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Three 
questions for 
our session:
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? What is Storypath?

? How does Storypath 
engage learners in learning 
about climate change?

? How does Storypath foster 
civic engagement about 
climate change?



Agenda

Introduce Storypath Approach

Understanding the Impact of 
Climate Change: 

The Mountain Gorillas

Setting

Character 

Context Building

Critical Incident

Concluding Event

3 Introduction



The Story Structure for the Curriculum

Setting

Characters
(The Students)

Context

Critical Incidents    
(The Plot)

Conclusion 



Why is the 
story form 
compelling?

“A clear and compelling narrative helps us 
find meaning, not just scattered facts and 
abstract ideas. Stories help us remember 
and make sense of our lives and the lives 
around us….A story is not a diversion; the 
best stories make our lives more 
understandable and focused” (p. 48).

Wiggins, G., & McTighe, J. (1998). 
Understanding by design. Alexandria, VI: 
ASCD.
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Research Base
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Learners’ social, cultural, and civic identities 
develop at a young age; therefore, teaching how 
democracy works matters greatly.

As active learners, young people construct 
meaning through dramatic play, rehearsing real 
life events, and tackling problems.

Cooperative problem solving, social-emotional 
learning and civic action can be effectively woven 
together for powerful learning.



Proven 
Practices for 
Civic 
Learning*

1. Provide instruction in government, history, 
law, and democracy (p. 7).

2. Incorporate discussion of current local, 
national, and international issues and events 
in the classroom, particularly those that 
young people view as important to their lives 
(p.10). 

3. Encourage students’ participation in 
simulations of democratic processes and 
procedures (p. 21). 

Because…
Knowing how our democracy works is necessary 
for civic participation.

With knowledge, young people are more likely to 
vote, discuss politics, contact the government, 
and engage in other civic activities. 
*Delander, B., & Guifoile, L. (January 21, 2016). Guidebook: Six proven practices for 
effective civic learning. Education Commission of the States. 7



C3 
Framework

“Crafting compelling questions is a way to find 
the common ground between content and 
students. But … for compelling questions to 
sing, they must hit two notes—they need to 
represent big content ideas and they need to 
express those ideas in ways that resonate with 
those things students know and value.” 

Swan, K., Lee, J., & Grant, S.G. Inquiry Design 
Model: Building Inquiries in Social Studies
(National Council for the Social Studies, 2018), 
31.
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Why gorillas 
for this topic?

Compelling 
Question: 

How can we protect 
the mountain gorillas 
from climate change?



Episodes
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EPISODE 1 The Volcanoes National Park

EPISODE 2 The National Park Employees

EPISODE 3 The Volcanoes National Park Visitors’ Center

EPISODE 4 Climate Change Endangers the Mountain Gorillas

EPISODE 5 An International Conference on Climate Change 



Creating the 
Setting 

Students create the setting by completing 
a frieze (mural) or other visual 
representation of the place. The setting 
anchors the story.

Brainstorming
Classroom Discourse
Affirming Students’ Contributions
Assessing Understanding
Asking Questions
Cooperative Learning

11 Setting



How do students 
create the setting?

Students are introduced to the topic through a 
slide set and videos of the Rwandan Mountain 
Gorillas.

Art skills including perspective, scale, and color 
are discussed to support the construction of the 
setting.

Students collaborate by participating in the give 
and take of creating a suitable setting for their 
story.

Disciplinary language is introduced as students 
collaborate on making the setting. 12



Elements of Cooperative Learning 
(Johnson & Johnson, 2017)

• Positive Interdependence è “We sink or swim together!”

• Individual accountability è each student contributes

• Face-to-Face Interaction è support/encourage each other 

• Social Skills è give ideas, ask questions, listen, reach agreement, include 
everyone, celebrate together

• Group Processing è students assess how well they did 



Social & Emotional 
Learning

• Source: https://casel.org/core-competencies/

Self-management
o I offered ideas about our research 

topic .
o I listened to my partner’s ideas .
o I asked questions when I didn’t

understand something.
o I did my fair share of the work at 

each step of the display.

Relationship skills
o I clearly communicated about 

tasks to be done for the 
display.

o I made positive comments to
partner .

o I was willing to change my ideas
to help complete the tasks .

o I helped my partner (if I
finished my tasks early) .

https://casel.org/core-competencies/


Content Slide Set 1

Protecting the 
Ecosystem:

The Mountain 
Gorillas

Content Slide Set 1 Slide 15



“Saving the Mountain Gorillas” 
National Geographic

Three Minute YouTube Video
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9XL9KSohjLQ

What do you notice about the environment, the gorillas, and 
the researchers?

