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To the teacher:

     This workbook can be used as little or much as time and interest allow. I will be visiting your school in the near future to share Japanese stories and music with your students. If you are interested in reading over these materials and in doing some or all of the activities, please take advantage of this opportunity to introduce some of the basic information on Japan and cultural offerings here. If you have any questions or concerns either before or after the program, please do not hesitate to contact me at stories@kotoworld.com. 

     The stories I specialize in are folktales from Japan. My program is unique in that I combine the music of the Japanese koto with these stories, so listeners are introduced to this instrument as well. I make efforts to use the instrument in creative ways, and it sometimes is a character or part of the scene in the stories. The stories themselves are about 10 minutes in length and I put together programs combining various stories based on the grades of the students, length of program, variety among stories, and koto tuning restraints. If you have any special requests for a story, please let me know at least two weeks in advance, and I will do my best to accommodate you. 

     I look forward to sharing my music and stories with you and your students. Most of all, I hope that it is a meaningful and enjoyable experience for teachers and students alike!
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Koto Tales: An Educator’s Guide 

Why Folktales?

Folktales express the core values of any given culture. While many values are shared across cultures, their relative importance and the ways in which they are expressed varies widely, offering a myriad of windows through which to gaze at one’s own self and the world. Folktales can be used as a springboard for thinking about the interconnected aspects of valuing human relations, ecology, and world peace.  Not only have folktales been enjoyed through the ages, they have something to offer listeners of any age. Sharing stories connects people at a personal level that cannot be replicated with any other media. Each story unfolds in our minds as the words transport us, bringing out the best of our imaginations. Last but not least, folktales have endured through generations of telling – they are entertaining and fun! 

Storytelling in Japan

Japan has a long history  - and thus a long history of storytellers. Some of the most well-known stories told in Japan date back to the 12th  century: The Tale of the Heike consists of numerous battle stories chronicling the fall of the Heike clan. These stories were often told outdoors, on street corners and in temple grounds,  by biwa hoshi, blind biwa players. The biwa  is 4 or sometimes 5-string lute, played with a large plectrum. Young and old would gather around and listen to the heroic battle epics, punctuated with the biwa’s dramatic sounds. There are popular duos of  manzai storytellers in Japan today who relate amusing tales of everyday life - a storytelling form that dates back to the 

700’s. Kamishibai, a traditional form of storytelling in which the storyteller shows pictures of the story as it is told, has been popular for centuries. And of course, folktales have long been treasured in Japan, and are a central part of the storytelling tradition in libraries, homes, and festivals throughout Japan.

The Japanese Koto

      The koto is a 13 stringed zither, originally coming from China, with a history of over 1,000 years as a classical instrument in Japan.  Each string is tuned by moving a small bridge underneath it. It is approximately 6 feet long and made from paulownia  wood. By pushing and pulling on the strings and using a number of fingering techniques, a wide array of sounds can be produced from this elegantly simple instrument. It is the official national instrument of Japan.

Although there is not a documented history of stories being told with koto, there is a history of literary events such as poetry readings, which can be accompanied by the sound of the koto, and many of the lyrics to classical koto pieces make references to literature. The koto has close associations with the sound of water; rain, waterfalls, waves; in Koto Tales the natural versatility of this instrument is brought out in unique ways as it is called upon to become galloping horses, crying babies, and even cats fighting!

A note on Japanese Pronunciation: 

Japanese words are made up of syllables that can almost always be broken down into consonant-vowel groups. Like Spanish, there are just five vowels in Japanese, A, I, U, E, O, and they are pronounced as you would say the following words:

 Father eats noodles and eggs only. 

(Note that what is written as an “I” in Japanese is pronounced as the beginning sound of “eats”. ) 

Teacher Resources: 

www.kotoworld.com
http://www.jinjapan.org/kidsweb/virtual/koto/koto.html
http://www.jinjapan.org/kidsweb/virtual.html
http://www.japaneselifestyle.com.au/culture/culture.html
The Tale of the Heike  trans. by Hiroshi Kitagawa and Bruce Tsuchida

The Tale of Genji,  by Murasaki Shikibu

Asian Tales and Tellers   by Cathy Spagnoli

The Parent’s Guide to Storytelling   by Margaret Read MacDonald

Japanese Music and Musical Instruments, by William P. Malm

The Koto Workbook, By Elizabeth Falconer (self published)

Easy Hiragana: The First Steps to Reading and Writing Japanese  by Fujihiko Kaneda

Japanese For Everyone  by Susumu Nagara

The Haiku Handbook: How to Write, Share, and Teach Haiku,  by William J. Higginson

Pre-Program Discussion Possibilities:


My storytelling and musical programs focus on Asia, especially Japan, where I resided for over 12 years. Sometime in the week before the program, it would be useful if you can find the time to:


Find out what your students already know about Japan. Where is it on the map? Now, find China and Korea ; notice how close they are to each other. Are any students in your class from these countries? Has anyone ever been there? Has anyone eaten Japanese, Chinese, or Korean food? Used chopsticks? It is useful to stimulate discussion of other cultures, to sort of whet their appetite, for this storytelling program.


