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Creative Story-Making Strategies

A variety of instructional strategies can inspire improved literacy in students, facilitate the
process of creative writing, and support them in expressing their thoughts and ideas. To that end,
Bowkett (2010) suggests many creative ideas to support literacy and creative writing through
storytelling. Storytelling and story-making are skills that support more than just writing. The
further benefits are many, supporting curiosity, encouraging collaboration, allowing students to
establish relationships, improving emotional development, and supporting inclusive instruction
(Kennedy-Berge, 2022). “A picture is worth a thousand words” as Bowkett (2010) reminds in the
introduction, as she presents ways to incorporate images as a springboard for creative work.
Richards & McKenna (2003) support this view, arguing that visual arts have the potential to
communicate ideas and emotions and thereby support creative writing. Bowkett (2010) divides
his strategies into four sections. This paper will address a selected strategy from each section and
evaluate the learning benefits for each, and give practical tips and suggestions for extensions of
each activity.

Getting Started: Brainstorming and Association Webs

For this activity, Bowkett (2010) suggests using a single picture as a springboard for
brainstorming ideas (p.9). Create a set of picture cards, each showing a single object. Present
these in a basket to the students and ask a student to select one from the basket. Students can
work together to create a word web of associated words on a common whiteboard or large paper,
with the image in the center. Alternatively, students can create their own lists and then share their
ideas in a group. Discuss the word lists and ask the students to choose a theme of associations,
weeding out any words that might not relate to the chosen theme. This will act as the start of a
new story.

This activity can be extended by providing a larger quantity of images in a basket and
students can sort through the possible images to find ones that they would associate with the

original image. Additionally, the basket could also contain word cards providing a variety of



verbs, adjectives, and adverbs to help further build the associations, lending more detail to the
budding storyline. Creating a set of pictures and words on magnetic material could allow students
to manipulate the ideas and associations as they discuss while giving the possibility of displaying
their word web on a whiteboard in the classroom.

The learning benefits of this strategy include vocabulary-building as the students work
together to build associations. As the students proceed with the task, they must also use critical
thinking skills to decide whether the associated words are appropriate for the storyline, rather
than just random associations. It also supports word skills, as students use synonyms, antonyms,
and others as they build their word web.

Building Narrative: The Narrative Template

Bowkett (2010) uses a narrative template to represent the significant events of a storyline

(p. 58). Using a Mobius strip format, place or write the numbers 1-10 along the strip as shown in

the figure below (Bowkett, 2019, p. 57).

Each number corresponds to a significant event, such as the call to action, heeding the
call, descending into danger, crossing into unfamiliar territory, reaching a low point, the rally, the
twist in the tale, the final conflict, and the return home. As you present each stage to the students,
relate to a story they are all familiar with, perhaps one that has been read aloud to the class prior
to this activity. Prepare small cards with images from that story that relate to each stage. Ask the
students to discuss the images and place each image beside the number or stage to which it
corresponds. Discuss the challenges and resolutions in the story and how it propels the narration,
giving it energy and movement. Encourage the students to reflect on other stories, such as a

fairytale or a legend, and try placing the events of the story on the Mdbius strip.



The activity can be extended to create a sequel, based on the infinitive property of the
Mabius strip. Students can analyze a narrative story and place each event on the model. Then ask
the students what comes next for the protagonist, now that he has completed the loop. Students
can then create a series of events, following the same loop, that leads the hero on a further quest,
facing new challenges and struggles. Students can also try to alter the sequence of events,
rearranging the numbers into a new sequence to explore whether it is as effective as the set
sequence on the strip.

The learning benefits of this strategy are to isolate each story element and discover how
they relate to each other and how they are necessary to the structure of a story. It is useful for
analyzing other written work, as well as other mediums like film and theater. The model of the
Mobius strip also helps to illustrate the change in pace and the tension in a story, which students
can utilize in their writing.

