
Retold by Joanne Barkan
Illustrated by Richard Downs

TEXT COMPLEXITY

READING LEVEL N   OVERALL RATING Slightly Complex

TEXT X-RAY

KEY IDEAS  LANGUAGE BACKGROUND & CULTURE

• Hofus is a stonecutter, but 

when he delivers stones to the 

palace, he wishes he could be 

a prince.

• The Spirit of the Mountain 

grants his wish. Soon, seeking 

more power, Hofus wishes to 

become the sun.

• Later, Hofus wishes to become 

a cloud and even a mountain.

• Finally, Hofus learns the power 

and satisfaction of being a 

stonecutter.

Key Vocabulary

stonecutter (p. 3)

ledge (p. 3)

sedan (p. 6)

lavish (p. 8)

nectar (p. 8)

awe (p. 8)

kimono (p. 12)

cliffs (p. 22)

slopes (p. 22)

Idiomatic Expressions

make the time pass (p. 3)

make wishes come true (p. 11)

sun dropped lower (p. 18)

The craft of stonecutting is one 

of the oldest trades in history 

and is part of many cultures. 

Stonemasonry includes creating 

sculpture and buildings 

with stone from the earth 

and repairing existing stone 

structures. Famous examples 

of stonemasonry include 

Persepolis, in modern-day Iran; 

Stonehenge, in England; and the 

Taj Mahal, in India.
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GENRE Folktale

WHY THIS TEXT?

In this well-known folktale, a stonecutter becomes dissatisfied with his life and 

wishes to be more powerful. Granted a series of magical wishes, the stonecutter 

transforms into a prince, the sun, a cloud, and a mountain. In the end, he discovers 

his own power and the wisdom of being satisfied with what he has. The mountain 

spirit that grants the wishes injects contemporary humor into a tale full of traditional 

motifs, such as rhyming verses and recurring patterns.

VOCABULARY NETWORK

Words About Landforms cliffs (n.), ledge (n.), slopes (n.)

Hofus the Stonecutter
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Key Ideas & Details

GENERATE INTEREST 

• When do you feel powerful? 

• What stories have you read in which characters 

make wishes? Did the wishes turn out as the 

characters hoped?

BUILD VOCABULARY 

Use the Vocabulary Network Organizer to develop 

vocabulary and explore language connections.

• cliffs (n.), ledge (n.), slopes (n.)

GUIDE INSTRUCTION 

Build comprehension of the text, using the prompts below as needed.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• a young man dressed in lavish silk

• Get me a cup of peach nectar.

• Get me a cake.

• Fill my bath with hot water.

English Learner Support

Multiple-meaning word: order (ordered) 

7–9

Why does Hofus notice the prince? (The prince has silk 

clothes. He orders his servants to get him whatever he wants.)

Reread Ask volunteers to read aloud the prince’s orders to 

his servants. Remind them to read aloud with expression to 

show what the prince sounds like.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• sang to make the time pass

• I’ll be swinging it still when my beard is white.

English Learner Support
 ■  ■  ■   Is the stonecutter’s job fun or boring?
   ■  ■   Hofus sings to make the time .
  ■   Why does Hofus sing while he works?

2–3

What does Hofus do to make the time pass? (sing) What 

does the last line in his song mean? (He expects to work until 

he is old.)

Discuss Talk with students about why Hofus needs to distract 

himself by singing. Help them identify clues in the text and the 

illustration that show the work is difficult and boring.

Title Page

How do you know where the story takes place? (The story 

is identified as a Japanese folktale on the title page, so probably 

in Japan.)

Guide Draw students’ attention to the title and subtitle. 

Explain that folktales usually tell about ordinary people, are 

handed down over many years, and often feature events that 

could not happen in the real world.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• Hofus the Stonecutter: A Japanese  Folktale

2
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EL Support Key ■  ■  ■ Substantial ■  ■ Moderate ■ Light

14–15

TEXT EVIDENCE

• After breakfast, he strolled in the garden where the 

sun seemed to get more powerful every minute.

English Learner Support

Multiple-meaning word: will

Why does Hofus want to become the sun? (He decides 

that the sun is more powerful than a prince. He wants 

more power.)

Guide Prompt a discussion about why Hofus thinks the 

sun is so powerful by focusing on the orders he gives to 

servants. Point out that even with shade and fans, the sun 

is too strong.

16–17

TEXT EVIDENCE

• A cloud is blocking my view!

• A cloud that is powerful beats even me; So a cloud is 

exactly what I wish to be!

English Learner Support

Point out the suffix -ful (“full of”) and contrast 
the meanings of power and powerful.

What leads Hofus to a new wish? (He thinks a cloud 

is more powerful than the sun because a cloud is blocking 

his view.)

Discuss Talk with students about each of Hofus’s 

wishes. Why does he keep changing his mind about what he 

wants to be? What does this show about what he wants?

