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Abstract: In order to develop digital literacy skills, educators at all educational levels are 

tasked with engaging students through technology and interactive media forms in the 

classroom.  One means of equipping students with the needed skills to be competent 

consumers and producers of technology is through the use of digital storytelling activities.  

This research seeks to describe the educational benefits and teaching techniques associated 

with the use of digital storytelling at a variety of learning levels. The research concludes 

with a discussion of challenges associated with digital storytelling as well as a review of 

current research on the pedagogy of digital storytelling. This paper will provide value to 

educators at all levels who are looking for a comprehensive review of various digital 

storytelling techniques. 

 

Introduction 

 In today’s digital landscape, educators have both the opportunity and responsibility of equipping students 

with the needed skills to be competent consumers and producers of technology (Shelby-Caffey, Ubeda, & Jenkins, 

2014). In order to convert digital information into knowledge, students must demonstrate an aptitude to critically 

evaluate and analyze the material, including probing sources of the content, considering interests and goals of the 

producers of material, and evaluating what information represents in a greater social, political, or economic context 

(Buckingham, 2015). Current learners are also considered to be “digital natives” and their continual access to 

technology has changed the way that they process and learn new information (Dreon, Kerper, & Landis, 2015). 

Furthermore, current K-12 learners may possess sophisticated technological skills that can be utilized by educators 

in order to enhance their classroom learning experiences (Gurung & Rutledge, 2014). However, students may not 

possess the necessary digital literacy skills that are needed to interact with technology for educational purposes. 

Definitions of literacy have been expanded to include new forms of interaction, comprehension, and 

response to communication technologies. These systems of new media have redefined the standards of being an 

informed, literate global citizen and have also altered the necessary skills to achieve this status (Shelby-Caffey, 

Ubeda, & Jenkins, 2014). Hague and Payton (2010) posited that “to be digitally literate is to have access to a broad 

range of practices and cultural resources that you are able to apply to digital tools. It is the ability to make and share 

meaning in different modes and formats; to create, collaborate and communicate effectively and to understand how 

and when digital technologies can best be used to support these processes” (p. 2). In order for students to best meet 

these new standards of digital engagement, it is essential for educators to seek pedagogical methods of teaching 

these skills in the classroom through innovative technological learning experiences such as the creation of digital 

storytelling. 

 



Description of Digital Storytelling 

The Educause Learning Initiative (2007) defined digital storytelling as “the practice of combining narrative 

with digital content, including images, sound, and video to create a short movie, typically with a strong emotional 

component” (p. 1). Digital storytelling encourages students to more deeply engage with the material while also 

boosting development of the requisite critical thinking and technological skills of the 21st century (Shelby-Caffey, 

Ubeda, & Jenkins, 2014).   

 The Center for Digital Storytelling presented seven elements of digital storytelling that can be used in the 

classroom and in the community. These elements include:  

1. Point of view: What is the main point of the story and what is the perspective of the author? 

2. A dramatic question: A key question that keeps the viewer’s attention and will be answered by the end of 

the story. 

3. Emotional content: Serious issues that come alive in a personal and powerful way and connects the story to 

the audience. 

4. The gift of your voice: A way to personalize the story to help the audience understand the context. 

5. The power of the soundtrack: Music or other sounds that support and embellish the storyline. 

6. Economy: Using just enough content to tell the story without overloading the viewer. 

7. Pacing: The rhythm of the story and how slowly or quickly it progresses (as cited in Robin, 2008). 

 

Application to Learning and Instruction 

The use of digital storytelling in the classroom, at all levels, can produce positive results that reach beyond 

literacy. Particularly, these types of activities may be effective for students at all ages and cultural backgrounds due 

to the use of stories being commonly used as a source of communication in both formal and informal contexts. 

Indeed, Ohler (2013) proclaimed that “much of the communication that take place among people, whether in 

classrooms, offices, living rooms, or the online communities that permeate the Internet, consists of telling stories” 

(p. 7).  

Technology tools combined with sound pedagogy stimulated students’ enthusiasm for learning as well as 

their confidence in using technology and communicating their thoughts and experiences (Carrozzino, Evangelist, & 

Galdieri, 2016). In addition, this innovative exercise in the classroom fosters the skills of research and collaboration. 

Students are able to develop a point of view, nurture an emotional connection to the material, and work with their 

classmates to produce a digital representation of their interpretation of the content material (Shelby-Caffey, Ubeda, 

& Jenkins, 2014). Additionally, through the use of digital storytelling activities, Ohler (2013) explained that students 

are able to “speak their own language” to display their understanding of content knowledge.  

In regards to pedagogy, digital storytelling is considered to be a student-centered approach that can help to 

enhance students’ levels of learning and engagement. As described by Niemi, Harju, Multisilta, and Kuokkanen 

(2014), students are able to explore and engage with tools (i.e., material and psychological) and their peers through 

these types of activities. Furthermore, students are able to gain new perspectives of content and develop an 

understanding of diverse phenomenon when viewing their classmates’ digital stories (Niemi, et al., 2014)   

 

Challenges and Conclusions 

While digital storytelling is a relevant and engaging learning tool, Robin (2008) suggested that too often the 

technology of digital storytelling is being used in both K-12 and higher education classrooms with an emphasis on 

technical skill. Robin (2008) suggested that a greater value should be placed on teaching strategies, the subject 

matter, and real-world needs of modern classrooms.  



Although digital storytelling activities can be beneficial for learners, educators may need to consider the 

challenges of implementing these assignments into their classroom settings. For example, Lambert (2013) shared 

that individuals who view digital stories may experience emotional reactions to the content being portrayed. 

Therefore, educators may need to ensure that digital story content may not be upsetting to their students. In order to 

create appropriate digital story activities, educators should consider the purpose of the story and what the audience 

should learn as a result of watching the story. Educators need to also carefully identify specific content and literacy 

goals prior to creating these types of assignments. To ensure that students create appropriate stories to share with 

their classmates, educators can follow the instruction guidelines outlined by Robin (2016) which include: determine 

the purpose of the study and your audience; conduct research of the selected topic; create a first draft of a story 

script; receive feedback on the script draft; revise the script based on the received feedback; search for or create 

appropriate images; determine appropriate copyrights for selected content and images; develop a storyboard; record 

an audio overview of the script; include background music into the storyline; build the digital story using an 

appropriate software program; and publish the digital story.  

Current research has demonstrated the significance of including technology into academic curriculum. 

Although there may be challenges to the inclusion of digital storytelling in educational contexts, these types of 

activities can be a powerful resource to help students, at all levels of education, develop creativity and share their 

understanding of course content. For example, Lambert (2013) proposed using digital stories to chart students’ 

academic progress from kindergarten through twelfth grade to even college levels of education. Through the 

inclusion of digital literacy portfolio assignments, students could possess visual and concrete examples of their 

continuous acquisition of knowledge, creativity, critical thinking, and problem-solving skills. Digital storytelling 

provides an innovative means for students to practice the art of storytelling while simultaneously stimulating their 

technological competencies (Shelby-Caffey, Ubeda, & Jenkins, 2014).   
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