
Janie’s New Life ACTIVITY

5.13

My Notes

 

LEARNING STRATEGIES:
Double-Entry Journal, 
Questioning the Text, Close 
Reading, Graphic Organizer, 
Think-Pair-Share, Discussion 
Groups, Drafting

Learning Targets
• Define the characteristics of a folk tale, and identify the effect of these 

elements. 

• Generate an analysis that agrees or disagrees with critical commentary.

Before Reading 
1. Review levels of questions. As you practice questioning the text, formulate 

questions on three levels: literal, interpretive, and universal.

Chapter 5
2. Read Chapter 5, and then write three questions for each of the following levels 

of questions. Use the examples below as models.

Literal Interpretive Universal

What does Joe Starks say when 
the audience requests that Janie 
speak?

Based on Joe Starks’s statements 
about women, what can the reader 
infer about Joe’s attitude toward 
women?

How does society define male and 
female roles?

3. Share your questions with your classmates. With your class, choose three 
questions that best identify the central issues of Chapter 5. Write those 
questions below.

Chapter 6
A folk tale has many or all of the characteristics listed below. 

• They are generally handed down to a group orally. 

• They are characteristic of the time and place in which they are told. 

• The stories speak to universal and timeless themes. 

• The stories try to explain human life and how people deal with life or the 
origin of something. 

• They are often about common people. 

• The characters struggle with natural events.

• The stories validate elements of a culture.

• Stories may entertain with exaggerated characters, conflicts, or dialogue. 

Literary Terms
A folk tale is a story without 
a known author that has 
been preserved through oral 
retelling and is part of the oral 
tradition in literature.
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 ACTIVITY 5.13
continued

As an anthropologist, Hurston collected stories, conversations, and other aspects 
of oral tradition that she then infused into her writing. In Chapter 6, Hurston 
presents two layers of the oral tradition: her omniscient narrator tells the readers 
a story of the porch sitters and their conversations carry the stories of Matt’s mule. 
As you read Chapter 6, track the elements of the oral tradition and think about how 
these elements contribute to the effects on the reader. 

4. In the graphic organizer on the next page, identify examples from the folk tale 
and the effects for each element of the oral tradition. Then, return to this page 
to respond to the After Reading questions.

After Reading
5. Think about the characters, setting, and conflicts in Chapters 5 and 6. Then 

write analytical responses to the interpretive questions that follow.

• How has Joe enslaved Janie? What comments does he make that illustrate 
his view of husbands and wives? Do you see any parallels between Joe’s 
treatment of the mule and his treatment of Janie?

 

 

 

 

• Hurston often used Eatonville, her real-life childhood home, as a setting in 
her work. Describe Eatonville as it is presented in Their Eyes Were Watching 
God. What effect is the young town having on Joe, Janie, and their marriage? 

• “She had an inside and an outside now and suddenly she knew how not to 
mix them.” When have you seen evidence of the two sides of Janie in 
Chapters 5 and 6? What is the reason for this disparity? 
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 ACTIVITY 5.13
continued

Janie’s New Life

Elements of the Oral 
Tradition and the 

Folk Tale

Example from the Chapter Effects

Folk tales, myths, fairy tales

Reflection of time and place in 
which they are told, especially the 
use of dialect

Exaggerated characters or 
situations for the sake of humor or 
glorification of deeds

Humans coping with the world in 
which they live

Common people as characters

Characters struggle with nature

Validates aspects of a culture
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 ACTIVITY 5.13
continued

Universal and timeless themes

Text-to-Text Connections
In his essay “One of the New Realists,” (Chelsea House Publishers, 1986) Benjamin 
Brawly describes Zora Neale Hurston:

“She would get together a group of men in a railroad or turpentine camp or 
in a phosphate mining village, talk informally until they were no longer self-
conscious, and then see which could outdo the other with his yarn. . . . Like 
some others who have dealt in folk-lore, Miss Hurston has not escaped criticism 
at the hands of those who frowned upon her broad humor and the lowly nature 
of her material. Her interests, however, is not in solving problems, the chief 
concern being with individuals. As for the untutored Negro, she presents him 
without apology, a character as good as other characters but different.”

Check Your Understanding
Writing Prompt: Review the characteristics of the folk tale and the portions of 
Chapter 6 that reflect folk tale characteristics. Write an analytical paragraph in 
which you agree or disagree with the critics who “frowned upon [Hurston’s] broad 
humor and the lowly nature of her material.” Be sure to:

• Include a topic sentence in which you make a claim or agree or disagree with 
the critics.

• Include textual evidence to support your opinion.

• Analyze the folk-tale elements of the mule story.
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