20–24

TEXT EVIDENCE

• A block of stone fell and the stonecutter hammered on 

another rock.

• He’s more powerful than a mountain!

Why does Hofus decide that he wants to be a 

stonecutter? (After he becomes a mountain, he realizes 

that the stonecutter has power over the mountain.)

Guide Review the T-chart students began earlier. Use it 

to spark a discussion about why Hofus’s quest for power 

leads him back to where he started.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• I wish I could be a powerful prince!

• I AM THE SPIRIT OF THE MOUNTAIN . . . I MAKE 

WISHES COME TRUE.

English Learner Support

Spanish cognate: espíritu (spirit)

10–13

How does Hofus become a prince? (He sings a new 

song in which he wishes to be a prince. The Spirit of the 

Mountain makes the wish come true.)

Create a Visual Begin a T-chart to track Hofus’s wishes. 

Ask students to identify each wish Hofus makes and the 

reason he makes it.

3
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Theme

12–14

What change in Hofus does the song show? (Hofus 

wants more and more power.)

Reread Ask students to reread the song and identify 

a repeated word (powerful). Have them compare the 

song to the one on page 4. How have Hofus’s feelings and 

attitude changed? 

TEXT EVIDENCE

• Until you find out what’s more powerful still.

English Learner Support
 ■  ■  ■   Point to the word that tells what Hofus 

wants.
   ■  ■   Hofus wants to be .
  ■   What does Hofus want to be?

TEXT EVIDENCE

• lavish silk clothes

• one servant . . . another . . . a third

• Hofus watched in awe

English Learner Support

Multiple-meaning word: sure

8–11

Why does Hofus wish to be a prince? (The prince 

has fancy clothes and servants who wait on him; he is 

impressive.)

Discuss Have students find details in the text and 

illustrations that show how the lives of Hofus and the 

prince are different. How is the prince different from Hofus? 

Why do you think that impresses Hofus?

GUIDE INSTRUCTION

Use the prompts below to guide students through the text. For additional support, refer to the relevant Tabletop 

Minilesson.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• Day after day he hammered away at the mountain’s 

huge stones.

• still when my beard is white

2–4

What do you learn about Hofus’s life? (He works hard 

hammering stones every day. He thinks he’ll work hard until 

he is old.)

Guide Explain that folktales often have a theme, or 

message, related to behavior or values. Discuss that the 

way characters act, change, learn, or grow is often a clue 

to the theme. Ask students to look for clues to the theme 

as you read the folktale.

INTRODUCE THE DRIVING QUESTION

• What lesson or message does the author share with readers?

4
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EL Support Key ■  ■  ■ Substantial ■  ■ Moderate ■ Light

TEXT EVIDENCE

• A cloud that is powerful beats even me; So a cloud is 

exactly what I wish to be!

English Learner Support

Guide students through the language in the 
song. Remind them that Hofus is the sun when 
he sings this song.

16–17

Which words in the song show that Hofus wants to 

be even more powerful? (The phrase beats even me 

shows that he finds the cloud more powerful than the sun. 

The phrase a cloud is exactly what I wish to be! shows that 

he wants to be even more powerful than the sun. )

Guide Point out that Hofus always wants to be the thing 

that he thinks is more powerful. Have students restate 

the meaning of the song in their own words.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• I wish that I was a powerful stonecutter.

• YOU ALREADY ARE THAT STONECUTTER.

English Learner Support

Develop meaning for already by modeling 

simple examples: I want a pencil. I already have a 

pencil.

22–23

How is the Spirit of the Mountain’s answer different 

when Hofus wishes to be a stonecutter? (Instead of 

saying “Here it comes,” the Spirit of the Mountain points out 

that Hofus is already a stonecutter.)

Create a Visual Work with students to make a circle 

diagram to show how the progression of Hofus’s wishes 

gets him back to where he started.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• The mountain is tall, and taller the skies;

• What about Hofus? He’s learned to be wise.

• He is more powerful than a mountain!

22–24

What theme, or lesson, does the author share in this 

folktale? (Possible answers: Appreciate what you have; you 

might be more powerful than you think.)

Discuss Remind students that clues about characters 

can show the lesson an author wants to teach readers. 

Draw attention to the last song. What has Hofus learned to 

be wise about?
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16–17

What does Hofus’s wish to be a cloud show about 

how he has changed? (He wants more and more power. 

He becomes unhappy with what he has.)

Discuss Talk about what has become most important 

to Hofus: power. Review his previous wishes and discuss 

his frustration that there always seems to be something 

more powerful than he.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• A cloud that is powerful beats even me; So a cloud is 

exactly what I wish to be!

English Learner Support

Use gestures to show how the cloud blocks the 
view, and what it means not to budge.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• I like being a powerful prince.

10–12

How does Hofus feel about being a prince? (He likes 

being a powerful prince. He seems happy.)

