
The next day the king came to visit his children, but only 
found the girl.
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1	� Read the text. As you read, think about this question.
	 Why do the king and then the queen go to the forest?

‘The Six Swans’  
edited by Andrew Lang
The king had seven children by his first wife – six boys and 
one girl. He loved them more than anything in the world. 
And now, because he was afraid that their stepmother 
might hurt them, he put them in a lonely castle in the 
middle of a wood. It was hidden, and the way to it was hard 
to find, but a wise woman gave him a ball of thread – it 
had a marvellous property: when he threw it before him 
it showed him the way. But the king went so often to his 
dear children that the queen was angry at his absence. She 
grew curious, and wanted to know what he did alone in the 
wood. She gave his servants a lot of money, and they told 
her, and also told her about the thread. She made some 
little white shirts, and put a spell in each of them.
One day she took the little shirts and went into the wood, 
and the thread showed her the way. The children, who saw 
someone coming in the distance, thought it was their dear 
father coming to them, and ran to meet him. Then she put 
a little shirt on each of them and when it touched their 
bodies it changed them into swans, and they flew away 
over the forest. The queen went home quite happy but 
the girl had not run to meet her with her brothers, and the 
queen knew nothing of her.

ABOUT YOU
Answer the questions and talk about your ideas.

1	 Can you think of any stories where people are turned into animals?

2	 Which animal would you like to be?

3	 Some people think forests are scary places. Why do you think this is?

A king loses his way in the 
forest. He cannot find his way 
home and thinks he will die. 
However, he meets a woman 
who says she will show him the 
way home. The king must pay 
a price and the price is that the 
woman’s daughter will become 
his wife. The king does not like 
the woman or the daughter 
but he has no choice – marry 
her daughter, or die! When 
they are married and living in 
his castle, the king begins to 
think his wife has evil, magical 
powers.

[ a/w PREP_Lit2_Worksheet_3 _01: EITHER photo of six flying 

swans, e.g. https://www.gettyimages.co.uk/license/599385590 OR 

Photo of an illustration from ‘The Six Swans fairy tale, e.g. 

https://www.bing.com/images/search?q=six+swans+fairy+tale&q

pvt=six+swans+fairy+tale&FORM=IGRE – although couldn’t find 

anything like this on Getty]

GLOSSARY
evil	 very cruel and bad
stepmother	 the woman who has married your father but is not your mother
lonely	 sad because it is a long way from people
wise	 a wise person is able to use their knowledge to make good decisions
thread	 a long, thin piece of cotton, wool, etc. that is used for making clothes
curious	 wanting to know or learn about something
servants	 people who work and live in someone else’s house
spell	 a magical instruction
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WRITING
5	 In the story, the girl is the only person who can help 

her brothers become boys again. Choose one of the 
ways she helps them and write an ending for the 
story.
•	� She finds a magic book with a spell and uses it to 

make her brothers boys again.
•	� She uses the magic thread to find her brothers and 

they become boys again.
•	� She tells a friendly servant. The servant helps her. 

Together they find the brothers and they become 
boys again.

SPEAKING
6	 Choose one of these pairs and write a short 

conversation between them, using the text and  
your own ideas.

	 •	 the king and the queen
	 •	 the queen and the servant
	 •	 the girl and the king
	 •	 the king and the woman he meets in the forest
	 •	 the queen and the boys

2	 Read the text again and answer the questions.

1	 How did the queen discover where the children 
were?

2	 Why do you think she made white shirts? Why not 
another colour?

3	 Why do you think the girl didn’t run to meet the 
queen?

4	 How do you think the king felt when he saw his sons 
were not in the castle? 

5	 Where do you think the boys went after they 
became swans?

VOCABULARY
3	 Complete the sentences with the words in the box.

lonely  servants  spell  stepmother  thread

1	 Their  was a wise person.

2	� The magic  uses a lot of strange 
words.

3	� I bought some  to repair my 
trousers.

4	� When everyone left I felt very  .

5	� There were about twenty  
working in the old house!

4	 Match the beginnings and endings of the sentences.

1	 I was curious about 	 A	� lived alone in the 
wood.

2	� They don’t pay their servants	 B	� was a very lonely 
place.

3	� An evil old man 	 C	� us wonderful 
cookies.

4	� The old castle 	 D	� much money.

5	 �My stepmother makes 	 E	 how to bake bread.
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