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Abstract
Fairy tales are ubiquitous in Australian primary schools. Drawing on a review of key
literature, this paper aims to determine the implications of teaching fairy tales in the
twenty-first-century primary classroom. Research points to the benefits of including fairy
tales as a tool to improve all subject areas of the curriculum. Fairy tales present opportu-
nities to positively engage students through the teaching of social justice and the devel-
opment of emotional intelligence. The review of literature found that teachers need to be
cautious and critical when teaching traditional fairy tales which often perpetrate an
outdated, gender-ignorant representation of society, and allow students an opportunity to
confront these ideas. The book form of Disney fairy tales can be problematic, particularly
the earlier versions, which are criticised for being domesticated, sentimental and overly
simplistic. The review has also found that multicultural fairy tales have enormous potential
to increase cultural equity in the contemporary classroom, but unfortunately, they do not
appear to be easily accessible in Australia. The fairy tale is constantly being reinvented and
reimagined to fit into modern society, which has led to the emergence of the fractured fairy
tale genre, where a traditional fairy tale is subverted. This review found that when used in a
critical and inclusive manner, fairy tales have the potential to be an effective resource to
teach primary school students in the contemporary classroom.

Keywords Storytelling . Fairy tales . Contemporary classroom .Multicultural . Disney . Gender
roles . Social skills

1 Introduction

Stories are an integral part of learning how to develop reading, writing, speaking and listening
skills (Lwin, 2016; Mart, 2012; Wardetzky, 2008). Fairy tales are often used by primary school

The Australian Journal of Language and Literacy (2022) 45:219–232
https://doi.org/10.1007/s44020-022-00017-z

* Glenn Saxby
saxbyglenn017@gmail.com

1 University of South Australia, Adelaide, Australia

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s44020-022-00017-z&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4992-2407
mailto:saxbyglenn017@gmail.com


teachers without considering the many teaching opportunities this literary genre can create,
such as exploring gender stereotypes, storytelling and various social issues. Fairy tales have a
long history of use in Australian classrooms as they traditionally offer opportunities to teach
various literacy, social and emotional skills. They are ubiquitous in student learning (Bourke,
2008; Hall, 1997); therefore, it is critical to investigate the implications of using these stories to
teach not only the subjects of the primary school curriculum but the teaching of social skills,
gender awareness and cultural inclusivity for best pedagogical practice.

This review will examine the literature on using fairy tales in the contemporary primary
classroom with a particular focus on socio-cultural issues, emotional intelligence, ethics and
gender equity issues. Section one will provide a brief history of fairy tales, including a review
of critiques of contemporary Disney fairy tales. Section two will examine the literature that
foregrounds the implications of using fairy tales as a story telling tool, to teach multiple
subjects, and to engage students in cultural, gender, social and ethical issues (critical literacy).
A conclusion that examines implications and offers recommendations for teachers that emerge
from this literature review will then be provided. Ultimately, this literature review aims to
inform primary school teachers’ practice regarding the use of fairy tales in the classroom, with
implications for principals, curriculum writers and young readers.

2 A brief history of fairy tales

For many children, their first exposure to storytelling is the fairy tale. Tales written
hundreds of years ago still appear in various forms and remain as popular as ever
(Dewan, 2016; Zehetner, 2013). Fairy tales are generally defined as a prose narration with
an indefinite setting, include the trials and tribulations of a character who has adventures of
a magical kind that end happily and include folkloric features such as giants, goblins and
fairies (Hasse, 2008; Teverson, 2013). It is unknown where fairy tales originated in oral
cultures, but we do know they were used as metaphorical stories that helped people learn
about themselves and the world they inhabited (Zipes, 2012). Fairy tales were not originally
intended for children. They were generally a cautionary tale for adults, often with dark
events smattered with violence.

Many of the traditional fairy tales were based on the French tradition as collected by
Charles Perreault and the German tradition as collected by the Brothers Grimm. Familiar
titles include Sleeping Beauty, Snow White and Cinderella. Perreault is often seen as the
most famous trailblazer of fairy tales; however, he was greatly outnumbered, and in some
instances also preceded by French women writers, now called the conteuses (female
storytellers) (Harries, 2001; Seifert et al., 2012). In the 1800s, fairy tale stories came into
common use and were made into child friendly versions (Young, 2004). There is a great
deal of literature on interpretations of fairy tales (Bottigheimer, 2014; Tatar, 2019; Von
Franz, 2017) and their power and influence on readers (Gladding & Drake Wallace, 2010;
Tesar et al., 2016). For this review, the term traditional fairy tales will be used to indicate
the child-friendly stories of the twentieth century and not the original source material,
which was often violent and horrific. These traditional fairy tales, together with modern
fairy tale books, are often the most commonly found within the contemporary primary
school classroom.