Slide Set 1: Slide 16

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9XL9KSohjLQ


Content Slide Set 1 Slide 17

Our story takes place on the continent of Africa in the tiny country of Rwanda. Rwanda is near the equator and 
is about the same size as the state of Maryland. The capital city is Kigali in the center of the country.



Content Slide Set 1 Slide 18

Volcanoes National Park 
Rwanda



Description of the 
Volcanoes National Park

We are traveling to a small country near the 
equator called Rwanda. Today we are going to 
explore the Volcanoes National Park, the 
oldest national park in Africa. The park is 
named for the five volcanoes that are inside 
the park’s borders. It is a rainforest with 
inactive volcanoes in the park’s mountains. 
One of the volcanoes, Mt. Sabyinyo, has the 
nickname of  “Old Man’s Teeth” because of its 
unusual peaks. High up in the mountains the 
ground is covered in  grasses, mosses and 
lichens. 

Down below, the forest is cool and moist, and 
the ground is covered with leaves and grass. 
Living in the park are mountain gorillas. Only 
three places on earth are home to these 
amazing apes, but more about these animals 
as our story unfolds. Content Slide Set 1 Slide 19

Mt. Sabyinyo



Content Slide Set 1 Slide  5

Bamboo is plentiful in the 
park forming a belt 
between the higher 
elevation of the park and 
the lowlands. The lowlands 
of the park are abundant 
with shrub and grassland 
areas with swamp and 
wetlands vegetation. Hiking 
through the park, you’ll find 
blackberry bushes, stinging 
nettles, celery, orchids and 
other flowers.

Bamboo
Vegetation on the forest floor

Stinging nettle



Content Slide Set 1 Slide 6 

The most common tree in the park is the Hagenia abyssinica. These large trees support other plant growth 
including mosses, lichen, ferns, and orchids. Flowers grow from the tree limbs providing a colorful landscape 
for the rainforest. 

Hagenia Abyssinica Tree
Flowers and Leaves of the Hagenia Abyssinica Tree



Content Slide Set 1 Slide 7

Another tree known as St. John’s Wort grows 
from 40 to 60 feet (12 to 18 meters) and can be 
found from lower levels of the park to the 
alpine region. Brilliant yellow flowers with small 
pointed leaves add color to the forest.

From a distance this environment often looks 
misty; sometimes it is called a cloud forest 
because the clouds seem to reach the earth.

The Volcanoes National Park is the home of the 
mountain gorillas as well as the endangered 
golden monkeys. Forest elephants live here too. 
Other animals include buffalos, black fronted 
duikers, bushbucks, bush pigs, spotted hyenas, 
black and white colobus, white colobus, 
baboons, and red-tailed monkeys. Many birds 
live in the park with such interesting names as 
long-crested eagle, paradise flycatcher, and red-
faced woodland warbler.

St John’s Wort

Alpine region: high mountain elevations often above where
trees would grow



Tasks

23

In your group make a list of 
features about the park.

Be ready to share.

In your group create a section 
of the Volcanoes National 
Park:

1. The Mountain Range
2. The Bamboo Forest
3. The Lowland Forest
4. The Animals Living there

What will you put in the 
setting?

1. Make a list of “things.”
2. Assign “things” to make to 

each group member.

We will add 
the gorillas 

later.



How does 
the setting 
support 
learning?

• Key questions activate students’ prior 
knowledge and allow the teacher to assess 
what students know.

• The discussion begins to build a knowledge 
base about the setting and reinforce the 
disciplinary language associated with the 
unit.

• Students collaborate developing cooperative 
learning skills. 

• Everyone has agency as they all contribute 
meaningfully to the setting.

• Literacy skills are applied in context.



Purposeful 
Writing





Creating the 
Characters

Students create characters for the story 
whose roles they will play during 
subsequent episodes.

Job Opportunities in the 
Volcanoes National Park



Questions to Guide Learning

1. What kinds of educational experiences might people need in order to 
work in the Volcanoes National Park? (Park workers could have almost any 
kind or amount of educational experience, such as a college degree in 
science or hands-on experience working in forests or with animals.)

2. What jobs might a person have prior to coming to a park? (Park workers 
could have almost any kind of job previously, though some jobs—such as 
park ranger, biologists, and zookeeper—relate to the  tasks more directly 
than others.)

3. What people skills would be important for working together in the 
park? (ability to work well with other employees, communicating clearly, doing 
careful work, being dependable, listening carefully)

4. What kind of statements can applicants make about their 
qualifications? (Applicants try to highlight their strengths and provide 
examples of experiences they’ve had that relate to the job. For example,a 
person applying for photographer might write about experiences 
photographing wildlife for a nature magazine.)

5. What job might you apply for in the park? (Review the list of ideas they 
brainstormed earlier. Remind students they should list a first and second 
choice.)



