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Thinking, Presentational 
Skills 

 
Introduction  
This Digital Story Telling Challenge will take two to four weeks to complete. 
This Challenge targets key Human Life Skills – creativity, collaboration, critical 
thinking, digital literacy, and presentational skills – in equal measure with the 
curricular content. Delivering on all those learning goals requires student 
immersion and time. The results, as based on our research, are a high level of 
student engagement, deep learning, and 100% teacher endorsement.  
 
The following Challenge:  
 

• Should be completed by collaborative teams of two to four students but 
can be completed independently, if desired. 

• Is aligned to nationally recognized Curricular Standards. 
• Contains an Evaluation Rubric that allows the teacher to clearly score 

and appraise the students’ work. 
• Is designed to be integrated into the classroom in alignment with existing 

curricula. 
• Can be assigned as an extra credit project to teams of students that you 

think would benefit from this kind of immersive, deep learning 
experience. Additionally, will work well in informal educational settings.  

• Should follow the rules of Digital Citizenry in their proper usage and/or 
citation of images, music and text taken from other sources. See the 
Digital Rules area in the free Media Resources section of the Meridian 
Stories site for guidance.  

 
The Media Resources section also contains many other free support 
materials from short videos featuring professionals in the field – Artists and 
Innovators– to short written documents that cover everything from 
storyboarding to creative brainstorming, interviewing techniques to game 
design.  
 
While it is helpful to have a Technology Integrator involved, they are not 
usually necessary: the students already know how to produce the media. The 
teacher’s primary function in these Challenges is to guide the students as they 
engage with the content.  You don’t need to know editing, sound design, 
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shooting or storyboarding: you just need to know your content area.  
 
At the end of the Challenge, it is often fun and useful to have a screening of all 
the media productions – they are all designed to run under 4 minutes each. 
Students can vote for their favorite videos that can then be screened in a larger 
assembly-like setting for the whole grade to see. Or this work can be presented 
as part of a student showcase for parents and friends. Presentational Skills is 
another Human Life Skill that this project enables.  
 
Our research indicates this to be a really useful exercise for two additional 
reasons: 

1. Students actually learn from their peers’ presentations – it is useful to 
hear a perspective that is not just the teacher’s; and  

2. The public setting – painful as it is for some students – provides them 
with an opportunity to ‘own’ their work and to be more accountable.  

 
Finally, if you are interested to learn more about the community of schools 
who annually participate in the Meridian Stories Competitions – a 
community that is characterized by a friendly competitive spirit; feedback from 
Mentors on each submission; and the rewarding of digital badges in content, 
storytelling and digital literacy – please return to the Competitions section of 
the website or inquire at info@meridianstories.com. 
 
Let’s get started. 
	

The Challenge  
Have you ever wondered how many cars pass by your school every hour?  Or 
how many trees there are within the borders of your town?  Do you think your 
neighbors know?  In this challenge you will investigate facts about your 
hometown, separating truth from fiction and informing the uninformed – 
perhaps yourselves included!   
 
Here’s the plan. Your team has been hired by a local TV news outlet to 
produce a short-format, human-interest segment to be released as part of their 
Community Fact or … Fiction? TV series. The goal of the series is to inform locals 
about some of the unusual facts that shape the community in which they live.  
Your goal, specifically, is to find data that defy intuition – facts that make 
people say, “Wow, I would never have thought….”   
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After researching your data to expose these cool facts about your town, you 
will interview a sample of community members and perform a statistical 
analysis to reveal the differences between belief and fact. The results will teach  
- and astonish - everyone about an unusual facet of your community. 
 
In order to accomplish this your team will have to collect, organize, and 
interpret data – utilizing statistical methods learned in class.  You will collect 
data three ways: 1) measuring or counting to find the truth about the chosen 
features; 2) conducting online or archival research to find the truth about the 
chosen features, and 3) interviewing/polling members of the community 
regarding what they believe about the features you chose.  You will then conduct 
analysis of the data. 
 
Deliverables include: 

• “Community Fact or …Fiction? news video  
• Options Paper (at teacher’s discretion) 
• Data Report (at teacher’s discretion) 
• Shooting Script (at teacher’s discretion) 

 
 

The Process 
Below is a suggested breakdown for the students’ work. 
 
