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OB J EC T IV E S: 

1 .  Lear n  the  “ s tory  be at s”  that  are  ingrained  in  all  o f  u s ,  helping  us  engage  with 
the  s t o r ie s  we  t ell  f rom ge ne rat ion  to  generat ion .

2 .  Un ders t and how to  l e verage  the  “ s tory  beat s”  t o  increase  engagement  and detail 
r e t en t io n .

DESC RIPTI ON: 

Ev ery  s t o ry  ever  wri t t en  touche s  s imilar  s tory  beat s .  There  are  a  f ew theorie s  on  how 
the  s t o r y  beat s  go  the re ,  but  the  fac t  i s  they  are  pre s ent ,  no  doubt ,  in  all  o f  u s . 

Un ders t an ding  the s e  be at s  and asking  the  r ight  ques t ions  will  help  your  s tudent s 
en ga ge  w ith—and relate  t o—the  s tory  on  a  deeper  l evel .  Focus ing  the ir  cr i t ical 
think in g  in  thi s  way  increase s  unders tanding  and re t ent ion  for  be t t er  reading 
co mp r ehen s ion  and analys i s .

Make Your 
Student the Hero
Learning through story interaction with 
James R. Hannibal

LIGHTRAIDER
ACADEMY



Prot ago nis t

An t agonis t

Tim e

Pl ace

Pl ot

Them e

The Story Beats Chart
The Stor y  B eats  Char t  works 
great  on a  white  board or  in  a 
notebook for creating a top level 
over v iew of  the  p oints  you’d 
l ike  your  student  to  watch for. 
The chart  breaks the stor y into 
four  phases  that  might  sound 
fami l iar  i f  you’ve  heard of  the 
hero’s  journey.  The two most 
common methods  for  ident i-
f y ing each phase  are  ref lec ted 
in  the  phase  t i t les  above  and 
below the  top l ine. 

B efore  your  student  begins  to 
ident i f y  each beat  in  the  stor y, 
be  sure  to  discuss  the elements 
or  bui lding blocks  of  the  stor y 
l i s ted next  to  the  check boxes 
below.
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Prot ag onis t

An t agonis t

Time

Place

Plot

Theme

1.  Understand the  s ix  stor y  e lements  (bui lding blocks)  that  ser ve  as  the  foundat ion 
for  the  stor y  beats

2 .  Understand the f irst  two phases  and the f irst  e leven elements  of  the Stor y B eats  Chart .

3 .  Understand the  quest ions  to  ask  to  help  students  engage with the  stor y  beats . 

(More  s pace  for  note s  on  next  pa ge )

Phases 1 & 2 Overview
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After  the f irst  chapter  (or  the f irst  few chapters)  take your students  through the bui lding 
blocks  and ask quest ions  that  wi l l  prepare  them for  the  beats .  You wi l l  return to  these 
blocks  af ter  phase  two (midpoint) ,  and again af ter  phase  four  (at  the  end of  the  stor y) .

Prot ago nis t

An t agonis t

Tim e

Pl ace

Pl ot

Them e

Who or what is the main character of the story? Why? What 
about this character makes him/her/it the primary focus and 
the one to drive the story forward?

Who or what acts  as an opponent or foil to prevent the 
antagonist from achieving his/her/its primary goal?

What is the time period of the story? What do you already 
know about this time period or era within the story world?

Where does the story take place. What do you already know 
about this place and its relationship with the story world?

What do you suspect will be the main conflict of the story. 
From the f irst chapter or f irst few chapters, are you able to 
discern the protagonist’s goal/hopes?

Does the story have a message? What do you think that 
message is? If not, do you think the story will center around 
a general idea like friendship or loyalty?

Building Blocks

Blocks Questions
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As you read the  f i rst  quar ter  (genera l ly)  of  the  stor y,  ident i f y  each of  these  beats  and 
ask  quest ions  to  help  your  students  place  themselves  in  the  hero’s  shoes .

