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preface
n the mid-1990s, at the second Misconceptions 
Conference at Cornell University in Ithaca, New 
York, I distinctly remember having a conversation 
with Dr. James Shymansky, then at the University 

of Iowa, now at the University of Missouri in St. Louis. 
There, far above Cayuga’s waters, we talked about an 
idea he espoused. The idea was for a new type of litera-
ture. He complained that current literature, for the most 
part, merely told children what scientists had found out 
about certain phenomena and left out the drama of dis-
covery and trial and failure. For this conversation and 
ideas gleaned from it, I offer heartfelt thanks. 
 Dr. Shymansky suggested that the current children’s 
literature served a valuable purpose, but could also be 
written so that it offered a challenge to students and a 
skilled teacher could use such literature to parlay this 
challenge into classroom inquiry. He offered examples 
of such literature in the form of stories that would cap-
ture children’s interests and leave the solution in their 
hands, rather than solve the challenge for them. 
 This encounter had a profound effect upon me and 
I immediately went back to the University of Massachu-
setts and began to explore these possibilities with gradu-
ate students in my elementary science methods class. We 
selected science topics, wrote stories about phenomena, 
and added challenges by leaving the endings open, re-
quiring the readers to engage in what we hoped would 
be actual inquiry in order to finish the story. 
 Over the course of the semester we wrote many 
stories and the graduate students tried them out with 
students in their classrooms. The children enjoyed the 
stories and we learned some important lessons on how to 
formulate stories so they provided the proper challenge. 
 For years afterward, I used the idea with my gradu-
ate and undergraduate students in the elementary sci-
ence methods classes. In lieu of the usual lesson plan 
my class requirements included an assignment that 
asked them to write a story about a science phenom-
enon and include a follow-up paper that described 
how they would use the story to encourage inquiry 
learning in their classrooms. As I learned more about 
the concept, I was able to add techniques to my own 
repertoire, which enhanced the quality of the stories 
and follow-up papers. 

 I learned that student teachers benefit from talking 
about their stories with other students and their instruc-
tor. They can gain valuable feedback before they launch 
into the final story. We organized small group meetings 
of no more than five students to preview and discuss 
ideas. We also designed a checklist, which helped to 
clarify the basic ideas behind the concept of the “chal-
lenge story.” See below.

Things to think about as you 
write your story
Does your story…

 (1) address a single concept or conceptual 
scheme?

 (2) address a topic of interest to your target age 
group?

 (3) try to provide your audience with a problem 
they can solve through direct activity?

 (4) require the students to become actively in-
volved—hands-on, minds-on?

 (5) have a real open-ended format?
 (6) provide enough information for the students 

to identify and attack the problem?
 (7) consider whether materials you intend for 

the students to use are readily available to 
them?

 (8) provide opportunities for students to discuss 
the story and come up with a plan for find-
ing some answers?

 (9) make data collection and analysis of those 
data a necessity?

 (10) provide some way for you to assess what their 
current preconceptions are about the topic? 
(This can be implicit or explicit.)

 As always, practice makes for a better product and 
eventually my students were producing stories which 
were both useful for them in their classes and accept-
able to me as a form of assessment of their learning 
about teaching science. 
 As the years went by, teachers began to ask me if 
my own stories I used for examples in class were avail-
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able for them to use. They encouraged me to publish 
them in a book. So here it is. I hope that it will provide 
you with ideas and inspiration to develop more inquiry 
oriented lessons in your classrooms. And perhaps you 
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may be motivated to try writing your own stories for 
teaching those concepts you find most difficult to get 
across to students.
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