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Abstract: Given the lack of current research on effective use of digital
storytelling in K-12 education, the Laboratory for Innovative Technology in
Education (LITE) at the University of Houston initiated a series of workshops on
digital storytelling and its uses in education for teachers. These workshops on
digital storytelling were developed for elementary, middle, and high school
teachers during the summer of 2005. This paper and presentation will outline and
describe the results of the researcher’s dissertation on the implementation of
digital storytelling in the classroom by this group of teachers. The following
issues were addressed in the study: how digital storytelling was/can be used as a
technology tool in the classroom, what effects on students were observed by
teachers and possible problems that might arise in the implementation process.

The results of the study suggested that, even though almost all of the teachers’
perceptions about using digital stories in the classroom were very positive
immediately after the workshops, in practice, more than half of the teachers in
the follow up study didn’t use digital storytelling during the implementation
period at all. The results also suggests that despite the fact that digital storytelling
is a powerful tool to convey desired messages around a topic or a subject area by
the teachers; in practice it is also a very powerful tool that has positive impacts
on students and their performances. The teachers who used digital storytelling in
the classroom with their students reported and all agreed that they observed
increases in certain skills such as technical skills, presentation skills, research
skills, organizational skills, and writing skills with their students.

It is noted in the literature that when students actively participate in the creation
process of digital storytelling, they most notably develop certain 21* century
skills (Howell & Howell, 2003; Jakes, 2006; Robin, 2008). Overall, digital
stories were reported by teachers as having positive effects on students’ 21%
century skills. Another important effect observed by teachers was increased
motivation and engagement levels in their students. Teachers believed that
creating digital stories increased their students’ motivation and engagement
levels. In terms of problems faced during the implementation process, “time
issues” was reported as the biggest barrier by the teachers who used digital



storytelling in the classroom. Another major problem was “access to
technology.”

Introduction

During the past decade, new sets of skills necessary to prepare students for life and work in the
digital age have become the focal point of both business and educational worlds (EnGauge,
2003). Educational environments must be adapted to meet the demands of our global economy
and a dramatically different society to develop 21* century skills (CEO Forum on Education and
Technology, 2001). Twenty-first century skills include digital literacy, inventive thinking,
effective communication and high productivity (Jakes, 2006). Specifically, educational
technology can provide educators with valuable tools to teach and develop 21% century skills, a
primary reason why integration of technology in education has become a major area of interest
over the last decade (Partnerships for 21% Century Skills, 2002).

Digital storytelling is one educational technology tool used in the classroom. The process of
digital storytelling utilizes almost all of the skills students are expected to have in the 21* century
(Jakes, 2006). Information literacy, visual literacy, being creative and taking risks, and using the
latest technology to communicate effectively can all be achieved when students actively
participate in the creation process of digital storytelling (Jakes & Brennan, 2005; Robin, 2008).

Hull & Nelson (2005) define digital storytelling as a form of multimedia consisting of images
and segments of video with background music and a voice-over narrative. In essence, digital
storytelling is a process of creating a short movie that combines a script or an original story with
various multimedia components, such as images, video, music and a narration, often an author’s
own voice.

The Study

An ever increasing number of K-12 teachers are using digital storytelling as an exciting way of
teaching content in the classroom (Weiss, Benmayor, O'Leary & Eynon, 2002). Digital
storytelling has been used in the classroom for various purposes, such as to teach content to the
students, to empower students by making them active researchers and storytellers, to teach
writing, to meet International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) Technology
standards, and to build communities through storytelling (Banaszewski, 2002; Salpeter, 2005;
Weiss, Benmayor, O'Leary & Eynon, 2002).z

There are few research studies that show how digital storytelling can be used as an effective tool
in the classroom, what effects can be observed on student learning, and what kind of problems
can arise in the implementation process. Given the lack of current research on effective use of
digital storytelling in K-12 education, the Laboratory for Innovative Technology in Education
(LITE) at the University of Houston initiated a series of workshops on digital storytelling and its
uses in education for teachers. The LITE website at http://www.coe.uh.edu/lite/ provides more
information about the laboratory and its functions. LITE responded to the very rapid popularity
of digital storytelling, which seemed to capture the imagination of students, teachers and faculty.
LITE tried to capitalize on the exploding interest in this technology tool by developing




workshops. These workshops on digital storytelling were developed for elementary, middle, and
high school teachers during the summer of 2005. The major goals of the workshops were to
introduce educators to digital storytelling and to explore how it could be used as an effective
teaching tool in their classrooms and as an effective learning tool for their students. In addition to
these objectives, the LITE wanted to test, evaluate and improve their ability to teach technology
skills to teachers so that they could use these methods in their classrooms. The researcher took a
case study approach using both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods for the study
because the case study approach best fit the particular characteristics and challenges of this
project.z