The instrument I play when I perform my stories is a classical Japanese instrument, the koto. But - like many things Japanese - it can be found, in various forms, in other parts of Asia. The koto is a stringed instrument belonging to the zither family - the whole instrument acts as a sound board. Can the students think of other instruments which are sometimes used for storytelling? (guitar, banjo, etc.) I play the instrument on the floor, with my shoes off. Find out about Japanese homes; shoes are removed, and tables are low, so that people kneel around them. You might have the students take off their shoes and kneel around a low table and try to eat a snack with chopsticks.  Have you sung “Sakura” yet? (The lyrics are listed in the “Issunboshi” story activity section.)

You might give the students some things to look for and listen for before they come to the program, to be discussed after you return to the classroom. 

Musical:

If you have any samples of Japanese music to play, this might be a good time to play some. (Samples are available at my website, www.kotoworld.com) Discuss your reactions to the music together. What did it make you think of? 

How big is the koto? What kinds of sounds does it make, and how are they made? (Refer to “Koto Page for Kids”  at kotoworld website for more details.)

Cultural:

Can students find references to the following in any of the stories?

seasons

loyalty

gratitude

respect for others

Linguistic:

Do students already know some words from Japan? What are they? What are some new words (think of popular products) that are from Japan? 

Follow-up Activities and Discussion for Two Koto Tales

I. Issunboshi - The Inch Boy (especially suitable for lower grades)

Story theme activities/discussion: 

This is a tale of determination, and obstacles overcome. 

       Some people are tall, some are short. Many want to grow up to be tall – but not everyone gets to. Write down some advantages to being short. Write some advantages to being tall. What would you do, if you were only one inch tall? Think of some things you would like to do…use your imagination. (You might stimulate imaginations by reading “One Inch Tall” in Shel Silverstein’s Where the Sidewalk Ends.)

          This story also touches upon the theme of preparation. Be prepared, because you never know what might happen! It helps to make your dream come true if you are prepared to work towards making it come true. In what ways did Issunboshi prepare to become a loyal samurai? Write about something you would like to become, and then think of ways you are preparing to do that now. (Think about this in terms of the “big picture” - school work and helping around the house can prepare you for many things!)

Cultural points: The seasons are very important in traditional and modern Japanese culture. Twice in this story - when references are made to springtime, the melody or “Sakura” is played. You can sing the Cherry Blossom song, “Sakura Sakura” together. Here are the lyrics, along with my English version: 

Sakura, sakura                                              Sakura, sakura

Yayoi no sora wa                                         Cherry blossoms April brings

Miwatasu kagiri                                           Up against the clear blue sky

Kasumi ka kumoka                                      Mist-like petals gently sigh

Nioizo izuru                                                 Fill the air with signs of spring

Izaya izaya                                                   Come with me, come with me

Mi ni yu kan                                                See the sweet cherry trees bloom.

*NOTE: This song can be heard in both English and Japanese on the CD, “Oyasumi,” produced by Koto World.

Linguistic points: 

There are three kinds of sound words in Japanese; giongo imitates an acutal sound,  giseigo imitates voices and animal sounds, and gitaigo are special words that assign a sound to a moods or feeling.  (Pori-pori is when you are embarrassed; kan-kan is for anger; niko-niko is for smiling.) This tale makes use of some Japanese sound words (onomatopoeia) which are so inherent to the spoken language.. These phrases include:

hara hara          flutter, flutter (leaves falling)

chira chira        flutter, flutter (petals drifting from the trees)

hyu- hyu-          whoo! whoo!(wind whistling )

gui! gui!            jab! jab!(swords thrusting)

Activity/discussion:  Have the students discuss what sorts of words we have like these in English. Have them make some words up to match sounds or actions. Notice that a lot of the sound words are repeated phrases (like tap tap, knock knock) in both Japanese and English. Why might this be?

Other common sound words in Japanese:

kira kira          twinkle, twinkle

buru buru        brrrrrr!

pyon pyon       hop! Hop!

pika pika          flash! (as in Pikachu, which literally means “flash-              squeek“ for that little mouse)

Animal sounds in Japanese:

Dog:           wan wan!

