
Folklore: Lesson 8 
 

LESSON 8:  TYPE-INDEX 
 

MATERIALS: 
▪ Read aloud: How Bears Came to Be (teacher copy) 

▪ Variety of leveled Sealskin variants:  

o The Sealskin  (easiest, copies for students in this group) 

o The Dolphin Wife (on-level, copies for students in this group) 

o The Swan Maiden (slightly harder than on-level, copies for students in this group) 

o Additional Sealskin tales for early finishers 

▪ ATU Typing Index (one per student) 

▪ Fairytale List with ATU Types (teacher copy, projected) 

▪ Index cards (one per student) 

▪ Word Wall cards (motif, ATU system, type) 

▪ Folklorist Journals 

OBJECTIVES: 

 
 

Variants are different versions of one folktale that are recorded by different 

people and/or in different countries. 
 

Types are numbers assigned by folklorists to tales with a dominant motif. 
 

Students will be able to:  

▪ read a wide range of literature to build an understanding of human experience. 

▪ apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and appreciate texts.   

▪ apply knowledge of language structures, language conventions, and genres to create, critique, 

and discuss print and non-print texts. 

▪ participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a variety of literacy 

communities.   

 

Key Terms: 

▪ type 

▪ motif 

▪ ATU system 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Suggested Story Vocabulary: 

▪ turf 

▪ adjoining 

▪ wrung 

▪ restore 

▪ dialect 

▪ malice 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

SEQUENCE TEACHER NOTES 
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WARM-UP:  Say Something! 

 

Tell students that they will do a 5-minute 

round of “Say Something” based on the 

things they have read and learned about 

folktale collectors in the previous lesson.  

 

Explain to the students that everyone is required to say 

something they have learned about folktale collectors so 

far. The trick, of course, is that students can’t repeat what 

someone else has already said. 

 

Continue this game until everyone has had a turn to share 

something they learned. 

 

 
Students can state facts, voice opinions, 

and ask questions during “Say 

Something” as long as it pertains to the 

folklore topic. The teacher may want to 

call on the less verbal or reluctant 

children toward the beginning so that 

they will have an easier time of 

providing input that hasn’t already 

been said.  

 
READ ALOUD:  How Bears Came 

to Be (Folktale) 

 

Invite students to find a comfortable 

place for listening. Encourage students 

to think about the story’s plot and the 

sequence of events as they occur.  

 

Read How Bears Came to Be aloud. 

 

As a class, ask students to list the events from the tale. 

Record their recollections on the board. Based on class 

discussion, ask the class to come to a consensus on the 

3-4 most important things that happened in the story. 

Circle these events. 

 

Remind students that stories have a 

sequence of events. These events can be ordered by 

time (temporally) or by cause and effect (causally). 

 

 

How Bears Came to Be 

is a traditional Cherokee 

folktale. The Cherokee 

once lived in the 

southeastern region of 

what is now known as the United 

States, but many were forced to move 

west to Oklahoma in 1838. A large 

percentage of Cherokee died along this 

journey (the Trail of Tears), but many 

survived, and their ancestors live and 

thrive as part of the Cherokee Nation 

today: https://www.cherokee.org/. 

Some Cherokee also live in North 

Carolina: 

https://visitcherokeenc.com/eastern-

band-of-the-cherokee/. The rich 

Cherokee culture is strengthened and 

passed along through its myths, 

legends, and folktales.  

 ACTIVITY/DIFFERENTIATION: Story Events 

 

Group students according to reading level (based on 

the teacher’s preferred reading assessment tool) and 

give each group the appropriate text based on their 

readiness levels. Tales are loosely leveled: 

 

 

 
Students may have difficulty 

identifying the most important events. 

 

PLACE 

 

https://www.cherokee.org/
https://visitcherokeenc.com/eastern-band-of-the-cherokee
https://visitcherokeenc.com/eastern-band-of-the-cherokee
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o The Sealskin  (easiest) 

o The Dolphin Wife  (on-

level) 

o The Swan Maiden 

(slightly harder than on-

level) 

 

Allow students to read the stories independently. When 

they are done reading, students should begin to record 

their stories’ main events in their Folklorist Journals. 

