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Folklore is an umbrella term for stories 
and verse created in past centuries. It 
includes fairy tales, folk tales, legends, tall 
tales, myths, nursery rhymes, and ballads. 

he good, the bad, and the ugly have 
inhabited stories for ages. Whether their 
stories reside in the realm of ancient folk-
lore or contemporary novels, heroes and 
villains entertain us with their conflicts 
and struggles, their triumphs and failures, 
and often, a happy ending. 

In the real world and in literature, there are 
heroes who have positive qualities and faults, and 
villains who have evil intentions as well as a few 
redeeming qualities. Complex personalities like 
these can make it difficult for less experienced 
readers to evaluate characters, and that is why an 
introduction to folklore’s archetypal heroes, vil-
lains, and universal values can help prepare young 
readers for the more sophisticated characters who 
populate contemporary literature. 

The following lessons can be adapted for 
either primary or intermediate grades. Pick and 
choose according to the needs and skills of your 
students.

Map the Traits

Read three familiar folktales. As a large group, 
use sticky notes to create a character map of traits 
for the hero and the villain in each story. When 
finished, reorganize the notes into a map with the 
common traits in the middle of the chart, and the 
differing traits on the side. Repeat for villains. 

Evaluating the Good,  
the Bad, and the Ugly

• Keep ’em Reading •Grades 
3–5

by | Judith Snyder

T

Actions = Traits

Distribute stories from other cultures and countries to 
students, one for each person. Ideally, each of these 
stories will be a a different and unfamiliar folktale. 
Using two-column note taking, ask students to list 
the story’s hero/heroine’s actions on the left side of the 
paper as they read. Then have them work in groups 
of four to help each other identify the character trait 
revealed by each action. Each student should list the 
trait the right side, opposite the action. For instance: 
Slayed the dragon/bravery; went on a quest/adventur-
ousness, etc.

Though folklore characters are given obvious 
traits, there are some stories in which it may 
be easier for students to pinpoint the hero 
and villain. These stories offer good examples: 
Rapunzel, Twelve Brothers, The Princess and the 
Glass Hill, The Three Little Pigs, Cinderella, Snow 
White, Red Riding Hood, Hansel and Gretel, Sleeping 
Beauty, Rumpelstiltskin, The Brave Little Tailor, The 
Monkey and the Crocodile, The Tinker and the Ghost.
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Help students identify the origin of 
individual folktales by scanning through 
the copyright page. This information is 
often listed in parenthesis toward the end. 
Anthologies will often list the country of 
origin in the table of contents.

Character Traits

For this activity, you will need several com-
puters with Excel. Have the groups of four from 
the previous activity gather with their two-col-
umn notes at a computer (one for each group). 
Provide each group with the electronic file for the 
Character Trait Chart. The group will compile 
the character traits that they identified in the pre-
vious activity onto this single spreadsheet. The 
chart can be printed out, but the activity will work 
best if each group inputs their material directly 
onto the spreadsheet.

If the story had a hero, traits should be listed 
in the hero category, and if there was a heroine, in 
the heroine category. Every other category should 
be filled in accordingly. 

Teach students how to sort the information by 
columns. Ask them to first sort by heroes. This will 
put all of the hero traits together, followed by the 
heroine traits. As a whole class, discuss the similari-
ties and differences between heroes and heroines. 
Sort the charts again to compare cultures.

Trait Round Up

Find a list of general character traits online at: 
•	 http://cte.jhu.edu/techacademy/web/2000/

kochan/charactertraits.html
 (Created by C. Kochan and adapted from 

MCPS 7th grade English curriculum.)
Student groups can choose additional hero and 
villain traits from this list and add them to their 
Character Trait chart.

Look It Up

Now compare the list of traits to actual definitions 
of heroes. Divide students into new groups. Ask 
each group member to search in a different source 

for a definition of a hero (e.g., Wikipedia, online 
dictionary, classroom dictionary, etc.). The grous 
will combine information and write a composite 
description of a hero. After a large group discussion 
of results, construct a class definition. Repeat for 
villains.

Connect and Apply

Ask students to evaluate the heroic traits in the 
Character Trait Chart (see page 4) and to put stars 
next to the traits that we consider desirable in 
heroes/heroines today. With those traits in mind, 
read some contemporary stories and identify the 
heroes, heroines, and villains.

Picture Book Activity
Read these suggested picture books, or find your 
own. Assign groups and let them choose one hero/
heroine character and one villain character from one 
of the picture book you read. Provide art supplies to 
draw a life-sized character and to write the charac-
ter traits around the outside. Display the drawings 
in the Hall of Heroes and the Valley of Villains.
Suggestions:
•	 Mars Needs Moms! by Berkeley Breathed. 

Philomel Books, 2007. Milo discovers that love 
makes moms heroes.

•	 How Robin Saved Spring by Debbie Ouellet. 
Holt, 2009. Lady Winter endeavors to keep 
Sister Spring sleeping forever, but because of 
Robin’s bravery, Spring awakens. 

•	 The Giant King by Kathleen Pelley. Child & 
Family Press, 2003. Rabbie shows the town that 
when others are treated kindly, the kindness 
will be returned.

•	 Hero Cat by Eileen Spinelli. Marshall 
Cavendish, 2006. Mother cat saves her babies 
from a burning building.