Cat:            nya- nya-!

Monkey:    kya kya!

Rooster:     kokekokko-!

Cow:          mow mow!

Bird:          chun chun!

Pig:            bu- bu- !

*Note: My presentation of “Sumomotaro, Plum Boy” also includes three animal sounds:  a dog barking (wan wan!) a monkey crying out (kya kya!) and a pheasant (kii kii!). 

Co-operative Activities:

Divide the students into groups, and choose from the following: 1) Have the students draw pictures of the different scenes on large paper, and combine them to make a book. 2) Have the students act out the various scenes, and put together a small play. 

Issunboshi explores his parents’ small garden

Issunboshi goes to Kyoto

Issunboshi fights the giant red demon

Related stories, folktales, and books of interest: 

Tom Thumb  (various retellings)

Peach Boy (Momotaro)   (various retellings)

Tasty Baby Belly Buttons  by Judy Sierra

The Little Engine that Could

The Cricket Warrior   by Margaret and Raymond Chang

AIUEO no Hon    by Anno Mitsumasa

Anno’s Aesop: A Book of Fables  retold by Anno Mistumasa

II. The Tall, Tall Tree (especially suitable for upper grades)

This story touches upon the theme of change, transformation, which is part of every human experience. It also relates to trust and courage.

Story Theme Activities/Discussion

Change/Transformation:


In this story, a tree is made into a ship. Think of all the things we use made from wood - consider the fact that they were all once trees! (Did you take note that the koto, for instance, is made from a tree?) How can we show the trees how thankful we are for what they give us?  This is a good time to discuss environmental issues and recycling. 

The major religion of Japan, Buddhism, holds the belief that every part of nature has its own spirit. How did you find this reflected in the story?  How do you feel about nature - trees, rocks, flowers, having a “spirit”? What other cultures share this idea? In what ways do we honor nature in our culture?

Are there any special trees, or natural places, in your life? Write about it, or draw a picture. Why is this place special to you?

Spend one day being aware of wood. Whenever you use something made from wood, say “Thank you, Tree.”  Keep a list of how many different things you come into contact with in a singe day are made from wood. 

Have you ever had to say goodbye to a friend?  How did it make you feel? Have you ever seen a friend after a long time, and felt that they had changed, and that you had changed, too? Write about or talk about the experience. We all keep evolving.

Think of your “core” personality. List the traits that you think make you “you” - the things you feel make you the individual you are.

What do you want to be?  Write down your biggest dream of what you would like to become. Then, see how your individual traits might be put to use when you fulfill your dream. 

Courage and Trust:  Have you ever done something very difficult in front of other people, even though you were really scared?  What happened? How did you feel? How do you think Yayoi felt? Were you glad you did it afterwards?  Share, through writing or discussion, a personal challenging experience.

Tree stories, folktales, and books of interest: 

Brother Eagle, Sister Sky, by Susan Jeffers


The Giving Tree, by Shel Silverstein 

The Tale of Three Trees, by Angela Elwell Hunt

The Way of the Willow Branch,  by Emery Bernhard

The Tree That Would Not Die,  by Ellen Levine

A Tree’s Tale, by Lark Carrier   

Gingko And Moon, by Lisa Mertins

My Mother Talks to Trees, by Doris Grove 

Paddle-to-the-Sea, by Holling Clancy Holling

Sugaring Time, by Kathryn Lasky

Once There Was a  Tree, by Phyllis Busch

The Tremendous Tree Book, by May Garelick

*For Middle School and Older:  Of Nightingales that Weep, by Katherine Paterson (The protaganist is a koto player!)

Elizabeth Falconer’s selected discography of music and stories:

Once Up On A Lilypad (Parents’ Choice Silver Honor Award)

The Crane’s Story  -- Tales of Love from Japan

Hana and the Dragon and other tales from Japan (Parents’ Choice Honors)

Plum Boy! and other tales from Japan (Parents’ Choice Gold, NAPPA Honors Awards)

Music:

Oyasumi – Goodnight: Restful melodies and Lullabies (Parents’ Choice, NAPPA Gold)  

Deep Pool  - Koto Solos 

Chocolate Suite – Japanese music for chocolate lovers

EDUCATOR’S DISCOUNTS AVAILABLE! Contact me at stories@kotoworld.com. 

FEEDBACK…QUESTIONS?   I am very interested in what you have to say!  Please feel free to contact me at stories@kotoworld.com 
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My favorite author I recommend for sharing Japanese culture with students is YOSHIKO UCHIDA. She has written personal stories, novels, and wonderful retellings of many folktales. Look for her books! There is something for every age.
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