 

ACTIVITY: Group Summaries and Sharing  

  

Once all students have finished reading 

independently and have written their 

sequence of story events, they should 

gather in groups with other students 

who read the same tale. Together they 

should narrow the plot points to the 

most important events. Then, the group should choose a 

leader to compile the ideas into one oral summary to share 

with the class. 

 

Regroup as a class. The teacher can select one member of 

the group to write the three most important events from 

their story’s plot on the board or on chart paper while 

another student orally shares the group’s summary.  

 

As a class, determine: What do all these tales share in 

common? (Possible answers: An animal transforms into an 

human or vice versa; A human steals the skin/feathers of a 

creature to keep her for a wife.) 

 

The teacher may need to review the 

concept of main ideas and events 

versus supporting details and events. 

Main ideas and events are needed to 

change the story outcome or ending in 

some way, whereas supporting details 

and events just help provide 

background or support for the main 

ideas.   

 

“The myth of the Swan Maiden is one 

of the most widely distributed and at 

the same time one of the most beautiful 

stories ever evolved from the mind of 

man.” –Edwin Sidney Hartland 

 

Students will no doubt 

notice that the women in 

these stories are treated 

as property to be owned 

by their husbands. In 

some cases, the 

relationship between the new husband 

and wife is described as loving, but you 

might discuss with the students 

whether this justifies the way the men 

in each story coerced the women into 

marriage. You might ask them to think 

about ways the story could be retold to 

provide the female characters with 

more agency. 

WORD WORK:  Motif 

 

KID-FRIENDLY DEFINTION:   

 

Explain to the class that a motif is an 

important event or thing that occurs 

over and over in fairytales.   

 

Write magic sleep on the board, and 

then ask students: How do fairytales use 

the element of magic sleep in their stories? (Possible 

answers:  Snow White ate an apple and fell into magic 

sleep; Sleeping Beauty pricked her finger, etc.) 

 
“A motif is a basic narrative element 

used in constructing a story. A simple 

tale may consist of a single motif.  

Tales typically include a number of 

motifs, which can be, and often are, 

used in more than one story.”  (Folk 

and Fairy Tales:  A Handbook, D.L. 

Ashliman, p. 198) 

 

 

 

CL 
CRITICAL 

LITERACY 
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Explain to students that folklorists use the term motif to 

refer to an element that happens in many tales, like 

someone falling into a magic sleep. Motifs are important 

to the plot. Encourage students to think of some tales that 

use magic sleep. Ask: Was Snow White falling into a 

magic sleep central to the story? Was it important in 

Sleeping Beauty? Why was it so important? Add the word 

motif to the Word Wall.  

 

Encourage students to think about the stories they just 

summarized in groups. Using a Venn diagram, as a class, 

compare the three Sealskin variants to see what they have 

in common.  Ask children to point out the similarities and 

differences between the tales. (For example, in all tales a 

creature loses a covering.  The covering 

varies; the setting varies; some are 

happily married; some are not.) 

 

Point out that to be considered a motif, 

the event can’t be normal, such as “The 

character walked down the hall.”  But, 

if “the character walked down the hall 

in his invisibility cape to escape the witch,” then the action 

is unique enough to be a motif. 

 

 

 
Think about some of your favorite 

stories. Do these stories contain any 

motifs? Encourage students to ask a 

friend, family member, or community 

member to share their favorite story. 

Students should take notes about the 

story events and then compare stories 

to see if any objects or patterns recur as 

motifs across the stories.  

 

 

  

   
 

DIRECTIONS FOR INSTRUCTION:  Type-Index 

 

As soon as folklorists started to realize that certain stories 

appeared in different places with important similarities, 

they decided they needed a system to catalog or keep track 

of the variants.  It was a huge, difficult job. 

 

The universal version used today is the ATU Type Index, 

which catalogs stories by their overall plots or story type 

and gives them a number.  

 

Add the words ATU system and type to the Word Wall.  

 

 
Type:  a description of narrative 

content or a bundle of motifs that often 

appear together to make a story. 

