
John Dewey and the Storyline 

Method 

Jeff Creswell 

Introduction and context 

As 
a part of my doctoral program in educational leadership at 

Portland State University, I wrote a paper comparing the Storyline method 
with the educational ideas of John Dewey. In this paper, I looked at six 
Storyline principles and compared them in more depth to some of Dewey’s 
ideas. I hope that sharing this paper with a wider audience will encourage 
teachers to look in more depth at some of the writings of John Dewey, who 
has had a profound influence on education for the past one hundred years. 

In order to have a structure for comparing and contrasting Dewey’s ideas 
with the Storyline method, this paper looks at the six principles of the 
Storyline method that have been developed by practitioners over the years. 
These principles are not exhaustive, but they are an attempt to define 
some of the characteristics of the learning that occurs in a classroom 
where the Storyline method is employed. Taking one principle at a time, 
this paper will describe it, and then reflect on the similarities and 
differences between the principle and the ideas of John Dewey. 

The six Storyline principles under consideration are: Story; Anticipation; 
Teacher’s Role; Ownership ; Context; and Structure before Activity. 

The principle of story 

Story is a central part of human experience. Our history, our religion, our 
heritage have all been passed from generation to generation through 
stories for thousands of years. When we seek to understand the world 
around us, or the culture of a people, we look to stories to enlighten us. 
Stories provide children with a predictable, linear structure, and a 
meaningful context for learning what we are trying to teach. Storyline uses 
this powerful principle to teach required curriculum in a way that closely 



mirrors real life. 

Each Storyline topic proceeds in a logical, linear sequence through 
episodes, which are similar to chapters in a book. Episode one often deals 
with the setting of the story. Episode two is where the characters are 
created and they are brought to life. Episode 
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three explores the way of life, or the rules and regulations involved in day 
to day living. Episode four deals with incidents or situations that arise that 
must be responded to. Episode five is often some kind of culminating 
celebration: a grand opening, a victory party, a visit by an important person. 
Episode six is usually an opportunity for the children to reflect on what they 
have done and explored. Sometimes this episode involves a field trip or a 
visit from a local expert. 

Although Dewey (1900) addresses the social aspect of learning, he says 
that the centre of school life is the occupations. His school was filled with 
opportunities for children to cook, to weave, to sew, to paint, to work with 
wood and metal. 

The difference that appears when occupations are made the articulating 
centers of school life is not easy to describe in words; it is a difference in 
motive, of spirit and atmosphere....A spirit of free communication, of 
interchange of ideas, suggestions, results, both successes and failures of 
previous experiences, becomes the dominating note of the recitation. So 
far as emulation enters in, it is in the comparison of individuals, not with 
regard to the quantity of information personally absorbed, but with 
reference to the quality of work done – the genuine community standard of 
value. In an informal, but all the more pervasive way the school life 
organizes itself on a social basis (pp 15-16). 

So, Dewey saw the power of the occupations to integrate the curriculum in 
a way that was meaningful and motivating to the child. It is no accident that 
many of the classic Storyline topics are business enterprise topics, 
because they explore the microcosm of a small business, looking in detail 
at all of the skills and trades needed to run a successful business. 

In a Storyline topic, the teacher is concerned with delving deep into one 
small microcosm as a way of giving children a personal experience with 



history or science or a business, so that this context can be drawn upon 
when studying similar topics in the future. Consider again the words of 
John Dewey: 

Since the aim is not ‘covering the ground’ but knowledge of social 
processes used to secure social results, no attempt is made to go over the 
entire history, in chronological order, of America ... The method involves 
presentation of a large amount of detail, of minutiae of surroundings, tools, 
clothing, household utensils, foods, modes of living day by day, so that the 
child can reproduce the material as life, not as mere historic information. In 
this way social processes and results become realities. Moreover, to the 
personal and dramatic identification of the child with the social life studied, 
characteristic of the earlier period, there now supervenes an intellectual 
identification – the child puts himself at the standpoint of the problems that 
have to be met and rediscovers, so far as may be, ways of meeting them 
(p 108). 

Dewey supports the Storyline principle of story in his understanding of the 
necessity for the child to identify with the history through personal 
involvement in the problems. He also makes the case for the microcosm 
being the place where the history makes sense for the child, because it 
gives opportunities for experiencing the daily life of the time being studied. 

