Radio WOOF Study Guide

The Radio WOOF assembly is a celebration of folklore.  Webster’s defines folklore as: “1. traditional customs, tales, or sayings preserved orally among a people. 2: a comparative science that investigates the life and spirit of a people as revealed in their folklore.”   Both definitions are discussed in this assembly.


The first definition, “traditional customs, tales, or sayings preserved orally among a people,” is introduced when I ask the children the riddle:



What is older than a thousand years, but younger than tomorrow,



Something you can never own, but you can always borrow,



A treasure trove from all the folks who’ve lived on land or sea,



And the first place you might find it is in your own family?

The answer is “folklore.” I then give the children familiar examples of the kind of “customs, tales, and sayings” that are preserved orally..  These include the jump-rope-rhyme Cinderella, the song “She’ll Be Coming ‘Round the Mountain,” the tune “Pop Goes the Weasel, and the folktale “Lazy Jack.” 


I emphasize the oral nature of folklore, reminding the children that the reason these “customs, tales, and sayings” are preserved is that they are worth listening to.  Much folklore is musical, rhythmic, and full of clever rhymes that must be heard to be appreciated.  Moreover, this fact implies that for folklore to exist their must be at least two people involved, in other words, a community.  I also point out that folklore is fragile: once we stop the sharing the folklore itself will be lost to the community.


The second definition Webster’s gives, “a comparative science that investigates the life and spirit of a people as revealed in their folklore” is addressed in several ways.   To begin with, the people whose life and spirit are revealed in the Radio WOOF assembly are children.  The world of children is full of folklore that is exclusive to children.  For example, adults don’t congregate on a playground and jump over a rope while singing “I’m a Little Dutch Boy Dressed in Blue.”   Adults also rarely sing songs like “Magalena- Hagalena-Okanoka-Wokatoka-Okanokapoka was her name.” 


The life and spirit revealed in children’s folklore is that of a free-spirited people who are exuberant, musical, attracted to humor, slightly irreverent, interested in the somewhat “gross,” and intrigued by the somewhat scary.  Children, like all people, desire to have freedom, including free expression.  Often, folklore provides an outlet for free expression, not only in the sayings that are repeated, but also in the new sayings kids will make up.  I assign the students the task of creating new roses-are-red poems so that they may express themselves, too.  I inspire them with such examples as:





Roses are red, buttercups are yellow



Don’t blow your nose while you’re eating jello.

and



Roses are red, pizza is good



George Washington’s teeth were made out of wood,

and



Roses are red, violets are blue,



Parents should get report cards too.


Finally, in telling the Thai story “The Freedom Bird” I show the students that the desire for freedom is universal, and that people all over the world express this through folklore.

Musical Instruments


In the course of the Radio WOOF assembly I introduce four musical instruments: the banjo, fiddle, guitar, and Irish flute.  Here is some background information on each instrument:


Banjo: The banjo is a folk instrument that is related to an African instrument called a “cora.” Both  instruments utilize a drum as a means of amplifying the vibration of strings.  There are many accounts of African communities in the new world using the banjo in their dancing.  In America the banjo has become a symbol of folk music.  


Fiddle: The fiddle, or violin, is of Italian origin, although the ancestors of the “Viol” family actually come from the Middle East and are of Arabian origin.  The earliest instruments found in Europe were brought back during the Crusades.  While the banjo is purely a folk musical instrument, the violin is a primary instrument in both classical and folk music, especially in folk dance.


Guitar: The guitar is a Spanish descendent of the lute, which is in itself a descendent of a Persian instrument called an “oud” (ow-ood).  The guitar has some classical applications, but they are mostly as a solo instrument.  Like the banjo, the guitar holds a pre-eminent place in American Folk Music.


Irish flute: The Irish flute is a wooden instrument that uses the same open-hole system used by the Baroque flute.  Up until the mid-nineteenth century, this style of flute was used in symphonic and chamber music.  Thoebald Boehme invented the modern flute in 1849.  The wooden flute remains popular in folk music, especially in Ireland. 

Suggested Follow-Up Activities

For Grades K-2


Collect all the examples of jump rope rhymes everyone in the school knows.  This can include the examples found on the playground as well as rhymes some of teachers may know.  Put all the rhymes together in a book and display the book in the library as an exhibition of “Our School’s Folklore.”


Read or tell your students a folk tale and have them illustrate the story, chapter by chapter, so that their pictures tell the story.   Display this book in the library as well.

For Grades 3-5


Have these children conduct family interviews to discover some of their own history and folklore.  They can ask their parents and grandparents such questions as “Where were you born?” “Who was the first member of our family to come to America?”  “What was life like when you were growing up?” “Do you know any stories concerning our family members?” and “Do you remember any folk songs or folk tales your family shared when you were growing up?”

                            Resources

Books:


Bronner, Simon.  American Children’s Folklore, August House Press


Chase, Richard.    The Jack Tales, Houton-Mifflin


Schwarz, Alvin     And the Green Grass Grew All Around, Harper-Collins

Web Sites:


www.radiowoof.com


www.storynet.org

