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First things first
Did you figure out the secret message? (If not, try it now!)

This might help…
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SOLUTION
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W E    O F T E N    T H I N K     W E    M U  S T,    A L O N E,

S  O L V E    A L L   T H EP  R O B L E M  S   O N    O U R     O W N.

B U  T     T O U G H E R     C H A L L E N G E S  D O     S E E M

T O     N E E D    M O  R E     M I N D S,    F O R

T E A M     I S     D R E A M!



Quick Intro: what is silverquicken?

● Story-based group challenges

● Enrichment curricula

● Problem- solving, creativity, and 
teamwork skills

● Productive struggle

● Classroom programs, summer camps, and 
a new teacher workbook (SEED), with 
co-author Brian Housand!
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agenda

● Stories Work (Neurobiology and Cognitive 
Psychology say so!) 

● How Stories Work
● Try it!
● Write a Story for Your Lesson (Pro Tips 

included!)
● Q&A / Next Steps
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two passages
Reading A
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Lachryphagy, which derives from the Greek 
lacrima (meaning tear) and phagos (meaning 
“that one eats”), is a practice whereby one 
organism obtains nutrition from the tears of 
another. Several species of butterfly exhibit 
lachryphagous behavior with reptiles, 
specifically certain species of turtles and 
crocodiles, in order to ingest sodium and 
certain proteins that they cannot otherwise 
obtain from their fruit nectar-based diet. The 
turtle ingests sodium through its carnivorous 
diet, so its tears–which are continuously 
produced in the animals’ lacrimal glands to 
keep dust and other irritants out–are a natural 
source of sodium. The butterfly lands in the 
turtle’s eyes and proceeds to drink these salty 
tears, providing its body with a mineral 
essential to metabolism and egg production. 
This is a commensal relationship, in which 
one species (the butterfly) receives benefit 
while the other (the turtle) remains unharmed. 

“Woo hoo!” Aaliyah howls as she pilots her 
giant butterfly through the hot summer air. They have 
miles to go before she and Oliver meet up with their 
teammates back at the Silverquicken school, and they’ll 
have to refuel soon. The passionfruit and acai nectar 
keeps the butterfly in flight, but doesn’t enable the growth 
and development needed for this long flight. 

Just then Aaliyah sees it: a massive turtle 
sunning itself on a log. Oliver, a nervous flyer who has 
been white-knuckling the whole ride, yelps as Aaliyah 
steers the butterfly sharply down toward the river.

“What are you doing?! I thought we needed 
fuel!” he yells, panicked.

“That’s what we’re doing!” she replies, as she 
expertly pulls up on the antenna, slowing the creature 
down for a soft landing right on the edge of the turtle’s 
eye. 

Oliver’s breathing calms as the insect bends 
and gently takes a long, refreshing drink of the turtle’s 
tears. “Oh, right! The salt station! That’s how the butterfly 
gets stronger. I’ve never actually seen it in action!” 

“Yes, the salt and protein in the turtle’s tears 
nourish our butterfly. It’s a beautiful relationship because 
it doesn’t hurt him, but it’s life-giving to our friend here!” 
Aaliyah smiles as she marvels at the wonders of nature.

Reading B



STORIES CAPTIVATE, INSPIRE, and make information stick!
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● Several neuroscience studies1 show that story comprehension activates 
brain regions involved in motor and sensory functions; in essence, the 
listener’s brain is activated in the same regions as if they were experiencing 
the story themselves.

● The brain releases excess dopamine when experiencing or hearing a story of 
an emotionally-charged event, making it easier to remember the event with 
greater accuracy.2 

● Narratives with dramatic arcs cause an increase in cortisol and oxytocin, 
which increases memory of the event / narrative.3

1Including, but not limited to studies such as: Stephens, Silbert, and Hasson, 2010; Rizzolatti & Craighero, 2004
2Clos, Bunzeck, Sommer, 2019, Journal of Neuroscience
3Wagner, Echterhoff, 2018, Frontiers in Human Neuroscience



STORIES make us more empathetic
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● Brain science supports this too: 

○ Narratives with dramatic arcs cause an increase in cortisol and oxytocin, 
and the latter has a positive correlation with feelings of empathy.4

○ Readers who experience stories with more semantic, phonetic, and 
grammatical foregrounding (i.e., more detailed and attention-grabbing 
stories) had more empathy than those without foregrounding.5

● As does cognitive psychology:

○ Fiction is “the mind’s flight simulator,” providing space to identify with 
characters whose goals and desires are different from our own.6

4Paul J. Zak, 2015, Cerebrum
5Eva Maria Koopman, 2015, Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts
6Keith Oatley, 2008, University of Toronto



STORIES have been around since the dawn of time…
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So why don’t we use them today?
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Why don’t we still do it?

Required 
standards

Required 
curricula in 

core subjects

No time or 
energy to 

create stories!

Learners  
have different 

interests

Assessments 
and other 

requirements

We come 
from diverse 

histories/ 
backgrounds



It’s not all-or-nothing!
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Not everything needs to be taught through story, but a short preface/intro can 
provide the right “hook” for a challenging lesson.

Activate emotional connection

Allow learners to set aside 
fears, baggage

Provide an immediate, 
personal relevance or “why”

Enable teamwork, support, 
and ability to communicate

Create safe space to tackle 
novel / challenging problems

Engage, inspire, motivate



Let’s Try It!
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Story continues in the 
border of the puzzle! Gives 

a bit more context and 
visual interest

Story brings learners into 
the action that 

contextualizes the 
puzzle/activity



Debrief - runaway egg
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● How did that go? How did it feel?

● How did the story help you get ready to solve the challenge?

● How did the story help you keep going if / when you were confused?

● What else did you notice about the experience?
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● Location - create a designated “story area” 
(e.g., rug, nook)

● Lighting - adjust the lighting (e.g., lamp, 
fairy lights, colored bulb)

● Sound - use a distinct cue (e.g., chime, snap, 
bell, clap) to begin

● Music - establish theme music or tune to 
build anticipation

● Props - use special objects to bring students 
into the story world

Use a little stagecraft!



create a find a story to step into
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Let’s try it 

together!



Writing a story - pro Tips!
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● Choose character(s) as your protagonists(s)
● Have a goal for the character(s)
● Create an obstacle that gets in the way of the goal
● Figure out how the character(s) can overcome the obstacle to reach the 

goal!
● Start in the middle of the action with the characters, e.g., “Connor spun 

around as he heard a crash from behind the tree…”
● Use “Yes, and…” and “But then…” statements to expand your story.

You can also use AI to draft your story! 
Just prompt it with the character(s), goal, obstacle, and resolution.



Questions and REsources
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● How might you take some of these ideas back to your school?

● What concerns do you have?

● What resources would be helpful?

● Other thoughts?

Get these 

slides here!


