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Teachers – 
 
Theme can be a very difficult concept for students to understand. Below, I 
have listed some key ideas to help students identify the theme in a story.  
 

• What is the theme? 
o The theme of a story is generally an ongoing issue that runs 

throughout the story. I like to tell my class that it is the “moral 
of the story” shortened to one word.  

o Students should know that the theme of the story is different 
from the plot. For example, use a story that students are 
familiar with like The Three Little Pigs.  

! Plot – The wolf blew the first two pigs’ houses down and 
ate them, but the third pig had a sturdy house and 
outsmarted the wolf. 

! Moral – “Always be prepared” or “Make wise choices” 
! Theme – preparedness or wisdom/foolishness 

• How do you find the theme? 
o It is important to stress that the theme of the story is not 

stated outright. Students will be required to use inferences and 
common sense to come up with a theme. Ask them to recall what 
they learned from the characters’ experiences. 

o In order to come up with an appropriate theme, students will 
need to be familiar with some good vocabulary words that are 
commonly seen as themes in novels or stories. Included in this 
packet is a Common Themes vocabulary study guide and a quiz to 
go along with it.  

• How do I know if they “get it”? 
o To have a good grasp on theme, students need to be able to 

extract the big idea from the story. Some students will have 
trouble using the higher-order thinking skills required to move 
past the story level events and focus on the bigger picture. Tell 
your students a quick story similar to the one below: 



! Alex was really wanted to go to a PG-13 movie with his 
friends but he knew his mom would never let him. He 
decided to tell his mom he was going to visit his 
grandmother but went to the movie instead. His mom 
found out and told him he could not go to the movies for 
the rest of the summer. 

o Ask your students to identify the theme of the story. If a 
student says “I learned that telling a lie could make me lose some 
fun privileges so the theme is ‘honesty’” that student has a grasp 
of the “big idea” – the main lesson of the story. Some students, 
however, will respond with “Alex shouldn’t have lied” or even “you 
shouldn’t lie.” Take that opportunity to help students distinguish 
between the event that happened in the story, and the big 
theme that we can all take from the story. Assist them in taking 
it from the story to the real world and molding it into a one-
word theme. 

 
Students will need a great deal of practice identifying themes in 
stories. They will also have opportunities, with this unit, to compare 
and contrast the themes of two different stories. On the following 
page, I have outlined one possible schedule that could be used to 
implement this unit.  
 
I hope you enjoy the lessons included in this packet! Your 
satisfaction is my greatest reward, so please remember to provide 
feedback for this latest purchase and check on the other great ELA 
products for upper elementary in my store " Thank you!! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

Teaching Theme  
A One-Week Schedule 

 
Materials needed –  

• Worksheets and handouts included in this packet 
• The Three Little Pigs story – I generally use the picture book version 

written by Barry Moser but any variation will do. Could even be 
printed from an online source. 

• The Lorax by Dr. Seuss 
• The story of King Midas – I usually print this story from the following 

link: http://www.childstoryhour.com/story22.htm 
 

Day one – Activate prior knowledge by asking students what they know 
about the “theme” of a story already. Explain to students what the “theme” 
of a story is. Use key ideas in previous pages to describe theme to students. 
Distribute Common Themes study guide. Discuss words and their meanings 
with students. Students will keep the study guides in their folders/binders for 
a quiz at the end of the week. Read The Three Little Pigs aloud to students. 
Fill out the Little Pigs worksheet together as a class.  
 
Day Two – create an anchor chart on large butcher paper with all the 
themes on their study guide and their descriptions. Allow students to write 
the descriptions of each theme. Hang the anchor chart in a prominent place in 
the classroom.  
Themes can often be easily identified in fables. Read the fable of The Crow and 
the Pitcher aloud to students. Allow them a few minutes to use their Common 
Themes study guide to identify the theme of this fable (resourcefulness). 
Distribute the Themes in Fables worksheet. Students should work 
independently to complete this sheet. 
 
 
 
 



 

Day Three – Students will draw a theme from the Theme Cut-outs and 
write a short story with the theme that they drew. They will begin by filling 
out the My Theme Story Planning Page, then write their story on a separate 
sheet of paper. When students finish their writing, they can share with a 
small group, elbow buddy, or the whole class and have their peers attempt to 
determine the theme of their story.  
 
