


Time

For in-class activities, 3-5 minutes is 
common. Adjust based on the activity.

Length

This could be word count, page 
count, size, number of frames in a 
storyboard.

Tool

Require that students use a particular 
tool (Tableau, D3, Timeline.js, Sharp-
ies, iPhone video, Legos) to produce 
a story.

Audience

For example, designing for or explain-
ing to an audience of fifth graders will 
force students to edit and simplify.
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Perspective

Tell your story from the perspective of 
a single character or another person 
affected by the story.
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Identify and Test Assumptions

List five assumptions you have about 
the topic and the people you are 
researching.  

How might my past experiences influence my 
approach to this assignment?

Have I taken note of any initial assumptions that 
might color my research?

Get to Know Your Audience

Identify a community affected by your 
story and find out they get informa-
tion about your topic. Consider how 
your project can report back using 
the channels they use to get this 
information.

Who are the community leaders or hubs? What 
online platforms or physical locations are hubs 
for disseminating news? How might location 
figure into how your reader accesses the news?

What triggers your reader to look at the news?

Where does your reader get their news?

Cast a Wide Net

Identify all the different communities 
that might be affected. Talk to people 
who you think might be skeptical of 
your project.

Do you have a diverse range of sources?

Find Prior Coverage

Familiarize yourself with stories 
published about your topic. Search 
Google, Nexis, JSTOR, and other 
databases you have access to.

Are you reinventing the wheel? How can you 
add to what’s already been reported? 
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Find Your North Star

Develop an aspirational goal for your 
journalism to help focus your ap-
proach.

What future are you working toward? 

What outcomes are most important to you and 
your publication? 

What are you hoping your audience will do after 
reading your story?

Look for Patterns and Trends

Use a behavior-over-time graph to 
record and observe how elements of 
a system change over time.

What important elements have changed in the 
system?

How have the elements changed over time?

What patterns or trends have emerged over 
time?

Make a Timeline

Arrange all of your reporting in 
chronological order.

Timeline.js is a useful and attractive timeline 
framework for making online chronologies from 
Knight Labs. (https://timeline.knightlab.com/)

Seek Your Audience

Brainstorm all the different ways 
that you could deliver your story to a 
member of your audience. Put down 
every idea that comes into your head, 
no matter how impractical.

When would your audience be most receptive to 
this story?

Which channels could you use to deliver it? 

If you met an audience member in person, how 
would you share the story? 
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Develop a Framing Question

Describes the system in your 
story with a question that be-
gins: What forces account for 
____________________?

For example: What forces account for 
the current levels of human slavery in 
corporate supply chains?

Remember to describe the system as it currently 
exists, and in a holistic way.

Identify Enablers and Inhibitors

Think of five forces that are enabling 
the system you are reporting on from 
being effective.

Think of five factors that are inhibiting 
the system from meeting its goal. 

Use this brainstorm to refine your 
argument. 

What “enables” or “inhibits” the problem or issue 
you are exploring? 

What is the relationship between your story and 
its broader context?

Make a Mind Map

Write your topic in the middle of a 
piece of paper or whiteboard. Add 
keywords, images, or characters 
around it, and draw lines to show how 
they connect to your central topic 
and to one another.

Where does the map have density? Where do 
you see gaps? What areas stand out? What are 
outliers? 

Define and Organize Forces

Review your reporting. On a sepa-
rate sticky note, write the name any 
people, trends, events, beliefs, norms, 
institutions, phenomena, laws, poli-
cies, etc. involved in your story. These 
are all forces.

Move similar forces together, as in a 
capture-and-cluster exercise. Label 
each cluster of forces. 

When naming forces, keep them short and try 
to avoid embedding bias. For example, “level of 
education” is better than “lack of education.”

If you think you’re done, try to finish this 
sentence: “No full description of this system is 
complete without ___________.”
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Categorize Using SAT

Look at each force you’ve identified 
and consider whether it is a
structural, attitudinal, or transactional 
force. 

Find someone else to work with you on this 
classification. Talking things through with others 
may shed light on something you missed.

Make It Visual

Tell your story only through images.

