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INTRODUCTION: THE UNFORGETTABLE CHARM OF
AUNT ISABEL TELLS A GOOD ONE

For decades, parents and educators have searched for picture
books that do more than simply entertain—they seek stories that
spark imagination, model creative thinking, and gently teach the
craft of storytelling itself. Aunt Isabel Tells A Good One by
Kate Duke accomplishes all of this and more. Published in 1992,
this beloved children's book has become a quiet classic,
cherished for its warm intergenerational dynamic and its clever,
metafictional approach to narrative construction. The story
follows young Penelope as she begs her Aunt Isabel for a bedtime
story, only to discover that the best tales are built together, piece
by piece, through collaboration and imagination. In an age of
passive screen consumption, Aunt Isabel Tells A Good One stands
as a powerful reminder of the magic that happens when we
actively participate in creating stories. This article explores the
book's enduring appeal, its educational value, its subtle lessons
about narrative structure, and why it remains a must-read for
families and classrooms alike.

THE STORY BEHIND THE BOOK: AUTHOR AND ORIGIN

Kate Duke, an accomplished author and illustrator known for her
warm, expressive animal characters, wrote and illustrated Aunt
Isabel Tells A Good One. Duke had a gift for creating books that
felt both playful and purposeful, and this title is arguably her
masterwork in that regard. The book features a charming cast of
animal characters—Penelope is a young mouse, and Aunt Isabel
is an older, wiser mouse—which allows children to see
themselves in the characters while enjoying a gentle distance
that makes the lessons feel less direct and more delightful.

The narrative frame is simple: Penelope wants a story, but she
doesn't just want any story. She wants a good one. Aunt Isabel
agrees to tell her a story, but she invites Penelope to help build it.
Together, they decide on a main character (a brave prince named
Augustus), a problem, a villain, a setting, and a satisfying
resolution. The story they co-create becomes the book's inner
narrative, while their conversation about how to construct it
forms the outer narrative. This layered structure is remarkably
sophisticated for a picture book, yet Duke executes it with such
lightness and humor that young readers grasp the concepts
intuitively.

HOW AUNT ISABEL TELLS A GOOD ONE TEACHES
STORYTELLING NATURALLY

Building a Story from
Scratch

One of the most remarkable aspects of Aunt Isabel Tells A Good
One is that it functions as a hands-on, accessible masterclass in
narrative construction. As Aunt Isabel and Penelope build their
story about Prince Augustus, they touch on every essential
element of storytelling:

e Character: They decide who the story is about and give

their hero distinctive traits.

e Setting: They choose where the story takes place, from a
castle to a dark forest.

e Conflict: They introduce a problem—a villain who
threatens the kingdom.

* Rising Action: They add obstacles, including a moat full of
snapping turtles.

e Climax and Resolution: They bring the story to a
satisfying, happy ending.

What makes this approach so effective is that children aren't just
told about these elements; they see them being chosen, debated,
and refined in real time. Penelope's suggestions show how a
young mind naturally thinks about stories—she wants more
excitement, more danger, and a satisfying conclusion. Aunt Isabel
gently guides her, teaching through doing rather than through
lecture. This collaborative process mirrors the way many
professional writers develop their own work, making the book an
authentic representation of the creative process.

The Power of Questions in
Storytelling

Aunt Isabel asks Penelope questions throughout the book: "Who
should our story be about?" "What kind of problem should he
have?" "How will he solve it?" These questions are not merely
rhetorical; they invite the reader to participate in the story's
construction as well. When read aloud, children naturally want to
answer alongside Penelope, offering their own ideas for what
should happen next. This interactive quality transforms reading
time into a creative workshop, where the story is not something
to be consumed passively but something to be built together.

The questions also model how adults can engage children in
storytelling beyond the book. After reading Aunt Isabel Tells A
Good One, parents and teachers can use similar questions to help
children create their own tales, reinforcing the idea that stories
are made through choices, imagination, and collaboration.

THE EDUCATIONAL VALUE OF AUNT ISABEL TELLS A
GOOD ONE

Supporting Early Literacy
Skills

Educators have long recognized Aunt Isabel Tells A Good One as
a valuable tool for teaching narrative comprehension. By making
the invisible structure of stories visible, the book helps children
understand that stories have beginnings, middles, and ends; that
characters drive the action; and that problems need solutions.
These are foundational concepts in early literacy that support
reading comprehension and writing skills.

Moreover, the book introduces children to
metacognition—thinking about thinking. As Penelope and Aunt
Isabel discuss why certain story choices work better than others,
children begin to think about why they prefer certain stories and
what makes a narrative satisfying. This awareness is a crucial
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step in developing critical thinking about literature.

Vocabulary and Language
Development

Duke's language in Aunt Isabel Tells A Good One is rich but not
overwhelming. She uses words like "villain," "moat," "plot,"
“rescue," and "adventure" in context, helping children build
vocabulary naturally. The dialogue between Penelope and Aunt
Isabel is lively and authentic, teaching conversational patterns
and expressive language. For English language learners, the book
provides clear examples of how questions are used to guide
discussion and how ideas are expressed collaboratively.