Lastly, Dewey addresses the power of story-form for the young child. He 
maintains that developmentally the kindergarten child lives in a world of 
people, and this world 
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is explored through activity. The Storyline method would maintain that this 
principle applies to all learners, not just young children. Dewey, it seems, 
would not disagree: 

Little children have their observations and thoughts mainly directed toward 
people: what they do, how they behave, what they are occupied with, and 
what comes of it. Their interest is of a personal, rather than an objective or 
intellectual sort. Its intellectual counterpart is the story-form; not the task, 
consciously defined end, or problem- meaning by story-form something 
psychical, the holding together of a variety of persons, things, and 
incidents through a common idea that enlists feeling; not an outward 
relation or tale. Their minds seek wholes, varied through episode, 
enlivened by action, and defined in salient features – there must be go, 
movement, the sense of use and operation – inspection of things 



separated from the idea by which they are carried. Analysis and isolated 
detail of form and structure neither appeals nor satisfies (pp 139-140). 

In the early days of the development of the Storyline method in Scotland, it 
was often referred to as ‘collaborative storymaking’, because the children 
and the teacher worked collectively to build the story as it unfolded in the 
classroom. As Dewey states, the child’s interests lie in the heart of the 
story, the people, places, and events that elicit feelings. The similarities are 
striking. 

The principle of anticipation 

A good story draws us into its spell as we predict what is coming, and we 
anticipate its unfolding, with joy and excitement. All children want to know, 
‘What’s going to happen next?’ They follow the story from episode to 
episode, eager to see where it will go. Anticipation is also present at the 
end of a story, when children ask, ‘What is the next story going to be 
about?’ Anticipation ensures that learning goes on all the time, whether in 
school or at home, because children are involved in a process that they 
feel a part of. They are thinking about the story all the time, and bringing 
their thoughts and ideas with them to each class session, eager to 
contribute to the growing story unfolding around them. 

In the process of a topic unfolding in a classroom, there is a snowball 
effect that takes place. The beginning of the story is heralded with much 
enthusiasm and expectation. Children love the exciting mix of reality and 
fantasy. This provides an atmosphere that is conducive to motivated, 
active learning. Dewey (1900) addresses the realm of the imagination in 
his essay Froebel’s Educational Principles: 

It is of course true that a little child lives in a world of imagination. In one 
sense, he can only ‘make believe’. His activities represent or stand for the 
life that he sees going on around him. Because they are thus 
representative they may be termed symbolic, but it should be remembered 
that this make-believe or symbolism has reference to the activities 
suggested. Unless they are, to the child, as real and definite as the adult’s 
activities are to him, the inevitable result is artificiality, nervous strain, and 
either physical and emotional excitement or else deadening of power (p 
123). 

The people who developed the Storyline method talked of the structure of 
a Storyline topic being a bridge to or a mirror of the real world. They 
understood, as did Dewey, that it was in this powerful place that children 
would find learning most personally meaningful. The Storyline method 



allows children to seriously imagine the world as they understand 
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it themselves, and then to investigate the way it really is. 

Anticipation is also achieved when play is a sanctioned part of the 
curriculum. When a Storyline topic is in full swing in the classroom, there 
are many opportunities for play, both imaginative and practical. Dewey 
speaks of the challenge of creating opportunities for productive play in this 
way, 

The peculiar problem of the early grades is, of course, to get hold of the 
child’s natural impulses and instincts, and to utilize them so that the child is 
carried on to a higher plane of perception and judgment, and equipped 
with more efficient habits; so that he has an enlarged and deepened 
consciousness and increased control of powers of action. Wherever this 
result is not reached, play results in mere amusement and not in educative 
growth (pp 127-128). 

In the next paragraph, Dewey goes on to touch on the key power of 
integration, although he does so almost incidentally: 

Upon the whole, constructive or ‘built up work (with, of course, the proper 
alter- nation of story, song, and game, which may be connected, so far as 
is desirable, with the ideas involved in the construction) seems better fitted 
than anything else to secure these two factors – initiation in the child’s own 
impulse and termination on a higher plane (p 128). 

Where Dewey sees the connection of story, song, game, and construction 
work as desirable, but not essential, the Storyline method makes use of 
story precisely because it naturally does tie all of these aspects together in 
a way that makes sense to the child. In Storyline we would say that 
integration is essential because it presents the world to the child in a way 
that the child can recognise and understand. This was clearly a concern of 
Dewey’s as well, although it doesn’t appear that he was able to do this in 
practice as successfully as I believe we do in the Storyline method. 

The principle of the teacher’s line 

This principle refers to the critical partnership between teacher and student 
in a Storyline topic. Storyline is referred to as collaborative storymaking 



because of the balance between teacher control and student control. The 
teacher at all times holds the line, which is the plot of the story, planned to 
include specific curricular goals. The magic of the line is that it is flexible 
and allows for numerous bends, twists and knots, while moving from one 
end to the other. This gives children their control. Still, the line is the road 
that is being travelled and, in spite of the unexpected detours and 
diversions, the children still follow the path the teacher designed, and learn 
the curriculum the teacher had planned. 