What is the minimum number of images needed 
to tell your story? Can you get it down to 3?

Is your story linear or non-linear? Interactive or 
static?

How might the composition of the photographs 
contribute to the storytelling?

Tell It Differently

Tell your story in a different form. It 
could be:

- Audio
- Pictorial
- Interactive
- Map
- Timeline
- Prose
- Poetry
- Dialogue
- Comic
- Graphic

Share Your Work

Share your work (or a part of your 
work) with a few different people: 
a friend, a colleague, a classmate, a 
stranger.

Sometimes sharing an entire story before it is 
finished is not practical or advisable. However, 
there are often pieces (paragraphs, outlines, etc) 
that might benefit from early feedback.

Does my writing make sense, and is it interest-
ing? 

Is the evidence I’m using convincing? Is it ex-
plained clearly? 

Does the information seem to be in the right 
order? 
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Fact Check

Print out your story. Highlight facts, 
details or quotes in green and names 
in orange. Grab a pen and go through 
each, writing down the page of a doc-
ument or interview that supports it.

Has anything been embellished or invented?

Could anything you’ve written or represented 
be perceived as deceptive or misleading? 

Are quotes precise? Are statistics used 
truthfully?

Apply Skepticism

Review your work through the lens of 
a healthy skeptic. 

Identify the source that you trusted 
most and review what you learned 
from them twice. 

Question what you see and hear from others. 
Be skeptical about your ability to know what it 
means. 

Kill Your Darlings

Identify an idea or phrase that struck 
you as especially clever or insightful. 
Get rid of it. See how the story works 
without it.

If that brilliant idea that you feel attached to 
doesn’t fit, you have to be ready to leave it 
behind. 

Collate Feedback

Sift through your feedback and write 
down the top 3-5 points. Decide 
which ones you want to implement 
and do them.

After getting feedback, it’s good to step back 
and review everything that was said. You will 
often see patterns and repetition, a few points 
made by multiple people. Think about why those 
are recurring. They are usually a good place to 
start.
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Listen With an Open Mind

Record feedback as it’s happening: 
take notes, make an audio or video 
recording. Withhold judgment. 

Notice when you’re being defensive 
and try to let it go. That’s usually a 
sign that something isn’t clear or that 
it’s confusing. 

Be careful not to “lead the witness” by asking 
pointed questions or framing them to get desired 
responses.

Set Revision Priorities

After you’ve identified what you 
can work on to improve your story, 
estimate the size and importance of 
each task.

Size is the effort the task required. 
Use T-shirt sizes: Small, Medium, 
Large, X-Large.

Importance is how much task is to 
your final story. Classify as Show-
stopper (cannot be published unless 
it is done), Critical (important for ), 
or Nice-to-Have (adds polish but not 
essential).

Use Showstopper, Critical, and Nice to Have.

- Showstopper: cannot be published unless it is 
done.
- Critical: essential to maintaining trust with 
your audience
- Nice-to-Have: Gives extra level of polish but 
not essential

Conduct an Individual Postmortem

Ask yourself, what exactly did you 
accomplish? And what could you do 
better next time?

What do you think went well on the project?

What was the single most frustrating part of the 
assignment?

What changes would you make to your process?

Conduct a Team Postmortem

Get together with your editor, design-
ers, and others who worked on the 
story with you. Ask, what exactly did 
you accomplish? And what could your 
team do better next time?

What were the core strengths of this project 
team?

What were the biggest weaknesses of this team?

Did the team get the results you wanted from 
this project?

Honesty will be difficult but supremely import-
ant. Try to frame your feedback without pointing 
fingers.
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Search for Relevant Data

Look for public data sets that relate to 
the topic of your story.  

The federal government has an index at data.
gov. State and local governments also have 
online data repositories.

Link Cause and Effect

Pick a force that you think is import-
ant. Look for another force that it 
causes. Then figure out what that 
second force causes. 

Try to keep going until you’ve come 
back to the initial force and identified 
a feedback loop.

If you get stuck, try working backward, from 
effect to cause. Or talk it out with an editor or 
colleague. 

