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Introduction

3What is Storyline?

Storyline is a teaching methodology. It uses a creative approach to engage learners in purposeful learning
through topics. In planning a Storyline, the teacher uses the vehicle of a narrative to focus and contextualise
the learning and teaching through a specific topic. The most important aspect of this methodology is that
it starts with what the learner already knows and through carefully designed questions and activities builds
and further develops their knowledge and skills. Each Storyline uses the same structure. The teacher
plans a ‘line’ of episodes, each of which has carefully designed key questions that encourage and support
the learner to contextualise and create the ‘story’, promoting exciting learning. It aims to give ownership
to the learner and to promote independence and confidence. The Storyline begins by creating the settings
and characters that will bring the narrative to life. Further episodes follow to develop this story and to
end the topic there is a celebration. Finally there is an evaluation of the learning that has taken place.

The purpose of this Ideas in Practice book is to give background information about Storyline, its philosophy,
methodology and practical application. Planning grids are provided suggesting ideas for Storyline topics.
These can be adapted to meet the needs of the children and the focus of the learning. They include details
of the episodes, key questions, activities, organisation, resources, skills and linked assessments.

The completed grids are for the following topics:

The Wildlife Garden: for younger children in nursery or early years of primary school,

The Healthy Café: suitable for KS 2 and can be adapted to suit year 2 of KS1,

The Bead, Bag, Box and Card Company: for KS2/3, this topic uses the skills required for enterprise
education and can be adapted to suit younger children,

Our Eco-Home: for KS2/3 and can be adapted to suit the first two years of secondary school and
involves research into renewable energy.

It is important to note that while a Storyline topic may form an integral component of learning and
teaching, it is intended as part of the learners’ whole experience. Whilst some subjects will also be being
taught in line with the curriculum guidelines set out by the school, using the Storyline approach along-
side allows for cross-curricular work. This combination enables children to have all the knowledge and
skills they require to build on and transfer to their continuing learning. 

Within the context of Storyline, there are opportunities for assessment, reflection and working collaboratively
with other colleagues. 
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Chapter 1

4 Background to Storyline

Storyline bears the hallmarks of most of the influential, international approaches to pedagogy,
such as teaching for understanding, co-operative learning, critical skills, dialogic teaching, and
many more. (Boyd in Bell and Harkness, 2007:79)

Storyline was originally developed in Scotland in the 1960s. As the originators, Steve Bell and Sallie
Harkness, explain:

…the 1960s [was] a time when teachers were trained to teach separate subjects using textbooks.
National policy developments had demanded a different, cross-curricular approach that used:

• child/learner centred approaches

• activity learning/discovery methods

• differentiated group work

• integrated subject areas

• skills and concepts.

It grew organically. A team of academics working in partnership with teachers in schools experimented
with ways of working that moved away from single subject teaching and the fragmented curriculum
that this produced. (Bell and Harkness, 2006:3)

The Storyline approach has been developed and refined over the years and is now known and taught in
many countries throughout the world. Many educators implement it to address a range of demanding and
sometimes sensitive issues. 

Storyline: theory into practice

During the nineteenth century the traditional belief was that children learned by listening to the teacher.
Over the decades, the view began to change and it is now acknowledged that children should be actively
involved in their own learning. Storyline uses active learning throughout, involving children completely in
their own learning through the use of imagination and creativity, stimulating curiosity as emphasised by
Rousseau and helping children learn by personal experience. Learning by doing is not a new instructional
theory. Sophocles stated: ‘one must learn by doing the thing, for though you think you know it, you have
no certainty until you try.’ (Gentry, 1990:9). More recently, Vygotsky has had a profound influence on
principles of active learning:

Imagination... represents a specifically human form of conscious activity. Like all functions of
consciousness, it originally arises from action. (Vygotsky, 1978:93) 

Vygotsky refers to the social rules that form, for example, when children play house and adopt the roles
of different family members. This is echoed in Storyline where children are often involved in creating
imaginary families or characters. Vygotsky formed the theory that learning takes place in the zone of
proximal development; this means that what is learned follows closely on what is already learned. Together
with the teacher, the child takes on a task that they were not able to do before. (Vygotsky, 1978:94). In
Storyline, the child builds on existing skills and is able to transfer these to new learning situations. 