In his essay The Child and the Curriculum, Dewey defines two opposing 
views: 

This fundamental opposition of the child and the curriculum set up by these 
two modes of doctrine can be duplicated in a series of other terms. 
‘Discipline’ is the watchword of those who magnify the course of study; 
‘interest’ that of those who blazon ‘The Child’ upon their banner.... 

‘Guidance and control’ are the catchwords of one school; ‘ freedom and 
initiative’ of the other. Law is asserted here; spontaneity proclaimed there 
(pp 187-188). 
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He makes it clear that traditionally these two views have been seen as 
being in opposition. In the principle of the teacher’s line, we seek to 
address the concerns of both sides of the spectrum. The teacher controls 
the outcomes aligned to the curriculum, and the child controls the 
development of the story, using a mixture of imagination and reality. 

This principle speaks of a balance between the impulse of the child 
(freedom and initiative) and the guidance of the teacher (guidance and 
control). Dewey makes a strong case for finding just that sort of balance: 

Nothing can be developed from nothing; nothing but the crude can be 
developed out of the crude – and this is what surely happens when we 
throw the child back upon his achieved self as a finality, and invite him to 
spin new truths of nature or of conduct out of that... Development does not 
mean just getting something out of the mind. It is a development of 
experience and into experience that is really wanted... The problem of 
direction is thus the problem of selecting appropriate stimuli for instincts 
and impulses which it is desired to employ in the gaining of new 
experience. What new experiences are desirable, and thus what stimuli 



are needed, it is impossible to tell except as there is some comprehension 
of the development which is aimed at; except, in a word, as the adult 
knowledge is drawn upon revealing the possible career open to the child 
(pp 196-197). 

Dewey understood the necessity of the teacher having clear goals or 
desired outcomes in the designing of the curriculum, so that children would 
have the experiences necessary to learn the desired curriculum in a way 
meaningful to them. He also understood the necessity of the child having 
experience; that head knowledge or book knowledge alone was not 
sufficient. 

Where in Storyline we use the ‘line’ to describe the role of the teacher, 
Dewey talks about the ‘map’ that the teacher provides: 

Well, we must first tell what the map is not. The map is not a substitute for 
personal experience. The map does not take the place of an actual journey. 
The logically formulated material of a science or branch of learning, of a 
study, is no substitute for the having of individual experiences. The 
mathematical formula for a falling body does not take the place of personal 
contact and immediate individual experience with the falling thing. But the 
map, a summary, an arranged and orderly view of previous experiences, 
serves as a guide to future experience; it gives direction; it facilitates 
control; it economizes effort, preventing useless wandering, and pointing 
out the paths which lead most quickly and most certainly to a desired result. 
Through the map every new traveler may get for his own journey the 
benefits of the results of others’ explorations without the waste of energy 
and loss of time involved in their wanderings – wanderings which he 
himself would be obliged to repeat were it not for just the assistance of the 
objective and generalized record of their performances (pp 198-199). 

This is precisely the balance that we seek in our planning of a Storyline 
topic. We know what our desired outcomes are, and we work to design a 
‘story line’ that will take children along a path of discovery to reach those 
outcomes. As Dewey so eloquently states, this ‘map’ or ‘line’ provides the 
learner with an efficiency of discovery that allows for the past knowledge of 
the discipline, or the knowledge of the teacher, to benefit the learner so as 
not to ‘waste energy’. Still, there is clearly no substitute for the learner 
taking the journey and making the discoveries on his or her own. It is the 
potent mix of the two that results in effective learning. 
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The principle of ownership 

This principle is surely the most powerful motivator for children. Children 
feel responsibility, pride and enthusiasm for projects in which they play a 
substantive role. Storyline honours children by beginning with the key 
question ‘What is a _________?’ or ‘What do you think a _________ is 
like?’ This idea of starting by building the children’s conceptual model first 
says that children are not empty vessels waiting to be filled. Collectively, 
they know far more about a given subject than they do as individuals. In 
fact, many teachers’ experience has been that children often know more 
than they do about any given subject. By taking the children’s conceptual 
model seriously and visually bringing it to life in the classroom, we provide 
the fuel that drives the entire Storyline topic. 

John Dewey believed that learning must be in the control of the learner. He 
said: 

Plato somewhere speaks of the slave as one who in his actions does not 
express his own ideas, but those of some other man. It is our social 
problem now, even more urgent than in the time of Plato, that method, 
purpose, understanding, shall exist in the consciousness of the one who 
does the work, that his activity shall have meaning to himself (p 23). 