Novel Activity
After students achieve an understanding of arche-
typal hero and villain character traits, they will be 
better prepared to analyze current literature. Provide 
a choice of novel sets and let groups of students 
choose a book. 

Using three-column notes, students will write 
one response in each of the three columns for each 
chapter. The first column includes an action of the 
main character (MC), the middle column includes 
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an example of what the MC says, and the right 
column includes what others say about the MC. 
Emphasize the fact that in contemporary life, 
heroes may not always exemplify heroic qualities, 
so they should also list actions that may not be 
considered heroic. This can be part of daily litera-
ture logs or extended to a blog established by the 
teacher and open for parent participation.

During scheduled discussions, the individuals 
will share their insights into the MC to discover 
character growth. After finishing the book, the 
group will consider whether the book’s MC can 
rightfully be considered a hero/heroine. Individuals 
will then write their own conclusions with sup-
porting details.

Heroes and Heroines  
in the Past

Many websites devoted to heroes include brief 
biographies of historical people, telling about their 
early life and later accomplishments. Few incorpo-
rate explicit examples of what made the person a 
hero. Challenge your students to find a historical 
person they consider to be a hero. Research for 
details that display examples of heroic character 
traits, including actions of the hero/heroine that 
support the conclusion. Write essays to display 
findings. Then why not exhibit the essays on a 
website?

Personal Heroes  
and Heroines

Heroes and heroines exist in our everyday lives, 
as well. Now that students have developed back-
ground knowledge about heroes in literature and 
history, use this schema to examine people in your 
students’ own lives, and write an essay. Visit the 
My Hero Project web site: http://myhero.com for the 
opportunity to read about other everyday heroes 
and to upload your class’s everyday hero essays. 
Teacher pages offer additional activities.

Little Acts of Heroism 
(LAH) 

All of us can be heroes—maybe not in big ways, but 
heroes just the same. In fact, little acts of heroism, 
like random acts of kindness, can bring about change. 
Start by sharing the definitions of emotional and 
moral courage. 

Challenge your classes to pursue the moral and 
emotional courage needed in making choices at school 
and home. Provide students with the Courageous 
Choices reproducible from page 5. Let students act out 
the scene, including their courageous choice. Then over 
the next week, ask students to journal about incidents 
where they chose to use emotional or moral courage in 
making a choice in how to act. 

Another option is to provide a Hero Box where stu-
dents can write about an action they took or an action 
they saw someone else choose that showed courage. 
On a Little Acts of Heroism card, students describe the 
action in detail, sign it, and place it in the Hero Box. 
Each day or week, pick one of the notes from the Hero 
Box to read to the class or school.

Resources

Books
•	 The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and 

Importance of Fairy Tales by Bruno Bettelheim. 
Vintage Books, 1976.

•	 Writer’s Guide to Character Traits by Linda Edelstein. 
Writer’s Digest Books. Cincinnati, 2006.

Websites
•	 Heroes	Online:	Looking	to	the	Web	for	Those	We	

Can Look Up To (From Education World):  
http://www.educationworld.com/a_lesson/TM/WS_
heroes.shtml 

•	 My	Hero	Project:	http://myhero.com 

❖ ❖ ❖

Judith Snyder is a seasoned teacher/librarian in Colorado, as 
well as a professional storyteller and freelance writer. Judith is 
the author of the Jump-start Your Library series, three books 
featuring hands-on library lessons from UpstartBooks (2008) 
and two picture books, What Do You See? (2009) and 
Stinky Feet (2010) from Odyssey Books. Visit www.judith-
snyderwrites.com for additional literacy ideas and articles 
featuring integration of the arts and creative thinking.



4 • LibrarySparks • February 2012 Web Resources

Character Trait
Chart Example

Story
Hero/

Heroine 
Actions

Hero Trait
Heroine 
Traits

Villian 
Actionas

Villian 
Traits

Country/ 
Continent



February 2012 Web Resources • LibrarySparks • 5

Directions: Cut scenarios into strips. Student pairs select one and act it out.

1.  You and your friend walk into a room and find a wallet with $75 in it. Your friend wants to keep it.  
What do you do? 

2.  You are with a group of friends and you see someone you don’t know being teased in a mean way.  
What do you do?

3. You and your friend overhear a private conversation. Your friend wants to tell other people.  
What do you do?

4.  The most popular kid in your class is picking on a younger kid.  
What do you do?

5.  You’ve been told you can only play computer games for 1 hour, but the babysitter doesn’t know that rule. 
What do you do?

6.  Even though it is against school rules, your friend passes you note in class.  
What do you do?

7.  Someone tells you some mean gossip about your best friend.  
What do you do?

8.  Someone throws a tater tot at you in the lunchroom.  
What do you do?

9.  Someone who is often teased sits down next to you in the lunchroom.  
What do you do?

10. Your friend wants to play, but you have chores to do.  
What do you do?

11. You have homework, but your friend calls and wants to talk on the phone.  
What do you do?

12. Your mom tells you to pick up your clothes and clean your room.  
What do you do?

13. Your friend dares you to climb a tree, but you know your parents would not let you.  
What do you do?

14. Your friend is playing with something dangerous and you know it could hurt you both.  
What do you do?

15. You see your friend being mean to an animal.  
What do you do?

Web Resource #2
Courageous Scenarios:  
What Would You Do?

Character Trait
Chart Example