Day Four – Now that students are more familiar with identifying theme, 
they can practice comparing the themes of two stories. Read The Lorax by 
Dr. Seuss aloud to students. Briefly discuss the lessons that the Once-ler 
learns in the story and what we can learn from his experience. Then, read King 
Midas to the students. Allow some discussion about the similarities of King 
Midas and the Once-ler. Guide students to discover that the theme of both 
stories is Greed. Distribute Theme Comparison worksheet. Students may work 
with a partner or on their own to complete the worksheet. 
 
Day Five – Wrap-up the unit with the Theme Unit Quiz. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Common Themes Study Guide 
 
 

Acceptance 
These stories have characters 
that accept and respect the 

differences and beliefs of others. 

Resourcefulness 
These stories have characters 
that find clever ways to solve 

their problems. 

Preparedness 
These stories have characters 
that avoid trouble by being 
prepared and ready for any 

situation. 

Compassion 
These stories have characters 

that care for and help those who 
are suffering. 

Courage 
These stories have characters 

that are brave enough to 
overcome a fearful or difficult 

situation or accept a challenge. 

Perseverance 
These stories have characters 
that keep trying and never give 
up even when things do not work 

out at first. 

Kindness 
These stories have characters 

that are friendly, generous, and 
considerate of others’ feelings. 

Honesty 
These stories have characters 
that learn that it is best to 

always tell the truth. 

Friendship 
These stories have characters 
that trust one another and 
remain loyal throughout the 

story. 

Cooperation 
These stories have characters 

that work together to complete a 
task or reach a goal. 



Name%________________________________%
%

Little Pig, Little Pig 
Finding the Theme in the Three Little Pigs 
 
Answer the questions below after hearing the story of  
the Three Little Pigs.  
 
Who were the characters in the story? 
________________________________________________________________________"
"
________________________________________________________________________"
What was one lesson you learned from this story? 
________________________________________________________________________"
"
________________________________________________________________________"
Shorten the lesson you learned into one word that explains the message of 
the story. Use your Common Themes study guide to help you choose a word: 
 

________________________________"
 
The word you chose is the theme or “THE MEssage” of the story. Write the 
theme in the center of the organizer below. In the surrounding circles, write 
details from the story that prove the theme.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



The Crow and the Pitcher 
A Read-Aloud version of Aesop’s fable 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Many years ago a crow, nearly dead with thirst, came upon a 
pitcher, which had once been filled with water. When the crow 
put his beak into the narrow mouth of the pitcher, he found 
that, sadly, there was very little water left in it and he could 
not reach down far enough to get to it. He tried and he tried 
but at last he had to give up in despair. Then, a thought came 
to him. He took flew to the ground, grabbed a pebble with his 
beak, and dropped it into the pitcher. He noticed that the 
water level rose a bit when he dropped the pebble. So, he 
took another pebble and dropped it into the pitcher. Then, he 
took another pebble and dropped it into the pitcher. Then, he 
took another pebble and dropped it into the pitcher. Then, he 
took another pebble and dropped it into the pitcher. At last, 
he saw the water mount up near him at the top of the 
pitcher. After tossing a few more pebbles in, he was able to 
quench his thirst and save his own life. 
 
 
What is the theme (or message) of this fable? 



Name%________________________________%
"

Themes in Fables 
 
Read the following fables and answer the questions that follow. You may use your study 
guide to help you decide. You may also choose themes that are not listed on the study guide. 
Remember to include good details and evidence to support your choice. 
 
1. A lumberjack was working when he dropped his axe and it fell into the river. He 
stood on the bank and began to cry, for without the axe he couldn't make a living. The Greek 
god, Mercury, appeared on the riverbank and felt sorry for the woodman. He offered to retrieve 
the man’s axe for him, but decided to test him first. He dove into the water and brought up an 
axe made of pure silver. He offered the silver axe to the man. "No," said the man, "that isn't 
mine." Then, Mercury fetched up an axe made of gold. The man rejected it as well. Finally, 
Mercury dove down and brought up the woodman's own plain, wooden axe, which he gratefully 
accepted. Mercury was so impressed with the man that he gave him the other two axes as well. 
 
When the woodman got home, he told his neighbor what had happened. Hoping to get the same 
luck, this man threw his own axe in the river. Mercury appeared to him also, brought up a silver 
axe, and this man claimed it as his own. Mercury punished him by throwing the silver axe back 
into the river and refusing to retrieve the axe he had thrown.  
 