During Phase I, student teams will: 

• Identify some of the most salient characteristics of your community. 
You need to be able to find out information about these features, either 
by measuring yourself, or looking it up online or in a town resource.  So 
be sure not to choose something too obscure or difficult to measure (for 
example: a metric regarding a run-down, out-of-the-way building, or a 
question about the number of leaves in town) – everyone in town should 
understand what you’re referring to. Examples include:  

o The amount of water in a local lake or riverfront acreage. 
o The number of pizzas served in a day. 
o The amount of permanently conserved acreage. 
o The different migratory birds that come through in the fall or 

spring. 
o The number of ice cream flavors offered in town on any given 

day. 
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o Pounds of candy at the convenience store or pounds of meat on 
daily display at a local supermarket (vs. meat sold on that given 
day). 

o Height of a particular building/monument/natural feature 
o Surface area of town covered in pavement (calculate 

approximately using maps). 
o Average number of out-of-state vehicles that pass through town’s 

main intersection. 
o How many languages do people think are spoken in your school?  

 
• These are just examples. Your team needs to choose one thing that 

interests them; that perhaps hasn’t been measured before, but is, in fact, 
quantifiable.  

• Brainstorm and plan the general structure of your film. In some 
Meridian Stories Challenges, you can plan your approach to videotaping 
after you have completed your research. But in the case of a human-
interest news report – since you will be documenting your actual process 
- you need to plan this part of the Challenge at the beginning.  You will 
need to: 
• Decide on what footage needs to be shot live and what stills or 

images – if any – need to be researched for use in the news report. 
• Decide if the final news report would benefit from any live interviews 

and if so, with whom? 
• Decide which parts of your research process, from any phase of the 

project, need to be videotaped. 
 

During Phase II, student teams will: 
• Select one idea to feature for the Community Fact or …Fiction? Series. 

§ Teacher’s Option:  Options Paper - Teachers may require 
that student teams hand in two ideas and their approach to 
measuring and researching the data, for review and 
comments, guiding the team to their singular focus.  

•  Research your choice to find out its “truths.”   
o You should attempt to describe your feature by different metrics: 

1) by height/distance/length, 2) by area/volume, or 3) by your 
choice. 

o You must do some form of measuring yourself.  Be sure to 
document this part of the process for inclusion in your video. 

• Once you have conducted the research and know the metrics of interest, 
generate one to three questions that you will ask community members. 
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• Go out into the community and poll individuals, asking them the 
questions your team has generated.  Poll at least 30, but shoot for 50.  
Remember, you need a large sample size to perform meaningful analysis: 
the more data the better. 

o Make an effort to ensure random selection.  Poll people in 
different places within your town at different times of day. 

o Be sure to ask if they live in or near town – remember, this is 
meant to study and test the local community’s knowledge!  

• Perform a basic statistical analysis of your data.   
o Teacher’s Option: Data Report – Teachers may require that 

student teams complete a Data Report based on data collected 
from polling people in the community, with all calculations and 
computations clearly worked. 

o Arrange the data into a frequency distribution (histogram) for 
each of your questions.  Mark where the “true” value for each lies.  
Observe the shape of these distributions. 

§ Does this exhibit the normal bell-curve shape?  Are there 
tails?  Skewness?  Is it bimodal? 

§ Is it centered about the true value?  Is the true value in the 
tail of the distribution, or not at all?   

§ Compute the mean and median (High school teams must 
calculate the standard deviation of this distribution, and compute 
confidence intervals of the values for which a community-member would 
be expected to estimate when asked one of your questions.  Does the 
true value fall within this CI?) 

 
o Be sure that you are recording your research processes, as 

determined by your overall approach that you outlined in Phase I.  
 
During Phase III, student teams will: 
Develop the creative side to your news report video, starting with the story. 

• With the data in hand, decide what your story is. What is the narrative 
that this data is revealing?  

• Compare the truth about these local features to the average 
opinion.  Have fun with this part! In this step you are extrapolating your 
findings, and trying to convert your data into real-world concepts that 
would be easy to express in a short news update. For example: "If ____ 
Pond were really ____ liters, as the average person we polled believes, 
our town would actually be underwater!” 

