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Tales and Poems from Across the Commonwealth

  

Emma Butler is an award-winning English artist and illustrator based in Queenstown, New Zealand. She studied textiles at Manchester Metropolitan University, where she graduated with a first-class honours degree in 2001. She won the Best Use of Colour Award at the prestigious New Designers exhibition in London. She has 
travelled extensively in Africa and Australasia. Her work has been published in the 
United Kingdom and New Zealand and is exhibited in art galleries in both countries. Alice Curry assembled these stories when she was engaged as an academic adviser in children’s literature to the Commonwealth Education Trust. With a first-class degree in English from the University of Oxford in England and an award-winning doctorate in children’s literature from Macquarie University in Australia, Alice has published widely in the academic field of children’s literature. She is currently a director of 

an independent publishing company that specialises in high quality, culturally diverse 
books for children. As a seasoned traveller, she enjoys introducing folk tales and legends 
to new readers all over the world.

Praise for the first volume of A River of Stories:•   The Guardian Top 10 Children’s Fiction and Picture Books, 2011•   London Evening Standard Top 10 Books of the Year for Older Children, 2011
•   finalist for Communicator of the Year, NEXUS Commonwealth Awards, 2012
•   featured in SPLASH! ASIA: An Annotated Bibliography of Water-themed Stories 

from Asia published by the National Book Development Council of Singapore  
in 2013

•   inspiration for a ten-month performance and education programme run by the Glasgow dance company Visual Statement – performances were held  at a Commonwealth Day Observance at Westminster and the 2014  Commonwealth Games.

Reviews of the first volume of A River of Stories
“This is definitely one to savour.”

Outside in World

“… children and their teachers from even the tiniest Polynesian island will be able to say: I’m part of this. I am in this river of stories with millions of others.”
Adèle Geras, prize-winning author

 “A richly valuable and incredibly useful resource.”
Chris Brown, The School Librarian

“A River of Stories... brings together a vibrant heritage of storytelling ...you’ll want to read it over and over again.”
Annie Everall, Youth Libraries Group

The A River of Stories Natural Elements Series comprises  collections of stories and poems from each country of the  Commonwealth themed around earth, air, fire and water.

From tiny island to vast territory, each of the member countries of the Commonwealth of Nations has a vibrant heritage of storytelling. With a central theme of fire, this glorious collection brings together a tale or poem from each of the fifty-three countries of the Commonwealth. It complements the other three volumes in the series, with their themes of water, earth and air that together comprise the four classical elements recognised from ancient times across cultures.

Each entry sizzles with its own energy – whether relating the genesis of the sun or the origins of smoke, recounting the adventures of warriors dancing on hot coals or the bravery of heroes stealing fire from the gods. Together they are testament to the awe-inspiring power of fire across cultures and our enduring fascination with this most dangerous  of elements.

Emma Butler’s gorgeous illustrations unify these diverse tales and poems and complete a celebration of global storytelling that documents the meandering nature of tales that traverse continents.

Visit www.ariverofstories.com for further information.
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FIRE

From tiny island to vast territory, each of the member countries of  
the Commonwealth of Nations has a vibrant heritage of storytelling.  
With a central theme of the air, this glorious collection brings 
together a tale or poem from each of the fifty-three countries of the 
Commonwealth. It complements the other three volumes in the series, 
with their themes of water, earth and fire that together comprise the  
four classical elements recognised from ancient times across cultures.

Each entry turns our faces to the sun – whether describing the simple 
joys of flying a kite or being pushed on a swing so our feet touch the 
clouds, showing the magnificence of birds soaring across dawn skies 
or recounting the heavenly adventures of the sun, moon and stars. 
Together they capture the sense of magic inherent in that space between Earth and sky.

Julie Flett’s intriguing and beautiful illustrations unify these diverse 
tales and poems and complete a celebration of global storytelling that 
documents the meandering nature of tales that traverse continents.

Visit www.ariverofstories.com for further information.

