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Program Overview

Junior Great Books® is a registered trademark of the Great Books Foundation.  
Shared InquiryTM is a trademark of the Great Books Foundation. 

Great Books Programs Meet the Common Core 
State Standards for English Language Arts
Look for the color-coded icons in this sample unit that show how the Junior 
Great Books® Series 3–5 activities meet Common Core State Standards in:

The standards that each activity addresses are described in detail on  
pages 44–47. 

Visit www.greatbooks.org/corestandards to view or download “Great 

About Junior Great Books

The Shared Inquiry Method of Learning

™

-

Junior Great Books Features

High-quality literature. -
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Program Overview

In-depth reading, thinking, and writing activities. 

Further support for the writing process. -

Teaching and learning in stages. 
-

Leader learning. 

Informal and formal assessments. 

Junior Great Books Materials

The student anthology. 

Reader’s Journal. 

CDs. 

Leader’s Edition. -
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Program Overview

Junior Great Books and Learning Strands

-

!  

L E A R N I N G  ST R A N DS  BY  ACT I V I T Y

S E S S I O N A C T I V I T I E S
R E A D I N G 

C O M P R E H E N S I O N
C R I T I C A L 
T H I N K I N G W R I T I N G

1 Prereading !

First reading !

Sharing questions !

2 Second reading with directed notes !

3 Vocabulary !

4 Shared Inquiry discussion !

5 Writing !

CCSS

Anchor

Standards

Reading

CCSS

Anchor

Standards

Writing

CCSS

Anchor

Standards

Speaking and 
Listening
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Program Overview

Reading Comprehension

-

comprehension:

! The prereading activity helps students begin to construct meaning in a story. 
Students explore their knowledge of story concepts or become familiar with a 
concept that may be new to them.

! The first reading provides explicit instruction in essential reading 
comprehension strategies. A different strategy is featured at each stage of  
the program.

Reading Comprehension Strategies
B O O K  O N E

Stage 1: Asking questions

Stage 2: Making connections

Stage 3: Visualizing

! During the sharing questions activity, students pose questions about things 
they find puzzling or curious after the first reading. Asking questions keeps 
students closely engaged with the story and clears up any confusion. 

! When students read or listen to the story again in the second reading with 
directed notes, they mark passages related to specific issues in the story. 
Rereading with a purpose and taking notes helps students practice finding 
evidence and explaining how it addresses a conclusion about the story—key 
steps to becoming strong readers. While the highlighted objective involves 
reading comprehension, this activity incorporates many of the elements of 
critical thinking featured in Shared Inquiry discussion.

! The vocabulary activity focuses on selected words that are especially important 
to comprehension of the story. The activity encourages students’ active 
engagement in constructing the meaning of words, using their own experience 
and the story context.

-
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Program Overview

Critical Thinking

Idea—

Evidence—

Response—

Shared Inquiry discussion

-

-

-
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Program Overview

Writing

expository writing 
creative writing  

! The writing process: Students learn strategies that strong writers use to 
generate, organize, and develop ideas, and to revise their work. Specifically, 
students are guided to express and support a main idea, write persuasively with 
detail and precision, and respond in writing to the ideas of others. Students also 
learn to use charts, webs, and other graphic organizers.

! Writing forms: Students are introduced to a variety of writing concepts and 
structures (paragraphs, essays, letters, poems, stories).

 

-
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Program Overview

Assessment

Informal Student and Classroom Assessment

! The stage introduction previews general levels of student response.

! Each activity states a student learning objective in concrete terms.

! Each core activity (except for the first reading) includes a student learning mini-
rubric showing levels of performance for that activity.

-

Grading Individual Student Work

! Story comprehension tests, three multiple-choice comprehension tests, each 
based on one story from each stage of the program

! A critical-thinking rubric describing three traits for assessing students’ 
achievement in Shared Inquiry discussion

 ! A writing rubric to use in grading students’ expository writing  assignments

! A guide for activity scores to track students’ participation in each activity using 
the student learning mini-rubrics

! A portfolio assessment, suggestions for using activity pages from the  
Reader’s Journal to monitor students’ progress

Shared Inquiry is a 
perfect laboratory for 
students to experiment 
with ideas. Many students 
respond more freely and 
think more imaginatively 
when they see that their 
oral participation, their 
note taking, and even 
their prewriting responses 
are treated as works in 
progress.



   9

Program Overview

Student and Leader Reflection

About the Great Books Foundation

 

800-222-5870 or visit our website at www.greatbooks.org
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Ooka and the Honest Thief
Japanese folktale as told by I. G. Edmonds

Story Length: 8 pages Read-Aloud Time: About 8 minutes

! About the Story

A poor man, Gonta, steals only enough rice to 

feed his hungry family and promises to return 

every grain he takes. In testing the man, Ooka, a 

judge, redefines his concept of justice to include 

the possibility of there being an honest thief.

