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Abstract: Narratives are fundamental means through which humans organize experiences, interpret
phenomena, and construct meaning by weaving events into coherent structures. This intrinsic role in
sensemaking makes them particularly valuable in Climate Change Education. However, within the
context of science education, they also present certain limitations and risks. Drawing on Bruner’s
theory of the dual modes of thought—narrative and paradigmatic—this study introduces two core
design principles aimed at fostering a balanced educational approach. From this perspective,
narratives are not merely tools for communication but represent a distinct mode of thinking that is
essential to the learning process to be integrated with logico-scientific reasoning.

Introduction

The growing need for innovative approaches in Climate Change Education (CCE) has opened space for the
adoption of powerful tools that enhance both scientific understanding and learner engagement—among them,
narratives. Traditionally seen as communication tools, narratives are increasingly being reinterpreted by scholars
as a mode of thinking in their own right (Fletcher, 2023; Gottschall, 2013), capable of shaping how individuals
make sense of the world. This shift is rooted in Bruner’s theory of dual modes of thought (1986), which frames
narrative and paradigmatic thinking as irreducible and complementary cognitive processes—two distinct yet
equally legitimate ways of knowing and describing reality. In this view, narratives are not merely a means to
simplify or embellish scientific content but are foundational to processes of meaning-making, particularly in
contexts of complexity and uncertainty such as climate change. While narratives have demonstrated the ability to
humanize scientific concepts and enhance emotional engagement, their limitations have also been noted—
particularly their challenges in representing non-human agency, long-term dynamics, and systemic phenomena
(Ghosh, 2016; Soares et al., 2024). Responding to these challenges, this study explores how Bruner’s perspective
can inform a more balanced CCE approach that leverages both narrative and paradigmatic reasoning. A key step
in this direction involves addressing the conceptual ambiguity surrounding the term “narrative,” which is applied
inconsistently across disciplines and encompasses a wide range of artefacts and meanings (D'Orto & Tasquier,
2025). To navigate this, we developed a theoretical framework grounded in the literary concept of narrativity,
which identifies a hierarchical set of narrative features—such as temporality, events, and genre—and organizes
them into a four-layer model for characterizing CC narratives. Building on this model, we formulated a set of
design principles, following the methodology of Levrini et al. (2019), which guided the development of a CCE
course implemented in two Italian secondary school classes and served as a testing ground for examining how
narratives, understood as modes of thought, can foster critical, imaginative, and action-oriented competencies.

A theoretical framework based on narrativity

The recent surge in the popularity of the term narrative has significantly diluted its meaning (Byung-Chul, 2024;
Ryan, 2005). While many scholars have sought to identify its essential features, their efforts often fall into two
opposing extremes: on one hand, overly rigid definitions that risk excluding atypical but educationally valuable
forms; on the other, overly inclusive approaches that treat all narratives as equivalent, thus overlooking their
diverse educational potential. To address this tension, in a previous study we developed a theoretical framework
grounded in the concept of narrativity (Ryan, 2005), which enables the evaluation of the extent to which a text,
activity, or artefact incorporates core narrative features. This framework allows for systematic comparison of
narrative forms and their educational function in Climate Change discourse (D'Orto & Tasquier, 2025). The
resulting narrativity model is structured as a four-layer pyramid (see Fig. 1), where each layer represents a
progressively higher degree of narrativity. Crucially, the model creates a spectrum ranging from paradigmatic to
highly narrative artefacts and modes of thinking. In doing so, the model not only characterizes narrative artefacts
but also maps their potential to mediate between narrative and logico-scientific ways of knowing.
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Figure 1
Narrativity Pyramid tool for Categorizing CC Narratives.
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Uptaded version of (D’Orto & Tasquier, 2025).

Methods: from a theoretical model to design principles

Drawing from our theoretical analysis, we developed two core design principles that guided the creation of a
Climate Change (CC) course aimed at exploring the educational potential of balancing narrative and paradigmatic
modes of thinking. These principles translate the narrativity model into pedagogical practice, shaping learning
experiences that move beyond narratives as mere storytelling devices, toward narratives as cognitive tools that
complement scientific reasoning. The course, implemented in three secondary school classes in Italy (grades 11—
12), served as a context for investigating how this integrated approach can foster deeper understanding and
promote the development of critical, imaginative, and action-oriented competencies. The two principles are:

From storytelling to storythinking

This principle reframes narratives not simply as tools for engagement or communication, but as epistemic
practices that help students make sense of climate complexity. It aims to cultivate students’ ability to identify and
work with narrative structures—such as temporality, agency, and genre—and to distinguish between narrative as
a literary form (high narrativity) and as a mode of scientific reasoning (low narrativity).

Scaffold learning through narrativity layers

This principle proposes a gradual progression through different levels of narrativity, allowing educators to
leverage specific narrativity layers and introduce the right amount of narrative complexity in relation to specific
learning objectives. It is grounded in the concept of narrative features as boundary objects—bridging scientific
and literary practices—and supports the co-development of analytical and imaginative skills essential for climate
literacy.

Conclusion

This article proposed two core principles for the design of courses that aim at integrating Bruner’s theory of
narrative and paradigmatic thinking into CCE. They were developed by leveraging a framework that employes
narrativity to categorize different types of CC artefact and position them in a spectrum in relation to the two modes
of thought. Each principle aims to help educators highlight the potential for narrative thinking to complement
paradigmatic approaches, offering a more holistic perspective on climate change. Future work could explore the
long-term impacts of such courses on students’ competencies and sense-making.
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