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This 
paper is addressed to readers who are familiar with 

Storyline. It is meant to offer teachers practical help in considering possible 
forms of assessment when designing Storyline topics. 

Introduction 

Teachers in the United States first became aware of the Scottish Storyline 
model nearly twenty years ago. It offered a unique way to integrate 
curriculum and motivate students’ learning. After a brief introduction, 
including workshops and exemplars, US teachers were ready to use this 
pedagogy in their own educational settings. The early applica- tions of this 
process offered American teachers an opportunity to contextualise their 
students’ learning. Storylines were written based on history, novels, health 
and other topics. Educators were delighted to collaborate as they shared 
innovative ideas about designing topics. Students were stimulated and 
eager to participate. During a Storyline topic, they were asked to 
brainstorm, problem solve, write, construct models or reflect on what they 
had done. 

A superficial observer of students’ activities, however, might have thought 
that this was not real learning in the classic way. The challenge for 
educators was to design Storylines that were strengthened with authentic 
opportunities for assessment of students’ devel- opment and 
understandings of the topics that they explored. 

As teachers plan future learning opportunities for students, the words of 
Ernest Boyer, President of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching from 1979 to his death in 1995, are important. He suggests 
(Boyer, 1995): 



What, then, does it mean to be an educated person? It means developing 
one’s aptitudes and interests and discovering the diversity that makes us 
each unique. And it means becoming permanently empowered with 
language proficiency, general knowledge, social confidence, and moral 
awareness in order to become economically and civically successful. But 
becoming well educated also means discovering the connectedness of 
things. Educators must help students see relationships across the 
disciplines and learn that education is a communal act, 
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one that affirms not only individualism, but community. 

Consequently, educators who have a shared responsibility towards the 
students as well as to the parents and wider society, posed themselves 
questions. ‘How do we know our students are learning within this more 
open environment? How can we assure other educators that students are 
developing and meeting learning objectives?’ 

By reflecting on these general questions, Storyline teachers were 
challenged to consider how assessment could become an integral part of a 
Storyline’s design, with the following questions being asked: 

How can topics be created which provide an environment for exploration 
and inquiry, in order to develop thinking skills and processes for decision-
making? 

Are our children learning how to learn, and becoming independent 
learners? 

How can comparisons be provided for our children to analyse or debate, 
for example, points of view from a historical period? 

How can the designed assessments motivate children to improve their 
performance? 

Have opportunities been designed for the children to show what they have 
learned in a variety of ways, exploring notions of Multiple Intelligences? 
(Gardner,1999) 

What audiences will the children have, and are they important to them? 



The components of curriculum design for Storyline 

classrooms 

Educators consider many aspects of curriculum design when planning 
learning, such as: justifying the subjects covered and specific learning 
content; selecting an adequate amount of content; the abilities and social 
background of the students being taught; the methods employed (of which 
Storyline is one); media and valid forms of assessment. In order to simplify 
this process, and assist in preparing the Storyline classroom, teachers can 
focus on three key aspects: Learning outcomes; the Storyline model; 
Authentic assessments. 

Learning outcomes: These are often set by school administrators as 
points of progress towards readiness for future education and for defining 
the students’ future experiences. Examples include: 1. Students will extend 
ideas in text with opinions, conclusions and judgments (literacy). 2. 
Students will demonstrate their ability to use maps to locate and organise 
information about places and environments (Environmental Studies). 

Storyline topics: Storyline frames the educational environment in order to 
develop each child’s potential, employing a variety of traditional subject 
disciplines. The Storyline structure typically incorporates: features that 
develop literacy skills; features that develop commu- nication skills; and 
features that develop Environmental Studies 

Authentic assessments: These are assessments that have high face 
validity and construct validity, and are opportunities for children to show 
what they are learning in a variety of ways within a meaningful context. 
Grant Wiggins (1993) describes this form of assessment as, ‘Engaging and 
worthy problems or questions of importance, in which students must use 
knowledge to fashion performances effectively and creatively. The tasks 
are either replicas of, or analogous to, the kinds of problems faced by adult 
citizens and consumers or professionals in the field.’ 
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Designing assessments can also help to define the focus for learning. 
During a Storyline topic, students’ work can be assessed through multiple 
perspectives: teachers can assess students; students can assess 
students; and students can assess themselves. The Storyline model 
provides a context for students to demonstrate their understanding. 



Gardner (1999) defines understanding as ‘the ability to apply knowledge in 
new situa- tions for which that knowledge is appropriate’. This idea refers 
to how students use information, rather than what they have memorised. 
When students understand something, they can explain concepts in their 
own words, use information appropriately in new contexts, invent fresh 
comparisons, and make generalizations. 