! About the Author

I. G. (Ivy Gordon) Edmonds was born  

in Texas in 1917. He served in the U.S. 

Air Force, spending much of his time  

in overseas posts. Edmonds’s books  

for young people reflect his interests in 

history, international folklore, and 

travel. “Ooka and the Honest Thief” 

comes from Edmonds’s collection of 

tales entitled Ooka the Wise: Tales of 

Old Japan, published in 1961.

Ooka and the Honest Thief

Leo and Diane Dillon prepared the illustrations for Ooka and the 
Honest Thief
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Unit Overview

Session 1: page 17

prereading Students prepare to read by previewing the story.
" first reading Students note personal connections to the story as 

the leader reads it aloud.
" sharing questions Students share their questions about the 

story, recognizing that some questions can be answered by the story 
and some cannot.

Session 2: page 22

" second reading with directed notes Students mark  
passages to note contrasting ideas in the story.
spotlight on follow-up questions The leader asks 
follow-up questions to clarify students’ differing ideas. 

Session 3: page 24

vocabulary Students practice using new vocabulary words. 
Suggested target words: courtesy, virtue, and sufficient

Session 4: page 26

" shared inquiry discussion Students discover meaning in the 
story by discussing an interpretive question.

Session 5 Options: page 30

expository writing Students use a graphic organizer to explain 
how their evidence supports an idea from the discussion.
creative writing Students write diary entries from a character’s 
point of view. 
curriculum connections The leader can use these 
resources to link the story to other subject areas.

" Core activity

CCSS

Anchor

Standards

Reading

CCSS

Anchor

Standards

Writing

CCSS

Anchor

Standards

Speaking and 
Listening
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Prereading (5–10 minutes)

Students prepare to read by previewing the story.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Reading Comprehension: To become 
familiar with text features of a story in 
preparation for reading

1. Tell students that you are going to read a new story. Explain that 

strong readers often get a sense of what to expect by taking a look 

at the story’s title, pictures, and any other noticeable features 

before reading. 

2. Demonstrate how you preview the story by noting any features that 

stand out, such as numerous paragraphs with quotation marks. Tell 

students this means there is dialogue, so you know characters will 

be talking to each other a lot in the story.

3. Engage students by asking them to read the title and then posing 

such questions as:

! What do you notice? Is there anything strange about the title?
! Is it possible for a thief to be honest? Does stealing make  

a person dishonest?

4. Tell students to flip through the pages of the story and notice 

anything else that gives them ideas about what they are 

about to read.

5. Ask students to consider the brief note under the title: “Japanese 

folktale as told by I. G. Edmonds.” Do not worry if students know 

little about Japan or about folktales. You simply want students to 

get the idea that a brief inspection can help them know what to 

expect in a story. Ask such questions as:

! What can you tell the class about folktales?
! What do you know about Japan?

CCSS
RL 3.1
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First Reading (15–20 minutes)

Students note personal connections to the story as the leader  
reads it aloud.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Reading Comprehension: To make 
connections relating knowledge and 
experience to the story

Before Reading

1. Have students follow along in their books as they listen to you read 

“Ooka and the Honest Thief,” a story about a judge who has  

to make an unusual decision.

2. Explain that making connections with one’s own knowledge and 

experience, along with asking questions while reading, are 

strategies that strong readers use to understand the story better.

3. Ask students to mark with a C places where they are connecting 

something in the story to their knowledge or experience and mark 

with a ? places where they have questions about the story.  After 

listening to the story they will have a chance to share their 

connections and questions.

MAKING CONNECTIONS:  
A READING COMPREHENSION 
STRATEGY

As you read the story aloud, it is 
important for students to see you 
pause a few times, look away from the 
book, and think aloud as you recall or 
are reminded of something. Model  
how you mark that place in the  
text with a C. Tell students that 
recognizing and noting places where 
they make connections deepens  
their understanding of the story.

CCSS
SL 3.2, 3.3
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During Reading

4. Read the story aloud with expression.

5. Pause several times while reading to model how you make 

connections. Share ways the story reminds you of your own 

knowledge or experience, and explain how those connections help 

you make sense of the story; or use the Think-Alouds in the 

margins of the story.

After Reading

6. Ask students to look back in the story to identify a connection they 

would like to share.

7. Have students take a few minutes to share with a partner a 

connection they made while listening to the story. If time allows, 

have a few students share their connections with the class. 

