Civitas Lessons on Democracy

Hansel and Gretel: An Abuse of Power or a Failure of Authority?

This Civitas Lesson on Democracy was created by civic educators engaged in a partnership between Florida, Mississippi, Hungary, Romania, Panama, and Peru under Civitas: An International Civic Education Exchange Program, administered by the Center for Civic Education and funded by the U.S. Department of Education. The lesson writers and contributors are Angela E. Sanders, Dr. Nicole Thompson, and Nicole Miller. The Center for Civic Education and its partners invite you to teach this lesson and provide feedback to Dr. Susie Burroughs (sburroughs@colled.msstate.edu) and international@civiced.org.

Grade Level/Age: 7‒9 grade, ages 11‒15
Themes: Foundations of Democracy, Power, Authority, and Responsibility
Lesson Description: Students will analyze the Grimm fairy tale Hansel and Gretel and evaluate the major characters in terms of their rights and responsibilities in terms of power and authority.
Lesson Outcomes:

a.   Students will be able to clearly define authority, power, and responsibility.


b.   Students will be able to identify specific abuses of power and authority.

c.   Students will evaluate behaviors of individuals and nations in terms of authority,       power, and responsibility.

Alignment to Standards or Mandates: 
a.  National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) 2010 Thematic Standards 

6. POWER, AUTHORITY, AND GOVERNANCE

Social studies programs should include experiences that provide for the study of how people create, interact with, and change structures of power, authority, and governance.

b.   NCSS 2002 Thematic Standards
6. Power, Governance and Authority

• enable learners to examine the rights and responsibilities of the individual in

relation to their families, their social groups, their community, and their nation;

• provide opportunities for learners to examine issues involving the rights, roles,

and status of individuals in relation to the general welfare;

• have learners explain conditions, actions, and motivations that contribute to

conflict and cooperation within and among nations;

• challenge learners to apply concepts such as power, role, status, justice,

democratic values, and influence to the examination of persistent issues and

social problems;

c.   National Standards for Language Arts Education

NL-ENG.K-12.2 UNDERSTANDING THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE  

Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human experience.

 Alignment to Center for Civic Education Materials: 
a.   We the People: The Citizen and the Constitution: Middle Level Text: Lesson 29: What are the Rights and Responsibilities of Citizens?


b.   Foundations of Democracy: Middle School Text: Units 1 and 3

Interdisciplinary: This lesson combines literature analysis as well as evaluation of the social studies themes. The students will have to closely read the text to determine the role of the individual as well as their motivations.
Duration: 1 hour and 30 minutes
Handouts:


Appendix A: Student Handout: Hansel and Gretel


Appendix B: Teacher Resource: Standards

Appendix C: Teacher Resource: Pre-Activity, Mid-Activity, and End of Activity Questions
Permissions: None required as Hansel and Gretel by the Brothers Grimm are public domain
Materials Required: 
a. Chalkboard or computer projector

b. Large paper for students to write on

c. Markers 

d. Tape (to fasten the student papers to wall)

Prior Knowledge Required/Prerequisites: This is an introductory lesson so no prior knowledge is required.
Content and Instructional Strategies: 
a. Teacher will introduce the vocabulary terms authority, power, and responsibility and post the terms on the wall.
b. Teacher will have students provide examples of authority, power, and responsibility.

c. Teacher will ask students to respond to pre-activity questions found in Appendix C in their notebooks.

d. The class will then read the Grimm Fairy tale Hansel and Gretel. Copies of the story are attached in Appendix A. The reading should be as a whole group read aloud and any vocabulary found in the tale should be explained orally by the teacher.

e. Students should then be assigned to small groups. Each group will be assigned one of the main characters: Hansel, Gretel, step-mother, father, and witch. 

f. Give each group two markers and a large piece of paper.
g. Each group will have to analyze the actions of the character by doing the following:

h. Place a large capital T on the paper

i. Write the name of their character on the top of the paper

ii. Using one color marker—on one side of the T-chart—list the actions of their character.
iii. Using the second marker—on the other side of the T—determine if the character had the authority, power, or responsibility to do that action.
iv. At the bottom of the paper (below the T) answer this question: Did the character abuse their power or authority and why?

i. Allow each group to present their findings to the whole class. Encourage the other students to ask questions. Post each groups answers on the walls.

j. After the presentations and questions have the students answer their mid-activity questions (found in Appendix C) in their notebooks.

k. The teacher should then lead a class discussion on the answers to the mid-activity questions, selecting different students to share their responses. The discussion should conclude with the idea that all of the characters had abused their power and none had the authority to do what they did,  including killing the witch and stealing her money.

l. The teacher will then take the story and place it in terms of a government.

i. The government of a nation is like the parents

ii. The country is starving

iii. The neighboring country has food

iv. Does a country have the right to declare war to feed it citizens?

v. What other solutions might there be?

