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Introduction

This lesson plan is to accompany the American Stories series episode, Pecos
Bill, an American Folk Tale.

A transcript of the story is included at the end of this lesson to print so
students can read as they listen. Teachers who cannot play the audio from the
website can read the story aloud or have students read it.

This lesson plan is based on the CALLA Approach. See the end of the lesson for
more information and resources on teaching with the CALLA approach. The
following slide shows the five parts of this lesson plan.
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Lesson Elements

Prepare
Present
Practice
Self-Evaluate
Expand
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Prepare

Introduce the theme of the story. “Today we will
read a traditional American story. It takes place in
the Old West, and the main character is a cowboy.
What do you know already about cowboys?”

Listen to students’ comments about cowboys.

Summarize what the students said. For example,
“Cowboys were free spirits. They lived and worked
in the open. They worked with animals and rode
horses.” Teach the vocabulary for the story.

Teach vocabulary and new concepts
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Vocabulary

debate - n. a discussion between people in which they express different opinions

about something

varmint - n. (chiefly US, old-fashioned + humorous) an animal that is considered a

problem
lasso - n. a rope with a loop that is used for catching animals (such as cattle or horses)
tarantula - n. a large, hairy spider that lives in warm regions

scorpion - n. a small animal related to spiders that has two front claws and a curved

tail with a poisonous stinger at the end

make up one’s mind - idiom. to decide on something
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Present

Introduce the story: “Today’s story is what we call a ‘tall tale.” That
means it’s not really true. As we read the story of Pecos Bill, we can
use the strategy classify to sort out what is true and what is probably
NOT true. Let’s try it.”

Play to ‘Mother set off with some of the children to look for Bill, but
they could find no sign of him.”

Ask students “What do you think of the story so far? Can it be true?”

Guide a discussion of the events: the family moves, Bill falls our
of the wagon and is lost.

Explain the task and model the learning strategy
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Model the strategy: “As | read this part, | am thinking, ‘That sounds
like it could be true. | know that the people in the Old West did not
like to live in big groups. Also, | know they traveled by covered
wagons. It’s possible a baby could fall out of the wagon and be lost.
So I’'m going to classify the information | got in the chart. Make a
chart like this on your paper or notebook.” Show the chart on a
screen or a board as shown in the next slide. Continue, “Let’s listen to
some more of the story. See if you can classify what you learn as we
read.”

Play or read aloud to ‘He said goodbye to his coyote friends and
left to join the world of humans.’

Explain the task and model the learning strategy
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Classify — Truth vs. Fiction

Ask students to form pairs or small groups to discuss Bill’s time with
the coyotes. Ask for their ideas and write them on the shared chart.

Things that could betrue | Thingsthatcan’tbetrue

A family moved away from new neighbors Coyotes raised Bill
The family rode in wagons | Bill understood the cowboy’s question (after
A baby fell out of a wagon growing up with coyotes)

Explain the task and model the learning strategy
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Practice

“Now it’s your turn. Let’s read some more. Remember, look for
events that you can classify. Is it true (it could happen) or it is fiction
(it probably didn’t happen)?”

Play or read aloud to ‘Now, when Bill saw the gang he shouted
out, "Who's the boss around here?”’

Guide students to continue their group discussion about the events in
the story. Continue to write the events they classify on the chart.

Allow students to practice the strategy with the story



V.A Learning English | We are American English

Encourage students to continue classifying, “Let’s read to the end of
the story now. Keep looking for things you can classify.”

Play to the end of the story.

Ask students to decide what may or may not be true and write it on
their charts. If they say something is not true, ask them to explain
why. For example, “Bill couldn’t throw a rope as far as the moon
because his arm would not be strong enough.”

Allow students to practice the strategy with the story
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Classify — Truth vs. Fiction

Thingsthat could be true

Thingsthatcan’tbetrue

A family moved away from new neighbors
The family rode in wagons

A baby fell out of a wagon

A cowboy told Bill to become a cowboy
Bill joined a rough group of cowboys

Coyotes raised Bill

Bill understood the cowboy’s question
Bill carried his horse

Bill fought with a rattlesnake

Bill invented tarantulas and scorpions
Bill rode a tornado

Bill met a woman riding a catfish

Bill and Sue lived on the moon

Allow students to practice the strategy with the story
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Self-Evaluate

Ask students to stay with their neighbor and talk about the end of the
story. “What do you think of this story? Does it remind you of any
other ‘tall tales?””

Give students time to talk about the story.