8. Tell students to review the story to find the passages they marked 

with a ? and to think about questions they would like to share with 

the class.
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Session 1

Sharing Questions (15–20 minutes)

Students share their questions about the story, recognizing that some questions 
can be answered by the story and some cannot.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Reading Comprehension: To ask 
questions about the story, identifying and 
addressing different types of questions 

LOOK FOR STUDENTS TO

Mention puzzling, confusing, or interesting aspects of the story
Ask questions about the story
Recognize different types of questions about the story

1. As students ask questions, write each question on the board, along 

with the student’s name. Or have students write questions on 

sentence strips to post around the room.

2. Encourage students to clear up factual and vocabulary questions 

using the text, the Reader’s Journal glossary, a dictionary, or 

classmates for help.

3. Point to a question that asks for information not given in the story, 

or use a question of your own, such as Why does Yahichi call 

Ooka “Lord Ooka”?

4. Decide whether answering the question is necessary in order to 

understand the story. If not, you may want to ask students to find 

the answer for extra credit or homework, or you can simply bypass 

the question.  

5. If answering the question is necessary to understand the story,  

ask if anyone knows the answer, have the class research the 

question for homework, or simply give the class the needed 

information before the next reading. The action you take depends 

on the time available, your knowledge of the subject, and the 

nature of the question.

BACKGROUND QUESTIONS

Ultimately, your goal in this activity is 
to help students recognize interpretive 
questions—questions that explore the 
meaning of  the story. While working 
toward this goal, help students also 
recognize questions that are valuable, 
but cannot be answered from within 
the text. For example, if students lack 
necessary background knowledge, 
honor their curiosity and support their 
learning by steering them toward 
resources that will help them find this 
information.

CCSS
RL 3.1

CCSS
SL 3.1, 3.3

CCSS
W 3.1, 3.2
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6. After the class has resolved fact-based and vocabulary questions  

and identified needed outside information, post the list of 

remaining questions somewhere in the classroom. Ask students to 

choose their keeper question from the list and write it down in the 

Reader’s Journal (page 42). 

7. Use your Leader Discussion Planner (page 27) to jot down posted 

questions that you will want to remember later for Shared Inquiry 

discussion.

8. Have students turn to the Reader’s Journal (page 43) to practice 

making connections as a reading strategy. This can also serve as 

homework.

PROVIDE INFORMATION WHEN:

! It will be inordinately difficult for 
students to find

! You are confident that you know the 
information they need

! You can communicate it quickly 
and effectively

HAVE STUDENTS FIND 
INFORMATION WHEN:

! It is readily available to students

! You want students to develop 
independence as readers

! You want students to learn to use  
outside sources

When To Provide Outside Information

KEEPER QUESTION

Remember that choosing a keeper 
question to think about during the 
second reading will encourage 
students’ curiosity and guide their 
understanding of the story. Students 
need not seek a definite answer to 
their keeper question
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Session 2

on Follow-Up Questions

on Follow-Up Questions

Second Reading with Directed Notes (45 minutes)

Students mark passages to note contrasting ideas in the story.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Reading Comprehension: To reread  
the story with a purpose and to articulate 
ideas from the story

LOOK FOR STUDENTS TO

Offer an explanation of their ideas by repeating the supporting passage
Offer a literal explanation or a paraphrase of the passage
Infer motives and causes from the passage when prompted 

For this unit, the spotlight is on asking follow-up questions to 
help students recognize differing ideas. During this activity, you 
will ask students to share and explain their notes. Several students 
will probably have marked the same place, perhaps for different 
reasons. Listen carefully to the words students use to explain their 
ideas, and ask questions for clarification; similar explanations 
often mask very real differences in what students are thinking.  
By listening closely for variances and asking follow-up questions, 
you will help students recognize when they are, in fact,  
presenting different answers. 

FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS: recognizing differing ideas 

! How is Ooka being unfair in the passage you read?
! Who marked this passage differently? Why?
! Can you explain why you think Ooka is being fair here?

CCSS
RL 3.10

CCSS
W 3.2
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Session 2

Before Reading

1. Tell students that during the second reading they will be taking 

notes. Write the following on the board:

F = Ooka is being fair.  UF = Ooka is being unfair.

2. Ask students to mark places where they think Ooka is being fair 

with an F or unfair with a UF, as they reread the story. 

3. Tell students that as they make their notes they should think about 

why they chose to mark those places. 

During Reading 

4. Have students read the story on their own or with a partner, or 

have them listen to the story read aloud (by you or on the CD), 

making notes as they go.

After Reading 

5. Ask students to share places where they marked an F or a UF by 

reading that passage aloud and explaining why they think it shows 

Ooka being fair or unfair.

6. Ask follow-up questions to help students clarify or elaborate on 

their opinions.

7. Use your Leader Discussion Planner (page 27) to jot down 

questions or ideas to explore later. 

8. Have students turn to Head in the Clouds in the Reader’s Journal 

(page 44) and choose a topic for writing or drawing.  