1. The final writing activity can be found in Appendix C. This can be done at home or in class, presented orally to the class or turned in for a grade.

Differentiation: 
a. The teacher can determine understanding of the terms by viewing each group’s answers.
b. Each writing activity allows for a review of the terms.
c. The teacher can determine if the terms are understood in the oral reviews.
d. The teacher can change the final activity to one in which the students draw a cartoon book instead of writing a story.  

Reviewing and Using the Lesson: See item k. v. under Procedure above.
Extending the Lesson: The final writing activity can be found in Appendix C. This can be done at home or in class, presented orally to the class or turned in for a grade.
Enrichment Activities: 
a. Have the students explore other nursery rhymes, fables, and children’s books to search out examples of authority, power, and responsibility.

b. Have students search in news stories for examples of authority, power, and responsibility.

c. Have students make a poster which identifies the terms and gives examples of abuse and legitimate use of authority and power.

Assessment: The final activity should serve as the cumulative assessment as the students will 
identify the problems with the abuse of power and lack of responsibility.

[image: image1.png]1. Does a parent have authority or power over his/her child?

2. What responsibility does a parent have to his/her
children?

3. Does a step-parent have the same authority/power over a
child as a parent?

4. If you find a large sum of money what responsibility do

you have?






Hansel and Gretel

By the Brothers Grimm

Retrieved from: http://ivyjoy.com/fables/index.shtml

   Once upon a time a very poor woodcutter lived in a tiny cottage in the forest with his two children, Hansel and Gretel. His second wife often ill-treated the children and was forever nagging the woodcutter. 

   "There is not enough food in the house for us all. There are too many mouths to feed! We must get rid of the two brats," she declared. And she kept on trying to persuade her husband to abandon his children in the forest. 

   "Take them miles from home, so far that they can never find their way back! Maybe someone will find them and give them a home." The downcast woodcutter didn't know what to do. Hansel who, one evening, had overheard his parents' conversation, comforted Gretel. 

   "Don't worry! If they do leave us in the forest, we'll find the way home," he said. And slipping out of the house he filled his pockets with little white pebbles, then went back to bed. 

   All night long, the woodcutter's wife harped on and on at her husband till, at dawn, he led Hansel and Gretel away into the forest. But as they went into the depths of the trees, Hansel dropped a little white pebble here and there on the mossy green ground. At a certain point, the two children found they really were alone: the woodcutter had plucked up enough courage to desert  them, had mumbled an excuse and was gone. 

   Night fell but the woodcutter did not return. Gretel began to sob bitterly. Hansel too felt scared but he tried to hide his feelings and comfort his sister. 

   "Don't cry, trust me! I swear I'll take you home even if Father doesn't come back for us!" Luckily the moon was full that night and Hansel waited till its cold light filtered through the trees. 

   "Now give me your hand!" he said. "We'll get home safely, you'll see!" The tiny white pebbles gleamed in the moonlight, and the children found their way home. They crept through a half open window, without wakening their parents. Cold, tired but thankful to be home again, they slipped into bed. 

   Next day, when their stepmother discovered that Hansel and Gretel had returned, she went into a rage. Stifling her anger in front of the children, she locked her bedroom door, reproaching her husband for failing to carry out her orders. The weak woodcutter protested, torn as he was between shame and fear of disobeying his cruel wife. The wicked stepmother kept Hansel and Gretel under lock and key all day with nothing for supper but a sip of water and some hard bread. All night, husband and wife quarreled, and when dawn came, the woodcutter led the children out into the forest. 

   Hansel, however, had not eaten his bread, and as he walked through the trees, he left a trail of crumbs behind him to mark the way. But the little boy had forgotten about the hungry birds that lived in the forest. When they saw him, they flew along behind and in no time at all, had eaten all the crumbs. Again, with a lame excuse, the woodcutter left his two children by themselves. 

   "I've left a trail, like last time!" Hansel whispered to Gretel, consolingly. But when night fell, they saw to their horror that all the crumbs had gone. 

   "I'm frightened!" wept Gretel bitterly. "I'm cold and hungry and I want to go home!" 

   "Don't be afraid. I'm here to look after you!" Hansel tried to encourage his sister, but he too shivered when he glimpsed frightening shadows and evil eyes around them in the darkness. All night the two children huddled together for warmth at the foot of a large tree. 

   When dawn broke, they started to wander about the forest, seeking a path, but all hope soon faded. They were well and truly lost. On they walked and walked, till suddenly they came upon a strange cottage in the middle of a glade. 