Enriching the Story: Parallel Story

Based on previous story-building activities, students can now reflect on how a narrative
might differ based on the particular character’s viewpoint (Bowkett, 2010, p. 63). Prepare sets of
image cards for a variety of stories the students are familiar with, for example, the traditional tale
of the Three Little Pigs. Using the picture cards for the three little pigs, ask the students to place
the depicted events in order, referring to the narrative strip if needed. Then read aloud The True
Story of the Three Little Pigs (Scieszka, 1996). Compare the two versions of the story, noting
common events in both narrations. Discuss the implications of how a story can change based on
the character’s point of view. Ask the students to agree on a new story, perhaps one that was
previously read aloud for the class. Identify the character in the story that is narrating. Then, in
small groups, ask the students to choose a different character from the story and narrative the
same story from that character’s viewpoint. They may use the narration strip and illustrate the

events or jot down notes, rather than write the full story. Ask the groups to share the results.



Discuss how the different viewpoints change the story and the students’ perception of the
different characters.

An extension for this activity could be to ask students to work in pairs and each student
can choose a different story. They can discuss the events of the story, using the event picture
cards if needed. Then, challenge the students to find a way that the two different stories might
intersect at a single point on the narration strip. How might that alter the events and perception of
the story? For example, if the students chose Little Red Riding Hood and The Three Little Pigs,
what might happen if the wolf from The Three Little Pigs walked in on Little Red Riding Hood’s
grandmother instead of the pigs? Allow the students time to discuss and then create an alternative
narration line based on the intersection.

The learning benefits of this activity involve the development of critical thinking and
flexibility of the structure of a narrative. It is also an excellent activity for character exploration
and development, as well as for investigating a variety of perspectives that may change the
reader’s perception. This is an important life skill for collaboration and awareness.

Story Grids: Story Strings

Story strings (Bowkett, 2010, p. 97) are extensions of a narrative strip and story grid that
bring in a tactile element to the activity through the use of beads and other objects that can be
strung along a string at intervals. Introduce the activity to the class by selecting a variety of beads
and discussing what each bead might represent. This is a more abstract concept, so a few
suggestions might be necessary to guide the students initially. When the students have understood
the concept, allow them to individually note down which bead they might use as the main
character, and what other events or details of a story the various beads might represent. When
they are ready, they can each choose a selection of beads, placing them in a small bowl which
they can bring back to their desk. Next, they can work in pairs to discuss the events in the story
and what their selected beads could represent, arranging the beads in an initial sequence on their

desk. The students can then string their beads, knotting the string on either side of each bead so



they stay in place. When all the story string is complete, they can work in pairs to tell their story.
The student should hold the string and move their fingers to each bead as they tell their story.
Students can also reshape their linear string into a Mobius shape to emphasize the rhythm and
sequence of events in a narration.

An alternative exercise that is less abstract could be to collect small objects in a basket
and, working in pairs or small groups, students can arrange the objects in a sequence to create a
storyline. An extension of the beaded story string could be to create a string that represents a
character’s traits, describing the character through colors, textures, and patterns.

The learning benefits of story strings include tactile manipulation of physical objects for
more sensory learners, as well as being able to physically move along a string that represents a
narrative line. The abstract nature of the beads encourages creative and interpretive thinking
when considering what each bead might represent. The story strings also provide an aesthetic
aspect to creative story-making.

Conclusion

Facilitating creative exploration and expression provides the learners with positive
impressions and interactions with the tenets of quality literature. This is particularly relevant to
the Montessori classroom, where freedom of choice and creative expression is in focus for
personal development. Nikolajeva (2014) highlights how the power of exposure to fiction and
how it can captivate the reader on many levels. These benefits are transferrable to the creation of
fiction, to story-making. Students are allowed to explore territory and topics that might not be
possible in real life but are accommodated in fictional creative writing. Using visual and
structured strategies that actively involve the students’ imagination will encourage students to
further explore and develop their writing skills. As Beckett (2010) concludes, “the Vietnamese
poet and monk Thich Nhat Hanh said that life is the instrument by which we search for the truth.

Creating stories helps to sharpen that instrument” (p. 100).
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