This study aimed to document teachers’ use of digital storytelling in the classroom after
attending the summer workshop at the University of Houston. Specifically, the research
investigated if and how teachers incorporated digital storytelling in the classroom as well as the
challenges and successes they faced in the implementation process. A survey was used to collect
data in this study. The participants in the study provided information on the use of digital
storytelling in the classroom and barriers they have faced when implementing digital storytelling
in the classroom through responses to two surveys. Survey 1 is designed as a contextual data
gathering instrument and administered right after the workshops. Survey 2 was designed as a
follow up instrument administered after a semester later. Interviews were also conducted to
triangulate the data. Interviews provided in-depth information about certain topics which were
not analyzed in detail using the survey data. In order to conduct the study, a sufficient number of
subjects had to be identified. Collectively, 31 subjects were selected through an opportunity
sample. An opportunity sample is usually a sampling strategy selected for a case study or a series
of case studies (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000, p. 102). Since the opportunity sample does
not represent any group apart from itself, the researcher in this project does not seek to
generalize about wider populations. The population of interest in the study was the group of
participants who attended a digital storytelling workshop organized by the LITE at the
University of Houston during the summer of 2005.z

Given the fact that digital storytelling is a relatively new educational tool and structured research
on its use in K-12 education is limited, the researcher wished to garner as much data as possible.
Therefore, the study had a large data set; however, the following three general research questions
were initially identified as the research questions to answer: 1. To what extent do teachers trained
in the University of Houston’s digital storytelling workshop integrate digital storytelling in the
classroom? 2. In what ways and for what purposes have teachers used digital stories in the
classroom? 3. If teachers did not choose to use digital stories, what were the barriers that
prevented teachers from using digital storytelling in the classroom?

Results

More than half of the participants indicated that they did not use digital storytelling in the
classroom after a semester trained in the digital storytelling workshop (55.5%). When the
participants asked how they used digital stories, “I created my own digital stories’ was the most
selected response (n=8, 44.5%). Other responses, such as “I used digital stories created by
others,” “I used digital stories created by self and others” and “I had my students to create their



own digital stories” were selected by the same number of participants.

The general pattern from the results indicated that while the frequency of using digital stories
varied for each digital story type based on who created the story, overall, digital stories created
by students were used more frequently than other digital story types. Digital stories created by
self and other and by self only were used less frequently by the participants.

The results of open-ended question “How did you and your students use digital stories in the
classroom?” in Survey 2 revealed that some of the examples of the first theme, “digital stories
used by students,” included a video yearbook, history fair project, descriptions of field trips
taken, and social and science investigation presentations. Additionally, for the second theme
resulting from the analysis of the question, “teacher created stories to teach content,” example
uses included using digital stories as opposed to PowerPoint, highlighting a time in history, and
sharing personal experiences. Three teachers were selected from the teachers who used digital
storytelling in the classroom for the interviews. The analysis of these interviews showed that all
of these teachers had their students create their own stories for various reasons such as class
projects or presentations with the exception of interviewee #2, who also created stories himself
to share with his students.

The results of the analysis of Survey 2 and the interviews also displayed that teachers used
digital storytelling not only in the classroom but also outside of the classroom and in cross-
curriculum platforms with other faculty. Almost 38% of the teachers who used digital
storytelling in the classroom also taught digital storytelling to faculty members in their schools;
25% of the teachers who used digital storytelling in the classroom also taught digital storytelling
to family members. Results for interview question, “Was there a cross-curriculum use of digital
storytelling in your school?” revealed that all of the teachers shared digital stories with other
teachers in their schools. Interviewee #3 reported that an English teacher in her school
implemented digital storytelling after she gave a mini-workshop on digital storytelling in the
school. Interviewee #1 also exchanged digital stories for cross-curriculum purposes in her
school. Since Interviewee #2 was teaching all subjects to his 5™ grade students, he explained that
he used digital storytelling in various subjects, such as history, science and creative writing.
Interviewee #2 was one of the teachers who taught digital stories to other teachers, stating
“Everybody that | have shown it to, they just loved it. Teachers and students absolutely love it.
And a lot of people are using it. It is great, useable working tool.”

The analysis of the question items on “impacts” in Survey 2 yielded mean scores ranging from
3.431t0 4.17. A mean scale score close to the value of 5 indicated that the participants’ “strongly
agreed” with the statement and a mean scale score close the value of 1 would indicate that the
participants “strongly disagreed” with the statement. Therefore, participants mostly agreed with
these statements. “Increase in technical skills” had the highest mean among all the impacts with
4.17. In addition, the participants who used digital storytelling in the classroom also agreed that
they observed “increased engagement in the subject taught” and “increase in presentation skills”
among their students.