UK £12.99

Julie Flett is an award-winning author, illustrator and artist based in 
Vancouver, Canada. Born in Toronto, she is of Cree, Métis Scottish, 
French and Inuit ancestry. She studied fine arts at Concordia 
University in Montréal and Emily Carr University of Art + Design 
in Vancouver. She is a winner of the Christie Harris Illustrated Children’s Literature Prize and was nominated for the Governor General’s Award for Children’s Literature for her book Owls See Clearly at Night (Lii Yiiboo Nayaapiwak lii Swer): A Michif Alphabet (L’alphabet di Michif). Her book Wild Berries / Pakwa Che Menisu was a First Nation Communities READ title selection for 2014–2015. In 2014, she became the first recipient of the Aboriginal Literature Award.

Alice Curry assembled these stories when she was engaged as an 
academic adviser in children’s literature to the Commonwealth 
Education Trust. With a first-class degree in English from the 
University of Oxford in England and an award-winning doctorate in 
children’s literature from Macquarie University in Australia, Alice has published widely in the academic field of children’s literature. She is currently a director of an independent publishing company that specialises in high quality, culturally diverse books for children. As a seasoned traveller, she enjoys introducing folk tales and legends to new readers all over the world.

Praise for the first volume of A River of Stories:
•   The Guardian Top 10 Children’s Fiction and Picture Books, 2011
•   London Evening Standard Top 10 Books of the Year for Older Children, 2011•   finalist for Communicator of the Year, NEXUS Commonwealth Awards, 2012•   featured in SPLASH! ASIA: An Annotated Bibliography of Water-themed Stories from Asia published by the National Book Development Council of Singapore  in 2013

•   inspiration for a ten-month performance and education programme run by the Glasgow dance company Visual Statement – performances were held  
at a Commonwealth Day Observance at Westminster and the 2014  
Commonwealth Games.

Reviews of the first volume of A River of Stories

“What a fabulous anthology!”
Marjorie Coughlan, Paper Tigers

“A River of Stories is a beautiful book …
it will be particularly fascinating for children.”

Pat Thomson, Carousel Magazine

 “A River of Stories celebrates the links forged
amongst people of the Commonwealth ...
and the power of stories to unite us all.”

Sue Murray, The School Magazine

 “… the perfect book for sharing and reading aloud 
as well as ideal for use in the classroom.”

Outside in World

The A River of Stories Natural Elements Series comprises  collections of stories and poems from each country of the  Commonwealth themed around earth, air, fire and water.
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Poonam Mistry is an Anglo-Indian artist and illustrator based in 

the United Kingdom. She has a BA Honours in Graphic Design 

and Illustration from the University of Herefordshire. Her highly 

decorative illustration style is influenced by the traditional stories of 

her father’s homeland, which he told her when she was a child.  

Her continuing love of folklore inspires her illustrations. In addition to commissions, 

she produces limited-edition screen prints and ceramics. Her work has been featured in 

the Inspiration Grid (www.theinspirationgrid.com).

Alice Curry assembled these stories when she was engaged as an 

academic adviser in children’s literature to the Commonwealth 

Education Trust. With a first-class degree in English from the 

University of Oxford in England and an award-winning doctorate in 

children’s literature from Macquarie University in Australia, Alice has 

published widely in the academic field of children’s literature. She is currently a director 

of an independent publishing company that specialises in high quality, culturally diverse 

books for children. As a seasoned traveller, she enjoys introducing folk tales and legends 

to new readers all over the world.

Praise for the first volume of A River of Stories:

•   The Guardian Top 10 Children’s Fiction and Picture Books, 2011

•   London Evening Standard Top 10 Books of the Year for Older Children, 2011

•   finalist for Communicator of the Year, NEXUS Commonwealth Awards, 2012

•   featured in SPLASH! ASIA: An Annotated Bibliography of Water-themed Stories 

from Asia published by the National Book Development Council of Singapore  

in 2013

•   inspiration for a ten-month performance and education programme run by the 

Glasgow dance company Visual Statement – performances were held  

at a Commonwealth Day Observance at Westminster and the 2014  

Commonwealth Games.