Students can demonstrate and apply what they have learned within a 
Storyline when the learning is personalised. If this occurs, assessment can 
blend with the instruction, and the outcome is then important to them. 
Storylines can provide opportunities for children to express their 
understandings in a variety of ways. Participating in a topic encourages 
students to become active initiators of their own learning, and teachers are 
able to blend assessment and instruction in real world ways. Indeed, 
students can help to develop criteria that guide their learning. They can 
demonstrate what they are learning within a meaningful context, and are 
motivated to imagine and create using their highest levels of thinking. 

Assessment Tools which teachers use when designing 

the curriculum using a Storyline approach 

As teachers begin to imagine a new Storyline and possible assessments, 
they can use the school’s curriculum guidelines and the Storyline Planning 
Worksheet to assist in their planning. The importance of this planning 
sheet is that it can be used to organise the context, curriculum and, in 
particular, assessments. There are many possible activity and assessment 
design ideas, of which those based on Bloom’s Taxonomy and Multiple 
Intelligences (Gardner, 1999) are worthy of further consideration. As 
Bloom (1956) states, 

An important challenge for all of us, as educators, is to design process and 
assessment tasks that invite children to perform using various types of 
thinking, e.g. knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis 
and evaluation. 

Bloom’s Taxonomy is a process-oriented model of learning that focuses on 
the devel- opment of higher-order thinking skills. It was developed at a time 
when behaviourist theories dominated discussion about learning, and is an 
approach to learning and assessment with which not all educationists 
would agree. 

Nonetheless, Bloom’s ideas are still a useful tool for teachers if they are 
combined with cognitive and constructivist approaches to learning. In 



particular, Bloom’s Taxonomy is useful in the following ways: 

• It allows teachers to structure activities that encourage students to think 
about and use content in a range of different ways to develop their 
thinking and problem-solving skills.  

• It allows teachers to meet the needs of a variety of learners.  

• The Taxonomy consists of six different thinking levels arranged in a 
hierarchy of difficulty; these range from basic knowledge and 
understanding to critical and creative thinking.  
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According to Bloom, the brain needs to be stimulated at all levels, 
therefore all students need to be exposed to learning activities and 
experiences at different levels of the Taxonomy. 

A taxonomy allows teachers to provide systematically for this cognitive 
differentiation, and plan learning activities and experiences appropriate to 
each. 

If Storyline teachers accept that a taxonomy-based approach to 
assessment is a reasonable starting point, then Table 1 (page 191), which 
blends ideas from constructive approaches to learning with the ideas of 
Bloom, might form the basis of a structure for the assessment of Storyline-
based topics. This table combines Bloom’s six types of thinking with verbs 
that describe the possible activities. These activities and descrip- tions 
might therefore be the basis for authentic assessments within a Storyline 
topic. Having the information organised in this format allows a teacher to 
access the different levels of thinking at a glance, and insert them into the 
Storyline plan. Such an approach demonstrates that learning outcomes, 
and the assessment of them by valid means, is considered at the planning 
stage, and not something which is appended as an afterthought. 
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move the story along, and provide ways of integrating a range of thinking 
skills similar to those detailed in Table 1. Finally, by referring to Table 2 
and the list of other possible activities, a range of assessment 
opportunities can be planned. Overall, the use of the Storyline planning 
sheet should lead to a balancing of activities and assessments within the 
topic. In addition to tangible assessment outcomes, the skilled teacher will 
employ formative assessment measures, both as a guide to the success of 
their own teaching and to provide necessary ongoing feedback to the 
learners. The formative assessment procedures described by Black and 
Wiliam (1998) provide clear guidance for teachers who wish to adopt this 
approach. The Assessment is for Learning principles are now employed 
routinely by many teachers, whether or not learning is being planned by 
using Storyline approaches. 

The Storyline model is a unique way of integrating educational content, 
and offers children of all abilities the opportunities to practise and develop 
skills that can be useful in many disciplines: thinking skills, social skills, 
communication skills, research skills and self-management skills. It 
provides a means of connecting the separate components of the 
curriculum which gives meaning to pupils participating in topics. It also 
provides assessment opportunities by taking advantage of the natural 
audiences created within a Storyline context. Planning assessments that 
allow pupils to express their under- standing in a variety of ways builds on 
their strengths, and prepares them for further development. 

 

Conclusion 

Assessment that is both valid and reliable can help to demonstrate the 
value of Storyline to those who are perhaps somewhat sceptical about the 
approach. Assessing pupil progress in topics by using methods that are 
linked to widely accepted assessment tools is a powerful way of 
demonstrating the value of Storyline. This approach allows outcomes that 
cannot be assessed by more traditional means to be measured by using 
some of the products suggested here. The author’s intention is to 
demonstrate that these less conventional assessment techniques, when 
applied to the Storyline approach, provide a powerful argument for 
employing Storyline, irrespective of the overall curricular context in which 
the teacher is operating. 
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