C om fort  Z one

The  St ruggle

The  Hint

C al l  t o  Act ion

Pin ch One

Refu s a l

The  Spa rk

Describe the hero’s comfort zone (ordinary world). Would 
you be comfortable in the same environment/situation? 
What would you change about it?

In the f irst few chapters, the story will reveal some struggle 
for the hero, or multiple struggles. These may be emotional 
or physical. Can you identify the struggle(s)?

Often the story will give the reader an(some) early hint(s) of 
impending dangers or bad things to come. Can you identify 
any hints of this nature? What did the hero do about it? 
What would you do?

When hints don’t get the job done, the hero receives a call 
to action, inviting the hero to venture beyond his or her 
comfort zone. What is this call to action in the story? How 
would you respond? How does the hero respond?

Do we get a glimpse of the villain/antagonist early in the 
story? In Hollywood, this is called a “pinch.” What does the 
pinch tell us about the villain? Does it create sympathy or 
make you despise the villain?

To help us understand the risks involved, the hero often 
refuses the call to action. Is there a refusal in this story? 
Why did the hero refuse the call? Would you refuse it for the 
same reasons, different reasons, or not at all?

If the hero refuses the call, a spark or kick is needed to boot 
the hero into the story. What happens that forces the hero 
out of the comfort zone? If you had refused the call, would 
this spark be enough to force you out of a similar comfort 
zone? If not, what would it take?

Story Beats Phase 1

Beats Questions
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N ew Wo rld

The  C ha se

Al l ie s

Ap p roac h  One

The spark forces the hero out of the comfort zone (ordinary 
world) and into a “new world.” Describe the differences 
between the two. What risks/dangers do these differences 
bring for the hero? Would you feel afraid or disoriented if 
you were in the hero’s place?

How does the antagonist/villain or the new world itself put 
the hero “on the run”? Does the hero f ight or flee (or both)? 
What would you do? What sort of help would you like to 
have if you were in the hero’s place?

When we are disoriented in a new place or unfamiliar 
situation, two types of people can be great allies. They are 
mentors (teachers) and friends. Does the hero f ind  allies 
in the new world. Who are they? If you were in the hero’s 
place, would you want/trust these allies?

It’s time to make a plan! Remember the “plot” in our 
building blocks? What problem must the hero solve? In this 
phase of the story, do the hero and his/her allies form a plan 
to solve the problem? Do you like their plan? What would 
you do differently?

As you read the  second quar ter  of  the  stor y,  ident i f y  each of  these  beats  and ask  ques-
t ions  to  help  your  students  place  themselves  in  the  hero’s  shoes .

Pin ch Two

The O rde a l

Recall what a “pinch” is in storytelling parlance. Did you 
get another glimpse of the villain/antagonist during Phase 
2? What are the antagonist’s goals? How is the antagonist 
opposing the hero, and how does that make you feel? What 
would you do about it? What does the hero do? Will the 
hero’s plan fail?

The hero and his/her allies attempted to execute their plan 
and solve the problem. Usually, the f irst attempt doesn’t 
go so well. What went wrong. How do the hero and/or the 
allies suffer. Does part of this ordeal symbolize death? If you 
had to suffer a similar ordeal, could you bear it?

Story Beats Phase 2

Beats Questions
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Prot ag onis t

An t agonis t

Time

Place

Plot

Theme

1.  Remember  the  s ix  stor y  e lements  (bui lding blocks)  that  support  the  stor y  beats .

2 .  Ident i f y  the  stor y ’s  centerpiece  (of ten the  sett ing where  the  ordea l  takes  place) .

3 .  Understand the  last  two phases  and the  last  twelve  beats  of  the  Stor y  B eats  Char t . 

The Centerpiece: During Approach 1 and The Ordeal, the hero and his/her allies may have en-
tered a grand or dark setting. The awe or inherent drama of this place is often the tent pole that 
supports the center of the story. Help your students identify the centerpiece (if there is one), and 
ask them how this location makes them feel. Do the students find themselves shouting “Turn 
back!” at the hero, or do they want the hero to rush in?