Reviews of the first volume of A River of Stories

“A beautifully produced book...

which will take children on a voyage of 

discovery from Botswana to Vanuatu.”
Jane Sandell, The Scotsman

“… a diverse feast of stories and poems ...

destined to become a firm favourite.”
Outside in World

 “There’s something on every page to enchant the reader.”
Adèle Geras, prize-winning author

 “A richly valuable and incredibly 

useful resource for schools.”
Chris Brown, The School Librarian

The A River of Stories Natural Elements Series comprises  

collections of stories and poems from each country of the  

Commonwealth themed around earth, air, fire and water.

From tiny island to vast territory, each of the member countries of the 

Commonwealth of Nations has a vibrant heritage of storytelling. With 

a central theme of earth, this glorious collection brings together a tale 

or poem from each of the fifty-three countries of the Commonwealth. 

It complements the other three volumes in the series, with their themes 

of water, air and fire that together comprise the four classical elements 

recognised from ancient times across cultures.

Each entry brings us closer to the natural world – whether inviting us to 

sit under the shade of a breadfruit tree or listen to the music of raindrops 

on leaves, regaling us with the hilarious antics of animals or recounting 

the genesis of islands or the naming of flowers. Together they provide a 

fascinating glimpse into the extraordinary planet we all call home.

Poonam Mistry’s intricate and beautiful illustrations unify these diverse 

tales and poems and complete a celebration of global storytelling that 

documents the meandering nature of tales that traverse continents.

Visit www.ariverofstories.com for further information.

UK £12.99
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From tiny island to vast territory, each of the member countries of the 

Commonwealth of Nations has a vibrant heritage of storytelling. With a central 

theme of water, this glorious collection brings together a tale or poem from 

fifty-four countries – each country a member of the Commonwealth at the time 

of first publication. It is now complemented by three further volumes in the 

series, with their themes of earth, air and fire that together comprise the four 

classical elements recognised from ancient times across cultures.

Each entry brings it’s own particular magic – whether describing the simple 

pleasures of the sound of the ocean or the sun on your face, recounting the 

cunning tricks of clever animals; or enchanting the reader with the exploits of 

kings and queens, gods and goddesses – together they provide an evocative 

picture, capturing the sights, sounds and flavours of a global community.

Jan Pienkowski’s dramatic and beautiful silhouettes unify these diverse tales and 

poems and complete a celebration of global storytelling that documents the 

meandering nature of tales that traverse continents.

Visit www.ariverofstor
ies.com for further information.
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“A truly remarkable and inspiring b�k.”

Annie Everall, Youth Libraries Group

“A richly valuable and incredibly useful 

resource for sch�ls.”

Chris Brown, The School Librarian

“A wealth of legend and contemporary observation ... 

likely to become a firm favourite with young readers.”

Marjorie Coughlan, Paper Tigers

“An eclectic co�ection where the children 

of the Co�onwealth can read their own 

stories and share the stories of other child
ren 

from a� over the world.”

Pat Thomson, Carousal Magazine

The                      Natural Elements Series comprises co�ections of 

stories and poems from each country of the Co�onwealth themed around 

earth, air, fire and water.

 

Jan Pienkowski was born in Warsaw in 1936. He came to England at 

the age of ten and was educated at the Cardinal Vaughan School, 

London, and King’s College, Cambridge. He worked in graphics and 

stage design, but telling stories through pictures is his preferred 

profession. Twice winner of the prestigious Kate Greenaway Medal 

for illustration, he has captured the nation’s heart with much loved characters, 

inventive pop-ups and with his dynamic design and dramatic silhouettes.

Alice Curry assembled these stories when she was engaged as an 

academic adviser in children’s literature to the Commonwealth 

Education Trust. With a first-class degree in English from the 

University of Oxford in England and an award-winning doctorate in 

children’s literature from Macquarie University in Australia, Alice 

has published widely in the academic field of children’s literature. She is currently a 

director of an independent publishing company that specialises in high quality, 

culturally diverse books for children. As a seasoned traveller, she enjoys introducing 

folk tales and legends to new readers all over the world.