What is the theme of this fable? __________________________________________ 
 
How did you make your choice? _________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. One sunny day, a wild boar was sharpening his tusks against the stump of a tree when a fox 
walked by. Now, the fox was always looking for a chance to make fun of his neighbors so he 
made a great show of looking anxiously around and pretending that there was a hidden enemy 
nearby. The fox teased the boar and made fun of him but the boar kept right on working.  
 
“Why are you doing that?” asked the fox at last with a mean grin. “There isn’t any danger that I 
can see.” 
 
“True enough,” replied the boar, “but when danger does come, I won’t have time to sharpen my 
tusks and you won’t have time to sharpen your claws either. My tusks will be ready for battle so I 
will have nothing to fear.” 
 
What is the theme of this fable? __________________________________________ 
 
How did you make your choice? _________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 



 
3. Two frogs decided to go on a journey and see some of the world. Eventually, they came to an 
old farm and, while they were hopping across the farmland, the farmer happened to set down a 
pail of fresh cream in their path. As they were both in mid-leap, they could not help but splash 
down into the bucket of cream.  
 
“Oh, help!” cried the first frog, flapping around in the slippery cream in the pail. “Oh, help! We 
can’t reach the top! What will we do? We are surely going to die here!” 
 
The second frog was busy kicking, even though he had nothing to push against but cream and 
he couldn’t jump out of the bucket. He kept trying, however, while his partner wailed and 
moaned in despair next to him.  
 
“We’ll never make it out of here!” cried the first frog. In his panic, he sunk to the bottom of the 
bucket and drowned. 
 
But the second frog didn’t stop kicking, kicking, kicking, and before long he had churned the 
cream into solid butter! Soon enough, it was so hard that he could jump out of the pail and hop 
back to his pond. 
 
What is the theme of this fable? __________________________________________ 
 
How did you make your choice? _________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
4. A slave named Androcles once escaped from his master and fled to the forest. As he was 
wondering about, he came upon a lion lying down moaning and groaning. Androcles was 
frightened and turned to run away, but noticed that the lion was not moving. As he came near, 
the lion put out his paw, which was swollen and bleeding, and Androcles found that a huge 
thorn had got into it and was causing the lion great pain. He pulled the thorn out and bandaged 
the wound so that the lion could walk again without pain. 
 
Many years later, Androcles was captured and sentenced to be thrown to a hungry lion. 
Androcles was led to the center of an arena and the lion was released. At first, the lion burst 
toward the man growling. Then, he noticed Androcles as the man who had helped him years 
before. He fell at Androcles’ feet and licked his hands like a friendly dog. Because of the man’s 
kindness, he spared his life. 
 
What is the theme of this fable? __________________________________________ 
 
How did you make your choice? _________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 



Themes in Fables 
Answer Key 

 
Listed below are common answers to this worksheet. I, however, accept any 
feasible answer with good supporting evidence. 
 
1. The Lumberjack and the Axe 

• Theme – Honesty 
• Evidence – the man who told the truth was rewarded while the 

man who lied lost everything. 
 
2. The Boar and the Fox 

• Theme – Preparedness 
• Evidence – the fox is wasting his time poking fun at the boar 

but, when an enemy comes, the boar will survive because he is 
prepared. 
 

3. The Two Frogs 
• Theme – Perseverance 
• Evidence – the frog kept working hard and never gave up, so he 

was able to escape the bucket of cream. 
 
4. Androcles and the Lion 

• Theme – Compassion 
• Evidence – each character helped the other in a time of 

suffering or trial and tried to make them feel better. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Theme Cut-Outs for Story Writing 
Acceptance 

Characters are rewarded 
for accepting others who 

may be different from them. 

Resourcefulness 
Characters find clever ways 

to get out of difficult 
situations. 

Preparedness 
Characters learn that they 

should have been more 
prepared in a difficult 

situation. 

Compassion 
Characters are rewarded 
for helping those who are 
suffering or mistreated. 

Courage 
Characters are rewarded 

for using bravery to 
overcome an obstacle or 

accept a challenge.  

Perseverance 
Characters are rewarded for 

never giving up even when 
things are hard. 

Kindness 
Characters learn that being 
kind to others is the right 

thing to do. 

Honesty 
Characters are often 

punished for telling a lie or 
being untruthful. 

Cooperation 
Characters learn a lesson 
about the importance of 

working with others. 

Respectfulness 
Characters learn a lesson 
about respecting other 

people and/or the 
environment. 

Greed 
Characters are often 

punished for being greedy 
and taking from others.  