Social and Emotional
Learning

Beyond literacy, Aunt Isabel Tells A Good One offers valuable
lessons in patience, collaboration, and respect for others' ideas.
Penelope learns that good stories require thought and
effort—they don't just appear fully formed. She also learns to
listen to Aunt Isabel's guidance and to build on her suggestions
rather than demanding her own way. For young children, this
models important social skills: sharing the creative space,
negotiating ideas, and appreciating that the best results often
come from teamwork.

The intergenerational relationship itself is a subtle but powerful
lesson. Aunt Isabel is patient, wise, and generous with her time.
She doesn't dismiss Penelope's ideas as childish; she treats them
seriously and helps shape them into a coherent story. This
portrayal of a loving, respectful adult-child relationship is deeply
comforting and affirming for young readers.

THE ROLE OF IMAGINATION AND COLLABORATION IN
STORYTELLING

Stories as Shared
Experiences

One of the central messages of Aunt Isabel Tells A Good One is
that stories are not solitary creations but shared experiences.
Aunt Isabel could have simply told Penelope a story, but she
chooses to tell it with her. This choice elevates the act of
storytelling from a one-way transmission to a dynamic, relational
process. The story they create together becomes a bond between
them, a memory that Penelope will carry long after the book is
closed.

This message is especially relevant in a world where storytelling
is increasingly mediated by screens. Aunt Isabel Tells A Good One
reminds us that the most meaningful stories are often the ones
we create with the people we love, using nothing more than our
voices and our imaginations.

Inspiring Creativity in
Young Readers

The book explicitly shows children that they have the power to
create stories. Penelope is not a passive listener; she is an active
co-author. Her ideas matter, and they shape the narrative. For

young children who may feel that stories are something made by
adults or professionals, this is an empowering revelation. After
reading the book, many children feel inspired to invent their own
stories, often borrowing the same structure Aunt Isabel and
Penelope use.

Teachers and librarians often report that Aunt Isabel Tells A Good
One is one of the most requested books for creative writing
prompts. Its explicit modeling of the storytelling process gives
children a template they can immediately apply. They learn that
you start with a character, you give them a problem, you add
some obstacles, and you find a way to solve everything in the
end. Simple, but profoundly effective.

WHY AUNT ISABEL TELLS A GOOD ONE ENDURES
AFTER THREE DECADES

Timeless Themes and
Timeless Art

Kate Duke's illustrations are warm, detailed, and full of
personality. The animal characters are expressive without being
cartoonish, and the settings—cozy bedrooms, grand castles,
mysterious forests—invite exploration. The visual storytelling
complements the text perfectly, offering clues and details that
reward repeated readings. Young children notice new things each
time they go through the book, which is a hallmark of a truly
great picture book.

The themes of creativity, collaboration, and love of stories
are timeless. Unlike books that rely on current trends or
technology, Aunt Isabel Tells A Good One is rooted in the
universal experience of a child asking for a bedtime story. That
moment has existed for generations and will continue to exist,
which means the book never feels dated.

A Book for Multiple Ages

While the book is typically recommended for children ages 3 to 7,
its appeal extends well beyond that range. Older children can
appreciate the metafictional structure and the subtle humor in
the way Penelope negotiates for more exciting elements. Adults
reading the book aloud often find themselves enjoying the
cleverness of the construction and the warmth of the relationship.
The book works beautifully as a read-aloud, but it also works for
emerging readers who can manage the text on their own. This
multi-generational appeal is part of why Aunt Isabel Tells A Good
One has remained in print and in demand for so long.

HOW TO USE AUNT ISABEL TELLS A GOOD ONE IN THE
CLASSROOM OR AT HOME

Interactive Reading
Strategies

To get the most out of the book, try these simple strategies:

1. Pause and ask questions. When Aunt Isabel asks
Penelope what should happen next, pause and ask your
child or students the same question. Encourage them to
offer their own ideas before seeing what Penelope
suggests.

2. Act out the story. Use simple props or costumes to act
out the story of Prince Augustus. Children love playing the
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parts of the prince, the villain, and the rescued princess.

3. Create a class or family story. After reading, use the
same structure to create a completely new story. Write it
down and illustrate it together. This reinforces the narrative
concepts while building teamwork and creativity.

4. Discuss the choices. Ask children why they think certain
story choices were made. Why did Aunt Isabel choose a
moat with turtles instead of something else? Why did
Penelope want the prince to be brave? These discussions
build critical thinking about narrative.

Extending the Learning

Aunt Isabel Tells A Good One pairs beautifully with other books
about storytelling, such as Harold and the Purple Crayon or
Duck! Rabbit! It also works well as an introduction to creative
writing units in early elementary grades. Teachers can use the
book to introduce the concept of a story map, where students
identify the main character, setting, problem, and solution. The

book's structure makes this activity accessible even for very
young writers.

For parents, the book can become a beloved nightly ritual. After
reading it, you and your child can create a new story together
each night, following the same pattern. Over time, the structure
becomes internalized, and children begin to craft their own
narratives independently—a gift that serves them well
throughout their academic and personal lives.

CONCLUSION: THE LASTING GIFT OF A GOOD STORY

Aunt Isabel Tells A Good One is much more than a charming
picture book. It is a manual for storytelling, a celebration of
imagination, and a testament to the power of collaboration
between generations. Its gentle, humorous approach to narrative
construction teaches children that stories don't have to be
perfect to be wonderful—they just need characters we care
about, problems worth solving, and people we love to share them
with. As readers, we come away not only having enjoyed Prince
Augustus's adventure but



