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The present study was designed to discover uhy young children fail to éé-

spond to fables like older children and adults Pillar ¢19802 has reporned

that 2nd and 4th grade children experience difficulty in conprehending rables

as -oral lessons Flscher (1979) has also noted that :orals provided by

children of higher mental age are more accurate. fhesé studiés notwithstan-

ding. little elpirical work has been done on the developnent of the conprehen-

of the ability to understand figurative lddédage is pertinent (Blllon. i§75:

Generall?. young children (kindergarten through early grade school) ap—

pear not to understand that characters and actions described withln a fable

are abstractions svibolizing wlsdon and folly. and good and eVll Thus, their

responses tend to be specific to the situation described in the fable and not

generalizable to hulans and the nider norld for exa-ple, if asEed to state

the idrdl dl the "Tortoise and the hare fable. yaﬁﬁé éﬁiiéiéﬁ say that the
rabbit shouldn't have fallen asl,eep They fail to understand that the action

of the rabbit sy;bdlizes sloth and that the loral lesson of the story per—

talns not to rabbits and turtles but to hunan beings

One possible reason why enpirical work with fables has not been pursued

is that no clear account of how and nhy readers abstract noral lessons fros

fables has been fornulated The present paper relates a -odel of fable com-

prehension and appreciation developed by Dorfnan (1986) fhe iodEI building

process was begun | by reading the corpus of tesop fables in a search for iden—

tifiahle co-lanalities between the more than one hundred fables attributed to
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thig ééééi éi—iiééé; Two key dynaiics btcane obvious l) most iabiés iiaéivé

unpleasant outcomes for one or mote of the characters and 2) these outcoles

iherefore the central tenet of the nodei became that the moral lesson

that a fable wishes to teach i e:; the noral is specified by the nature of
the outco;e that occurs to the lain character if the outcome is ﬁaéiéiaé;
then the quality exemplified by the character is considered to be desirable.
and if the outcome is megative, then the quality exemplified by the character

is considered to be undesirable. For exanple. the tortoise in the "Tortoise

and the hare fable experienced a positive outcole Reasoning backnards to

previous actions perforned by the tortoise the reader concludes that perse—

verance is a good trait because it is rewarded in this narrative. Similarly,
the reader concludes that overconfidence exenplified b§ iﬁé hare 1§ éi unde—

sirable trait because it is seen as causing the hare to lose the race.

This contingency of mworal action and outcome is similaF to Lerner's

(1980) déscription of the belief in a just world. Lerner has claimed that

people in our society are notivated to believe that norally good behavior nill

be renarded with positive outcones and that lorally bad behavior nill be

punished with neéative outcomes. If events in the real world conform to these
two stipulationsg then a person teels satisfaction and contentlent ﬁaiéver;

ir events fail to confori to these expectations. then a person nili feel

disappointlent anger. frustration or some other negative enotion. For exam-

plé; if one works GEry hard on a project and then doesn't receive proper

credit for the iork then that person is likely to judge that the outcole

Lo 3R
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wasn't fair and wiii feei angry

will also conforl to the just world belief Jose & Brener (1984) have shown

that c children in late grade school like stories that involve just world reso-

lution better than stories that do fot. fhév préfér stories in which a good

character receives a positive outcone and stories in which a bad character

receives a I negatiVé outcome: The§ dislike stories in which a good character
receives a pegative outcome and stories in which a bad character receives a

positi»e cutcorc. ﬂowever this work showed that the youngest group. 2nd

graders; did not reliably prefer Just world resolution: They did not combine

inforlation about the nature of the character (good or bad) uith inforlation

about the outco-e (positive or negative). their Judg-ents focused oniy on iié
outcome information. The present research was designed to investigate whether

early grade school children would de-onstrate the sane result with shorter

stories. i;e;; fabies

i’iageti (1948) description of the ilnanent justice belief is pertinent

to a discussion of fable colprehension also. Piaget based his observations

about ilnanent justice on data frol !ii- to tnelve-year old children s re-

4

sponses to fable-like stories. One story concerned a little boy who stole
apples in an orchard. After éséabiﬁé from a iaiiééiaﬁ. he bééaﬁ to walk haié.

but ihiie crossing an oid bridge. he feil through it anci into the water

Piaget asked these children uhy the boy fell into the river If they respon-

nent Justice response to thel He ciai-ed that young chiidren 's poor under-

standing of causaliti led them to believe that "automatic pnnishients .

U1
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emanate from things themselves" (p. 251). These observations are relevant in

iiié é&iiéia because they further conflrn that grade schooi chiidren beiieve

in the icral appropriateness of Just world resolution i e., that a bad char—

acter §ﬁéﬁia be punished with a negative outcoss. However, it is not clear

frol Piaget s data whether early grade schooi chiidren (i é;; iiﬁééééi%iéi éﬁé

1st grade) nould use Just norld resolution in unuerstanding and appreciating

Earlier data (Dorflan 1986) has shown that aduits rate the fables as

ijrédictéd isii the ijrciscséai sodel of fable structure. Fables that involve clear

just world resolution are 1iked more and are 5é§ééieéa as having a moral.
Honever young children nay have not acquired the same "fable schena fﬁé

chief hypothesis of the present study was that young children would ewperience

sone difficuity understanding and appreciating fabies because they have not

yet acquired a stable belief in a just world
Method

Four types of narratives were used: 1) actual Aesop fables; 2) Aesop

fables with reversed outcomes, 3) unarratives ;ith good or bad human characters

nho received either positive or négative outéoles and 4) similar narratives

as in #3 except nith aninai characters éﬁﬁjéééé were 39 iiﬁaéééaitﬁéés. 37

1st an graders. 47 3rd-4th graders 48 5th-8th graders and 54 college stu-

dents Each child received four stories one true fable one reversed fable.