Develop Personas

Imagine three different characters 
who are involved in or affected by 
your story.

What are the key traits of the fictionalized 
personas?

What are their motivations? 

What are their needs?

Connect Loops

Using all of the loops you made, 
orient them around one another. Start 
with ones that have common or simi-
lar elements and build from there.

For example, if the forces of “level of 
education” and “food security” are 
found in 3 loops, orient those around 
one another. 

Tip: the loops will not necessarily 
remain in circular form
since certain elements will be used 
more than once.

Is each new loop adding necessary information? 
Or is it just interesting? Is the map evidence 
based? 

The point of connecting the loops is to under-
stand the connections between loops, and how 
certain forces are stronger than others, how 
vicious cycles are 
reinforced, and how unintended negative conse-
quences occur.
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Brainstorm People to Interview

Make a list of all individuals or institu-
tions who
- made this story happen
- will be affected by this story
- can make sense of this story

Storyboard It

Sketch out your story in a series of 
frames, as if you’re working on a com-
ic book or a movie.

Don’t worry about how well you draw. Stick 
figures are fine.

Talk It Out

Get out your smartphone or another 
audio recorder. Make a recording 
while telling your story to yourself or 
to a friend. Transcribe your recording.

If you get stuck, take a deep breath and start 
the sentence again. 

You can also try singing.

Keep Going

Write all the way to the end. Or write 
your final paragraph. 

Stop fiddling with the lede. You can 
go back and fix it later. 
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Shift Your Perspective

Think about the actors in a system 
and what mental models they’re 
bringing to the system that are affect-
ing the way they participate. 

Shift between different levels of 
perspective, from events, to patterns, 
to structures and finally to the mental 
models that give rise to systems, in 
order to better understand them. 

Change the time horizon associated 
with looking at a system in order to 
find time delays from prior actions in 
a system.

Make One More Call

Try someone on your list of sources 
who you’ve been hesitant to call. 

Call someone who hasn’t responded 
to your email.

Call someone who hasn’t returned 
your call yet.

Develop an Elevator Pitch

Pare down the essence of your story 
to one sentence, two at most. 

If you can’t capture the idea in one or two 
sentences, your audience may have trouble 
understanding why you’re telling this story.

Start Afresh

After finishing a quick sketch or rough 
draft, tear it up or delete it.

Start over. The next draft will be 
better. 
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Drive-By

After you’ve made something (a draft, 
a sketch, a map), put it up on the wall. 
Find someone (either a representative 
of your audience or a someone with 
relevant expertise) outside of your 
group. Put this person in front of your 
sketch and ask them to tell you what 
they see and get their first impres-
sion. 

How much does the person understand sight 
unseen, without any backstory or explanation? 
Understanding what lands and doesn’t land will 
show you what you need to add or explain.

Develop a Problem Statement

Think about a system involved in your 
story, and complete the following 
sentences:

This system benefits 
________________.
This system serves to 
_______________, 
________________, 
________________.
The current system is op-
timized to produce 
__________________________.
The dominant, even if unde-
sired, purpose of the system is 
____________________.
The system would change if _______. 

What stories can you tell to explore 
this subject further?

Identify Leverage Points

Use what you know about a system’s 
structure to identify possible leverage 
points. Consider the strength of the 
evidence that is leading you to these 
points.

Leverage points are points of tension — this is 
where the stories are.

Where might a small change have a long-last-
ing, desired effect? 

Are there other small changes that you have not 
yet considered that could lead to significant, 
enduring improvements?

Are there spots that are frozen or unlikely to 
change? Or have pent-up energy disrupting the 
status quo or causing pattern changes?
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Behavior-Over-Time Graph

A simple graph showing how some-
thing changes over time. If you don’t 
have exact data, estimate.

1. Draw X and Y axes.
2. Label X in units of time. 
3. Label Y as factor being graphed.
4. Create scale for Y factor.
5. Draw the graph. 

Answer the questions:
• What changed?
• How did it change?
• Why did it change?
• Why is this change important?

Capture and Cluster

An exercise to come up with a lot 
of ideas related to a problem, then 
group them to discover patterns.