Content Set 2 Slide 29

Biologists are researching gorillas 
and gathering data about the 
number of gorillas in the park.

The park manager demonstrates how to use a 
GPS to help trackers locate gorillas.

Jonas Nubaha, 
is the longest-
serving tracker 
in the park. He 
began his job in 
1979!

The guide 
explains how to 
track the gorilla 
without 
disrupting his
journey. 

Trackers use vehicles to 
travel long distances 
through the park.

Learn about 
the Park 

Employees

Sources: https://gorillafund.org/counting-mountain-gorillas-
uganda/ https://wwf.panda.org/?254110/New-census-critical-
for-mountain-gorillas-in. https://gorillafund.org/world-ranger-
day/https://gorillafund.org/your-questions-part-5/



1. Outline your figure.
2. Dress your figure 

for the park job. 
(Think about the 
appropriate clothes 
for the job.)

3. Add details to the 
figure such as 
hands, feet, hair 
and facial features.

4. Draw three tools 
that you will use to 
do your job. 

5. Label the tools.



Connections to C3 Framework
The Storypath instructional approach uses compelling and supporting questions to guide learners through each of the 
episodes. 

Dimension 1: Developing Questions and Planning Inquiries is threaded throughout the Storypath as students imagine 
and then create the The Volcanoes National Park, identify disciplinary ideas associated with two compelling questions: 
• How can we protect the mountain gorillas from climate change?
• How can we make our voices heard to advocate for preserving the mountain gorillas’ habitat? 

Dimension 2: Applying Disciplinary Concepts and Tools is accomplished through tasks related to researching the 
mountain gorillas, their habitat, and the impact of climate change on their habitat. 

Dimension 3: Evaluating Sources and Using Evidence takes place through examining information on climate change 
and how it affects the the mountain gorillas’ habitat.

Dimension 4: Communicating Conclusions and Taking Informed Action culminates the unit with an international 
conference where students make the case for saving the mountain gorillas and their habitat by advocating political 
action to mitigate climate change.

Photo Source: Saving the Mountain Gorillas | National Geographic, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9XL9KSohjLQ



Building 
Context

Students are involved in activities that 
stimulate them to think more deeply about 
the people and place they have created.

Creating Displays for the Visitors’ Center
Presenting Your Displays

Creating Gorilla Troops for the Setting



What observations can we make about the 
mountain gorillas?

Video 1 Video 2

Videos Courtesy of Markus Lupfer - Fashion Designer Slide Set 3, Slide 33



Guiding 
Questions for 
Research

The New England Primate Conservancy
World Wildlife Fund: Mountain Gorillas
Volcanoes National Park
National Geographic Mountain Gorillas
African Wildlife Foundation Mountain 
Gorillas
The Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund 
International
Volcanoes National Park

1. What are the physical characteristics of the mountain 
gorillas?

2. How do mountain gorillas communicate with each 
other?

3. What do mountain gorillas eat?
4. Why do mountain gorillas live together in troops?
5. What role does the male leader/silverback play in the 

troop?
6. What is a day like in the life of a mountain gorilla?
7. What is like to be a baby gorilla?
8. What are the threats to the mountain gorillas?
9. How do veterinarians help the mountain gorillas?
10.What role did Dian Fossey play in saving the gorillas?
11.What are the rules for visiting the gorillas in the park?
12.What kind of display can we make for visitors to learn 

about the mountain gorillas?

https://neprimateconservancy.org/mountain-gorilla/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/species/mountain-gorilla
https://www.volcanoesparkrwanda.org/information/gorilla-families-rwanda/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/mammals/m/mountain-gorilla/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/mammals/m/mountain-gorilla/
https://gorillafund.org/
https://www.volcanoesparkrwanda.org/information/gorilla-families-rwanda/


Student Work



Creating 
Gorilla Troops 
for the Setting



Critical 
Incident

Characters confront problems typical of 
those faced by people of that time and 
place.

The gorillas and their habitat are impacted 
by climate change. What can we do?

37 Setting



Mountain Gorillas 
and Climate Change

World Wildlife Fund

Source: https://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/mountain-gorillas-and-climate-change

Creditable and reliable  
source?  See NCSS 
Position Statement on 
Media Literacy.

https://www.socialstudies.org/position-statements/media-literacy


How do I make a convincing 
argument about climate 
change?

Source: https://namle.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Media-Literacy-One-Sheet.pdf





Concluding 
Event

An activity that brings closure to the story.

An International Conference on 
Climate Change

41 Setting



Preparing for the 
conference



Save the 
Mountain 

Gorillas

Stop Climate 
Change 
Now!

The International Conference on Climate Change

Thanks to  Tina DoRan Criste, Yakima 
School District, Yakima, WA, for 
student photos and work samples.