When delving into the history of fairy tales, Bottigheimer (2009) starts at the publishing
history which does not require a folk invention of fairy tales in a distant and misty past.
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The publishing history of fairy tales, shows that they were born in Venice in the mid-
sixteenth century, were added to in Naples in the early seventeenth century, were
developed in France in the late seventeenth century, and were exported to Germany in
the second half of the eighteenth century. In the late eighteenth century they began a
triumphal march on little book feet throughout literate Europe. In the nineteenth century,
school readers spread fairy tales to city and country children alike in Germany and
France, and spread the same tales to British, French, Italian, and German colonies in
Africa, Asia, and the New World. (p.23)

Schenda (2007) argues that the widespread conviction that oral sources for fairy tales preceded
written fairy tales grows from regressive argumentation and that oral telling’s develop in
conjunction with print and school culture.

Disney achieved enormous success with their early film versions of Snow White (1937)
and Cinderella (1950). These stories were then transported to book format. Critics of
Disney’s fairy tales describe the stories as domesticated, sentimental and are overly
simplistic (Shortsleeve, 2004; Zipes, 2012). Disney has seemingly taken a more inclusive
approach to gender and socio-cultural issues in recent films and the spin-off books,
Moanna (2016), Maleficent (2014) and the incredibly successful Frozen (2013). These
narratives do not follow the formulaic nature of Disney’s traditional fairy tale adaptations,
instead distorting familiar tropes. Schwabe (2016) argues that recent interpretations have
also taken a more subversive tone, unsettling fairy tale conventions in movies and their
spin-off books such as Shrek (2001) and Snow White and the Huntsman (2012). These
fractured fairy tales present an opportunity for teachers in the modern classroom to use a
multi-modal method to compare these subverted fairy tales with traditional fairy tales.
Fractured fairy tales, or parodies, are usually humorous and there is a more contemporary
sensibility embedded in them, making these stories an appealing resource in the modern
classroom.

The field of Australian fairy tales is growing rapidly. Sometimes Australian Aboriginal
dreamtime stories are mislabelled as fairy tales. Australian Aboriginal stories belong to a
living culture and provide a critical means for passing down cultural understandings, so
they do not fit into the fairy tale category (Bullen & Sawers, 2016). Australia’s colonial past
and recent fairy tales provide teachers with an idea of how modern writers are keeping the
fairy tale relevant in the contemporary classroom. According to Do Rozario (2011), the
Australian fairy tale is finally emerging out of the colonial time warp of plump gum nut
babies. Presently, there seems to be two approaches in Australian fairy tale writing, one that
is geared more toward a retell of European stories and the other which looks at a more
fractured approach (Wood, 2017) where fairy tales do not rely on traditional tropes and a
formulaic narrative.

3 Benefits of teaching fairy tales in a contemporary primary classroom

3.1 Storytelling and the power of fairy tales

Oral communication in the form of storytelling is universal across cultures. Storytelling is one
of the oldest methods of human communication, and one of the oldest modes of teaching
(Landrum et al., 2019). There are several effective ways to use storytelling in the fairy tale
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literary genre in classrooms, including immersing students in existing stories, teacher-created
stories, class- and teacher-created stories and the students’ own stories. According to multiple
studies (See Collins, 1999; Isbell et al., 2004; Lwin, 2016; Miller & Pennycuff, 2008; Mixon
& Temu, 2006), storytelling is engaging, motivating, fun, adds to a student’s corpus of the
world and encourages children to be attentive listeners and, therefore, more creative readers
and writers. Through the use of fairy tales, Wardetzky’s (2008) work explored the successful
promotion of language skills of children with a migration background through the practice of
storytelling. Her research demonstrates a sustainable integration of art and culture, and that
active language acquisition can be achieved through the use of fairy tales.

As a pedagogical tool, further literature examined also indicates that storytelling is an
effective way for students to learn English as a first language and as a second language
(Colon-Vila, 1997; Lucarevschi, 2016). Hibbin (2016) points to the advantages of social and
psychosocial skills when using storytelling as a teaching tool.