Praise for the first volume of A River of Stories:

•   The Guardian Top 10 Children’s Fiction and Picture Books, 2011

•   London Evening Standard Top 10 Books of the Year for Older Children, 2011

•   finalist for Communicator of the Year, NEXUS Commonwealth Awards, 2012

•   featured in SPLASH! ASIA: An Annotated Bibliography of Water-themed Stories from 

Asia published by the National Book Development Council of Singapore in 2013

•   inspiration for a ten-month performance and education programme run by the 

Glasgow dance company Visual Statement – performances were held at a 

Commonwealth Day Observance at Westminster and the 2014 

Commonwealth Games.

-

UK £12.99
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Reviews of the first volume of          

Education Resource: 

Readers’ Theatre
When you’ve read a story or a poem that you’ve enjoyed, it can be fun to share it with others.

Sharing can take many forms such as:

•	 retelling (spoken or written)

•	 a poem or another form of writing

•	 art and craft, such as painting or collage

•	 music, movement, or dance

•	 animation

•	 drama

•	 readers’ theatre.

What is readers’ theatre?
Readers’ theatre is a presentation of text read aloud by two or more readers. 

One form of readers’ theatre involves simply dividing the text up for people to read in an expressive manner. 
The different verses of a poem, for example, could be read aloud by different people.

Another form of readers’ theatre is a “sound play”, where characters tell the story as they speak. This is 
performed with the “actors” either standing or sitting in a semi-circle.
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Writing a readers’ theatre script
Using a story that’s already been written is a good place to start when writing a script for a readers’ theatre 
“sound play”. Many movie screenwriters work like this, turning existing stories into movie scripts. 

Choose your story

When selecting a story to adapt into a script for readers’ theatre, choose one that:

•	 has lots of dialogue

•	 has an exciting plot

•	 has just a few, interesting characters

•	 takes place in one setting

•	 takes place at one time.

Make a plan

Use the Story Web graphic organiser to plan your script. Write 
down:

•	 a summary of the plot (what happens)

•	 who the characters are and a brief description of each 
character

•	 where the story is set and when the story takes place.

Once the story has been chosen and you have made your plan, 
it’s time to write the script.

Writing the sCript

•	 Use a large readable font with double line spacing.

•	 At the top, write down the title and the characters. You are adapting someone else’s 
story, so you also need to write, “Adapted by [YOUR NAME] from a story by [AUTHOR’S 
NAME]”.

•	 On the left side, write the names of the characters as they talk.

•	 Take out all the parts that are not talking. Because there is no acting, scenery, props or 
costumes, the characters may need to say more than they did in the story so that the 
audience can still understand what is happening. 

•	 Decide if you need a narrator. The narrator could be used to set the scene for the 
characters and to tell parts of the story. (A narrator tells the story, and the characters are 
in the story.)

•	 To make sure that the listeners will know which character is speaking, use the characters’ 
names often. 

•	 Use short speeches. Long speeches can make a play seem really long and boring.

•	 Put any voice directions in italics inside brackets. For example: 
Fire: (huskily) “Humph. So what? I can burn down woods and trees …”

SETTING CHARACTERS

PLOT

TITLE
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•	 If you want to emphasise any words, write them in bold. For example: 
Rain: “You’re not as strong as you think.”

•	 Read your script aloud so you can hear how it sounds. 

Remember, because this is a “sound play”, what the characters say and how they say it play an important role 
in keeping the audience interested. Keep editing your script until it sounds really interesting.

Practising your readers’ theatre presentation
Give each performer a copy of the script. Have them highlight or mark their part. 

Readers’ theatre scripts are for reading, not memorising, but you still need to rehearse many times before the 
performance so that you can read your part smoothly and you can focus on making it interesting, expressive 
and meaningful.

