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Abstract  

As an increasing number of Chinese people study Japanese as a foreign language, more teachers are 

struggling to teach them Japanese composition (essay). Typically, there is significant student resistance to 

writing compositions because they do not know how to write sentences or how to show what they have 

written to others. 

The purpose of this study is to determine how digital storytelling and multimedia learning can 

enhance Japanese writing skills in Chinese JFL (Japanese as a Foreign Language) students. In this case, 

16 Chinese JFL students were asked to create digital stories with and without images and compare the 

two to ascertain which one worked the better. Questionnaires were administered, and the results showed 

that the use of pictures facilitated what students wanted to write about, lessened their resistance to 

working on composition, and encouraged more emotional engagement. Regarding the Attention, 

Relevance, Confidence, and Satisfaction model, in subsequent interviews, most participants said that they 

preferred creating digital stories with images. 

 



1. Introduction: Digital Storytelling (DST)  

A digital story is “a short, first-person, video-narrative created by combining voice recording, still and 

moving images, and music or other sounds” (Center for Digital Storytelling, 2010). Digital storytelling is an 

attractive means for students to tell what they have learned and experienced. Ten or more still images (pictures, 

photos) are used, and each student composes a story using the still images and audio including their own voices. 

Researchers have begun to explore the viability of using digital stories as vehicles of reflection (e.g., Barrett, (2006), 

Renda (2010, 2012)). 

Susono et al., (2015) described six elements of digital storytelling: (1) Use of media literacy and skills, (2) 

Effective use of still images, (3) Narration using recorded voices, (4) Reflection, (5) Composition and expression of 

a narrative, and (6) Learning in the community. This study focuses on the fifth element, “composition and 

expression of a narrative” for Chinese JFL (Japanese as a Foreign Language) students. 

The challenge for the JFL students was that they had to write scripts for their stories in Japanese as part of 

creating a digital story. Composing a narrative in a foreign language is difficult; however, being able to use still 

images (pictures, photos) seemed to improve their ability to write scripts. The hypothesis of this study is relevant to 

the Multimedia Learning Theory. 

 

2. Multimedia Learning and Digital Storytelling 

Mayer (2001, 2009) proposed a cognitive theory about multimedia from the perspective of science education 

and cognitive psychology. One of the principles of multimedia learning is that people learn more deeply from 

words and pictures than from words alone. For years, Mayer has contributed to the study of multimedia learning to 

discover how human learning could be enhanced with the use of both verbal and pictorial information. In addition, 

according to Mayer, presentations using both verbal and pictorial information together are more likely to be better 

understood than when the two are used separately. Therefore, information presented by mixed media has a positive 

impact on human learning. Mayer’s research field is natural science education, and he focuses on how to make 

better sense of scientific knowledge. Students experience this type of learning rather passively. 

The educational practices here at Mie University incorporate tools such as, Digital Picture Haiku 5-7-5, Web 

3sCard, and digital storytelling, which so far, have emphasized learning based on constructivism and presentation. 

For example, students can create haiku poetry with both 5-7-5 syllable words and a picture. Multimedia teaching 

tools are becoming more and more dominant. 

While Digital Picture Haiku composes one picture and 17 syllable words, digital storytelling composes over 

ten pictures combined with narration provided by the student who is required to write a script for the story. Writing 

in a foreign language presents difficulties, but using multiple pictures in the process of digital storytelling seems to 

facilitate writing. 

 

3. Practices and Results of Digital Storytelling (DST) by JFL learners 

At Mie University in Japan, college students create two digital stories entitled “My Dream” and “Things I 

Want to Leave Behind for the Future” in the course “Media Literacy and Presentation II” for undergraduate students. 

In the autumn semester of 2016, 16 Chinese students participated in the course in order to enhance their Japanese 

writing and speaking skills. Each student worked on two types of Japanese composition, i.e., using DST for writing 

with images and then again without images. After the practices, they were asked to evaluate which was better based 

on the four elements of the Attention, Relevance, Confidence, and Satisfaction (ARCS) motivation model (Keller 

1983). They also evaluated the degree of facilitation of writing, resistance to writing, and emotional engagement 

with their work.  

As a result, for each element of the ARCS model, DST with images produced higher scores than trying to 



write without using images to help convey the story (Table 1). Also, more than 90% of the students said it was 

easier to write using DST (Figure 1), and 100% said DST was likely to encourage more emotional engagement with 

the work compared to writing without using images (Figure 2). In addition, 75% of the students felt more resistance 

to trying to compose a story in Japanese using DST without images (Figure 3). Furthermore, qualitative analysis of 

student interviews was conducted based on ARCS to clarify how the students felt and what learning effects were 

experienced by Chinese JFL students. 