The benefits of oral storytelling to children in relation to a complex of processes tied to
the opportunities afforded by oral storytelling for self-expression, identification with
story characters, empathic understanding of self and others and bi-directional communi-
cation. It is suggested that the oral retelling of pre-existing stories offers children a
parsimonious yet psycho-socially complex form of Speaking and Listening practice.
(p. 1)

3.2 Multiple subjects—cross curriculum

Fairy tales can easily be adapted in the primary school to teach a range of subjects. An
issue that Australian teachers may have to grapple with is how the teaching of fairy tales
fits in with national testing and the widespread influence of “performativity” emerging
from neo-liberal policies in primary schools (Appel, 2020). Even under these conditions,
there are still copious advantages to including fairy tales to teach the subjects of the
curriculum.

Teachers use fairy tales to engage their audience with the power of language in many
different ways. Literacy learning takes place as students enjoy reading fairy tales as the
vocabulary that they encounter is syntactically and lexically simple (Beckett, 2013; Saville,
2011) helping students to improve their reading and writing, whilst also incorporating new
vocabulary (Bourke, 2008). There are also the educational benefits, such as vocabulary
extension and the active engagement of predicting skills as children become familiar with
the flow and grammar of language (Jalongo & Sobolak, 2011). Students feel empowered and
motivated to read fairy tales (Edmunds & Bauserman, 2006; Ockey & Ogden, 1997) because
they can relate to the stories’ themes and lessons, such as the story of Tom Thumb and his
feeling of being so tiny in a big world. According to Bourke (2008), fairy tales can be used to
successfully teach critical literacy in his first grade class. To his surprise and delight, he
describes the advanced ability of young readers to grapple with critical examination of stories
such as The Billy Goats Gruff, where a student asked why Daddy and Mummy Gruff sent
Baby Gruff first. “This question demonstrated to me that children, even as young as 6 years
old, are capable of engaging in habits as critical readers” (Bourke, 2008, p. 306). Wee et al.
(2019) found that using fairy tales and their parodies, such as the classic Jack and the
Beanstalk, and its parody, Braun and Bernardini (2011) Trust me, Jack’s beanstalk stinks!:
The Story of Jack and the Beanstalk as told by the Giant, using a critical literacy approach the

222 The Australian Journal of Language and Literacy (2022) 45:219–232



students were able to perceive the stories frommultiple perspectives, challenge stereotypes and
confront the dominant social ideology and norms. Other books that come from the same series
and could also be useful for teaching critical thinking, include the following: Believe me,
Goldilocks rocks (2013) by Nancy Loewen;Honestly, Red Riding Hood was Rotten! (2014) by
Trisha Shaskan; Seriously, Rapunzel Needed a Haircut (2014) by Jessica Gunderson.

In the field of mathematics, fairy tales that contain overt mathematical concepts such as
Neuschwander’s (2013), Sir Cumference and the Dragon of Pi, or non-overt mathematical
concepts (Goldilocks and the Three Bears, see Carlsen, 2013) can be used to assist students
with counting, sorting and reducing the anxiety that can arise for students when working
mathematically (Columbia, 2017; Edelman, 2017; Furner, 2018). There is also a series of
Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM) fairy tale books by Jasmine Brooke
(2018), where students use well-known tales such as Rapunzel and the Princess and the Pea to
solve science and technology problems. By providing these technological books with a STEM
focus, students are asked to draw conclusions and test hypotheses using traditional fairy tales
(Marshall, 2018). Questions such as “Could have Rapunzel built a zip line using her hair to
escape her tower prison?” frame these books.

Fairy tales offer teachers the potential to combine language with song. Engh (2013)
suggests that studying music in the language learning classroom has several educational
benefits.

The use of music and song in the language-learning classroom is both supported
theoretically by practicing teachers and grounded in the empirical literature as a benefit
to increase linguistic, sociocultural and communicative competencies. From an educa-
tional standpoint, music and language not only can, but should be studied together
(p.121).

