
 Substitute shapes for the 
river, the goat, the cabbage 
the wolf, and a stick man 
for the farmer

 Substitute shapes for the 
additional activity

 The characters for both 
stories (optional – see 
notes)

 A sheet of white A4 paper 
for the substitute shapes

 A few sheets of paper or a 
whiteboard for your child’s 
ideas, plus pen or pencil

20–25 minutes

THE WOLF, THE GOAT AND THE CABBAGE

The Wolf, the Cabbage and the Goat – Presenting the Problem:

Pictures of the characters have been included as an option in case you feel that your child will need visual 
support to understand the story below when you first tell it. Start by telling your child the story of the Wolf, the 
Cabbage and the Goat, introducing the pictures of the characters accordingly if using them:

A farmer needed to take a wolf, a goat and a cabbage across a wide river in his rowing boat. The farmer’s boat 
was very small; it was so small that the farmer could not take all three with him at once. He could not take even 
any two with him at once. He had to take them across the river one at a time. To make matters worse, he could 
not leave the wolf and the goat alone together on either bank of the river because if he did, the wolf would eat 
the goat. And he could not leave the goat and the cabbage alone together on either side of the river because if he 
did, the goat would eat the cabbage. How could he get all three safely across the river without anyone or 
anything being eaten? What could he do? How could he manage it?

Let’s Solve the Problem – Verbal Description: 

Ask your child if they can help the farmer transport all three safely across the river without anyone or anything 
getting eaten. Let them try to solve the problem verbally and explain their ideas for solutions. Discuss their ideas.

Let’s Draw the Problem – Visual Description:

If they manage to solve the problem verbally, ask them if they can draw the solution on paper/a whiteboard, so 
that you can understand clearly what the farmer can do. They could use the character pictures if they have them.

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

Your child can say that, if they are left alone together, the goat will eat the cabbage.
Your child can say that, if they are left alone together, the wolf will eat the goat.
Your child can say that the wolf will not eat the cabbage and that they can therefore be left alone 
with each other.
Your child can share ideas about how to solve the farmer’s problem using words and drawings.
Your child can follow and discuss a visual model of the logical solution to the farmer’s dilemma.

To practise problem solving
To develop the understanding of consequences (If... then… relationships) 
To use visual models to understand a logical problem
To use visual models to solve a logical problem
To develop self-regulation – listen attentively and maintain focus
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Otherwise, ask your child what they think could be helpful in solving the problem. Listen to their suggestions, and let them draw their ideas on 
paper/a whiteboard. You could draw a river across the paper to support them in starting to draw their ideas. If you are using the character pictures, 
they may want to use them too. Praise elements of suggestions that could work and discuss any flaws or limitations with questions like: But IF the 
farmer does that, what will happen when….? – to help your child think through the consequences.

Let’s Move the Problem - Symbol Theatre:

After this discussion, give your child the substitute shapes for the goat (white circle), the cabbage (green circle) and the wolf (grey circle). Remove 
the character pictures if you were using them. Ask them if they can imagine what each circle represents, and to think about using them to help act 
out the solution. Then give them the blue river (blue rectangle) and the farmer (stick man), and discuss what they represent.

Let them try out various different solutions to the problem using the substitute shapes. If you have more than one child doing this, have them work 
together with the substitute shapes. When they are ready, ask them to show you their solution – if they have one. 

The Solution (for your reference only):
1. Only the cabbage and the wolf can be left alone together safely.
2. Take the goat across the river from Bank A to Bank B leaving the wolf and the cabbage at A.
3. Return empty to pick up the cabbage from Bank A and take it to Bank B.
4. Leave the cabbage at Bank B and return to Bank A with the goat – this way the cabbage has crossed the river but the goat and the cabbage are 

never left alone together.
5. Leave the goat at Bank A and take the wolf from Bank A to Bank B.
6. Leave the wolf and the cabbage alone together on Bank B.
7. Return with the empty boat to Bank A to collect the goat.
8. Take the goat to Bank B. Now the farmer, the wolf, the goat and the cabbage have all crossed the river safely and they continue on their journey.

