Learning English through Short Stories


Theme and Message – Story and Fable

Learning Activity 1

Stories and theme

In a short story the theme is not given directly by the writer. It is up to the reader to discover it for themselves through the plot, setting and characters.
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Let’s take an example of a simple story of two people who live in different villages in Southern China, around 1950 when transport was much more difficult than it is now.

	Emily sat and looked out her window like she had done practically every day since she realised she was no longer a child, but had grown to be a woman. The window looked onto the road, the only road in her village. The road that brought everything and everyone into the village and also the road that led into the big world that lay outside. 
	5

	
	

	She knew that the time had come for her to leave, to escape from her family and her home. This was all she would leave behind her. There were no longer any friends that she could turn to as they had left some time before. But she could not let her family know she was leaving because she knew they would not understand.
	10

	
	

	She was worried about the journey that she would start but when she moved from her bed to the window and saw the sky turn red, she understood that her time had come and that an answer lay elsewhere. She must go in the morning.
	

	
	

	By the side of the road on the outskirts of a village not a hundred kilometres away, sat a young man watching as the same sun set over distant hills. He had been sitting there for, well he didn’t know how long, he just knew that he was drawn there every day, that something important was bringing him there and he would be back there tomorrow, and he would sit and wait as he had done for so many days now. 
	15

20

	
	

	Chang always came to the same spot and watched as the traffic came and left the village. He had left everything and everyone for his lonely vigil. He had been coming here for three weeks now and he did not know why. All he knew was that he was drawn there to the same spot to sit and wait, for what he did not know. Everyone he knew said he was crazy and that he must go back to living a normal life.
	25

	
	

	As the sun set even further behind the hill Chang stood up and started to walk home, knowing he would return tomorrow to wait again.
	


A. 
The story above is not quite finished. It is missing an ending, which we can write later. With what we have, we can find out what the theme of the story is. 

There are a few steps that can help us to find the theme of a story. Usually the first step is to look at the title. A lot of times the title will contain some part of the theme or give us a clue to what the theme is. 

Our story, however, doesn’t have a title. We can add this when we go through the following steps.

1. 
Why does Emily leave her home?


_____________________________________________________________________
1. Why does Chang leave his home every morning to sit at the edge of the forest and wait?

______________________________________________________________________
3. 
What about their families? Do they support them in what they are doing?

______________________________________________________________________
4. 
Does either of them know or guess the reason for doing what they do?

______________________________________________________________________
5. 
What do other people in their villages think and say about them?

______________________________________________________________________
6. 
Do you agree with the characters’ decisions?

______________________________________________________________________
7. 
Provide a title for the story:_______________________________________________
B.
Having answered the questions above, try to guess the theme of the story and write it below. Try to write a short sentence. It is not enough to use one word, for example “love”. Your sentence needs to say more about what aspect of the world you think the writer wants to talk about. 

I think the theme of the story is:

________________________________________________________________________
C. 
Read the ending of the story below. After reading, write down what you think the theme of the story is. 

Early next morning, long before the village awakened, Chang set off again with the same heavy sack on his shoulders. Soon, he was to reach the junction which linked the villages with the city, where he had regularly walked by with hope and disappointment in the past three weeks. But this time, when the first beam of sunlight fell upon him, tears of joy and relief rolled down his face, for he saw a familiar silhouette moving forward with him on the road that emerged from the other village, heading towards the same direction. Proud of his obstinacy, he knew that the world was just a few steps away.

After reading the ending of the story, I think the theme of the story is _________________
________________________________________, which is the same as/different from my guess in Part B. 
Is the title you provided on the previous page still appropriate?
Yes ( Congratulations!
No ( What new title would you give the story? ________________________________
Learning Activity 2

Fables and message

Short stories are meant to be for enjoyment. As suggested before, the theme of a short story is what the reader thinks it is. It is never stated in the story but is a way that the writer can communicate with the reader something about life and how people behave.

Sometimes short stories can be used to send a message to the reader. The message may be moral (e.g. how to behave in society), political or religious and is something important that the writer wants to say.  

In a fable the theme is written at the end of the story. Here is an example of a story written in such a way:

The Fox and the Crow

	     A Fox once saw a Crow fly off with a piece of cheese in its beak and settle on a branch of a tree. 
     "That's for me, as I am a Fox," said Master Reynard, and he walked up to the foot of the tree. 
     "Good day, Mistress Crow," he cried. "How well you are looking today: how glossy your feathers; how bright your eye. I feel sure your voice must surpass that of other birds, just as your figure does; let me hear but one song from you that I may greet you as the Queen of Birds." 
     The Crow lifted up her head and began to caw her best, but the moment she opened her mouth the piece of cheese fell to the ground, only to be snapped up by Master Fox. 
     "That will do," said he. "That was all I wanted. In exchange for your cheese I will give you a piece of advice for the future: Do not trust flatterers.”

	5

10


Learning Activity 3

Writing a fable

Think of a moral lesson that you would like to deliver, e.g. one should be hard-working and modest, and write a short fable that will deliver the message. Give your story a title.

Who are the characters?                                  Where is the story set?

_______________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Moral lesson:








What is the conflict?





How is the conflict solved?
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