PLANNING A STORYLINE TOPIC – Notes by Sallie Harkness of Storyline Scotland

The Storyline approach enables the teacher to design an integrated topic that can encompass various parts of the desired/required curriculum. Storyline is firmly based on sound theories of teaching and learning but it presents a simple way of putting these theories into classroom practice. Pupils need to see relevance and purpose in the work they do. A contextualised approach makes good sense and can encourage the acquisition of knowledge, skills and attitudes. 

When seeking a topic or context for the Storyline it is necessary for the teacher/planner to be quite clear about his/her intentions for pupil learning and which parts of the curriculum will be included in the story.

There should be a main focus, often residing in social subjects, and other supporting subjects. Language and expressive arts may permeate every episode. Other subjects such as maths, science and music may be relevant in some episodes but not in others. 

Teachers working with Storyline have stated that they do not attempt to use the approach to cover their entire curriculum nor do they devote the entire day or week to Storyline work. However to maintain pupils’ interest and enthusiasm it is necessary to allow for a fairly generous allocation of time to Storyline activities. The exact time spent on a day to day and week to week basis will depend on the particular curriculum mix. The length of time required to complete the Storyline may also vary but it will require several weeks even with the youngest pupils. Forecasting the timescale is another important part of the planning process. This is particularly important when visits or visitors are part of the plan. Disciplined management of time is a skill relevant to both teachers and pupils.

CHOICE of TOPIC and LEARNING INTENTIONS

It is good practice to remember that a story has setting, characters and plot/incidents but also a sequence of events. It is important therefore to ensure that the line creates a sense of direction and that the episodes are ordered in a logical sequence. In other words your plan should be like a story that has a beginning (introduction), middle (development) and end (conclusion).

Storyline favours in depth study of quite specific topics so take some time to think about what is the best context to achieve the learning outcomes that you desire your pupils to achieve.

WORKING with the STORYLINE PLANNER

The  six column format illustrated below has proved a useful planning framework for Storyline work. It enables the teacher/planner first to work out the line in a logical sequence giving consideration to the setting, characters and incidents that will allow pupils to create their story. 

The design of key questions for each episode is central to the planning process.

Activities enable pupils to explore ideas raised in discussion of key questions and should include problem solving, designing and making, research and reference work as well as expressive arts activities and a variety of writing tasks. The varied activities of each episode call for a variety of groupings which are recorded under class organisation. Any special materials or equipment should be noted and ordered well in advance. A most important column in the planner is reserved for learning outcomes and curriculum focus. These will vary from episode to episode but should be recorded so that the teacher has a clear idea of what she hopes pupils will achieve. This column may also be used to highlight assessment points. 
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	Episodes in sequence create the ‘story’ of the topic introducing setting, characters and incidents. 
	Open questions to access prior knowledge and encourage speculation, imaginative projection, and creative thinking.


	Activities arise from exploration of key questions and should be varied to accommodate different learning styles and different aspects of the curriculum.


	Each activity calls for a particular grouping – class, small group or individual.

Here the teacher should  provide for differentiation.
	It is wise to list any special items that will be needed.
	Each episode provides a context for particular learning in different curriculum aspects

Here it is possible to list knowledge to be acquired, skills to be practiced etc.

Assessment points may also be identified.


When the first draft plan has been completed it should be reviewed to ensure that the approach is well balanced – a strong storyline, appropriate key questions, varied activities, differentiated groupings, good use of resources and clearly identified goals / learning outcomes and assessment points.

The final task for the planner is to estimate the time to be devoted to each episode and for completing the topic study, organising the culminating event and carrying out the review.