Cleanliness 
Characters learn a lesson 
about keeping things clean 

and orderly. 
Self-Confidence 
Characters learn that they 

cannot accomplish great 
things until they believe in 

themselves. 

Generosity 
Characters are rewarded for 

giving of their time and 
talents to others. 

Attentiveness 
Characters are often 

punished for being 
distracted and forgetful. 

Obedience 
Characters are often 

punished for disregarding 
the rules. 



Name%________________________________%
%

My Theme Story 
Planning Page 

 
Use the theme you drew to create and write a short story. Remember, your 
story should teach a lesson to its readers.  
 
The theme I drew is __________________________________________"
"
What I know about this theme: 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Who (or what) will be your main character? You may use people and/or 
animals for your story. Draw sketches, write names, etc. in the box below. 
 
 
 
 
 
Brainstorm ideas about an event that might teach your character a lesson 
about this theme: 
 
 
 
 
 
What lesson will your character learn? Make sure it’s related to your theme. 
"
"
"
"
"
"
Use this planning page to write your story on a separate sheet of paper. 
Then, share your story and see if your classmates can guess your theme! 



Name%________________________________%
%

Theme Comparison 
After hearing the stories of The Lorax and King Midas, compare the theme of the two stories below. Write their common theme in the 
starburst in the center of the page. In the boxes on either side, write evidence from each story proving the theme. 
 
     The Lorax             King Midas 
 
 



Name%________________________________%
%

Theme Unit Quiz 
 

Match the theme with its description by writing the correct word in the blank. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. These stories have characters who keep trying and never give up even when 
things do not work out at first. _______________________________"
2. These stories have characters that are friendly, generous, and considerate 
of others’ feelings. _______________________________"
3. These stories have characters that avoid trouble by being ready for any 
situation. _______________________________ 
4. These stories have characters that accept and respect the differences and 
beliefs of others. _______________________________ 
5. These stories have characters that care for and help those who are 
suffering. _______________________________ 
6. These stories have characters that learn that it is best to always tell the 
truth. _______________________________ 
7. These stories have characters that find clever ways to solve their 
problems. _______________________________ 
8. These stories have characters that trust one another and remain loyal 
throughout the story. _______________________________ 
9. These stories have characters that work together to complete a task or 
reach a goal. _______________________________ 
 

Acceptance% % Resourcefulness% % Preparedness%%
%

Compassion% % Courage% % Perseverance%% Kindness%
%
% Honesty% % Cooperation% % % Friendship%



10. What is the theme of a story? Use complete sentences to describe it in 
your own words.  
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
11. Read the story and answer the questions that follow: 
 
Tonight was Jessica’s night to wash the dishes. She didn’t mind doing chores, but they always 
seemed to take so long! Her brother Scottie was busy dusting the furniture in the living 
room. He was also complaining that his chore was time-consuming. Suddenly, a thought 
occurred to Jessica. She went into the living room and began helping Scottie remove things 
from the furniture and finish his chore quickly. In return, Scottie helped Jessica by drying 
the dishes and putting them away after she washed them. In no time at all, the kids were 
finished with their chores. They saved a great deal of time by working together. They gave 
each other a high-five and headed to their bedrooms.  
 
What is the theme of this story? __________________________________________ 
 
How did you know the theme?_____________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
12. Read the story and answer the questions that follow: 
 
Bethany was in her fifth-grade math class when a new student entered the classroom. This 
student had long blonde hair and a sparkling smile. Bethany noticed something else about the 
student that was a bit different: she was in a wheelchair. Many of the students in the class 
giggled and pointed as the new student wheeled her way through the desks and to her 
assigned seat. At lunch period, Bethany noticed the blonde girl sitting alone. Although some 
students gave her strange looks, she made her way toward the new girl and sat beside her. 
The two girls spent the entire hour laughing and sharing their common interests. Bethany had 
found a new best friend because she gave someone who was different from her a chance. 
 
What is the theme of this story? __________________________________________ 
 
How did you know the theme?_____________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 



Theme Unit Quiz 

Answer Key 
 

1. Perseverance 
2. Kindness 
3. Preparedness 
4. Acceptance 
5. Compassion 
6. Honesty 
7. Resourcefulness 
8. Friendship 
9. Cooperation 
10 – answers will vary. Sample answer – “the theme 
is the message, or lesson, of the story.” 
11. Theme – cooperation. Evidence – The children 
worked together to make their task easier.  
12. Theme – Acceptance. Evidence – Bethany found 
a friend because she gave the new student a 
chance even though she was different. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