Ask, “Now I'd like to ask — what do you think about using this
strategy, classify, when you read? Did it help you pay attention to the
story? How about understanding the story? Write a sentence or two
on your paper to turn in about how classifying helped you today.”

Ask students to evaluate for themselves whether the strategy helped them



V.A Learning English | We are American English

Expand

Ask students, “Are there other times when you can classify?”
Listen to students’ responses.

Continue, “This strategy is helpful if you need to decide what to do
with information you learn. It gives you a way to focus on new
information and helps you pay attention when you read or listen.”

Try using this strategy tonight when you do your homework, or in
your next class. Let me know how it goes!”

Ask students use the strategy in other contexts
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Today we tell a traditional American story called a "tall tale.” A tall tale is a story about a
person who is larger than life. The descriptions in the story are exaggerated — much greater
than in real life. Long ago, the people who settled in undeveloped areas in America first told tall
tales. After a hard day's work, people gathered to tell each other funny stories. Pecos Bill was a
larger than life hero of the American West. No one knows who first told stories about Pecos Bill.
Cowboys may have invented the stories. Others say Edward O'Reilly invented the character in
stories he wrote for The Century Magazine in the early nineteen hundreds. The stories were
collected in a book called "The Saga of Pecos Bill" published in nineteen twenty-three. Another
writer, James Cloyd Bowman, wrote an award-winning children's book called "Pecos Bill: The
Greatest Cowboy of All Time." The book won the Newbery Honor in nineteen thirty-eight. Pecos
Bill was not a historical person. But he does represent the spirit of early settlers in the American
West. His unusual childhood and extraordinary actions tell about people who believed there

were no limits to what they could do. Now, here is Barbara Klein with our story.

Pecos Bill had one of the strangest childhoods a boy ever had. It all started after his father

decided that there was no longer enough room in east Texas for his family.
"Pack up, Ma!" he cried. "Neighbors movin' in fifty miles away! It's getting' too crowded!"

So they loaded up a wagon with all their things. Now some say they had fifteen children while
others say eighteen. However many there were, the children were louder than thunder. And

as they set off across the wild country of west Texas, their mother and father could hardly

hear a thing.

Now, as they came to the Pecos River, the wagon hit
a big rock. The force threw little Bill out of the
wagon and he landed on the sandy ground. Mother
did not know Bill was gone until she gathered the

children for the midday meal. Mother set off with

Covered Wagon of the Old West some of the children to look for Bill, but they could

find no sign of him.

Well, some people say Bill was just a baby when his family lost him. Others say he was four
years old. But all agree that a group of animals called coyotes found Bill and raised him. Bill
did all the things those animals did, like chase lizards and howl at the moon. He became as

good a coyote as any.
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Now, Bill spent seventeen years living like a coyote
until one day a cowboy rode by on his horse. Some

say the cowboy was one of Bill's brothers. Whoever

Coyote he was, he took one look at Bill and asked, "What are

you?"

Bill was not used to human language. At first, he could not say anything. The cowboy repeated

his question. This time, Bill said, "varmint."

That is a word used for any kind of wild animal.

"No you aren't," said the cowboy.

"Yes, I am," said Bill. "I have fleas."

"Lots of people have fleas," said the cowboy. "You don't have a tail."
"Yes, [ do," said Bill.

"Show it to me then," the cowboy said.

Bill looked at his backside and realized that he did not have a tail like the other coyotes. "Well,

what am I then?" asked Bill.

"You're a cowboy! So start acting like one!" the cowboy cried out. Well that was all Bill needed

to hear. He said goodbye to his coyote friends and left to join the world of humans.

Now, Pecos Bill was a good cowboy. Still, he hungered for adventure. One day he heard about
arough group of men. There is some debate over what the group was called. But one

storyteller calls it the "Hell's Gate Gang."

So Bill set out across the rough country to find this gang of men. Well, Bill's horse soon was
injured so Bill had to carry it for a hundred miles. Then Bill met a rattlesnake fifty feet long.
The snake made a hissing noise and was not about to let Bill pass. But after a tense minute,
Bill beat the snake until it surrendered. He felt sorry for the varmint, though, and wrapped it

around his arm.

After Bill walked another hundred miles, he came across an angry mountain lion. There was a
huge battle, but Bill took control of the big cat and put his saddle on it. He rode that mountain

lion all the way to the camp of the Hell's Gate Gang.

Now, when Bill saw the gang he shouted out, "Who's the boss around here?"
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A huge cowboy, nine feet tall, took one look at Bill and said in a shaky voice, "I was the boss.

But you are the boss from here on in."