This is the heart of the principle of ownership. 

The principle of ownership also deals with the idea of viewing the child as 
having a wealth of knowledge already. The child is a whole person, a 
thinking, feeling human being with ideas, thoughts, and opinions of his or 
her own. Dewey elaborates: 

The statement so frequently made that education means ‘drawing out’ is 
excellent, if we mean simply to contrast it with the process of pouring in. 
But, after all, it is difficult to connect the idea of drawing out with the 
ordinary doings of the child of three, four, seven, or eight years of age. He 
is already running over, spilling over, with activities of all kinds. He is not a 
purely latent being whom the adult has to approach with great caution and 
skill in order gradually to draw out some hidden germ of activity. The child 
is already intensely active, and the question of education is the question of 
taking hold of his activities, of giving them direction. Through direction, 
through organized use, they tend toward valuable results, instead of 
scattering or being left to merely impulsive expression (p 36). 

Again, Dewey emphasizes the balance between the impulse of the child 
and the guidance of the adult. Here he is clearly making the case that we 



must begin with the child as he or she is, and direct from that point. I find it 
quite astonishing that these ideas were first shared in 1900. They are so 
fresh and vital today that I could easily imagine them being written for a 
current educational journal. 

When education is centered on the teacher, instead of shared between the 
teacher and the learner, then there is no motivation for learning other than 
to please the teacher or perhaps parents. Dewey talks frankly about this 
evil: 

The second evil in this external presentation is the lack of motivation. 
There are not only no facts or truths which have been previously felt as 
such with which to appropriate and assimilate the new, but there is no 
craving, no need, no demand. When the subject-matter has been 
psychologized, that is, viewed as an outgrowth of present tendencies and 
activities, it is easy to locate in the 
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present some obstacle, intellectual, practical, or ethical, which can be 
handled more adequately if the truth in question be mastered. This need 
supplies motive for the learning. An end which is the child’s own carries 
him on to possess the means of its accomplishment (p 203). 

I have highlighted the two passages above to emphasise the point that 
Dewey makes regarding ownership of learning. Without ownership there is 
no need, with ownership the need is supplied by the learner. In the 
classroom this is always made clear when the children come begging to let 
them go to the library because they have a need in the Storyline topic that 
they do not have an answer for. ‘Please let us go and do some research. 
We have to find out!’ 

The principle of context 

This principle is closely linked to the principle of story. New learning must 
be linked to previous knowledge. Children build their understanding by 
going from the known to the unknown. Context provides children with the 
reason for learning what we want them to learn. When a Storyline topic 
mirrors real life, the context is familiar, and children see its relationship to 
their own lives. The linear, predictable structure of the story is also a 
context they understand. Children research, practise skills, and assimilate 
new knowledge because the story demands it, and because they care 



about it. The visual nature of the Storyline method also helps to build the 
context for learning in a concrete way in the classroom. There is a visual 
setting, characters that can be seen and played with, results of research, 
and problem solving on display in the classroom. 

Dewey addresses the importance of the principle of context in his essay 
The Psychology of Education: 

The problem here is then to furnish the child with a sufficiently large 
amount of personal activity in occupations, expression, conversation, 
construction, and experimentation, so that his individuality, moral and 
intellectual, shall not be swamped by a disproportionate amount of the 
experience of others to which books introduce him; and so to conduct this 
more direct experience as to make the child feel the need of resort to and 
command of the traditional social tools – furnish him with motives and 
make his recourse to them intelligent, an addition to his powers, instead of 
a servile dependency. When this problem shall be solved, work in 
language, literature, and number will not be a combination of mechanical 
drill, formal analysis, and appeal, even if unconscious, to sensational 
interests; and there will not be the slightest reason to fear that books and 
all that relates to them will not take the important place to which they are 
entitled (pp 112-113). 

As in the Storyline method, we see that the reason for knowledge comes 
from the context of the learners’ desire to know, which in turn comes from 
a context that has been built collectively in the classroom by the teacher 
and the students. 

In his essay on Froebel, Dewey talks vividly about the necessity of context 
for the child. He maintains that it is the context which enables the child to 
make sense of the learning: 

The suggestion, for instance, of a playhouse, the suggestion that comes 
from seeing objects that have already been made to furnish it, from seeing 
other children at work, is quite sufficient definitely to direct the activities of 
a normal 
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child of five. Imitation and suggestion come in naturally and inevitably, but 
only as instruments to help him carry out his own wishes and ideas. They 
serve to make him realize, to bring to consciousness, what he already is 



striving for in a vague, confused, and therefore ineffective way. From the 
psychological standpoint it may safely be said that when a teacher has to 
rely upon a series of dictated directions, it is just because the child has no 
image of his own of what is to be done or why it is to be done. Instead, 
therefore, of gaining power of control by conforming to directions, he is 
losing it – made dependent upon an external source (p 130, highlighting is 
mine). 