Phases 3 & 4 Overview
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Reward  One

E s cap e  One

Ap p roac h  Two

Pin ch T h ree

O rd ea l  Two

The Twist

How does the hero survive The Ordeal that ended Phase 2? 
Sometimes, we call this a resurrection. Did you have a different 
idea of a way for the hero or his/her allies to survive? Does the 
hero receive some physical or emotional reward after surviving? 
What is it? How will this help the hero solve the main problem?

How do the hero and/or the allies escape the centerpiece 
location of the story? Must they sacrif ice something in 
order to get away? Do you have a better idea of how they 
might have escaped? Why didn’t they see your way, or what 
might have stopped them?

Now that the hero and the allies have discovered the flaws 
in their earlier plans (Approach One), they can make a new 
plan. What is different about this new plan? What have they 
learned or what boons have they gained that helped them 
construct a better plan. Did they get it right this time?

Does the story give us yet another look at the villain/
antagonist, and how the antagonist might once again foil 
our hero? Does each look at the villain increase or decrease 
your sympathy for him/her/it? How has the villain changed 
since the Phase 1, when the story gave us our f irst glimpse?

What new setting do the hero and/or the allies enter in 
order to execute their new plan? What unexpected problems 
do they face? Is there another symbolic death? What actions 
might you take that are different from those of the hero/
allies? Why are your choices better? What new problems 
might you face? 

Storytellers love to surprise their readers with a twist, and 
often the biggest twist of a story occurs right here, at the end 
of Phase 3 (or sometimes Phase 2). Does this story include a 
twist? Why is it surprising (or why not)? Did the hero or the 
allies see the twist coming? Should they have seen it coming? 
Why, or why not? Do you see any hope for the hero now?

As you read the  third quar ter  of  the  stor y,  ident i f y  each of  these  beats  and ask quest ions 
to  help  your  students  place  themselves  in  the  hero’s  shoes .

Story Beats Phase 3

Beats Questions
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Pin ch Four

Ap p roac h  T h ree

F in a l  B a tt le

Vict ory

N ew Ho pe

Reward/
E s cap e  Two

As you read the  third quar ter  of  the  stor y,  ident i f y  each of  these  beats  and ask quest ions 
to  help  your  students  place  themselves  in  the  hero’s  shoes .

Oh look. Hope! How does the hero survive Ordeal Two 
that ended Phase 3? Does the hero receive some physical or 
emotional reward? What is this new hope? How will this help 
the hero solve the main problem? Knowing what you know 
now, how would you solve the problem?

How do the hero and/or the allies respond to the ordeal. Do 
they escape to make a new plan (Approach Three), or stay 
and f ight? What would you do in their place?

Do we get another look at the villain/antagonist? What 
emotion do you sense from the antagonist: rage, frustration, 
overconf idence, desperation, indifference, or something 
else? If the hero could see what you can see through the 
narrator’s eyes, would that change his/her actions?

If the hero and the allies make a new plan to solve the 
problem, it is probably the f inal plan. This time it’s either 
victory or utter defeat. Do you agree with their plan? 
Does the hero know everything that you know, or has the 
storyteller given you extra information (like a pinch)? Try 
to imagine knowing only what the hero knows, and then 
decide if you would follow the same path.

This is it! The hero must solve the problem in this scene or 
be forever labelled “not really much of a hero.” Does the 
hero defeat the antagonist? Does the hero need to defeat 
the antagonist, or is there another way? In the midst of the 
Final Battle, are there actions you would take that the hero 
doesn’t?

What does Victory look like for the hero. Do you agree that 
this is a victory? Does the hero return to the ordinary world. 
How has it changed? How do these changes relate to the 
hero and the allies’ approaches / ordeals / victory? If you 
were in the hero’s place, what would you do next?

Beats Questions

Story Beats Phase 4
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