When used in drama and reader’s theatre, fairy tales encourage positive social interactions for
developing reading skills, whilst also improving the affective and physiological dimensions of
language learning (Bland, 2015; Worthy & Prater, 2002). Barfod and Bentsen (2018) point to
the positive influence on pupils’ academic performance, physical activity, social skills and
well-being when immersing children in fairy tale stories in natural outdoor settings where fairy
tales often take place. “Thus, in choosing teaching methods for enhancing pupils’ opportunity
to get these positive benefits during the school day, udeskole (outdoor education) can be seen
as a promising model, teaching school curriculum outside the classroom during ordinary
school time” (Barfod & Bentsen, 2018, p.151). Änggård (2010, p.23) explains that “A special
feeling for nature is achieved through enchantment. Through the leaders’ stories and the
children’s play, nature is presented as a fascinating place with many opportunities for fun
and adventure.”

3.3 Culture in the classroom

Classrooms are becoming more diverse and multicultural. According to the Australian Bureau
of Statistics (2017), 49% of Australians were born overseas or had one or both parents born
overseas. Furthermore, the data showed that 18% of the people born overseas had arrived since
2012, and in 2016 there were over 300 separately identified languages spoken in Australian
households. This evidence points to an increase of students arriving in Australian classrooms
for whom English is not their first language. For English as an Additional Language/Dialect
(EAL/D) students, research points to the advantages that fairy tales have to develop visual and
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verbal literacy skills (Birketveit, 2015; Khatib & Aghajanzadeh, 2015). According to Lee
(2020), fairy tales help to cultivate English as a Second Language (ESL) students’ under-
standing of various social assumptions around gender, class and social norms that are
grounded in their reality. However, there is research that points to cultural differences in
how students comprehend narrative structure when working with traditional fairy tales (Zhang
& Lauer, 2015). This same research indicates that when discussing character development in
fairy tales, collectivist cultures and individualist cultures often see behaviours and attitudes of
characters very differently.

According to Cai (2002), including multicultural fairy tales help students gain an
appreciation of cultural diversity and these stories can have a transformative effect. This
can happen by immersing students in multicultural literature which is used as a tool to
provide students with a chance to develop sensitivity to social and cultural inequality.
Furthermore, Cecilia (2012) argues that in a global society, being more sensitive to students
from other backgrounds and cultures should be a goal of childhood education. Similarly,
Holmes et al. (2007) reveal that multicultural texts can help demystify races and promote a
greater understanding and acceptance of other cultures. Researchers have demonstrated that
fairy tales are ripe for reworking where characters from different cultures inhabit traditional
fairy tale structures along with non-traditional settings (Alexander & Morton, 2007;
Hurley, 2005; Yenika-Agbaw, 2014). On the other hand, Goo (2018) argues that having
multicultural restrictive criteria on what narratives can be taught in the classroom has had
little change in society and after 50 years, they have had little success according to the
multiculturalist educators themselves. “Although multiculturalists are calling for increas-
ingly restrictive criteria on what stories can be taught in the classroom, there is little
evidence that this kind of multicultural education has ever been effective in promoting
social harmony” (Goo, 2018, p.328).

Busy teachers who have an ever increasing workload and pressure placed on them from
parents, administrators and educational bodies (Buchanan et al., 2013; McGrath-Champ et al.,
2018; Whelan, 2018), may ask “What are the books out there and can they deliver a more
effective and balanced cross-cultural set of fairy tales for the classroom?” Whilst there are
blogs (Gordon, 2020) and websites (No Time for Flashcards, 2019) that discuss multicultural
fairy tales, there is a gap in the literature around how these stories can be used in a
contemporary classroom. Titles of these multicultural fairy tales include The Ghanaian
Goldilocks (2014) and Adelita: A Mexican Cinderella Story (2004), which sound intriguing
but these books are scarcely available in Australian schools and public libraries and the only
way to obtain a list of these books is to search on blogs and websites. These tales could be
easily paired with the traditional fairy tales do enhance discussion about individual differences,
particularly around physical appearance and settings. The Three Little Javelinas (1992) is an
excellent example of a multicultural take on the classic Three Little Pigs. It not only
encourages students to think critically but is a celebration of cultural diversity, and includes
a female character that outsmarts the nefarious villain. Daintree, an Australian book distribut-
ing company, does have a set of multicultural tales written by Cari Meister (2017), but
unfortunately, only two out of the twelve printed are available for purchase. Whilst it appears
that multicultural fairy tale resources are available, it is a time-consuming process for
Australian teachers to be able to get access to these materials. As the number of more diverse
fairy tales grow, it is prudent pedagogical practice that teachers try to incorporate these stories.
A comprehensive list of multicultural fairy tales that is easily accessible would be beneficial to
busy teachers.
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3.4 Gender issues