The interviewed teachers were asked “What were the observed effects on students?”” to better
understand the purposes around student outcomes by teachers who used digital storytelling in the



classroom. The main themes that emerged from all interviews were increased technical skills,
increased presentation skills, and increased motivational (engagement) levels of students. All of
the interviewed teachers indicated that their students were more motivated to do research on a
subject when the students used digital storytelling. Interviewee #1 described the increase in her
students’ motivation and technical skills: “Their [students’] technical skills certainly improved
magnificently, but it [digital storytelling] also generated greater interest in history or in political
science. They were able to research and many times could select their own topics with my
approval and so it generated a more whole interest in history and in conducting historical
research”. Another effect observed by Interviewee #1 was increased levels of presentation skills
with the students: “They became very poised, very confident in making presentations standing
before a class and starting, “this is the beginning”, and “here is the end”, and “do you have any
questions”, and being able to respond to those questions. But they became much more
sophisticated”. When Interviewee #3 was asked about whether digital storytelling had an effect
on skills related to researching, writing or making presentations for an audience, she stated:*“I
think it did because they had to write out what they were going to say. | think that that [digital
storytelling] helped. We didn’t do as much research as we could have if it would’ve been a
different project, but this was just for them.”

The interviewed teachers were also asked “What do you think made students motivated about
digital storytelling?”” Interviewee #1 explained why she thought that students were very
motivated with the digital storytelling approach: “It is expansion of their electronic skills and
also a new avenue to explore. It’s like they’re creating the new Hollywood.” According to
Interviewee #2, simply getting to use computers and technology while creating digital stories
was a motivating factor for his students: “They are 21* century kids and they like to do anything
on the computer. It motivated them to a higher degree, | believe”. Interviewee #3 thought that
creating a story about themselves and having the chance of self expression made them very
motivated about the project: “I think that this is absolutely, by far, their favorite project to do. It
was an inspiration for most of them; they were so inspired to create... that they got to tell a story
about themselves.”

As part of the observed impacts, interviewed teachers were also asked about if they observed
effects on their students’ academic performance. Two of the interviewed teachers thought that
the digital storytelling strategy had an affect on students’ academic performance. When
interviewee #1 was asked this question, she explained: “Yes. It [using digital storytelling] made
them [students] more excited even about coming to class”. Interviewee #2 pointed out that
students really enjoyed working with digital stories; in return, it had a positive effect on their
academic performance: “Especially | think that the students that may have been less than
motivated about just writing a paper did see academic improvement because they actually
enjoyed making the digital stories. So it became that they were more “into” it because it seemed
less academic and more creative.”

Participants who didn’t use digital stories in the classroom was asked about the barriers that kept
them from using digital stories in the classroom. “Time issues” was the highest ranked barrier
followed by “access to hardware.” If “access to hardware” and *“access to software” were to be
considered in the same category as “access to technology,” this combined category would be the
top ranked barrier with almost 90% of participants selecting this as a barrier. Open-ended



responses detailed the challenges participants experienced. Most of these responses were related
to “access to technology,” such as “access to software” and, in particular, limited “access to
hardware.” Responses revolved around students not having access to computers, outdated
computers or lacking computer labs, getting to a computer lab as hardware related problems; and
software not approved by the district, not having the necessary software installed in the lab
computers, and not having the necessary operating system to run the software as the software
related problems. Time issues were also a reported barrier for not using digital stories in the
classroom. Especially with so much emphasis on “state assessment testing,” teachers reported
there would not be enough time to integrate digital storytelling into their teaching. Interviewed
teachers did not report major problems. Given the fact that “access to hardware” was a major
problem for teachers who didn’t use digital stories in the classroom, one interesting finding was
in the case of lack of computers in the classroom. Teachers tended to have students create digital
stories at home in these cases. For example, interviewee #1 said “We had no computers in the
class. So, everything was homework; they did all the technical work at home.”

In Survey 2, the participants were also asked about their future plans to use digital storytelling if
they did not use it in the classroom in the semester. All of these participants (n=10) indicated that
they had plans to use digital stories in the future. The results also revealed that the same group
would prefer letting their students create their own digital stories to learn content more (50%)
than any other choices, such as using digital stories created by self and/or others to teach content.

Conclusions

In conclusion, even though almost all of the teachers’ perceptions about using digital stories in
the classroom were very positive immediately after the workshops, in practice, more than half of
the teachers in the follow up study didn’t use digital storytelling during the implementation
period at all. This was an unexpected result because teachers, for various reasons, did not use
digital stories as much as they had predicted. The reasons behind not using digital stories in the
classroom are discussed with the barriers that teachers faced later in this section.