• Conclude with general ideas about the community’s perception. 
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o Are people better informed or better at estimating distance vs. 
volume?  Were people strikingly accurate at estimating one feature in 
your town, but not another? 

o Offer ideas as to why your distributions are the way they are.  If there 
is skewness in your histogram, try to rationalize why it may exist.  
(For example, if you asked a question about the number of trees in 
your town and the distribution is skewed right, you may say “We 
observe that a portion of the population thinks our community is 
greener than it really is - perhaps people who live near parks/forests 
are skewing this distribution to the right.”) 

 
• Now take a look at your video format. This Challenge encourages the 

team to pay close attention to the ‘human interest’ news format. This 
format is open to many interpretations. Perhaps your team will present 
this as an investigative report that is revealing to the public unknown 
facts that may have an impact on how the town conducts business in the 
future.  

• Also, pay attention to the personalities of the reporters and on-air talent: 
you may want to set this up with a studio news anchor, an on-the-scene 
investigative reporter and a subject-matter expert. There are many ways to 
tell this story and choosing the most engaging approach is part of the 
challenge.  
 

• Draft the script, keeping in mind that you must clearly indicate and 
present the mathematics performed. 

o Fact Checking: Once you have started scripting, be sure to 
review the accuracy of your math. Is all the research that you 
have done accurately represented in your script? How have you 
visually documented your research?  

• Create a storyboard of the video, if your team thinks that this will be a 
useful organizational tool.  

• Cast the video and rehearse. 
• Finalize the script. 

o Teacher’s Option: Final Shooting Script – Teachers may 
require that student teams hand in their final scripts. 

• Pre-produce the remainder of the video that needs to be shot. 
o Scout out the location(s) in which you would like to film. 
o Create costumes, props, and other necessary visual aids. 
o Prepare the logistics for the actual shooting of the remaining 

segments.  
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During Phase IV, student teams will: 

• Shoot the remainder of your story. 
• Edit the video, adding stills and graphics as desired. 
• Post-produce the video, adding music and visual/sound effects as 

desired. 
 

Meridian Support Resources 
Meridian Stories provides two forms of support for the student teams.  

1. Meridian Innovators and Artists – This is a series of three to four 
minute videos featuring artists and innovative professionals who offer 
important advice, specifically for Meridian Stories, in the areas of 
creativity and production.  

2. Media Resource Collection – These are short documents that offer 
student teams a few key tips in the areas of creativity, production., 
game design and digital citizenry.  

 
Recommended review, as a team, for this Challenge include:  
Meridian Innovators and Artists Media Resource Collection 
On Interviewing Techniques – Tom 
Pierce 
On Non-Fiction – Margaret 
Heffernan 
On Documentary Films – Sarah 
Childress 
On Sound Design – Chris Watkinson 

“Creating a Short Documentary” 
“Conducting an Interview” 
“Building Characters” 
“Royalty Free Music” 
 

 
Evaluation Rubric – Community Fact or 
…Fiction? 
 

CONTENT COMMAND 
Criteria 1-3 4-7 8-10 

Data Collection 
and 
Presentation 

The data is 
disorganized or 
unintelligible 
 
Graphical 
representations are 

The data is 
organized   
 
Graphical 
representations 
contribute to our 

The data has been 
collected and 
organized in a 
useful, consistent 
manner, and the 
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not present, or lack 
the structure to be 
understood 

understanding of 
the data 

process is well-
communicated 
 
Graphical 
representations 
contribute to the 
understanding, and 
are easy to 
understand  

Statistical 
Analysis 

The data has been 
under-analyzed.  
Few meaningful 
conclusions have 
been reached 

The data has been 
partially investigated 
using some of the 
methods outlined in 
the “Process 
section”   
 
Some conclusions 
are drawn 

The data has been 
thoroughly 
investigated using 
the methods 
outlined in the 
“Process section”   
 
Appropriate 
conclusions are 
drawn, and the 
process is clearly 
explained 

Communication 
of Content - 
Real-World 
Meaning of 
Data 

Communication of 
results is wanting 
 
Conclusions may 
not be consistent 
with the data, or are 
not explained in a 
comprehensible 
manner. 