TAKING NOTES ABOUT  
CONTRASTING IDEAS

During Stage 2, students will practice 
taking notes on two contrasting ideas 
as they reread the story. In doing  
this, students will examine the  
story more thoughtfully. The activity  
will also help students see a 
connection between their ideas  
and evidence in the story.

FLUENCY TIP

Before students read 
passages aloud, have them 
look for any words that give 
them clues about  
how to read the passage  

expressively. For instance, 
verbs such as demanded or 

whispered and adverbs such 
as joyfully and fiercely can 
describe how a character 
would speak.
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Session 3

Vocabulary (20 minutes)

Students practice using new vocabulary words. 

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Reading Comprehension: To understand 
and use new words in a variety of contexts

suggested target words: courtesy, virtue, sufficient

Choose the target words you want your class to learn, or use the 

suggested target words above. As you present a word, have students 

say it with you. Work on one word at a time, using the following 

procedure as a guide: 

1. Place the word in context. Review how the word is used in  

the story.

2. Define the word. Use active language in your definition. Include a 

few examples of how to use the word in situations students will 

understand. For example:

! Courtesy means being polite and thoughtful and having good 
manners. You show courtesy when you write thank-you notes for your 
birthday presents. Your little sister is learning courtesy when you 
teach her how to share toys and take turns.

! If you are a person of virtue, it means you know and do what is good. 
When you are honest, kind, or helpful, you are showing virtue.

! Sufficient means enough, or as much as someone would need or 
want. If you weren’t very hungry, half a sandwich might be sufficient 
for lunch. If you have as many crayons as you need to make a nice 
picture, you have a sufficient amount.

3. Use the word. Encourage students to make the word their own by 

asking a few students to use it in a sentence or to apply it to real-

life situations.

REINFORCING NEW VOCABULARY

Remember to encourage students to 
gain familiarity with the new vocabulary 
throughout the week by using the 
words in other contexts and by helping 
students incorporate the words in 
conversation.  

CCSS
RL 3.4
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Session 3

O V E R H E A R D  I N  T H E  C L A S S R O O M  

4. Ask a question about the story, using the word. Have several 

students apply their knowledge of the word to answer the question.

5. Optional: Have students turn to Curious Words in the Reader’s 

Journal to write down some of their favorite words from the story.

 
 
target word: courtesy 

place the word 
in context

When Ooka pretends to be another thief and hands  
rice out the window to Gonta, Gonta thanks him for his 
courtesy. (Refer students to the passage on page 52 in 
the student anthology.)

define the word Courtesy means being polite and thoughtful and having 
good manners. You show courtesy when you write thank-
you notes for your birthday presents. Your little sister is 
learning courtesy when you teach her how to share toys 
and take turns. Say the word with me. 

use the word We show courtesy when we are thoughtful of other  
people. Which of the following would you do if you were 
showing courtesy?
! Step on the heels of the person walking in front  

of you
! Hold the door open for the person behind you
! Pick up a book someone else dropped
! Eat a second piece of cake when there isn’t enough  

for everyone

ask a question
 about the story

How does Ooka’s courtesy toward Gonta lead him to 
believe that Gonta is an honest thief?
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Program OverviewSession 4

Shared Inquiry Discussion (45 minutes)

Students discover meaning in the story by discussing an interpretive question.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Critical Thinking: To clarify and  
explore ideas in response to an  
interpretive question

LOOK FOR STUDENTS TO

Give simple or literal answers to the question
Pause and consider their answers before speaking
Offer answers that infer motives and causes in the story 

Use the Leader Discussion Planner on the facing page to prepare 

yourself for Shared Inquiry discussion. To prepare your group, have 

everyone sit in a circle or a square; remind them of the five 

discussion guidelines and any behavioral guidelines you want to 

share. Then use the following procedure to conduct the discussion:

1. Write the focus question on the board and have students copy it on 

the Building Your Answer page of the Reader’s Journal (page 45). 

2. Give students a few minutes to review the story and to write their 

answers on the Building Your Answer page.

3. Begin the discussion by asking the focus question. Use your seating 

chart to keep track of students’ participation and ideas (see Using 

the Seating Chart, page 29). 

4. Lead the discussion by asking follow-up questions to help students 

clarify ideas (see the sample questions in your Leader Discussion 

Planner, page 27), provide evidence, and respond to each other. 

Aim to have the discussion last 20 to 30 minutes.

5. As the discussion winds down, have students finish the Building 

Your Answer page. Then ask volunteers to share what they wrote.

6. Spend a few minutes talking about the discussion. Ask students 

what they liked about it, what was hard about it, what they think 

makes a good discussion, and what might go better next time.

MANAGING LARGER GROUPS

If group size is an issue (likely if there 
are more than 25 students), try 
forming an inside and outside circle. 
Lead the inside group in discussion, 
with the outside group 
listening for ideas they agree 
and disagree with. After 
discussion, ask a few students 
from the outside group to 
share what they heard. Then reverse 
the groups and lead a discussion about 
the same story with a different focus 
question.