 

A type-index refers us to other stories 

with similar events (though not similar 

themes).  In other words, tales could 

have dissimilar messages, but have 

some similar things happen in them. 

Hence, they share a type. 

 

Type-indexes do not index literary 

fairytales. It is only for oral tales, even 

when literary tales are rewritten 

PLACE 
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Explain that one deficiency of ATU system is that it 

leaves out tales from Native Americans and Africans, 

among other groups of people and places. Point out to the 

students that the ATU system is not a complete 

compilation of tales from around the world, and that tales 

that are not included are just as relevant and important.  

 

Distribute copies of the ATU Typing System. Explain that 

we are only looking at types from 1-750.  The tales we 

read today were of type 400. Ask the students: How does 

the ATU system categorize the tales we read today?  Do 

you agree that they way they are categorized reflects the 

most important part of the plot? 

 

On an overhead, display The Feathery Robe from Japan 

(found in the variety of additional Sealskin stories). Read 

this story aloud or give students a few minutes to read it 

silently. Ask: Do you think this story should be a type 

400?  (Forcing a female into marriage by stealing an item 

of her clothing and/or transformation by skin.) Allow 

students to discuss and share their opinions with the whole 

class.  

 

ACTIVITY: Practice with ATU 

 

Display the Fairytale List with ATU 

Types and cover up the type numbers so 

that only the titles of the tales are 

displayed. Give every student an index 

card. 

 

Ask students to choose a tale that they know from the list. 

On their index card, they should write a short summary of 

the plot—only the most important things that happen. 

 

Referring to their ATU chart, students should think about 

the story’s plot and motifs, and try to predict what number 

the tale should be. Students should write that number on 

their index card and turn it in to the teacher. 

 

After all students’ cards have been turned in, the teacher 

should display the fairytale list with the ATU numbers so 

that students can check their predictions. Ask: Do you 

agree with the number your tale was given? Why or why 

not? 

 

variants. Ask students: How are books 

grouped in the library? Where do these 

groupings come from?  

 

 

 

 
Because these numbers, until a few 

years ago, were only ATU types, 

searching by type on the Internet was a 

frustrating process.  Type 400 in the 

ATU system is the “The Quest for a 

Lost Bride.”  Another source calls 

Type 400 “Transformation by Skin.” 

For this reason, do not hold students 

accountable to types.  They simply 

must know that systems exist, and the 

ATU number is the most widely used.  

 

 
Think about the folktales that are 

commonly told where you live. Where 

would these stories be located on the 

ATU chart?  

 

 
Websites that organize tales by type: 
 

www.surlalunefairytales.com  (the 

section on “annotated tales” and 

“similar tales from other countries”)  

 

http://www.pitt.edu/~dash/folktexts.ht

PLACE 

 
 

http://www.surlalunefairytales.com/
http://www.pitt.edu/~dash/folktexts.html
http://siri.uvm.edu/graphics/Tools/Wrench.gif
http://siri.uvm.edu/graphics/Tools/Wrench.gif
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EARLY FINISHERS: Extra Practice with ATU 

 

Early finishers can pick a number and 

list as many tales as you can think of 

that fit into that number range. 

 

Early finishers can also read the 

additional Sealskin stories if they are 

interested in them. Have copies printed out and ready for 

students to access.  

ml 

 

http://www.grimmstories.com/en/grim

m_fairy-tales/classification 

 

 
 

Because some students 

with disabilities have 

difficulties in written 

expression, the teacher 

may choose an alternative method for 

summarizing the fairytale, such as 

bulleting, drawing, or summarizing 

orally. 

 

CLOSE: ATU Journal Prompt 

 

Ask students to reflect on what they 

learned about the ATU filing process. 

Ask students to write a journal entry in 

their Folklorist Journals answering the 

prompt: If you could create your own 

system that included all tales we’ve 

studied and others, how would you group them? Be 

creative! 

 

 
Think about the popular or familiar 

stories that are told where you live. 

Does your community have a system 

for recoding, filing, or keeping track of 

these stories so that they can continue 

to be shared for many years to come? 

For example, the local library may 

have a specific reading section for 

folklore or local authors.  

 

 

PLACE 

 

2E 
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