1. State the problem.
2. Using post-its, list all factors, one per post-it.
3. Put up post-its on a wall.
4. Cluster and group similar post-its together.
5. Title each cluster.

Feedback Loop

A diagram showing how at least two 
factors relate to each other.

1. Identify a problem and list the forces involved.

2. Choose two or more dynamic factors that 
change over time and that you think are related. 
Draw arrows to connect the factors.

3. Check and see if you can answer the key 
question to figure out if there is a relationship 
between the factors. If so, then you have discov-
ered a feedback loop.

4. When one factor changes (increases or 
decreases), how does it impact another related 
factor? (Repeat this question for all factors in 
loop.)

Causal Map

A causal map shows multiple rela-
tionships within a system. Or, in other 
words, it shows relationships between 
actions and effects in a system.

1. Identify a problem and put it in the center of a 
piece of paper.

2. List all factors that are involved in the prob-
lem around the center of the piece of paper. 
Leave space.

3. Draw arrows between factors that seem 
related.

4. Ask the key questions whenever you think you 
have found a feedback loop.

5. Highlight any feedback loops that you find.

6. Add “-“ and “+” to show relationships between 
factors.
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SAT Analysis

A way to classify forces in a system 
as structural, attitudinal, or transac-
tional.

Structural refers to systems and institutions 
designed to meet people’s basic human needs. 

Attitudinal refers to shared norms, beliefs, social 
capital, and intergroup relationships that affect 
the level of cooperation between groups or 
people. 

Transactional refers to the processes and skills 
involving key people to manage conflict, build 
interpersonal relationships, solve problems 
collaboratively, and turn ideas into action. 

Systems Thinking Problem 
Checklist

What Makes a Good Systems Think-
ing Problem?

Is the problem complex?
If so, it is a good systems thinking problem.

Do there seem to be multiple potential solutions?
If so, it is a good systems thinking problem.

Is the problem relevant to students?
If so, it is a good systems thinking problem.

If you can Google the answer,
it is NOT a good systems thinking problem.

Mental Model

The relationships and assumptions 
about a system held in a person’s 
mind.

Mind Map

Write your topic in the middle of a 
piece of paper or whiteboard. Add 
keywords, images, or characters 
around it, and draw lines to show how 
they connect to your central topic 
and to one another.

Where does the map have density? Where do 
you see gaps? What areas stand out? What are 
outliers? 
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Fixes That Fail

Any kind of temporary solution that 
fails to fix a problem in the long term 
— and might even make it worse. 
Fixes that Fail are often put in place 
quickly, usually without thinking 
through all the unintended conse-
quences on a system as a whole.

Enablers and Inhibitors

Enablers are forces that support, en-
courage or increase the effectiveness 
of a system. Inhibitors undermine the 
effectiveness of a system.

Leverage Points

Places in a system where a small shift 
can produce big changes in the entire 
system.

Innovation often occurs when a previously 
unidentified leverage point is exploited.  

Not every place in a system is a leverage point. 
Most of the time, changing one thing in a 
system will just have small effects that aren’t felt 
throughout the system.

“Where might a small change have a long-last-
ing, desired effect?” 

“How can we use what we know about the sys-
tem to identify possible leverage actions?”

“Are there other small changes that we have 
not yet considered that could bring us desirable 

results?

Postmortem

An honest, self-reflective meeting 
conducted at the end of a project.

Here are some principles to keep in mind:
- Be careful not to point fingers. The tendency to 
do this will be great. Find ways to frame events 
without an accusatory tone.
- Honesty is difficult but necessary.
- Highlight things that went well and the suc-
cessful things people did.
- Go back and look at the goals you set at the 
beginning of the project. What happened along 
the way that changed your thinking on those?
- What surprising things did you learn?
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Chronology

A time-based layout of events.

At bare minimum, to create a chronology, you 
need:
- Event Title
- Event Description
- Start Date (usually month/day/year with min/
hour optional, just be consistent)
- End Date (if it’s a short, single occurrence, you 
can just have an end date)

Additionally, you can add details like:
- Category
- Media (image, video, multimedia link)

- Source (documentation link)
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