
Narrative Curriculum
Using Narratives to introduce STEM lessons



Introducing STEM – Narrative
What is Narrative Curriculum?

• Consider curriculum as a story

• Stories rarely lay out all the facts and ideas in a step- by- step fashion

• Sometimes illogical & incomplete, stories are likely to engage 

• Storytellers are great teachers

• Instead of presenting a straightforward sequence of events, the 
storyteller deliberately raises questions and delays answering them 

• Things learned in the form of a story are easier to remember 

• PBL thrusts students into problem situations immediately, much like a 
reader is thrust into the middle of a story
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Narrative Curriculum

3 Questions answered in all Narrative Curricula

– What do we know? --What do we need to know? --How can we 
find out?

Key Features of Narrative Curriculum

The presence of a mystery, dilemma, or oddity is essential

– The most basic feature of all compelling stories (or problems)

– We are placed into an environment that has to be figured out

– Designed to provide drama, to offer surprises, twists, and turns

– What drives a story?  What makes it worth telling? (TROUBLE)

– Misfit between characters, their actions, the goals of the story, 
the setting, and the means

– A good story centers on what is essential (A big idea)
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Narrative Curriculum

5 Essential Elements of a Narrative Curriculum

• Identifying importance: What is most important 
about this topic? Why should it matter to students?

• Finding binary opposites: What opposites best 
capture the importance of the topic?

• Organizing content into story form: What content 
most dramatically embodies the opposites

• Conclusion: What is the best way of resolving the 
conflicts between the opposites/solve the conflict

• Evaluation: How will we determine whether they 
have learned?
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Informational Texts as Narrative 
Curriculum

What the standards say:

� Build knowledge through 
content-rich nonfiction and 
informational texts, in addition to 
literature

� Produce reading and writing 
grounded in evidence from the 
text, both literary and 
informational

� Regularly practice with complex 
text and its academic 
vocabulary

Informational Text Characteristics:

� Not what it once was!

� Colorful

� Fun

� Engaging

� Rich content

� Learning standards

� Not boring

� Ample opportunities for learning

� Foundation for future learning



Benefits of Using Informational Text
Exposure within early grades leads to:

– Kindergarten and ELL students 
have better grasp on language 
when reading informational text

– Increased writing and 
comprehension

– Positive attitudes toward 
reading, science, math

What learning standards can be 
addressed?

– Expository Text: includes 
definitions/explanations, 
compare/contrast, graphics

– Persuasive Text: states position 
supported by evidence, strong 
language to incite action

– Procedural Text: includes 
material list, shows steps for 
directions, measures of 
specificity, has an end result

– Nonfiction Narrative: 
chronological order, presents 
problem and solution, uses 
artifacts 



Examples of Informational Text 
Design Challenges



Creating STEM Lessons

7 Elements of a Good STEM Lesson/Project

• Purpose and Relevance: Is it personally relevant to the students? Does 
it provide a certain level of intrigue? Does it cause the student to 
want to invest time and effort?

• Time: Projects can last one class period or an entire term, but time 
must be provided to research, plan, build, test, debug, retest, and 
communicate.

• Complexity: The best STEM projects include content from all 
disciplines in STEM and the connections between these content 
areas.

• Intensity: Tap into that natural intensity that children exhibit when 
mastering a video game, reading a new book from a series, etc.



Creating STEM Lessons (continued)

7 Elements of a Good STEM Lesson/Project

• Connection: Great projects or prompts force students to 
connect with other students, people, and ideas (think Internet) 
with whom they might not naturally connect.

• Communication: The big idea of PBL is the concept that the 
final solution must be shared and defended. This provides a 
great deal of motivation and a sense of satisfaction.

• Novelty: Perhaps the most important consideration in STEM. Few 
project ideas are so profound that they can be used year after 
year with the same level of success. If the teacher is bored with 
the idea, students will be bored with the idea.



Creating STEM Lessons - PBL

Five Essential Features for Narrative Curriculum 

Problems:
1. Have a clear purpose that ties directly back to the text.

2. Focus be on process, product, or both

3. No simple right or wrong answers; solutions must be assessed 

along some sort of continuum.

4. Focus on degrees (e.g., quality, proficiency, understanding, 

etc.).

5. Share performance-based scoring information with students 

early—as a guide