CCSS
RL 3.1, 3.3, 

3.10

CCSS
SL 3.1–3.4

CCSS
W 3.2
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cluster question
 

 

 

cluster question
 

 

 

focus question for discussion
 

 

 

related passage page 

 

 

 

related passage page 

 

 

 

Leader Discussion Planner

After the first and second readings, use this  
section to keep track of:
! Questions that you and your students  

have about the story
! Characters, incidents, and ideas that  

interest you 
! Passages that interest you

notes and questions

 

 

 

 

FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS: recognizing differing ideas

! Can you tell me more about what you mean?
! Why do you think that is what is happening?
! Does anyone see that part differently?

In this Shared Inquiry discussion,  
look for opportunities to help your 
students recognize that there can be 
more than one reasonable answer to  
the focus question. 

Write down a focus question, cluster questions (interpretive questions related to the focus question), and passages 
that you think you or your students will refer to in discussion. If you choose not to develop your own questions, see 
Suggested Interpretive Questions for Shared Inquiry Discussion on page 28.
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Suggested Interpretive Questions for 
Shared Inquiry Discussion

option 1 Why doesn’t Gonta think it is dishonest to steal rice  

for his family?

! Why does Gonta increase his risk of being caught by stealing a little every 
night, rather than a lot every once in a while?

! Why does Gonta refuse to take more rice, even though Ooka tries to give 
him more?

! Why does Gonta exclaim, “That would be dishonest!” when Ooka says 
Gonta might as well take a “large amount” of rice, since he will be 
punished “as much for stealing a single grain” as for stealing a whole 
sack?

! After meeting Gonta, why does Ooka change his mind that it is “just as 
dishonest to steal one grain of rice as it is to steal a large sack”?

passage for discussion In the student anthology, from “Gonta 

was relieved to find himself face to face with another thief,” on 

page 51, to “Ooka did not try to stop him,” on page 52

option 2 Why does Ooka want Gonta to put back more rice  

than he stole?

! Why does Ooka decide to let Gonta go the night he sees him stealing?

! If Ooka wants Gonta to replace the rice, why does he “put all kinds of 
obstacles in his way” to make it difficult?

! Why does Ooka want to test whether Gonta is an “honest thief”?

! Why does Ooka leave Gonta the signed message “Honesty is the best 
policy”?

passage for discussion In the student anthology, from “The 

plan was carried out according to Ooka’s wishes,” on page 54, to 

the end of the story
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O V E R H E A R D  I N  T H E  C L A S S R O O M  

Seating Chart

 leader Why doesn’t Gonta think it is dishonest to steal rice 
for his family?

valentina Because he takes only enough for his family for one day.

leader Why would this make Gonta think he is not dishonest?

valentina Maybe he doesn’t think he’s stealing.

kwan Yeah, Gonta is always trying to get a job so he won’t steal. 
And he only takes what he needs. 

leader Valentina, is that what you meant? That Gonta isn’t planning 
on stealing forever? 

valentina Not really. I don’t think Gonta even thinks he’s stealing now. 
He doesn’t steal like a thief.

 

USING THE SEATING CHART

Advance your use of the seating 
chart by beginning to note 
students’ ideas. When a 
student’s comment strikes you 
for some reason, or when you 
think you may want to return to 
that idea later in the discussion, 
write down a word or phrase 
next to the student’s name. It is 
okay to take a moment to write. 
Students can use the time to 
think, and your notes will help 
you follow up on their ideas 
even more thoughtfully.
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Expository Writing: 

Explaining Evidence (45 minutes)

Students use a graphic organizer to explain how their evidence supports an idea 
from the discussion.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Writing: To develop evidence by 
explaining how it supports a main idea 

Prewriting 

1. Remind students of the discussion about whether Ooka was fair or 

unfair. Ask students to recall evidence and passages supporting 

both sides, and list these examples on the board.

2. Have students turn to the Reader’s Journal (page 46), choose fair or 

unfair, and write the evidence from the board in the left-hand 

column, as well as any other evidence they can think of that 

supports their choice.

3. Tell students that it is important to explain why their evidence 

supports their idea, because explaining their evidence shows they 

can think through their idea and back it up. In the right-hand 

column in the Reader’s Journal, have students explain how the 

evidence they listed supports their idea.

4. If time allows, have volunteers read their explanations to  

the class.

EXPLAINING EVIDENCE

Providing story details might 
not be enough to support an 
opinion, especially in stories open  
to interpretation, since the  
evidence itself often can have different 
interpretations. It is important that 
student writers explain not only  
which evidence supports their 
viewpoint, but how it does so.

