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1. Humans are hardwired 
for story

• Narratives hold a privileged status in human 
cognition (Graesser & Ottati 1995).

• We process the narrative form more efficiently
than other language formats with:

• ease of comprehension (Zabrucky & Moore 
1999)

• shorter reading times (Schank & Abelson 
1995)

• increased recall (Graesser et al. 2002)



2. Stories are integrative 
knowledge forms 

• Stories engage our analytical and experiential 
processing systems, helping us weave new ideas 
with existing knowledge, experiences & worldviews 
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine 2018).

• Stories engage empathy (Fludernik 2001, Herman 
2009).



3. Story may broaden 
cultural norms of science

Science is cultural!

STEM norms:
• Competition
• Objectivity
• Individualism
• Verbal debate
• Dualities (nature/culture, reason/emotion, 

animate/inanimate) 

Stories—integrative, universal—may expand these 
norms & broaden participation in science.

Sources: Medin & Bang 2014, Calabrese Barton et al. 2018, Bevan et al. 2018



Stories of Fire: Participatory Storytelling in Science Communication Programming

Research questions:

● How/when is science embedded in Westerners’ 
stories of fire?

● What is the potential of a participatory 
storytelling approach to:
○ Bridge science & everyday life?
○ Facilitate science learning?
○ Expand the cultural norms of STEM?

Pedagogy based on NPS Audience-Centered 
Experiences (ACE) model. 

Piloting education programs at 5 sites of 
interpretation in Idaho this summer!



Modern American history: 
fear/control/tame wildness

Explore beyond self: 
Tips for being in “bear 
country”, applied to 
being in “fire country” 
in small groups.

Essential question: how can our relationships with wild animals help us relate more effectively to wild-fire?

Building 
community: Turn to 
someone next to 
you and introduce 
yourself. Where are 
you from? And 
what brings you to 
this wild place? 

Share personal 
experience: Turn to 
someone next to you 
and share a story 
about a time where 
you experienced 
“wild-ness”.

Share personal 
experience: Think back 
to the wild thing you 
identified earlier. How 
did you respond to it? 

Example program: “Wild Things”



“We lost all of our hayfield [in the Soda 
Fire]. We lost all of our fall pasture. It cost 
us, I don't know, how many thousands of 
dollars to reseed everything. […] [My 
husband] seeded all that ground, all the 
horse pasture and all the alfalfa field and 
everything. And it laid on that ash. And 
then just a few days after that, we had a 
rain. And the rain drove the seed through 
that ash. And I bet you every seed that he 
planted germinated. We've had the most—
and that's what good comes out of the 
fire—but the devastation of all of it 
beforehand. You know? What you have to 
go through…”

Integration of  science, 
experience, & emotion



Participant 1: “We started coming to Stanley 50 years ago. And coming 
back this time—I hadn’t been back this way in a while—I was shocked at 
how many different locations fires had been, you know, between here and 
[home]. Lots, I mean lots and lots of fires. […] we must have passed 20
different fires.”

Frequency of fires in the Western U.S. since 1950; Source: NASA RECOVER/Keith Weber

Science learning through story

Participant 2: 
“It’s just like the 
graph—she’s 
describing the 
graph.”



Relevance

Interpreter: “What can we learn from 
attempts to control or tame wild things?”

Participant: “It’ll come back to bite you!”

Interpreter: “Oh interesting! Tell me more 
about that…”

Participant: “Well, just like when my wild
horse bucked me for the third time, I think 
we’re seeing that if we keep trying to control 
all the fire out here, it’ll just making matters
worse.”



“I'm hoping in 20 years that we are back to 
beautiful lush greenery and trees and that 
we're able to enjoy our beautiful summers 
on the river. And our girls that are teens 
are going to be able to—I mean, in 20 
years, I'm hoping to be enjoying grandkids 
out on the Columbia River kayaking 
and paddleboarding and that we won't see 
these fires.”

Understanding conceptions 
of fire embedded in story



Anecdotal takeaways 

• Stories abound!

• Good program design only takes us so far--interpreter 
knowledge/skills/behaviors are essential:
• Active listening

• True respect for & appropriate validation of audience contributions

• Ability to weave audience stories into larger scientific context

• Facilitation skills

• Collaborative & iterative program design; collaborative facilitation



Adaptations to ACE arc of dialogue:
• “Back pocket” responses to build connections b/w content & stories as part of 

the program development process

• Inviting audience to draw the conclusions after storytelling share-out

Challenges:
• Audience expectations: Sage on the Stage, “facts” vs. stories

• Kid vs. adult-centric dialogue; kid stories…

• Adjusting dialogue techniques with small vs. large groups

• Deep, place-specific resource knowledge necessary!

Anecdotal takeaways 