   "This is chocolate!" gasped Hansel as he broke a lump of plaster from the wall. 

   "And this is icing!" exclaimed Gretel, putting another piece of wall in her mouth. Starving but delighted, the children began to eat pieces of candy broken off the cottage. 

   "Isn't this delicious?" said Gretel, with her mouth full. She had never tasted anything so nice. 

   "We'll stay here," Hansel declared, munching a bit of nougat. They were just about to try a piece of the biscuit door when it quietly swung open. 

   "Well, well!" said an old woman, peering out with a crafty look. "And haven't you children a sweet tooth?" 

   "Come in! Come in, you've nothing to fear!" went on the old woman. Unluckily for Hansel and Gretel, however, the sugar candy cottage belonged to an old witch, her trap for catching unwary victims. The two children had come to a really nasty place. 

   "You're nothing but skin and bones!" said the witch, locking Hansel into a cage. I shall fatten you up and eat you!" 

   "You can do the housework," she told Gretel grimly, "then I'll make a meal of you too!" As luck would have it, the witch had very bad eyesight, and when Gretel smeared butter on her glasses, she could see even less. 

   "Let me feel your finger!" said the witch to Hansel every day to check if he was getting any fatter. Now, Gretel had brought her brother a chicken bone, and when the witch went to touch his finger, Hansel held out the bone. 

   "You're still much too thin!" she complained. When will you become plump?" One day the witch grew tired of waiting. 

   "Light the oven," she told Gretel. "We're going to have a tasty roasted boy today!" A little later, hungry and impatient, she went on: "Run and see if the oven is hot enough." Gretel returned, whimpering: "I can't tell if it is hot enough or not." Angrily, the witch screamed at the little girl: "Useless child! All right, I'll see for myself." But when the witch bent down to peer inside the oven and check the heat, Gretel gave her a tremendous push and slammed the oven door shut. The witch had come to a fit and proper end. Gretel ran to set her brother free and they made quite sure that the oven door was tightly shut behind the witch. Indeed, just to be on the safe side, they fastened it firmly with a large padlock. Then they stayed for several days to eat some more of the house, till they discovered amongst the witch's belongings, a huge chocolate egg. Inside lay a casket of gold coins. 

   "The witch is now burnt to a cinder," said Hansel, "so we'll take this treasure with us." They filled a large basket with food and set off into the forest to search for the way home. This time, luck was with them, and on the second day, they saw their father come out of the house towards them, weeping. 

   "Your stepmother is dead. Come home with me now, my dear children!" The two children hugged the woodcutter. 

   "Promise you'll never ever desert us again," said Gretel, throwing her arms round her father's neck. Hansel opened the casket. 

   "Look, Father! We're rich now . . . You'll never have to chop wood again." 

   And they all lived happily together ever after. 

The End

 

Standards:

NCSS- 2010 Standards- Thematic 

6. POWER, AUTHORITY, AND GOVERNANCE

Social studies programs should include experiences that provide for the study of how people create, interact with, and change structures of power, authority, and governance.

NCSS- 2002 Standards- Thematic

6. Power, Governance and Authority

• enable learners to examine the rights and responsibilities of the individual in

relation to their families, their social groups, their community, and their nation;

• provide opportunities for learners to examine issues involving the rights, roles,

and status of individuals in relation to the general welfare;

• have learners explain conditions, actions, and motivations that contribute to

conflict and cooperation within and among nations;

• challenge learners to apply concepts such as power, role, status, justice,

democratic values, and influence to the examination of persistent issues and

social problems;

National Standards for Language Arts Education

NL-ENG.K-12.2 UNDERSTANDING THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE  

Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human experience.

 


Pre-Activity Questions:


Mid-Activity Questions:


End of Activity Questions:


Appendix A: Student Handout: Hansel and Gretel





Appendix C: Teacher Resource
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1.  Did the father fulfill his responsibility to his children?


2.  Did the father fulfill his responsibility to his new wife?


3.  Did the step-mother have the authority or power to act as she did?


4. Did the children have the right to eat the house?


5. Did the witch have the authority or power to imprison the children?


6. Did the children have the authority or power to kill the witch?


7. Was it right for the children to keep the money at the end?


8. How did your answer to number 7 correspond to your answer no. 4 in the pre-activity questions?





Revise the story of Hansel and Gretel so that no one abused their power and every one acted responsibly. 





Appendix B: Teacher Resource: Standards





This lesson is provided for nonprofit classroom or youth group use only. No other use of this lesson is permitted without the specific written permission of the copyright holder. Posting this lesson to any website is strictly prohibited. To request permission to use this lesson for any other purpose, please contact Dr. Susie Burroughs (sburroughs@colled.msstate.edu).
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