Clearly, Dewey believed that learning devoid of context was meaningless 
to the child. It lacked the ‘power of control’. His reference to the child 
having ‘no image of his own’ is a direct parallel to the underlying reason for 
the principle of context. The context must be visually created and 
presented in the room, precisely so that the child will have an image of his 
own. 

The Storyline method takes context one step further than Dewey did, in 
that the children actually build the context for the learning to take place as 
they develop the story. This is done by means of a model layout or frieze 
picture in the classroom. This collective construction of the context means 
that all the children have had a share in creating this, and that the context 
physically surrounds the child throughout the course of the topic. In a 
sense, the classroom becomes an environment created by the children, a 
studio where the learning of the topic takes place. The power of this 
collectively created context is that it is present and immediate for every 
child who participated in its creation. No child is deprived or handicapped, 
because every child has a stake in the context. 

The principle of structure before activity 

Before asking children to build their conceptual model, we want to make 
sure that we have given them the chance to push their prior knowledge to 
its edges. When they have reached this point, we know that they will frame 
their own questions and go about trying to find the answers. Children need 
to discover what they don’t know by articulating what they do know, and 
seeing the gaps. Once this has been done, children need to be given 
structures which will enable them to find out what they want to know, and 
to present what they discover. The teacher provides an appropriate 
structure for creating a frieze, doing some research, writing a report, doing 
a presentation or creating a person, so that all children have a point of 
reference or starting point. This structure equals freedom for those children 
who don’t have the skills to accomplish the task on their own. Those who 
do possess the skills have the freedom to use the structure if they choose, 
or to diverge from it. This principle supports the belief that all children can 



accomplish what is being asked of them, provided they are given the 
necessary structure first. 

In describing a scene in the University Laboratory School, Dewey shares 
the use of structures in the children’s work with making cloth: 

Among other things discovered as affecting their relative utilities was the 
shortness of the cotton fiber as compared with that of wool, the former 
averaging say, one third of an inch in length, while the latter run to three 
inches in length; also that the fibers of cotton are smooth and do not cling 
together, while the wool has a certain roughness which makes the fibers 
stick, thus assisting spinning. The children 
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Conclusion 

worked this out for themselves with the actual material, aided by 
questions and suggestions from the teacher (p 21, highlighting mine). 

These children, in a course of study of colonial America, were 
experimenting with the making of cloth from various materials. The teacher 
had clearly provided the children with a structure for spinning, a structure 
for carding, and later on down the line, a structure for weaving. These 
structures allowed the children to accomplish the explo- ration in a way 
that was clearly fruitful. 

In centering his school around the occupations, Dewey believed that he 
was building a community of learners that was a mirror of the real world. 
His school would have been filled with structures, as children went about 
their daily explorations using a variety of materials, and receiving support 
and instruction from teachers. It is important to note that viewing instruction 
from the standpoint of structures is to focus instruction on helping the child 
to accomplish something he or she personally cares about. Consider this 
quote from Dewey in light of these reflections: 

The great thing to keep in mind, then, regarding the introduction into the 
school of various forms of active occupation, is that through them the 
entire spirit of the school is renewed. It has a chance to affiliate itself with 
life, to become the child’s habitat, where he learns through directed living, 
instead of being only a place to learn lessons having an abstract and 
remote reference to some possible living to be done in the future. It gets a 



chance to be a miniature community, an embryonic society. This is the 
fundamental fact, and from this arise continuous and orderly streams of 
instruction (p 18). 

 
In attempting to compare the ideas of John Dewey, an educator from the 
early years of the 20th Century, to the Storyline, an approach to teaching 
and learning developed in that century, the many similarities between the 
two philosophies are remarkable. This similarity is both inspirational and 
encouraging to present-day teachers who make use of Storyline 
approaches. The ideas of Dewey and the philosophy of Storyline are both 
based on careful observation of children, and structuring learning to meet 
their needs. Dewey’s laboratory school in Chicago had a short life, but its 
influence on educational thinking and practice has been immense. 
Storyline was devised almost forty years ago but its influence continues to 
grow. There is compelling evidence that Storyline approaches can play 
their part in keeping alive the principles and practices of Dewey, whose 
work and writing is accepted and admired by many working in education. 
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