CCSS
W 3.1, 3.2



   27

Session 5 Options

Creative Writing: Gonta’s Diary (45 minutes)

Students write diary entries from a character’s point of view.

STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Writing: To organize ideas into diary 
entries

Prewriting

1. Introduce diaries by explaining that people use them to remember 

their thoughts and feelings as daily events occur. Briefly discuss 

why students might want to keep a diary.

2. Reread the last three paragraphs of the story aloud to refresh 

students’ memories.

3. As a class, brainstorm and write on the board a list of events that 

might happen during Gonta’s first days on the job or while he is 

still returning the rice. Ask students what kinds of obstacles Ooka 

might put in the way while Gonta is returning the rice and how 

Gonta might deal with them. 

4. Have students choose their favorite events from the list on the 

board and write them on the left side of the chart in the Reader’s 

Journal (page 47).

5. On the board, start a second list where students contribute ideas 

about how Gonta might feel if each event happened.

6. Have students turn back to the Reader’s Journal (page 47) to 

complete their charts independently or in small groups.

CCSS
W 3.1, 3.2
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Curriculum Connections

Below are resources related to “Ooka and the Honest Thief” for further reading 

and investigation in a number of subject areas.

 Appropriate for classroom read-alouds; above-grade reading and interest levels 

 Appropriate for independent reading; at- or near-grade reading and interest levels

art
 Dooley, Norah. Everybody Cooks Rice. Minneapolis: Carolrhoda Books, 1991. 

A child is sent to find a younger brother at dinner time and is introduced  

to a variety of cultures through encountering the many ways rice  

is prepared at the different households visited.

 Ray, Deborah Kogan. Hokusai: The Man Who Painted a Mountain. New York: 

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2001. 

Tells the life story of the Japanese artist Hokusai (1760–1849) and his rise 

from poverty to become one of Japan’s most influential artists.

 Spilsbury, Louise. Rice. Chicago: Heinemann Library, 2001. 

Photographs and simple text teach young readers where rice comes from, 

what the difference is between white and brown rice, and why rice is good 

for people.

 Stalcup, Ann. Japanese Origami: Paper Magic. New York: PowerKids, 1999. 

Describes some specific origami figures and their significance in Japanese  

culture. Includes directions for creating an origami ornament.

CCSS
RL 3.10
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Session 5 Options

social studies
 Britton, Tamara L. Japan. Edina, MN: Abdo, 2000. 

An illustrated introduction to the geography, history, culture, and people  

of Japan.

 Iijima, Geneva Cobb. The Way We Do It in Japan. Morton Grove, IL:  

A. Whitman, 2002. 

Gregory experiences a new way of life when he moves to Japan with his 

American mother and his Japanese father.

folklore
 Demi. One Grain of Rice: A Mathematical Folktale. New York: Scholastic, 1997. 

A reward of one grain of rice doubles day by day into millions of grains of  

rice when a selfish raja is outwitted by a clever village girl.

 Pittman, Helena Clare. A Grain of Rice. New York: Bantam Doubleday Dell 

Books for Young Readers, 1996. 

A clever, cheerful, hard-working farmer’s son wins the hand of a Chinese  

princess by outwitting her father, the emperor, who treasures his daughter 

more than all the rice in China.
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Story

OOKA AND
THE HONEST THIEF

Japanese folktale 
as told by I. G. Edmonds

One day, Yahichi, owner
of a rice store, came to
Ooka’s court, complaining
that each night some of his
rice disappeared.

“It is such a small amount that I hesitate to
trouble your Honorable Honor,” Yahichi said,
touching the ground with his head to show
proper respect for the great magistrate. “But I am
reminded of the story of the mountain that was
reduced to a plain because a single grain was
stolen from it each day for centuries.”

48

magistrate: a judge

Highlighted words are the suggested 
target words in the vocabulary activity. 
Underlined words can be briefly explained 
as you read the story aloud, using the 
definitions provided.

Leader’s Notes  
and Questions
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Ooka nodded gravely. “It is just as dishonest
to steal one grain of rice as it is to steal a large
sack,” he remarked. “Did you take proper 
steps to guard your property?”

“Yes, my lord. I stationed a guard with the 
rice each night, but still it disappears. I cannot
understand it,” the rice merchant said, pulling 
his white beard nervously.

“What about your guard. Can he be trusted?”
Ooka asked.

“Absolutely, Lord Ooka,” Yahichi said. “The
guard is Chogoro. He has served my family
for seventy-five years.”

“Yes, I know Chogoro,” Ooka said. “He is a
most conscientious man. He could not be 
the thief. But it is possible that he falls asleep 
at his post. After all, he is eighty years old.”

“A man can be just as alert at eighty as at
twenty,” Yahichi replied quickly. “I am eighty-
one myself, and I have never been so alert.
Besides, I stood guard myself with Chogoro
these last two nights. The rice vanished 
just the same.”

