Getting creative with literacy
Gill Matthews explores how we can interpret the NLS creatively and put literacy at the heart of a theme.
What is your first thought when you hear the words ‘Once upon a time…’? Princesses, castles, frogs? The genre of traditional tales is a rich seam that can be used as the basis for creative and exciting themes. 
These stories have a strong oral tradition, most of them weren’t actually written down until the 17th century. They are also cross cultural, for example, versions of Cinderella can be found in Africa, China and India, as well as Europe. Traditional tales have recurring themes, such as good triumphing over evil, the underdog overcoming adversity. The structure of the stories can be used to introduce the concept of the ‘rule of 3’ as many of them are based around three key events. Think about the number of times the wolf tries to blow down the pigs’ houses, the antics of Goldilocks, how often Jack goes up the beanstalk. The characters in traditional tales are often stereotypes but this does mean that children are familiar with them and how they are likely to behave. Again, we can refer to the ‘rule of 3’, exploring how many traditional tales contain three central characters. The stories are often set in woods or forests and the characters usually live in castles or cottages. There are also some objects that are typical of traditional tales, such as food, spinning wheels and shoes. Asking children to list typical themes, characters, settings and objects, using a version of the chart below, is a useful way of activating their prior knowledge.

	Themes
	Characters

	Settings
	Objects


For the purposes of this article, I’m going to concentrate on Little Red Riding Hood but the techniques and activities can be applied to any traditional tale. As we know, the villain of the piece is the Wolf. He sweet-talks the innocent Red Riding Hood into revealing her destination, hot foots it to Granny’s house, gets rid of the elderly lady and then disguises himself in order to trick the child. 

So, we can start with telling and retelling the story. The children could use masks, puppets and role play. Creating a story map will support some children in the retelling. Paul Johnson’s book Traditional Tales contains an idea for a story map with a difference. When you ask children to retell a traditional tale, some will refer to Disney and other animated versions. I think we need to accept this. There is no right or wrong version. These stories have evolved over many hundreds of years and the cartoon versions are another stage in the evolution. They were developed as moral tales, to teach a lesson, so they contained some unpleasant detail. Red Riding Hood can be traced back to oral versions from various European countries prior to the 17th century. The first written version was by Charles Perrault in 1697. In that version Red Riding Hood was eaten by the wolf and there the story ends. Perrault sums up the moral in the story ‘From this story one learns that children, especially young lasses, pretty, courteous and well-bred, do very wrong to listen to strangers. And it is not an unheard thing if the Wolf is thereby provided with his dinner. I say Wolf, for all wolves are not of the same sort; there is one kind with an amenable disposition – neither noisy, nor hateful, nor angry, but tame, obliging and gentle, following the young maids in the streets, even into their homes. Alas! Who does not know that these gentle wolves are of all such creatures the most dangerous!’.
English traditional tales were sanitised by the Victorians and today’s children are more familiar with granny being shut in a cupboard and then rescued by the woodcutter. With older children it is worth exploring the history of traditional tales. Be aware however that on some websites that do this, there are also analyses that you might wish to avoid, particularly if the Freudians have got their teeth into it – if that isn’t an entirely inappropriate image! 
Red Riding Hood has great potential for writing both fiction and non-fiction pieces. Children can explore the characters in the story by writing character descriptions, missing person’s posters, adding dialogue, communications between the characters or the wolf could write a letter applying for a job at the local old people’s home. The story can be retold from another character’s point of view such as the wolf’s. The Three Little Wolves and the Big Bad Pig, The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs and The Wolf’s Story are all examples of this treatment. The children can also write setting descriptions, using the senses in order to create atmosphere. The setting of the story can be changed to produce an alternative version. This can involve changing the place, so perhaps writing an urban version, or the time, writing the story set at some point in the future. Snow White in New York is a useful example of a traditional tale set in a different time and place. 

Identifying the main events in the story, by breaking it down into steps, can produce a generic structure that can be used as the basis for more sophisticated retellings. 
1. Main character is sent on an errand.

2. Main character meets the bad character.

3. Bad character heads off to main character’s destination.

4. Bad character ‘does away’ with OAP.

5. Bad character adopts disguise.

6. Main character arrives.

7. Bad character tries to ‘do away’ with main character.

8. Hero saves the day.

This structure could be used as the basis for writing in another genre – a science fiction version, or a spoof in which Red Riding Hood is the bad character.

Children could also write stories that bring characters from a number of traditional tales together. Fairytale News and Beware of the Storybook Wolves are both examples of intertextual stories.

The original story, or the children’s versions, can be turned into a playscript. Finally, the children could write poetry versions of the story, along the lines of Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf by Roald Dahl. Turning the story into a specific poetic form, such as a haiku, offers a more challenging writing activity for older children.
On the non-fiction front, it’s possible to write any of the six main non-fiction text types within the context of Red Riding Hood. 

	Text type
	Format

	Recount
	Diary entry, letter, newspaper article

	Instructions
	Directions to Granny’s cottage, recipes for the content of Red Riding Hood’s basket

	Non-chronological report
	Wolves, forests, traditional tale characters

	Explanation
	Wolf trap

	Persuasion
	Newspaper article - wolf is innocent

	Discussion
	Debate – is the wolf guilty or innocent?


Wolves is an interesting book to explore with children as the pictures tell a story but the text is in fact a non-chronological report. 
Obviously this list of ways of using Red Riding Hood is not exhaustive but it is too much to cover within one theme. So, view it as a menu that you can choose from. One way of picking out the elements that you are going to cover is by thinking about a vehicle for delivering the theme. For example, the final outcome might be a newspaper in which case most of the writing the children do will be non-fiction. Fairytale News contains a newspaper that could be used as a model. Another outcome could be the wolf’s appearance in court, accused of causing bodily harm to granny. Children could explore the wolf’s version of events by writing the story from his point of view and then develop this into a more formal persuasive text. Alternatively, a performance of Red Riding Hood could be the outcome. As well as writing the play, this also gives children the chance to produce a theatre programme and to write adverts for the performance.
Finally, I’d like to briefly explore some links that could be made to other subjects within the context of this theme. 
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In geography there are opportunities for creating and reading maps by developing story maps that show Red Riding Hood’s route to granny’s cottage. Linked to this is the use of co-ordinates in maths. In design and technology, the children can design a wolf trap, make sandwiches for Red Riding Hood’s basket or make masks to support the retelling of the story. ICT can be used when designing programmes for the performance. In PSHE the issues of being safe and exploring whether Red Riding Hood should have spoken to the wolf can be addressed.
So, over to you … try developing these ideas to create a traditional tales theme. All you need now is a snappy title. Once upon a time? Whose afraid of the big bad wolf? Well, I’ll leave that in your hands. 
Useful books
Beware of the Storybook Wolves by Lauren Child. Pub: Hodder Children’s Books

Fairytale News by Colin and Jacqui Hawkins. Pub: Walker Books

Revolting Rhymes by Roald Dahl. Pub: Puffin Books

Snow White in New York by Fiona French. Pub: Oxford University Press

The Three Little Wolves and the Big Bad Pig by Eugene Trivizas. Pub: Prentice Hall

The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs by Jon Scieszka. Pub: Puffing Books
The Wolf’s Story by Toby Forward. Pub: Walker Books

Traditional Tales by Paul Johnson. Pub: A & C Black

Wolves by Emily Gravett. Pub: Macmillan
