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Taking Your Storytelling to Its Greatest Height
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1.
Oral 
Storytelling
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Learning Objectives

1. Understand the importance of 
telling stories in historical 
exhibits.

2. Investigate basic concepts of 
storytelling with exhibits.
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Great Storytelling is Challenging

“The art of storytelling combines the 
principles of short-story writing and of 

successful acting.”
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-- Ernest Thompson Seton, author & storyteller 



ENVIRONMENT

SETTING
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Key Elements of Storytelling
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2.
The Art of 
Storytelling
Your Display Tells a Story
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Many thanks to
BILL TOPKIS

past GEO Lead Advisor and
author of the original

version of this presentation
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Meet Your Trainer
• Colonneh WWW137
• Houston, Texas
• Former lodge chief, 

Aina Topa Hutsi WWW 60
• Author, A Thing of the 

Spirit: The Life of E. Urner 
Goodman

• Co-Author, Bound in 
Brotherhood: The OA 
Centennial Scrapbook
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Stories are Important
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“Stories have to be told or they die, 
and when they die, we can't 
remember who we are or why we're 
here.”

-- Sue Monk Kidd, author



Where to tell Your Story

• In a Museum
• Permanent
• “Pop-up”

• On a Website
• In a Film or Video
• In a Book
• In a Show

• In a memorabilia 
display

• In a Speech
• In a Comic Strip
• In a Mural
• Any public 

presentation of our 
history
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Oral History can be Storytelling 
But Storytelling is not Oral History

● Oral History is someone telling their story.

● Storytelling is telling Our Story to others.
(e.g. The NOAC GEO tells the OA story.)
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Make a display like 
this “Pop” with storytelling
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Story is what people remember.  
There is no need to show varieties 

except for collectors
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Where’s the story?
(And there is certainly one to tell.)
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● No need to show every issue
Even NSM didn’t show all of their Rockwell oils.

● You confuse the story with extraneous pieces that 
only tangentially fit.

● It’s not about showing off!

● The story is for the masses, save the micro details 
for the experts. 
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If you do it right, it’s almost as if you 
didn’t do anything at all.

• It requires a soft touch

• The story can be picked up without the 
viewer even knowing it.

Billy Clark Comic Strip - The story is compelling, but we 
also learn about the OA’s Founders – Why they are who 
they are! 
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Billy Clark Comic
By Corey Topkis



Basic Museum Storytelling Theory

• Every panel has a topic and a theme
Topic - What the panel is about
Theme - The point you want to make with it

• Weave the panels to create compelling 
storylines

• This makes your presentation interesting 
conveys your “takeaways” - What you want 
your viewer to remember.
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What Makes a Good Takeaway?
• Interesting!
• Fun!
• Thought Provoking
• Compelling
• Relatable
• Branding
• Anecdotes
• Concise
• Know your audience

• Readable Fonts
• Sans serif
• Hierarchy
• Point Size
• Open Space
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Getting Started
• Start at the End!

• What are the feelings and knowledge you want your 
viewer to have at the end?

• If you don’t know this, how do you know what to do?
• Each element of your project should build toward this – as 

in a fable.
• This allows you to develop your “Takeaways” from the 

story.
• Often text blocks in a display are called a
“Takeaway”– each one is an opportunity for
your viewer to take something away with them.
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Why is Storytelling Important?
Because it makes your presentation 
• Interesting
• Convey your presentation’s Takeaways
• Relatable
• Thought provoking

All of which makes the presentation Compelling!
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How to Tell the Story?
• Words:

• Choose carefully – wordsmith
• Music:

• In films
• Ambiance

• Memorabilia:
• *Mantra – The memorabilia is not the story; it colors the story.  

Same with images.
• Images and Graphics

Combine the above!
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As the saying goes, 
“A picture is worth a thousand words”
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OA Tapout, Camp Wolverton (1966)
By Mike Robbins



And paintings too!
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The Scoutmaster (1956)
By Norman Rockwell



Using Images Together with 
Memorabilia to Tell the Story

Notice how combining an image with the memorabilia can help tell the 
story and allow what you show to become more relatable.
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With story you can…
• Tell a moral - but allow the viewers to figure it out themselves
• Make Scouting relatable
• Make a greater point

• In Nuwingi – The Willing
• “How can I make a difference?”
• “You are the next century.”

• Leave a lasting impression
• Provide context

WHY?
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"The human species 
thinks in metaphors and 
learns through stories." 
--Mary Catherine Bateson, 
author, cultural anthropologist
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Story Provides the Larger Picture

• You let Scouts know they are part of a 
long, storied and important tradition.

• Explains that although the program may 
change, the values stay the same.
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Takeaway 
Challenge
• Fix on the story you want 

to tell.
• Then choose the objects, 

words, music, smells, and 
other sensory items that 
will best tell the story.
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