Vladimir Propp (1968), when analysing the structure of folktales, insists that there are two
types of hero-centric fairy tales: the first looks at the exploits of seeker heroes which are
predominantly men, and then there are the victim heroes which are mainly women. To provide
positive empowering female role models for both boys and girls, this stereotyping needs to be
continually deconstructed by educators. Pilch (2015) advises caution when teaching traditional
fairy tales as many of these stories are perpetrating an outdated, gender-ignorant representation
of society. She further challenges teachers to step outside the teaching of traditional fairy tales
and consider gender-awareness a goal to accomplish during their classes by the incorporation
of comparing and contrasting traditional fairy tales with fractured versions. Kuykendal and
Sturm (2007), explain

Fairy tales can be immensely influential in children’s developing gender identity, so it is
important to examine the messages that are being transmitted. It has long been recog-
nized that the traditional European canon of fairy tales, those that have survived to the
present day, are tales that reflect and reproduce the patriarchal values of the society that
crafted them (p.39).

Fairy tales form an essential part of the complex layering of cultural stories and influences that
sustain and propagate cultural norms. According to Parsons (2004), although it is not exactly
known how fairy tales affect the unconscious, we do know that these stories are related to
historical and cultural contexts, and as we are part of this system, we tend to accept the
gendered discourse embedded in them as natural, essential and conclusive. Rice (2000) points
out that fairy tales have been viewed as key sites for gender construction and that these stories
constitute a kind of “script” (Berne, 1975) for acceptable forms of feminine and masculine
behaviour. A teacher does need to consider how they will discuss these traditional fairy tales
with twenty-first-century students to provide a fair and balanced view of gender roles in
modern Australian society.

The Feminine Beauty Ideal, as defined by Spade and Valentine (2017), is the socially
constructed concept that a woman’s most important asset is her physical attractiveness. This
notion of beauty pervades the traditional fairy tale. Clarke (2020) found that female heroines in
fairy tales propagate the perception of the body as ideally beautiful and therefore desirable
which is often set within socially constructed parameters and can be problematic for children’s
holistic development and well-being. She further explains that a particular concern is the
fixation with thinness and its association with being beautiful powerful and worthwhile.
Research by Tirlea et al. (2016, p.231), point out, “Body image distortions and unhealthy
dieting practices start at a young age and predominantly affect girls.” They further argue that
body dissatisfaction can lead to low self-esteem, low self-efficacy, depression, anxiety and
other mental issues. The Paper Bag Princess (1980) by Robert Munsch subverts the traditional
gender paradigm and has our princess dressed in nothing but a paper bag as she saves a very
ungrateful (due to her clothes being burned and having to wear a paper bag dress) prince from
a dragon. Perralut’s Ricky of the Tuft, written in 1697, also interrogates this notion of feminine
beauty by reifying charm and wit in women above beauty (Makinen, 2001).

According to Coyne et al. (2016), Disney princesses may indeed be one of the stronger and
significant forms of influence for the young child. Kochiyama’s (2015) studies on how gender
has been portrayed historically and in current times in fairy tales points to the findings that the
princess ideal and its beauty culture continues to be more prevalent than ever in all parts of the
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world and this in turn can provide positive opportunities for teachers to empower students’
critical thinking skills, by approaching these texts from multiple and alternative perspectives.
Kochiyama therefore recommends that it is imperative teachers of young children consider the
highly stereotyped view of the slender princess when reading traditional Disney fairy tales as
part of an educational program.

Kuo’s (2005) work is especially important. She shows that the persistent imbalance in
gender representation is not only in fairy tales but is the case in all of children’s literature
genres. Kochiya’s (2015) article investigates the traditional fairy tale films of Snow White
(1937), Cinderella (1950) and Sleeping Beauty (1957) and compares these with a modern fairy
tale by Disney, Tangled (2010). The conclusion was that Disney had created a powerful, smart
and resourceful female because that is what contemporary society demanded.