Modelling the Solution:

Go through the solution slowly, following the steps below and modelling each step with the substitute shapes as shown:

1. Set up the starting scenario with the substitute shapes with your child as shown here – talk them through it as you do it. 
Then ask: What will happen if the farmer leaves the goat and the cabbage together? Listen to their answer and then 
repeat it back to them using IF… THEN… logic to confirm it: IF the farmer leaves the goat and the cabbage together, 
THEN the goat will eat the cabbage. Now ask: What will happen if the farmer leaves the goat and the wolf together? 
Again, reframe their answer by way of confirmation using IF…THEN…: IF the farmer leaves the goat and the wolf together, 
THEN the wolf will eat the goat. Then ask your child: So who should the farmer take first? The goat, the cabbage or the 
wolf? Who can be left safely together? (the wolf and the cabbage can be left together safely because the wolf will not 
eat the cabbage).

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

THE WOLF, THE GOAT AND THE CABBAGE – continued 
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2. Model this and say: Since the wolf and the cabbage are the only two that can be left together safely, the farmer takes the goat 
first. So now the goat is now on the other side of the river.

3. Say: Now the farmer returns to the wolf and the cabbage.

4. Ask your child: What will happen if the farmer takes the wolf next? (the wolf will be left with the goat, and when the farmer 
leaves he will eat the goat). What will happen if the farmer takes the cabbage next? (the cabbage will be left with the goat 
and when the farmer leaves, the goat will eat it). Can you think of something the farmer could do to stop this from happening? 
Listen to their ideas and then explain what actually happened: The farmer now takes the cabbage across, but he doesn’t leave 
the cabbage and the goat there….

5. Say: The farmer leaves the cabbage there but takes the goat back with him. So now the goat is back where he started but with 
the farmer and the wolf. And the farmer won’t let the wolf eat the goat! 

6. Ask: So who do you think the farmer will take to the other side of the river now? (the wolf, because he won’t eat the cabbage 
when he’s left there. There’s no point taking the goat as he’s just brought him back). So now we have the wolf on the other 
side of the river, together with the cabbage.

7. Say: So now it’s safe for the farmer to go back with an empty boat to get the goat. The wolf won’t eat the cabbage while he’s gone.

8. Say: So he brings the goat over to join the cabbage and the wolf. And they can all continue with their journey!  Hurray!

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

THE WOLF, THE GOAT AND THE CABBAGE – continued 
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The Fox, the Goose and the Corn:

This is a similar problem for your child to solve. They may be able to do this completely independently or with just a little support, after seeing the 
previous problem modelled and solved. You can use the character pictures provided, if you feel they would be necessary for your child.

Tell the following story: 

A farmer had a fox, a goose and some corn that he wanted to sell at the market. On the way he had to cross a small river which had a tiny ferry to 
help people across. It was such a small ferry that the farmer had to take the fox, the goose and the corn one at a time. So the farmer had a problem. 
He knew that if he left the fox alone with the goose, the fox would kill the goose and eat it. But if he left the goose alone with the corn, the goose 
would gobble up all the corn. How did the farmer manage to get the fox, the goose and the corn across the river safely?

Offer your child the brown and yellow circles to represent the fox and the corn respectively, plus the stick man for the farmer, the blue rectangle for 
the river and the white circle for the goose from the previous activity. Ask your child if they can see how to solve the problem and if they can help the 
farmer.

If they aren’t able to do it alone, model the solution step by step as before, using the substitute shapes and the stick man on a sheet of blank paper.

THE WOLF, THE GOAT AND THE CABBAGE – continued 
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If you feel your child could benefit from more practise to understand the solution offered to the first story, ‘The Wolf, the Goat and the Cabbage’, you 
could act out the solution with other family members or use soft toys/toy figures and some blue cloth/felt for the river. 

This can be really fun to do even if they don’t need reinforcement of the solution! 



©2017 Key to Learning at Home Ltd L10

Cut out each substitute shape and the stick man separately. Cut out each substitute shape for the additional activity.
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Optional – cut out each character from the two stories separately.
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