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How to Write a Fable: Four Steps to Make Chalk and
Blackboard Talk

A fable differs from an ordinary story at the end: a fable must land on a lesson,
and that lesson must grow out of the behavior of the animals or objects before it,

not be pasted on. To write a fable about chalk and blackboard, follow four steps.

Step one: give each object a personality. Decide their tempers first. The chalk
can be quick-tempered: talks fast, works hard, says a great deal each lesson, and
pays by getting shorter. The blackboard can be slow—tempered: quiet, catching
whatever is written on it, never complaining when erased. With personalities set,
dialogue has direction: the quick one grumbles, the slow one answers; one fast, one

slow, and the talk becomes interesting.

Step two: arrange three dialogues, each handling one thing. The first happens
during a daytime lesson and brings in the chalk growing short: the chalk complains

that the more it speaks the shorter it gets, and the blackboard says: look at me —
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when words come I catch them, when they leave I do not hold them back. The second
happens at break and brings in the board being erased: the student on duty wipes the
board clean, and the blackboard is not sad, saying a clear space is how new writing
begins. The third happens late at night and brings in the classroom light: chalk and
board are asleep, but the light is still on, and the teacher is still preparing

tomorrow’ s lesson. Three dialogues hold all three plot points.

Step three: give the plot change. The chalk going from long to short needs
measurements: how many sticks remain in the box, the shortest one nearly impossible
to hold between the fingers. The board goes full, empty, then full again: written
full, wiped clean, written full the next day. The late—night light needs a time: the
corridor clock at eleven. Write the changes and the fable feels real; otherwise two

objects are just chatting.

Step four: point the moral, one sentence is enough. The fable borrows objects to
speak of teachers, but do not write plainly that teachers are good people. Let the
blackboard say: the one who stands longest speaks least. Or let the chalk say: I left
all my words on you, so shorter is fine. Put the moral in the last paragraph,

standing alone, so the child reading sees it last.

For lower and middle grades, keep sentences short, dialogue plentiful,
explanation scarce. Read the draft aloud; split any sentence longer than twenty

characters.
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Who Works Harder, Chalk or Blackboard: A Late-Night Talk
in the Empty Classroom

The dismissal bell had long since rung, and the classroom stood empty. Three
sticks of chalk remained in the box, the shortest no longer than a little finger. It

lay sighing, and the shake made its longer neighbors hop.

The short chalk said: tomorrow I will be pinched in half. One character written,
a little shorter; another character, shorter again. All the chalk dust on the podium
is my body. The blackboard, hearing from the wall, drawled: at least you spoke. Here
I get written full and wiped clean, written full and wiped clean. The duty student

erased me three times today and left me not one character.

The long chalk asked: so which of you works harder? The short chalk said of
course me — the more I work the smaller I get. The blackboard said of course me — I
get erased every day. While they argued, the classroom light snapped on. It was ten
at night. Teacher Wang came in carrying a stack of test papers, set them on the
podium, opened her lesson book, and began writing tomorrow s example problems on the
blackboard. Chalk dust drifted down onto her sleeve.

The blackboard whispered: look, she is here again. She came at ten yesterday, and
the day before. The short chalk said: she writes on me and I shrink; she writes on
you and you get erased. Yet she keeps coming. The blackboard asked: what is she
after?

No one answered. Teacher Wang finished the example, bent down to choose chalk
from the box, and after turning them over she picked up the shortest one, the little—
finger length, and wrote the last line of the formula with it. The short chalk cried
out from the pinch, but it noticed that this line sat in the very center of the

board, its characters larger than usual.
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Teacher Wang turned off the light and left. The corridor clock pointed to eleven.
In the dark, the blackboard spoke: I understand now. What she is after is tomorrow s
class — the words we hold will pass into the notebooks of fifty—three children. The

short chalk said: then let me be short. My remaining words are all left on you.

Next morning the duty student erased the board as always. Reaching the formula in
the center, he paused, did not erase it, ran to ask the deskmate: Teacher Wang wrote
this last night, right? The deskmate said yes. The duty student wiped around 1it,
keeping that line until the bell rang.

Moral: those who leave their words on others do not shout about hardship.
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Three Places Fables Most Often Fail: Dialogue, Plot, and

Moral

Fables look short but are hard to write. When lower and middle grade children

write a fable about chalk and blackboard, failures cluster in three places.

The first: dialogue that sounds not like objects but like adults. It comes out
like this: Chalk says, my child, study hard. Blackboard says, yes, devotion is a
virtue. Both lines speak in grown—up tones, and the objects’ personalities vanish.
Check: cover the words chalk and blackboard in the dialogue — can you still tell who
is speaking? If not, rewrite. The fix: give each object a temper and a trade. The
chalk’s trade is writing and shrinking, so its complaints should circle that: one
character written, a little shorter. The blackboard’ s trade is catching and losing,
so its catchphrase should be: a clear space is how new writing begins. Let each

character talk only about its own trade, and the dialogue instantly fits.

The second: setup without change. The whole piece says chalk is diligent and
blackboard is tolerant; reading it feels like a manual. A fable needs plot change:
the chalk must truly go from long to short, the board must truly be wiped three times
and written full again, the light must truly stay on until eleven. Check: between the
opening and the ending, did each of the three things change? If not, add plot. The
way to add it is measurement: how many sticks remain, how many wipes, what time the

clock shows. Once measurements appear, setup becomes story.

The third: a moral pasted on like a banner. The ending reads: this story tells us
teachers are like candles, burning themselves to light others. The idea is fine, but
it is pasted on; the chalk—-and-board story before it had no part in its birth. Check:
read the moral alone — does it answer a concrete detail of the story? A good moral
should catch what came before: if the story ends with the shortest chalk writing the
largest line in the center of the board, the moral should land on something like
leaving your words on others — short, and grown from the story. The fix: finish the
story first, then pick one line from it as the moral, instead of fixing the lesson

first and inventing a story around it.

One more common slip: after personifying, forgetting what the object is. Chalk
can talk, but it cannot leave its box for a walk; it may act only in the box, at the
fingertips, on the podium. Give characters a range of movement, and no matter how

strange the fable, it stays believable.

After revising, read it aloud to a child. Whether the child laughs and

understands is more accurate than any score.
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