The important features of Storyline

Each Storyline has the following features: choice of topic, episodes, key questions, activities, assessment,
celebration and evaluation, to provide a structure in which to build an exciting context for children’s active
and purposeful learning and subsequent assessment. There are opportunities for working in a creative
and motivating environment to develop a thirst for continuous learning both for the child and for the
teacher. The completion of each Storyline allows the teacher to identify the next steps in learning. 
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Chapter 1

5Choice of topic

At the outset, the teacher may perhaps have a menu of topics from which to choose. There may be a
curricular focus, for example history and geography, science and technology or the arts. Other areas for
study may include people and place, the environment, enterprise education or perhaps local interest.
There are also fantasy topics that appeal very much to younger children. Elements of this are featured in
the example given in Chapter 4 The Wildlife Garden.

Episodes

The episodes are vehicles for contextual learning, providing the means to develop the story, give it relevance
and offer opportunities for teachers to reflect on individual and class progress. As the work progresses,
the teacher may need to adjust the activities to ensure that they continue to meet the children’s learning
needs. For example, if children have grasped a concept more quickly than expected, plans will need to be
adjusted to cater for this. 

Key questions

The key questions are an important feature of all Storylines. They are instrumental in developing the
topic and lead learners to become actively involved in a wide range of activities. For example, in The
Healthy Café topic (see page 24) the first key question is: ‘What is a café?’ This is followed by: ‘What does
it need to have?’ The children are immediately involved both by giving answers and listening to others.
This is followed by engaging them in exciting activities linked to the key questions, stimulating their
interest and natural curiosity. The Storyline begins.

Key questions are open-ended, which, as Clarke (2001:87) says: ‘allows for a range of responses and
makes progressive cognitive demands on children’. Black and Wiliam (1998:12) suggest that open questions:
‘give the pupils time to respond, discuss their thinking in pairs or small groups so that a respondent
speaks on behalf of others’. Allowing thinking time can result in a greater number of extended and more
confident answers.

Using open-ended questions provides children with opportunities to give a range of responses. As
Alexander’s work (2006) indicates, discussion and dialogue move learning on, enable suggestions for
solutions to problem-solving activities, encourage creative thinking and decision making and provide the
opportunity for each child to make a response. The teacher can collect and display the responses, making
a rich and exciting resource for ideas and reference which can be added to throughout the development
of the Storyline. The children see their responses and feel a sense of ownership and pride. The learning
environment develops into one of mutual respect, shared values, a willingness to participate and a productive
partnership between the teacher and the learner. Displaying responses also prompts further thinking.

In summary, key questions are designed by the teacher for the following purposes:

1. to introduce a range of activities

2. to promote a wide range of responses

3. to encourage independent learning and a problem-solving approach 

4. to provide support

5. to develop critical analysis and the ability to extract relevant information

6. to actively engage children to use thinking skills with increasing sophistication

7. to establish what the child already knows and promote further and deeper understanding

8. to begin to identify the next steps in learning

9. to develop the next episode of the Storyline.

Examples of all of these can be found in the topic grids in Chapter 4.
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Chapter 1

6 Activities

Each activity is creatively and carefully planned to provide opportunities to introduce, learn and practise
new skills. Discussing with the children and supporting them as they carry out the activities provides
opportunities for teachers to ensure that children fully understand the learning intentions, and to help
them to make sense of their learning and its meaningful applications. There are suggested activities in each
of the Storyline grids in Chapter 4.

Assessment

In Chapter 3, there are details of how the teacher can use on-going assessment opportunities that a
Storyline topic can present and each Storyline grid has a completed assessment column. The assessment
relates directly to the activity and has been planned as an integral part of learning and teaching. 

Celebration

It is very important in all Storylines to give the children opportunities to celebrate their achievements
and successes. There is always a celebration. This usually comes towards the end and is a means to con-
clude the work and move on. It can take many forms. It may be for example a planned visit, a party, an
exhibition, or an open day. The teacher and the children plan this together.

Evaluation

As with any learning, this is a very important aspect of Storyline. It serves as a means for the teacher to
find out what the children have learned and enjoyed. Importantly it helps the teacher plan any changes
to the Storyline for future use and also directly identifies and influences the next steps in learning. 

Identification of the next steps in learning

The teacher will be assessing the children’s progress, acquisition of knowledge and development of skills
throughout the Storyline. This evidence, combined with the children’s own evaluations, will help the teacher
identify the next steps in learning. These can be addressed either in general class work or consolidated
in the next Storyline. For example, if the teacher has recognised that the children need to present their
research findings in a more confident manner, further opportunities are planned on a regular basis for
them to practise this perhaps at assemblies or to a different peer group.

It is also important as the children gain more knowledge and understanding of themselves as learners that
they can begin to recognise their strengths and needs. Through the evaluation process at the end of every
Storyline, the children can be given an opportunity to comment on how well they have done and what
they feel they need to practise.
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