The real-world 
meaning of the data 
is partially explained 
 
Conclusions are 
plausible, but may 
not be thoroughly 
developed 

The team effectively 
“translates” the data 
into insightful 
conclusions 
 
Team explains 
conclusions and 
offers plausible 
explanations for the 
story the data tells 

 
 

STORYTELLING COMMAND 
Criteria 1-3 4-7 8-10 

Overall 
Narrative of the 
News Segment 

The narrative is hard 
to follow and/or the 
scripting is lackluster 
and ineffective 

The narrative is 
presented clearly, 
but the scripting is 
inconsistently 
engaging 

The narrative is 
presented clearly 
and the scripting is 
engaging and 
effective 

Creative 
Approach 

The segment lacks 
variety, and does not 
provide a complete 
visual experience 
relating to the 
material 

The segment 
incorporates a 
limited range of 
news-reporting 
techniques  

The segment 
incorporates a 
variety of news-
appropriate 
techniques, such as 
interviews, graphics, 
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shots of the item of 
interest, etc. 

Scripting The scripting does 
not service the 
content clearly or 
appropriately 

The scripting 
services the content 
clearly 
 
Statistical language is 
present, and ideas 
are well-articulated 

The scripting 
services the content 
effectively and 
imaginatively 
 
Statistical language is 
clearly structured to 
convey ideas 

 
MEDIA COMMAND 

Criteria 1-3 4-7 8-10 
Setting and 
Cinematography 
 

The setting and use 
of the camera aren’t 
consistent with the 
news format, and 
don’t aid in the 
understanding of the 
topic 

The setting and use 
of the camera are 
consistent with the 
news format, and aid 
in the understanding 
of the topic 

The setting and use 
of the camera 
enhance the news 
format, improving 
the audience’s 
understanding of the 
topic 

Editing The report feels 
patched together and 
the overall editing 
detracts from the 
narrative 

The report flows, but 
there are occasional 
editing distractions 
 

 

The report is edited 
cleanly and 
effectively, resulting 
in an engaging video 
experience 

 Sound Design The overall use of 
music and sound 
effects detracts from 
the scene 

The selective use of 
music and sound 
effects service the 
scene 

The selective use of 
music and sound 
effects enhances the 
tensions inherent in 
the scene 
 

HUMAN SKILLS COMMAND 
Criteria 1-3 4-7 8-10 

Collaborative 
Thinking 

The group did not 
work together 
effectively and/or 
did not share the 
work equally 

The group worked 
together effectively 
and had no major 
issues 

The group 
demonstrated 
flexibility in making 
compromises and 
valued the 
contributions of each 
group member 

Creativity and 
Innovation 

The group did not 
make a solid effort to 
create anything new 
or innovative 

The group was able 
to brainstorm new 
and inventive ideas, 
but was inconsistent 
in their evaluation 

The group 
brainstormed many 
inventive ideas and 
was able to evaluate, 
refine and implement 
them effectively 
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and implementation 
of those ideas. 

Initiative and 
Self-Direction 

The group was 
unable to set 
attainable goals, 
work independently 
and manage their 
time effectively  

The group required 
some additional help, 
but was able to 
complete the project 
on time with few 
problems 

The group set 
attainable goals, 
worked 
independently and 
managed their time 
effectively, 
demonstrating a 
disciplined 
commitment to the 
project 

 
 

Essential Questions 
1) What methods best allow one to approximate the measurements of 

notable features in your community? 
2) How does one employ randomization techniques when sampling a 

population?   
a. Is true randomization possible?   
b. What impact will a failure to truly randomize your sample 

selection have on your study? 
3) What is a histogram?  How does it help understand frequency 

distribution? 
a. How does this relate to tails, skewness, and spread? 

4) High school: What is a normal distribution?  When can data be fit to a 
normal distribution?  What are the benefits of a normal distribution? 

5) Are the mean and median useful metrics of a population?  
a. How are they affected by outliers? 
b. High school: What does standard deviation or a confidence 

interval tell us about a population?  
6) How has immersion in the creation of original content and the 

production of digital media – exercising one’s creativity, critical thinking 
and digital literacy skills - deepened the overall educational experience? 

7) How has working on a team – practicing one’s collaborative skills - 
changed the learning experience? 