one human character story. and one aninai character story fhe storiés were
read to the kindergarten through 2nd grade subjects to minimize m lelory aif-
ferences. Also. hese subjects repeated the story (to criterion) before ques-

tions were asked in order to equaiize nenory for crucial story elenents- Sub—
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jects indicated whether the story had a moral, what it was, and whether they

SEiEéé ;ith it: ihey aiso rated hon fair the outcone of the story was s and how

much they liked the main character, the outcome, and the whole story:

Results

Results for the non-fabie stories niii be reiated first ihen iﬁé éé-

sults for the Aesob and reversed fables will be described The dependent

three—iay analyses of variance (Grade of subject x Character vaience x eutco-e

valence)

stt ié%ié resolution stories. Subjects of all ages liked good charac-

ters and diSItkEd bad characters. F(l 390) ééé:é* i_é .00001. More inter-

estinéli. the prediction that just norld resolution would be appreclated was

and story likinz The outcome of the stor§ was judéed to be more fair, F(l

390) = 191.9, p< .00001, was liked more, F(1, 390) = 103.6, p < .00001, and

contxlbuted to overaii story liking iore; §ii* §§6i Ti;i7; E_Z .00001, if it

conforsed to just world resolution. The means for story liking (;;; Table 1 1)

o PYEEPEN

are representative of all three iindlngs F

A -arginaily significant interaction between Grade of subject Character

valence and Outcome valence for liking of outcome, P(4, 390) = 2.46, p = :11i,

°uggests that Rindergarten children, and some 1st graders. have not yet inte-

grated the just worli belief into their story schema (see Table 2) The

Q | l?
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younger children based their judgment of outcome 1iking upon vutcome valence

and disregarded whether the character was good or had éﬁéé; iﬁé Eéo stories

iith oositive outco-es (good/positive and bad/positive) were liked more than

the two negative outcole stories (good/negative and bad/negative) oider

children beginning about 1st or 2nd grade and soiidifying about 3rd or 4th
grade integrated these two sources of inforlation and gave the just world

resolution resuit

Fables. As predicted the Rindergarten subjects responded to the fables

differently than older subjects: Table 3 shows that kindergartners 1iked the

outcomes of reversed fables as luch as those of the true fables, and it is not

until late grade schoo) (5th 8th grades) that the outcoles of true fables are

reliablv likéd more. The results for story liking are sililar except that

none of the grade school groups reliably preferred the true Aesop fabies to

the reversed fables: only thé édult group shoiéa this result.

.2

Insert Table 3 about here

The judgnent whether the story contained a loral or not shoned a deveiop—

mental trend: Table 4 showa that children fron Rindergartner through 2nd

grade thought that reversed fables contained a -oral as often as true fables

Older children and adults concluded that the true fables were more likely to

contain a moral.
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Insert Table 4 about here

A prelilinary inspection of the lorals supplied by the children for true

Aesop fables indicate that most of them confors to the traditional meaning of

the fables. Yaungér children seem to have supplied more concrete -orals

non:just norld stories that lay be termed "ironic" (Borflan. 1986) Further

investigation of iﬁéée subject-generated morals aill tell us more about nhe—

of fable colpreheosion and appreciation
Conclusions

Young children were found tc differ from older chiiaréﬁ in terms of their

ability to integrate severai sources of inforlation éiiiii narratives and to

find a loral lesson that generalizes to everyday life In particular; kinder-

gartners and some 1st and 2nd graders focused upon outcome valence; i:e:;

whether it is a positive or negative outcone,rto determine whether they liked

the outcome and the story/fable This result "grees with data réportéd b§

same judgiént in ionger stories He conclude ttat early grade school chil—

dren s fable sche-a is inchoate

Honever Pillar (1980) strong conclusion that fables are inappropriate

for teaching -orai lessons to eariy grade school children is perhaps over-

B~
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a fable, but it may be a good method for beginning to teach them general moral

desiderata: If teachers draw an explicit parallel between animal character's

actions in a fable and humans' actions in the real world, then children will

begin to understand the symbolic nature of fables. Children who are at the

_cusp of concrete operations will benefit from being pushed into understanding

figurative language, such as fables. Preschoolers who do not possess the

early glimmerings of concrete operational thought will niot benefit as much.

Also, we suspect that preschoolers who are exposed to narratives that embody
just world resolution will probably acquire the mature fable schema more

quickly.
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Table 1
Rated Story Liking as a Function of Character Valence and Gutcome Valence

Outcome valence
Character valence Positive Negative

Good 5.88 © 3.80

.91

-

Bad 4.10

12
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Rated Liking of Story Outcome as a Function of Age of Subject, Character
Valence and Outcome Valence
Outcome valence
aiéréét’éi‘ valence Positive Negative
Kindergarten .
Good 618 2.33
Bad 4.12 2.41
1st/2nd
Good 6.41 2.50
Bad 5.16 4.35
3rd/4th
Good 6.18 3.36
Bad 4.00 5.63
5th/sth
Good 6.46 - 3.25
Bad 3.78 1.17
Adults
Good 5.90 2.08
Bad 3.32 4.14
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iking of Outcoses as a Function o

Grade of subject
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Adults
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