Although teachers in this study thought they would use digital stories primarily to teach content
in the classroom and perhaps let their students create their own digital stories, in reality, digital
stories were used as much by the students as by the teachers. This result suggests that despite the
fact that digital storytelling is a powerful tool to convey desired messages around a topic or a
subject area by the teachers; in practice it is also a very powerful tool that has positive impacts
on students and their performances.

The teachers who used digital storytelling in the classroom with their students reported and all
agreed that they observed increases in certain skills such as technical skills, presentation skills,
research skills, organizational skills, and writing skills with their students. It is noted in the
literature that when students actively participate in the creation process of digital storytelling,
they most notably develop certain 21% century skills (Howell & Howell, 2003; Jakes, 2006;
Robin, 2008). Among these skills, technical skills reportedly increased more than other skills.
This can be explained by the process of creating digital stories. Teachers also reported that there
was an increase in students’ media literacy skills. Overall, digital stories were reported by



teachers as having positive effects on students’ 21 century skills.

Another important effect observed by teachers was increased motivation and engagement levels
in their students. Teachers believed that creating digital stories increased their students’
motivation and engagement levels. The findings from this study supported the idea of the
“director’s chair effect” as well as “being able to express themselves” and “simply being able to
use computers” as to why digital storytelling effectively captivates and motivates students
(Banaszewski, 2005; Paull, 2002). Furthermore, the findings from this study, specifically the
increase in students’ motivation and engagement levels were expected results as they were also
reported in the literature (Salpeter, 2005). Moreover, the positive impacts on special groups of
students reported by the participants are consistent with literature regarding similar populations
(Salpeter, 2005). Finally, the results of the study also suggest that digital storytelling has a very
broad range of application beyond the classroom such as collaborative cross-curriculum
platforms.

In terms of barriers, “time issues” was reported as the biggest barrier by both the teachers
surveyed after the training and teachers who used digital storytelling in the classroom. Another
major problem was “access to technology.” The results were in line with the problems faced by
users of educational technology tools in the classroom as noted in the literature review. These
results suggest that if the educators want teachers to successfully implement digital storytelling
in the classroom, basics needs, such as more support from the school administration in terms of
access to technology and general administrative support or encouragement for these types of
activities, must first be met. After securing these basics from the school administration to create
the environment for the implementation of digital storytelling in the classroom, training on
technology in general and digital storytelling specifically would be essential, as a preponderance
of literature indicates that more proficient users of technology are more likely to integrate
technology in the classroom. In addition to this fact, teacher professional development programs
that specifically concentrate on strategies for effective use of technology in instruction are
considered very important for engaging students in appropriate technology-based learning
experiences (Sivin-Kachala, 2000).

Since digital storytelling is a relatively new educational technology tool, more instruction on
how to use digital storytelling in the classroom would be necessary for teachers. On-going
technical or curriculum support for teachers on how to use digital stories effectively in the
classroom would dramatically increase the chance of its usage in the classroom by teachers and
students. “On-going process and continuing technical support”, one of the barriers reported by
the teachers in this study, plays an important role in teachers’ implementation of new technology
tools into their instruction. The availability of quality technical and instructional support for
teachers is considered a requirement for the successful integration of technology into the
classroom (Bhatt, 2005; Ronnkvist, Dexter & Anderson, 2000). Support from the administration,
both providing proper “access to technology” and the necessary “training” and “continuing
technical support” should also include allowing teachers to have enough time to explore digital
storytelling and its uses in the classroom.

Another aspect of the challenges with time includes not having enough time to practice digital
storytelling in the classroom because of the time spent on the preparations for state assessments.



In the current statewide assessment-driven educational system, “time issues” in general would be
one of the biggest challenges for teachers, who have, unfortunately, very little control over this
reality. Therefore, if teachers are to implement digital storytelling successfully, they should also
be given enough time to explore and practice use of digital storytelling in the classroom after
being properly trained.

One remarkable thing about using digital stories in the classroom is that teachers can really draw
students’ attention and have them work on a subject easily. As the results of this study show, this
phenomenon might be explained by the “director’s chair effect”, the chance for self expression,
and simply the opportunity to use computers in education (Banaszewski, 2005; Paull, 2002).
Digital storytelling definitely has the potential to be a widely used educational teaching tool or
strategy in K-12 education if it is used effectively in the classroom. Similar to other educational
technology tools, the successful implementation of digital storytelling will depend on various
factors, such as access to technology, proper training of the user, and on-going technical support.
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