While rehearsing, you should:

•	 work together as a team – help each other because you will only sound great if you are all 
great

•	 read all the parts in the script several times – practice is very important

•	 think about all the characters and try to be the character you are reading

•	 follow the voice directions written in italics inside brackets, for example, “(yawning)”

•	 emphasise dialogue in bold with your voice.

Remember, how the readers speak is very important. Because there is no acting, scenery, props or costumes, 
how the characters speak helps the audience to understand what is happening and what the characters 
are feeling.

Presenting your readers’ theatre
Readers’ theatre can be presented to a live audience, or you can make an audio or video recording.

•	 Stand or sit quietly. Hold the script still, below your mouth. 

•	 For a live presentation, face your audience and make sure your face can be seen.

•	 Follow the script with your eyes as others are reading so you are ready when it’s 
your turn.

•	 When it is your turn to read, use a clear voice that is:

 – loud enough for everyone in the audience to hear

 – smooth and even

 – the same speed as talking

 – interesting, expressive and meaningful (your voice must show the audience how you 
are feeling).

•	 Pause if the audience laughs or claps.

•	 If a reader makes a mistake during a recording, you may be able to correct it later, so 
keep going.

•	 If a reader makes a mistake during a live presentation, don’t worry, keep reading. 
You might be able to say something extra to fix it up as you go.



Tales and Poems from  
Across the Commonwealth

  
Education Resource: Readers’ Theatre

4© Commonwealth Education Trust 2016 ISBN: 978-0-9933895-2-8

Example of a readers’ theatre script 
This readers’ theatre script is adapted from an excerpt from “Rain and Fire” (Volume 1, p. 102).

story Web/plan

SETTING
Where and When?

On the veld
Once upon a time

CHARACTERS
Names and brief descriptions

Rain (boastful and proud)
Fire (argumentative)

Wind (helpful)
Tortoise (wise)

PLOT
What happens?

Rain and Fire are arguing about who is stronger. Wind comes along  
and offers to help decide. Tortoise offers advice that  

settles the argument.

TITLE

Rain and Fire
A story from Namibia
retold by Linda Rode

exCerpt froM original text of “rain and fire”

“RAIN AND FIRE”
Retold by Linda Rode

Once upon a time Rain and Fire argued about who was the stronger.

“Oh,” boasted Rain in her silvery, watery voice, “I can make so much water fall upon the 
earth that the rivers are flooded and the houses are washed away completely.”

“Humph,” Fire answered in a smoky, husky voice, “so what? I can burn down woods and 
trees and houses so that nothing but black ashes remain.”
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adaptation of the text into a readers’ theatre sCript

Rain said: You’re not as strong as you think. I can quench your flames in an instant. They 
have no power against water.”

Fire said: “Pooh, I’ll soon dry your little streams with my heat.”

“Let’s see then,” said Rain, and she gathered all the heaviest clouds together. Before long 
the first big drops began to fall …

“RAIN AND FIRE”
Adapted by the Commonwealth Education Trust from a story retold by Linda Rode

Characters:          Rain          Fire

RAIN:  (boasting) I’m very strong.

FIRE:  (huskily) I’m stronger than you are, Rain.

RAIN:  (silvery, watery) No, Fire. I’m much stronger than you!

RAIN:  Oh, Fire, I can make so much water fall upon the earth that the rivers are flooded 
and the houses are washed away completely.

FIRE:  Humph. So what, Rain? I can burn down woods and trees and houses so that 
nothing but black ashes remain.

RAIN:  You’re not as strong as you think, Fire. I can quench your flames in an instant. 
They have no power against my water.

FIRE:  Pooh, I’ll soon dry your little streams with my heat, Rain.

RAIN:  Let’s see then, Fire.

FIRE:  Yes, let’s see!

RAIN:  (calling) Come, heavy clouds. Gather together. Drop your water upon the veld. 
(pause) That’s good. Show Fire how strong we are!
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NAME: DATE:

TITLE OF TEXT:

graphic organiser: story web 

Story Web

SETTING
Where and When?

CHARACTERS
Names and brief descriptions

PLOT
What happens?

TITLE