 

 

Table 1. Results of the ARCS motivation model. 

 Attention Relevance Confidence Satisfaction 

Case(i) 88% 88% 88% 94% 

Case (ii) 12% 12% 12% 6% 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Result of facilitation of writing 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Result for the degree of emotional engagement 
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Figure 3. Result of resistance to writing in Japanese. 

 

 

This study focuses on DST based on multimedia learning to improve Chinese JFL students’ writing skills. 

The discussion of the evaluation results is divided into two categories. 

 

(1) Discussion on ARCS as analyzed by SCAT (Steps for Coding and Theorization, A qualitative approach by Otani, 

T. (2015) at Nagoya University, Japan): 

(a) Attention 

 Using DST could be more intriguing than conventional writing because it not only involves visual 

images but also animation and music. In one interview, the student said, “DST is more interesting. It is like a 

movie.” Also, DST involves computer operation, which means it is attractive for those who have good computer 

skills. Recording the speech portion of their compositions is simple, so it is not likely to provide sufficient 

motivation. There was a minority opinion among the participants that DST is complicated as it involves a number 

of steps and takes a long time to complete. They complained about the time-consuming nature of DST, especially in 

the process of matching the written content with the images. 

(b) Relevance 

 It is deducible that images help students express written content. Looking at the images, students are able 

to think about what to write. Images evoke memories and encourage more creativity, which may have led to 

improvements in quality and quantity of writing. 

(c) Confidence 

 When students write in a foreign language, their biggest concern is the accuracy of vocabulary and 

grammar. As they make mistakes, they feel embarrassed, experience mental pressure, and lose confidence. They are 

not sure if what they have written makes sense to others. However, images in DST can compensate for verbal errors, 

making it easier for an audience to understand the content. Therefore, students are less likely to lose confidence in 

composition by using images. 

(d) Satisfaction 

 DST is much more satisfying than conventional writing because it is a challenging project. Each student 

has to search for appropriate images, consult dictionaries for vocabulary and grammar, write a draft, record the 

speech, and combine images with audio data to complete a DST project. The whole process is time-consuming and 

presents some difficulties. However, after they have got over all the difficulties, they feel happier. Another reason 

for high satisfaction ratings for DST could be the online feedback students get from the audience after giving their 

DST presentation. The more positive comments they gain, the more satisfied they feel. 
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(2) Learning Effects on Composition 

(a) Facilitation of information delivery 

 According to the SCAT analysis, one of the advantages of DST is that it involves both visual and verbal 

information. This study indicates that when Chinese students give verbal presentations in Japanese without any 

visual aids, it is difficult for listeners to make sense of the presentation without pictorial information. However, 

DST enables information delivery via two different channels (visual and auditory), improving listener 

understanding. Another advantage of DST is the images and background music that allows the audience to perceive 

presenter thoughts and feelings. Otherwise, listeners can hardly make guesses about information perceived as 

missing without the help of non-verbal aids. 

 

(b) Resistance to writing compositions 

 Conventional composition class is typically a passive learning environment and there are restrictions on 

what topics can be covered and restrictions on the number of words that can be used. These are only some of the 

difficulties for language students who do not know what or how to write. Even though writing proficiency itself is 

the final goal, composition training lacks appeal. In contrast, with DST, students can decide easily what to write 

about by looking at images and actively engaging in writing without restrictions on topics or word counts. Using 

DST, students get more ideas about the structure of writing by putting the images in the right order. In DST learning, 

writing itself is not the final goal but only one of several steps, so the joy of making a DST production alleviates 

some of the resistance to writing. 

 

(c) Emotional engagement with the work 

 Presenters usually put emotion into their work through the use of their voice. However, beginners at 

learning a foreign language often do not have sufficient speaking skills to fully express their emotions in this part of 

a DST project. A DST project can still be successful even though it might not include as many recorded words 

because the accompanying images and background music can add to adequate communication. For example, when 

students want to tell an audience about a happy memory, they can choose to speak less and instead, insert a picture 

of smiling people and peaceful music in place of trying to speak emotionally with poor language skills. Using 

media lets them convey their emotions. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 This study clarified student motivation and learning effects for composing narratives by comparing DST 

with and without images. In practice, international students from China used their own existing writing skills. A 

further issue is to clarify learning effects of DST when students are put into groups according to their proficiency. 

Another issue is to discuss how this practice can be applied on-site. 
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