With his gang, Pecos Bill was able to create the biggest ranch in the Southwest. Bill and his
men had so many cattle that they needed all of New Mexico to hold them. Arizona was the

pasture where the cattle ate grass.

Pecos Bill invented the art of being a cowboy. He invented the skill of throwing a special rope
called a lasso over a cow's head to catch wandering

cattle.

Some say he used a rattlesnake for a lasso. Others
say he made a lasso so big that it circled the whole

Earth.

Bill invented the method of using a hot branding

Cowboy throwing lasso iron to permanently put the mark of a ranch on a
cow's skin. That helped stop people from stealing

cattle. Some say he invented cowboy songs to help calm the cattle and make the cowboy's life

easier. But he is also said to have invented tarantulas and scorpions as jokes. Cowboys have

had trouble with those poisonous creatures ever since.

Now, Pecos Bill could ride anything that ever was. So, as some tell the story, there came a
storm bigger than any other. It all happened during the worst drought the West had ever
seen. It was so dry that horses and cows started to dry up and blow away in the wind. So
when Bill saw the windstorm, he got an idea. The huge tornado kicked across the land like a

wild bronco. But Bill jumped on it without a thought.

He rode that tornado across Texas, New Mexico and Arizona, all the time squeezing the rain
out of it to save the land from drought. When the storm was over, Bill fell off the tornado. He

landed in California. He left a hole so deep that to this day it is known as Death Valley.

Now, Bill had a horse named Widow Maker. He got that name because any man who rode that
horse would be thrown off and killed and his wife would become a widow. No one could ride

that horse but Bill.

And Widow Maker, in the end, caused the biggest problem for Pecos Bill. You see, one day Bill
saw a woman. Not just any woman, but a wild, red- haired woman, riding a giant catfish down

the Rio Grande River.

Her name was Slue-foot Sue. And Bill fell in love with her at first sight. Well, Bill would not
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rest until he had asked for her hand in marriage. And Slue-foot Sue accepted.

On their wedding day, Pecos Bill dressed in his best buckskin suit. And Sue wore a beautiful
white dress with a huge steel-spring bustle in the back. It was the kind of big dress that many

women wore in those days — the bigger the better.

Now, after the marriage ceremony Slue-foot Sue got a really bad idea. She decided that she

wanted to ride Widow Maker. Bill begged her not to try. But she had her mind made up.

Well, the second she jumped on the horse's back he began to kick and buck like nothing

anyone had ever seen. He sent Sue flying so high that she sailed clear over the new moon.
She fell back to Earth, but the steel-spring bustle just bounced her back up as high as before.

Now, there are many different stories about what happened next. One story says Bill saw that
Sue was in trouble. She would keep bouncing forever if nothing was done. So he took his rope
out -- though some say it was a huge rattlesnake -- and lassoed Sue to catch her and bring her

down to Earth. Only, she just bounced him back up with her.

Somehow the two came to rest on the moon. And
that's where they stayed. Some people say they
raised a family up there. Their children were as loud
and wild as Bill and Sue were in their younger days.
People say the sound of thunder that sometimes
carries over the dry land around the Pecos River is

nothing more than Pecos River is nothing more than

Earth's Moon 1 Pecos Bill's family laughing up a storm.

This tall tale of Pecos Bill was adapted for Special English and produced by Mario Ritter. Your

storyteller was Barbara Klein. I'm Steve Ember.
Words in This Story

debate - n. a discussion between people in which they express different opinions about

something
varmint - n. (chiefly US, old-fashioned + humorous) an animal that is considered a problem
lasso - n. a rope with a loop that is used for catching animals (such as cattle or horses)

tarantula - n. a large, hairy spider that lives in warm regions
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scorpion - n. a small animal related to spiders that has two front claws and a curved tail with

a poisonous stinger at the end

make up one’s mind - idiom. to decide on something
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About the CALLA Approach

The Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach (CALLA)is an instructional model for second and
foreign language learners based on cognitive theory and research.

CALLA integrates instruction in priority topics from the content curriculum, development of the

language skills needed for learning in school, and explicit instruction in using learning strategies for
academic tasks.

The goals of CALLA are for students to learn essential academic content and language and to become
independent and self-regulated learners through their increasing command over a variety of strategies
for learning in school. CALLA can be used in ESL, EFL, bilingual, foreign language, and general education

classrooms.

CALLA was developed by Anna Uhl Chamot and J. Michael O'Malley, and is being implemented in
approximately 30 school districts in the United States as well as in several other countries.

See a list of language learning strategies below.
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Metacognitive Strategies



Task-Based Strategies
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