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Storylines in 
Practice
Creating, Adopting, or 
Adapting

Christopher Like- Iowa State Science Consultant

UNI Update Conference 2024



Outline
What is a storyline?

What is it like to create one

What to think about when 
adopting

What to think about when 
adapting



Storylining
What are your experiences?



Storyline Guiding Principles
Relevant Phenomena-based (anchor vs lesson)

Questioning Focus on student questions

Iterative Content comes in chunks

Concepts Smaller chunks fit under a larger concept

Sensemakin
g

Students are actively trying to figure 
something out



Student 
Sense-Making

Elements of 
Coherent Science 
Teaching





Creating

01

The story of the cell phone unit



01 02

How do I call across the country on a 
cell phone?

What happens to the 
signal in the phone?

How does my voice 
get into the phone?

03 04 How do the tower talk 
to each other?

How does the phone 
talk to the tower?

Phenomena-based unit

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1xcwjT3Jf_yXSsPMTSrFcEDd53KY-zZh9?usp=share_link


Anchoring  
Phenomena

01

Initial Models and 
Driving Question Boards

Putting the  
Pieces  
Together

04

Consensus Building

Investigation

02

Incremental Learning

Problematizatio
n

05

Relevance

Navigation

03

Developing Student 
Agency

Classroom Routines

Reiser, Brian J. et al. “Storyline Units: An Instructional Model to Support Coherence from the Students’ 
Perspective.” Journal of Science Teacher Education 32.7 (2021): 805–829. Web.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FpW2fOUv8XuiqjbBpieR5sHPqSPqhjFX/view?usp=share_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FpW2fOUv8XuiqjbBpieR5sHPqSPqhjFX/view?usp=share_link
#
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12u-SLW3LuA1nM31BXsM49acFn6FCnfFUGBNbbCRXqLM/edit#heading=h.bjyuih14g9oi
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12u-SLW3LuA1nM31BXsM49acFn6FCnfFUGBNbbCRXqLM/edit#heading=h.bjyuih14g9oi
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12u-SLW3LuA1nM31BXsM49acFn6FCnfFUGBNbbCRXqLM/edit#heading=h.bjyuih14g9oi
#
#
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xhI2nHFERo8eAx9R2FrzLLhhKZ6bhwjPCFGkEQ-WYaA/edit#heading=h.fgb3xui2q0r
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Sound vibrates the 
diaphragm in ways that 

make a signal

Modeling a 
Microphone

Moving a magnet near a 
coil makes electricity.

How does sound get into the phone?

Consensus 
Model

Putting the pieces 
together

Assessment

Sounds Like FunDissecting a 
Microphone
Microphones have 

magnets, coils of wire, 
and a diaphragm

Jimi Hendrix

Music
v= λf



Recognition

The Physics Teacher

NGSS Badged Units

Authentic Science Experiences- WestEd
● Designing High School Learning to Reach All 

Students

https://drive.google.com/file/d/15Xj4DtAU-72rq5KviCv9ieu-DASl2YL4/view?usp=share_link
https://www.nextgenscience.org/badgeunits
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LZU7JswZBsLRXuvnI7iD8vrrQrbdGq7T/view?usp=sharing


More to think about…

3-DIMENSIONS Bundling and unbundling to integrate all dimensions

ASSESSMENTS Writing 3-dimensional assessments is not easy

LITERACY & MATH CONNECTIONS Disciplinary Literacy and the new math

DIFFERENTIATION Meeting the needs of ALL students

ACCESSIBILITY Meeting the needs of ALL students

EQUITY Meeting the needs of ALL students

RELEVANCE Can I make it local and meaningful?

BIASES Implicit and Explicit

So what do we do?

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1c2cWtpDfM6MZF_-dkD_wlRijlR-r3jCfVkb7SMq0qls/edit?usp=share_link


Adopting

02

Find something good and use 
that!



Choosing 

01

Where to look and how to 
assess?

Professional 
Development

02

Nothing is plug and play

Implementation

03

Are all students the same?

Review

04

How often do you replace?

Adopting

#
#
#
#
#
#


More to think about…

SENSE-MAKING Does the curriculum hold to beliefs in student sense-making?

RELEVANCE Why should your students care?

ALIGNMENT Is the curriculum aligned to your state’s standards?

AFFORDABILITY Can you afford the cost and the upkeep?

TIME Does the curriculum fit into your footprint?

WHO CHOOSES Who is at the table making the decision? 

PILOT Do you take time to pilot? How many to pilot? 

GRADING Do the assessments fit your school’s grading practices?

So what do we do?



There is no perfect curriculum. 



Adapting
Find something good and make it 

your own. 

But don’t screw it up!!

03



Storylining 
Non-negotiables

● Anchor Phenomena

● Driving Question Board

● Modeling

● Consensus

● Iterative 



Resources

Christopher Like
Iowa State Science Consultant
chris.like@iowa.gov

Cell Phone Unit

Classroom Routines

OpenSciEd Routines

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1xcwjT3Jf_yXSsPMTSrFcEDd53KY-zZh9?usp=share_link
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/56ef1da37da24f301fccaacd/t/5b82cf7acd8366d1f2cea761/1535299450920/Summary+of+Five+Questions+and+Routines+v2.1+-+2018-08-26+%281%29.pdf
https://www.openscied.org/openscied-instructional-model/
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