“In that case I will watch with you tonight,”
Ooka said. “I should like to see this for myself.”

! ! !
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Leader’s Notes  
and Questions
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As he had promised, Ooka made his way 
that evening to Yahichi’s rice store. He was sure
that both Yahichi and Chogoro had fallen asleep 
and had allowed the thief to enter each time the 
rice had been stolen, and it was not long before
his suspicions were proved correct. Within an
hour, both men were sleeping soundly. Ooka
smiled. He was certain that when the men 
awoke neither would admit he had slept at all.

A little past midnight, Ooka heard a slight
sound outside the building. He sprang to his feet
and peered cautiously out the window. To his
astonishment, Ooka found himself staring
straight into the face of a man standing in the
shadows just outside the building. The judge
recognized him as Gonta, a laborer who had
been out of work for some time. The man
was rooted to the spot by fear.

Ooka hesitated to arrest him. After all, he had
not entered the rice store. Ooka would have no
proof that he had come to steal. He could simply
say that he had lost his way in the dark.

Though Ooka had recognized the thief, Gonta
had not recognized the judge, for the darkness
inside the building hid his face.

! ! !
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Think-Aloud

“That reminds me of being in 
middle school and falling asleep 
during my sister’s choir recital. 
I insisted I hadn’t fallen asleep. 
But when my sister asked me 
to name one song they sang, I 
couldn’t.”

Leader’s Notes  
and Questions
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Ooka decided the best thing to do would be to
pretend that he, too, was a thief. In this way he
might trap Gonta into completing his crime.
Speaking in a harsh tone to disguise his voice,
he said, “You have obviously come here to 
steal rice just as I have.”

Gonta was relieved to find himself face to face
with another thief instead of a guard.

“As a favor from one thief to another,” Ooka
continued, “I will pass the rice out to you, so that
you will not need to risk coming in yourself.”

51

Leader’s Notes  
and Questions
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Gonta thanked him profusely for his courtesy,
and Ooka picked up a large sack of rice and
handed it out to him.

“This is too much,” Gonta protested. “I want
only a few handfuls.”

Ooka was amazed. “But if you are going to
steal, you may as well take a large amount. After
all, if Ooka catches you, you will be punished 
as much for stealing a single grain as you would
for a whole sack.”

“That would be dishonest!” Gonta replied
indignantly. “I take just enough to feed my family
for a single day, for each day I hope I will find
work and not have to steal anymore. If I do find
work, I intend to return all I have taken.”

Then he took out the amount of rice he
needed for his family’s daily meal and handed
the sack back to the astonished judge. Thanking
Ooka once more for his courtesy, Gonta turned
and disappeared into the darkness. Ooka did
not try to stop him.

When the shopkeeper and his guard awoke,
Ooka told them what had happened.

“But why did you let the thief go?” Yahichi
asked indignantly.

! ! !
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courtesy: politeness and thoughtfulness; good manners

indignantly: in an upset and angry manner 

Think-Aloud

“I think of thieves as being 
greedy and stealing as much as 
they can. But Gonta seems to be 
different.”

Leader’s Notes  
and Questions
Leader’s Notes  
and Questions
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“Gonta is certainly a thief,” Ooka replied.
“But I am convinced he is an honest one, for 
he refused to steal more than he needed.”

“But, Lord Ooka, how can a man be a thief
and honest at the same time?”

“I would never have believed it possible, but
it is so,” Ooka said. “It is the duty of a judge 
to punish wickedness and reward virtue. In this
case, we find both qualities in the same man,
so obviously it would be unfair to treat him as
any ordinary thief.”

! ! !
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virtue: goodness; knowing and doing what is good

Leader’s Notes  
and Questions
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“But, Lord Ooka—”
“I have made my decision. Tomorrow I

will see that work is found for Gonta which is
sufficient to feed his family and still leave
enough to allow him to pay back the rice he
stole. We will see if he keeps his promise.
If he returns here and replaces the extra amount
each night, it will prove my belief that he is
an honest thief.”

The plan was carried out according to Ooka’s
wishes. Gonta was given a job, without knowing
that Ooka was responsible. And, as the judge
suspected, every night Gonta took the rice 
left over from his day’s earnings and left it in 
the rice shop.

Ooka put all kinds of obstacles in his way to
make it difficult for him to enter the shop, 
but this did not prevent Gonta from returning
each night, although he became more and 
more afraid of being caught.

Yahichi admitted that the thief had been
punished enough for his crime and told Ooka he
did not wish to press charges. The great judge
smiled and wrote out a small scroll which he

! ! !
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 enough

charges: o!cial statements that accuse someone of doing 
something wrong or illegal 

Think-Aloud

“I remember once when a 
neighborhood boy broke into  
our garage. My dad found out 
and hired the boy to fix and  
paint it. That sounds like what  
Ooka is doing when he gets 
Gonta a job.”