Studies of masculinity in fairy tales have lagged well behind the study of femininity
(Jorgensen, 2018). Males are often shown as rescuers, fighters, hyper-masculine, self-suffi-
cient, heroic and perseverant (Cekiso, 2013; Chakraborty, 2017; Neikirk, 2009). In the case of
Cinderella and Snow White, men really only appear as peripheral characters about whom we
learn very little. Jorgensen (2018) posits that male fairy tale heroes start from a position of
meekness and modesty that qualify them for a rise to power and wealth. When critiquing the
revisionist fairy tales of Mary E. Wilkins Freeman, Carter (2006) explains that men can be
classified into three groups: princes, beasts or royal pains. He argues that the princes are nice
and they usually must experience some sort of transformation of attitude, appearance or
reputation. The beasts may appear to be beasts before showing their true colours or they
may stay as beasts that are dangerous, deadly and destructive. Furthermore, Carter argues that
if they are royal pains, weak-willed or a general nuisance, then Freeman has the men
experience a “hostile takeover” from the powerful, feminine locus of power. These characters,
according to Carter, may be a result of Freeman writing in the post American Civil War period
when males were a depleted resource.

The three criteria used to discuss the roles of males in the fairy tales of Mary Freeman by
Carter draw parallels to Atterby’s critique of a Michael Cunningham’s A Wild Swan and Other
Tales (2015). Attebery (2018) found three distinctive types of male: the little man (anxious
about failing to live up to the model), the monster bridegroom (fear taking on its worst
features) and the erotic swan (an alternate beau ideal). These types of reimagining of fairy
tales broaden what it means to be masculine and help students to understand that there are
different forms of masculinity within society. The final point of this section which is relevant
to the classroom is left to Jorgensen (2018) whose research posits that “masculinity is
constructed in fairy tales as contingent and vulnerable, with men susceptible to transformations
and judged more by hierarchical values like stature and birth order than are women, who tend
to be judged by beauty” (p. 338).

3.5 Social and emotional lessons

Fairy tales share the common elements of fantasy and the assertion of moral lessons for society
and individuals (Henderson & Malone, 2012; Le Guernic, 2004). In his seminal work, Bruno
Bettelheim (1977), a clinical psychologist, discussed the psychological and cultural benefits of
using fairy tales as part of childhood development. Through a Freudian lens, Bettelheim
believed that children engaged in emotional growth when interacting with fairy tales and were
able to move out of their self-centred nature as they grappled with allegorical teaching of these
tales. Bettelheim’s research influenced the way fairy tales were taught in the classroom. Later
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researchers (Tatar, 1992; Williams, 2010; Xiaoyi, 2017) challenged many of Bettelheim’s
views, claiming that adults were placing self-serving ideals onto fairy tales and that the
selection of fairy tales used by Bettelheim were selected based on their usefulness to
support Freudian theories that position the child as the transgressor who deserves
punishment. Furthermore, Wardetzky (1990) investigated the self-created fairy tales from
upwards of two thousand German children (ages eight–ten years), and found not the
slightest glimmering of an effort to elaborate questions of social justice, morality, the
relationship between good and evil, or power as a social category. Wardetsky’s research
also challenges Bettelheim’s thesis that fairy tales assist children to resolve conflicts
involved in separating from their parent, rather the children’s stories were here and now
dangers and did not describe tests for adulthood.

When developing social skills with children in a modern classroom setting and in the
wider world, children’s literature plays an important role. Multiple studies have shown
that fairy tales can effectively be employed in the classroom to help children develop
emotional intelligence using Lowell and Harris (1992) contemporary The Three Little
Javelinas (Wipf & Ros-Voseles, 2012), emotional regulation by reading Little Red
Riding Hood and Cinderella (Fleer & Hammer, 2013) and link the ideas to what is
happening to their world. Young children learn that characters that are purely good or
evil exist only in fairy tales and that to make mistakes is human (Kulikovskaya &
Andrienko, 2016). According to Zehetner (2013), fairy tales have been used positively
by parents for centuries to encourage personal growth and impart morals and that they
are just as relevant today as they have ever been. Teachers in the contemporary
classroom often select fairy tales for their therapeutic and didactic effects. Lessons
include the teaching of ethics and morality, by challenging, for example the way a
nefarious character behaved. These discussions then determine if there could be alterna-
tive courses of action that the character may have undertaken. A further advantage of
fairy tales, according to Gates et al. (2003), is that they can be used efficaciously to teach
without overt sermonising. This can benefit a teacher greatly as they can incorporate the
teaching of morals and social skills in a seamless fashion.

