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Student’s Name _____________________________________________________

Date ___________________________________________________

                                    THE WILD TIMES PRESS

Directions:   The Wild Times Press needs you to be a special reporter.  Use the space below to help you write about one of your favorite tall tale characters:

Who:  Who is the character?  Mention some qualities that are exaggerated.  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

When:   When did the character live?   Name the period of U.S. history.  ________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Where:  Where did the character live?   Describe some geographic detail.  ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What:   What happened to your character?  Stick to one adventure.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

(You may continue on the back of this page.)

Why:  Why is this character important?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Student’s Name ________________________________________________

Date _____________________________________

THE TIMES OF MOSES HUMPHREY: NEW YORK CITY, THEN AND NOW

Directions:  In the times when tales of Moses Humphrey – New York City’s first urban folk hero–were told, the city was different in many ways.  Use the text and illustrations from New York’s Bravest by Mary Pope Osborne to help you complete the following sentences:

1. Now young boys go to school, but then many worked as ___________________________ and ____________________________________.

2. Now firefighters wear helmets, but then they wore ____________________.

3. Now firefighters ride on a fire truck, but then they rode on horse-drawn ________________________.

4. Now the city streets are paved flat and smooth, but then they were made of what was called _______________________________________.

5. Now people ride on buses, but then they rode on a street ___________________.

6. Now you can buy a newspaper for a quarter, but then they cost ______________.

7. Now many houses are made of brick, cement, and steel, but then a lot of people lived in wooden ________________.

8. Now people can buy second-hand clothes in thrift shops, but then the ______________________ sold old clothes.

9. Now apple cider can be found on supermarket shelves, but then it was stored in big _________________________.

10.  Now people can buy oysters in a food store, but then ___________________sold them from a stand on the street. 
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                                                          RESOURCES

People:

Reaching out to people in the school community can be a very effective means of enhancing the success of a tall tale study:

The music teacher may teach folk songs related to the U.S. region or period of history associated with the tall tale hero.

The art teacher may assist in the illustration of a tall tale hero.  For example, a lesson on “scale” may include determining the relative size of objects surrounding a character that is eight feet high.

The librarian may provide numerous books from the 398 section that include tall tales, as well as books from the 900 section that deal with the historical and geographical details of the tall tale setting.

The physical education teacher may be asked to give a lesson on muscles and strength and explain why it is a great “exaggeration,” to say the least, that Moses Humphrey could lift a trolley car single-handedly above his head.

The school nutritionist may be asked to explain how many calories would be contained in a tall tale lunch.  This lunch could be based on a story read (e.g., Moses eats large plates of beans and eggs) or a meal the students may create in an original tall tale.

The science teacher may be encouraged to connect the aspects of the tall tale unit with the curriculum.  For example, Johnny Appleseed (or John Chapman, the man upon whom the character of Johnny is based) might inspire students to more enthusiastically study seeds, germination, conservation, and so on.

An appeal may also be made to parents who would like to come in and tell about the tall tale characters they learned about as a child.  A few might be persuaded to dress up in a costume and visit the class in the guise of a tall tale character.
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Speakers:

Speakers for a class may be sought from a variety of departments, organizations, and institutions, including the following:

· Fire Department of New York

· Storytelling Center of New York

· City Lore of New York

· New York City Folklore Museum

Web Links: 

Students should be encouraged to conduct key word searches on sites such as amazon.com or engines such as Google.  Results of searches for key words “tall tale” or “American folk hero” will be numerous. However, this does not need to frustrating for students; indeed, students will likely soon discover Web links that are interesting and age appropriate.

The following may be particularly useful: 

http://www.hasd.org/ges/tall 

Students read a short tall tale from “The Remarkable History of Tony Beaver, West Virginian” and are asked to write their own story.

http://www.pantheon.org/mythical
This is an online encyclopedia with entries on tall tale characters from the United States and other parts of the world.  
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