 

Student Proficiencies 
1) The student will develop an understanding of estimation methods, and 

internalize the ways in which mathematics can be used to model the real 
world. 
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2) The student will know how to perform random sampling, and use it to 
create a representative sample of a greater population. 

a. The student will understand the constraints and limitations facing 
randomized studies, and will have to find solutions to 
approximate randomization. 

b. The student will understand the potential consequences of non-
random selection, and recognize what bias may exist. 

3) The student will understand how a histogram serves as a visualization of 
data, and what information it provides about the distribution of a 
population. 

a. The student will demonstrate understanding of how real-world 
trends translate into the graphical phenomena of tails, skewness, 
and spread. 

4) High school: The student will understand the implications and the uses of 
a normally distributed population.  

5) The student will practice calculating various statistics, and will develop 
an understanding of what they can and cannot tell us about a population. 

a. The student will know how outliers affect related statistics. 
b. High school:  The student will understand how these metrics of 

spread, standard deviation and confidence intervals, describe a 
population. 

6) The student will utilize key 21st century skills, with a focus on creativity, 
critical thinking and digital literacy, in their process of translating 
STEAM content into a new narrative format.  

7) The student will have an increased awareness of the challenges and 
rewards of team collaboration. Collaboration – the ability to work with 
others - is considered one of the most important 21st century skills to 
develop in students as they prepare for life after secondary school.  

 

Curricular Correlations  
The Community Fact or …Fiction? Challenge addresses a range of curricular 
objectives that have been articulated by the Common Core Curricular 
Standards – Mathematics. 
 
Below please find the standards that are addressed, either wholly or in part. 
 

Common Core Curricular Standards: Mathematics 
 
Overall Standards for Mathematical Practice 

o Reason abstractly and quantitatively. 
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o Attend to the meaning of quantities.  
o Construct viable arguments and critique the reasoning of others 
 

 
Middle School: Statistics and Probability 
Grade 6 

o Develop understanding of statistical variability (6.SP.A.1) 
§ Understand that a set of data collected to answer a 

statistical question has a distribution which can be 
described by its center, spread, and overall shape. 

o Summarize and describe distributions  
§ Summarize numerical data sets in relation to their context 

(6.SP.B.5) 
§ Describing the nature of the attribute under investigation, 

including how it was measured and its units of 
measurement. (6.SP.B.5.B) 

 
Grade 7 

o Use random sampling to draw inferences about a population 
§ Understand that random sampling tends to produce 

representative samples and support valid inferences. 
(7.SP.A.1) 

§ Use data from a random sample to draw inferences about a 
population with an unknown characteristic of interest 
(7.SP.A.2) 

Grade 8 
o Describe patterns such as clustering, outliers, positive or negative 

association, linear association, and nonlinear association.  
(8.SP.A.1) 

o Understand that patterns of association can also be seen in 
bivariate categorical data by displaying frequencies and relative 
frequencies (8.SP.A.4) 
 

High School: Statistics and Probability 
• Make inferences and justify conclusions from sample surveys, 

experiments, and observational studies 
o Use data from a sample survey to estimate a population mean 

or proportion (IC.B.4) 
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• Summarize, represent, and interpret data on a single count or 
measurement variable 

o Represent data with plots on the real number line (dot plots, 
histograms, and box plots). (ID.A.1) 

o Use statistics appropriate to the shape of the data distribution 
to compare center (median, mean) and spread (interquartile 
range, standard deviation) of two or more different data sets. 
(ID.A.2) 

o Interpret differences in shape, center, and spread in the 
context of the data sets, accounting for possible effects of 
extreme data points (outliers). (ID.A.3) 

 
High School: Modeling    

o “Choices, assumption, and approximations are present 
throughout this cycle.” 

o “The basic modeling cycle is summarized in the diagram. It 
involves (1) identifying variables in the situation and selecting 
those that represent essential features, (2) formulating a model 
by creating and selecting geometric, graphical, tabular, 
algebraic, or statistical representations that describe 
relationships between the variables, (3) analyzing and 
performing operations on these relationships to draw 
conclusions, (4) interpreting the results of the mathematics in 
terms of the original situation, (5) validating the conclusions by 
comparing them with the situation, and then either improving 
the model or, if it is acceptable, (6) reporting on the 
conclusions and the reasoning behind them.”  

 
 