An advantage of fractured fairy tales is that they often employ humour, giving the teacher a
valuable tool for making learning fun. Research proves that humour in the classroom fosters
positive student-teacher relationships, decreases anxiety, increases cognitive performance,
transcends cultural boundaries and makes learning more enjoyable (Al-Delimit & Aziz,
2016; Loizou et al., 2011). Serafini and Coles (2015) explain that “A judicious use of humour
enables teachers to develop a sense of immediacy in the classroom. Increased immediacy in
the classroom is associated with greater enjoyment, greater motivation, and more positive
attitude towards the teacher and the class” (p.638).

Fairy tales have long been used in counselling and therapy. According to the Jungian
interpretation, fairy tales can teach children how to deal with conflict, desires and relationships
in a healthy way and have the power to influence values, beliefs and health in a child’s future.
Robinson (1986) argues that fairy tales can be adapted to serve as a useful teaching tool in
family therapy as these stories often deal with dysfunctional family groups. Hill’s (1992)
studies demonstrated that a positive of fairy tales in therapy is that they often help young
people via transference, where children transfer their anger and fears onto the fairy tale rather
than onto other people in their lives. In contrast, Darker-Smith’s (as cited in VisikoKnox-
Johnson, 2016) research showed that girls who are immersed in fairy tales such as Beauty and
the Beast are more likely to stay in destructive relationships into adulthood.
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4 Recommendations and conclusions

The review above shows that most studies of the use of fairy tales reveal that there are benefits
to teaching this genre in classrooms. However, many scholars note that some issues with
gender and culture need to be carefully considered.

Fairy tales have the potential to be an effective resource to teach across several subject areas
of the curriculum. Society is changing and fairy tales are also constantly being reimagined to
fit into modern society. Incorporating a range of fairy tales in an inclusive and thoughtful way
allows teachers a valuable opportunity to teach multiple skills and subjects in the contempo-
rary classroom.

Gender equity has not yet been achieved in fairy tale literature; however, there has been
promising progress in the role of the female characters being portrayed as strong and
intelligent characters rather than being passive participants. As such, based on the critical
gender work, this paper recommends teachers encouraging their students to challenge
stereotypical gender representations. Active discussion about the historical and socio-
cultural context of these traditional stories is valuable and sound pedagogical practice in
the contemporary classroom.

Inclusive pedagogical practice is needed when teaching fairy tales. Studies by Cekiso
(2013), Fisher and Silber (2000), and Kuo (2005) advise that strategies such as comparing
the gender roles in fairy tale books, as opposed to the real world, and also allowing the students
to unearth gender inequalities and come up with solutions on how to address these issues
would be useful to explore these issues. Exploring these gender constraints within a fairy tale
unit has the potential to offer teachers an opportunity to use these resources in a more equitable
and inclusive way. Teachers need to be aware that traditional fairy tales in many ways reflect
the gender scripts in our culture and have the potential to be highly influential in the way
children develop their gender identity. It would also be useful to include general teacher
training workshops in fairy tale history as an adjunct to the use of fairy tales in the primary
classroom.

The majority of studies cited above reveal that fairy tales offer teachers the flexibility
to teach social skills, such as cooperation, ethics and empathy. Australian author Ron
Newton has created a useful series of books about teaching the values of honesty,
kindness and self-esteem through fairy tales. Newton’s books are easily accessible in
Australia. They provide a valuable resource to help teach literacy and critical life skills,
such as being kind to people and animals in The Enchanted Princess (2010). To support
children’s mental and emotional health, Pia Jones and Sarah Pimenta (2020) have created
Therapeutic Fairy Tales, a resource for professionals and caregivers dedicated to
supporting young children through challenging situations of life and loss, covering
diverse themes such as family breakdown, untreatable illness and parental depression.
The use of humour can be a very effective learning tool in the contemporary classroom.
Studies by Bakx et al. (2015) indicate that for primary school students, a sense of humour
is one of the most desirable teacher characteristics. Fractured fairy tales offer teachers a
humorous and inclusive way to engage primary school students by fostering a fun and
productive classroom environment.

In producing this review of scholarship examining fairy tales, the evidence shows that
teachers should be encouraged to, and feel confident about, using fairy tales in the classroom,
particularly when they are gender inclusive, promote multicultural ideals, contain humour,
teach social skills and compliment many subject areas of the curriculum.
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