Reread Have a volunteer read aloud the words to the 

song on page 10. Talk about the idea that Hofus seems to 

have gotten exactly what he asked for.

GUIDE INSTRUCTION

Use the prompts below to guide students through the text. For additional support, refer to the relevant Tabletop 

Minilesson.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• The mountain is tall, and the sky is taller.

• What about Hofus? He couldn’t be smaller.

English Learner Support

Explain the comparative words in the song: 

taller, smaller. As needed, use classroom objects 

to demonstrate meaning.

3–4

What do you learn about Hofus from the song that 

he sings at the end of each day? (Possible answer: He 

feels small when he looks at the sky and mountains. He 

doesn’t feel very important.)

Guide Explain that readers can find out about a 

character by noticing what he or she looks like, thinks, 

says, feels, and does. Tell students to pay attention to 

characters’ words and actions, and think about their 

qualities, as they read.

Character

INTRODUCE THE DRIVING QUESTION

• How do thoughts, words, and actions show what characters are like?

6
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EL Support Key ■  ■  ■ Substantial ■  ■ Moderate ■ Light

TEXT EVIDENCE

• The mountain is tall, and taller the skies;

• What about Hofus? He’s learned to be wise.

• He is more powerful than a mountain!

English Learner Support
 ■  ■  ■   Act out how Hofus feels at the beginning of 

the story. Act out how he feels at the end.
   ■  ■   At the beginning, Hofus feels . At 

the end, Hofus feels .
  ■   Tell how Hofus changes in the story.

24

Compare how Hofus feels at the beginning of 

the story with how he feels at the end. How has 

he changed? (At the beginning, he feels powerless 

and unimportant. At the end, he learns that he already 

is powerful and that he can and should be happy as a 

stonecutter.)

Create a Visual Work with students to complete a word 

web with words that describe Hofus. Prompt students to 

cite text evidence to support their word choices.

20

TEXT EVIDENCE

• The Spirit’s voice sounded tired.

How does the Spirit of the Mountain sound when he 

speaks? (He is tired.) What does that tell you about 

Hofus? (Hofus is so demanding that his requests even wear 

out the powerful Spirit of the Mountain.)

Reread Have volunteers reread Hofus’s song and 

the Spirit’s response. Remind students that they can 

learn about a character from that character’s words 

and actions, and from the way other characters react to 

him or her.

TEXT EVIDENCE

• Now, nothing is more powerful than I am

• covered the sun

• Suddenly, Hofus was caught and he couldn’t move up 

or down.

• “Let me go!” Hofus shouted.

• he couldn’t free himself

• Oh, Spirit, I want to wish again.

English Learner Support

Point out that in many parts of the world, people 

are just as likely to use umbrellas on a sunny day, 

to protect themselves from the sun, as they are 

to use umbrellas on a rainy day.

18–20

How does Hofus feel in this part of the story? (At first 

he is satisfied to be a cloud, but then he is upset because he 

can’t move.) What does that tell you about him? (He 

continues to be frustrated when he believes something has 

more power than he does. He hasn’t really changed.)

Guide Lead students to understand that Hofus feels 

powerful when he becomes the cloud because he 

affects the people down below—they all put away their 

umbrellas and fans. What makes his good feelings about 

being a cloud change?

7
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Respond & Extend

GENERATE INTEREST

• Which of Hofus’s wishes surprised you?

• What would you tell Hofus if you were the Spirit of the Mountain?

GUIDE INSTRUCTION 

Explain that students will be using what they have read and their own opinions to respond to the text. Then assign 

and support one or more of the activities below.

Vocabulary & Language

Practice Fluency

• Review the Spirit of the 

Mountain’s statements. 

Think about why the 

author uses all capital 

letters for these 

statements.

• Look for details in the text 

that explain how the Spirit 

feels.

• Read the statements to 

your group. Change your 

voice to show the Spirit’s 

feelings.

Hands-On Activity

Write a Song

• Think of something you 

would wish for. Your wish 

may be serious or funny!

• Write a poem about your 

wish. Include rhyming 

words to create a beat.

• Now make your poem a 

song. Use a melody that 

you know, or create a 

new one.

Response Writing 

1. Write a letter from Hofus 

to a friend. Tell why you 

realize now that it’s great to 

be a stonecutter.

2. Update the story  by 

giving Hofus a modern-day 

job in a new setting. Write 

about the wishes he makes 

and what happens when they 

are granted.

Research Connection

Research Cairns

• Research what a cairn is 

and how to make one. Use 

online or print sources. 

• Create a poster or a visual 

presentation to show step-

by-step instructions on 

how to make a cairn.

Project

Make a Story Wheel 

• Draw a circle. Divide the 

circle into five spaces by 

drawing lines from the 

center to the edge.

• Draw one thing Hofus 

turns into in each part. 

Make sure your drawings 

are in order!

• Use your story wheel to 

retell the story.
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