Leader’s Notes  
and Questions
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ordered Yahichi to leave for Gonta to see when
he came to pay for the last portion of rice.

When the honest thief slipped fearfully into
the rice shop for the last time, he was shocked to
find the scroll on which was written in Ooka’s
own handwriting, and bearing Ooka’s signature,
the following message:

You owe an extra ten percent for interest.
Honesty is the best policy.

! ! !
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scroll: a roll of paper or parchment (specially prepared animal 
skin) with writing on it 

interest: money someone pays for the use of borrowed 
money

Leader’s Notes  
and Questions



38   Sample Reader’s Journal Page

In the space below, write a keeper question about the story that came into 
your mind during the first reading, while sharing questions, or even right 
now. Choose one that no one has completely answered yet, and keep it in your 
mind during the second reading. If you still have the question after reading, 
continue to think about it—you picked a real keeper!

Your keeper question:

 

 

 

 

Keeper Question
CCSS
RL 3.1

CCSS
W 3.2
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Into Reading
Making Connections

Connecting your knowledge and personal experience to a story helps you 
make better sense of the story. 

Look in the story for places where you marked a C. Below, use your own words 
to describe what happened in the story. Then write how that part of the story 
connects to something in your own life.

Something that happens in the story:

 

 

 

 

 

 

Your personal connection to what happens in the story:

 

 

 

 

 

 

CCSS
RL 3.1

CCSS
W 3.2
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HE A D in the Clouds

My favorite part
of the story

So
mething that the storyreminds me of

A picture of a character

So
mething that my keeperqu

estion makes m
ethink of

in the story

Use your imagination! Choose one of the topics in the clouds 
and draw a picture or write a little more about the story.  
(If you have time, you can choose more than one topic.)

CCSS
RL 3.1

CCSS
W 3.1, 3.2
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The focus question:

 

 

 

 

Your answer before the discussion: 

 

 

 

 

Your answer after the discussion (you may change or add to your first answer):

 

 

 

 

 

 

Building Your Answer CCSS
RL 3.1

CCSS
W 3.2
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Prewriting Notes

In the left-hand column below, write some of the evidence that shows Ooka 
being fair or unfair. On the right-hand side, explain why you think the 
evidence shows that Ooka is being fair or unfair.

Writing to ExplainExplaining Evidence

Evidence

Ooka is fair or unfair (circle one) 
when he:

 

 

 

 page   

Ooka is fair or unfair (circle one) 
when he:

 

 

 

 page   

Explanation

This shows Ooka being fair or 
unfair (circle one) because:

 

 

 

 page  

This shows Ooka being fair or 
unfair (circle one) because:

 

 

 

 page  

CCSS
W 3.1, 3.2
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Prewriting Notes

Pretend you are Gonta and choose some of your favorite ideas from the board 
to write on the left side below. Then, on the right side, write how you might 
feel if those events happened.

Writing to Explore
Gonta’s Diary

What happened:

MONDAY I start my new job today. 

TUESDAY 

 

 

 

WEDNESDAY 

 

 

 

THURSDAY  

  

 

 

My feelings: 

I feel excited, but also very nervous!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

CCSS
W 3.1, 3.2
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College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards:

 Reading  

 Speaking and Listening

 Writing

 Writing

Page 4: Junior Great 
Books Learning Strands
and
Page 12: Unit Overview

Page in Sample Unit Common Core State Standards

Grade Level: 3–5 
Grades 3–5 Sample Unit Aligned to Common Core State Standards Grade 3
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 Reading  

 Speaking and Listening

 Reading  

 Speaking and Listening

 Writing

 Reading  

RL 3.10 

 Writing

 Reading  

 Reading  

 

Page in Sample Unit Common Core State Standards

Page 13: Prereading

Page 14: First Reading

Page 16: Sharing 
Questions

Page 18: Second 
Reading

Page 20: Vocabulary

Page 22: Shared 
Inquiry Discussion
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Page in Sample Unit Common Core State Standards

 Reading  

 Speaking and Listening

 Writing

 Reading  

 

 Reading  

 

 Reading  

 

 Writing

 Writing

Pages 26–27: 
Expository Writing/
Explaining Evidence

Page 38: Keeper 
Questions

Page 28: Curriculum 
Connections

Page 39: Into 
Reading/Making 
Connections

Page 40: Head in the 
Clouds

Page 22: Shared 
Inquiry Discussion, 
continued
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Page in Sample Unit Common Core State Standards

 Reading  

 

 Writing

 Writing

 Writing

Page 41: Building Your 
Answer

Page 42: Writing to 
Explain

Page 43: Writing to 
Explore
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