
Digital Storytelling and Multiple Literacies 
in the First Year Composition Classroom

Richard Walker

Introduction

Personal narrative has traditionally been used as a starting point for writing in first year 

English composition classes. Student writers can be motivated by the opportunity for self-

expression, and familiarity of subject matter can facilitate scaffolding. Personal narrative can also 

be used to introduce a critical examination of ideas about identity, experience, significance, and 

cultural context (McCormick 2002; Kutz, Groden, & Zamel, 1993; Bartholomae & Petrosky 1986). 

From this entry point, the first year composition course usually progresses to more formally 

structured genres of academic literacy including expository, analytical, and persuasive essays along 

with attendant research components. Current scholarly research shows that a high percentage of 

students access and create content on the Internet outside of class (Fishman, Lunsford, McGregor & 

Otuteye, 2005). Because of technological and paradigmatic shifts in the way that information is 

created, accessed, and used, digital literacy has taken on growing importance in preparing students 

for full participation in society and in the world of work (Jenkins, et al, 2006; Drotner, 2008).

The context of teaching academic literacy in first year composition is complicated by the 

existence of multiple literacies among the student population, within society at large, and within the 

individual student. A high percentage of  pre- and post-secondary students in California schools are 

multi-lingual. Certain factors such as being the first generation from the family to attend college, 

being an early or late arriving immigrant, or being a member of Generation 1.5, often can result in a 

lack of familiarity with academic language, culture, and expectations. Adding multi-modal—or new 

media—literacies to this mix further complicates the context of multiple literacies.
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Although a high percentage of students engage with new media outside of school, it seldom 

is a part of the composition classroom (except perhaps via surreptitious texting). Paper-based 

composition activities still often prevail because of routine curriculum patterns, or in the case of 

secondary education, perceived constraints due to an emphasis on high-stakes performance-based 

standardized testing (Sylvester and Greenidge 2010, Kajder 2004). This lack of access or 

engagement with digital media in the composition curriculum can have the effect of disallowing 

possibilities for students to bring interests which they engage through digital media into the 

classroom, thereby closing an avenue for multi-modal literacy teaching (Vasudevan, Schultz, & 

Bateman, 2010).

How can an increase in pedagogical scope beyond traditional alphabetic literacy to include 

new media literacy be achieved while at the same time meeting the needs of basic or developmental 

writers? In coming back full circle to the personal narrative there is opportunity for expanding into 

the realm of multi-media technology and multi-modal literacy, while at the same time returning to a 

fundamental grounding in the voice and written word.

I therefor set out in my research to answer the question: Can a digital storytelling project be 

used to effectively teach new media literacy as an integral extension of traditional academic literacy, 

and can it also be used to teach critical reading and writing in the developmental composition 

classroom? In order to discover some answers on which to predict learning outcomes I read a series 

of articles that make claims about what experiences digital storytelling make available to first-year 

college composition students, as well as students in high school and middle school. I also consider a 

critique of formal constraints on the genre as set forth by the Center for Digital Storytelling which 

has been instrumental in the spread of the digital storytelling movement.
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The Center for Digital Storytelling

 Digital storytelling owes its genesis to Joe Lambert and Dana Atchley who started the 

Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) in Berkeley, California in the early 90’s. Through CDS 

training workshops, the digital storytelling “movement” (Lambert, 2006) has spread during the past 

two decades to organizations, public schools, colleges, and universities throughout parts of the U.S. 

and a number of other countries, particularly Britain and Australia. My own interest in digital 

storytelling stems from my discovery of CDS in 2007. I did an internship there and participated in 

one of their training workshops in which I produced a digital story. I was drawn to the genre 

because it incorporated several modes in which I have interest: visual/graphic, video/editing, 

writing/scripting, story, and the sharing of diverse cultural experiences. 

The digital storytelling format is flexible, but there are some predominant patterns. 

Typically, digital storytelling training takes place in a workshop setting in which participants share 

ideas in a “story circle” and go on to write scripts that are revised for narrative efficacy and edited 

to fit a concise format of around two to five minutes in length. Over the span of approximately two-

to-four days, voice narrations of the final script are record, photographs and other artifacts are 

scanned and images are pulled from the Internet to be edited into place over the voice narration. 

Music is laid down underneath, text may be inserted to highlight special points, and any transitions 

and effects are added in. The resulting short digital movies are given a collective showing during the 

last hours of the workshop for the participants’ shared viewing (Lambert, 2006).

In his book, Digital Storytelling: Capturing Lives, Creating Community (2006), Joe Lambert 

describes the seven elements which he considers key to the making of a digital story:

1. Point of view—“We believe all stories are personal...We believe all stories are told to make a 

point...the reason for the story” (49). Lambert’s conception seems very much in line with 
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traditional dramatic or fiction formula in that there is a main character, usually the story’s 

author, with a first-person point of view who has a problem or desire. However, stories about 

a family member, friend, or other special person are also common. The resultant experience 

that follows from the pursuit of this desire generally leads to some type of revelation or 

personal insight for the author.

2. Dramatic question—“Well crafted stories...set up a tension from the beginning that holds 

you until the story is over” (50). Again, we see a reliance on traditional dramatic formula to 

hold an audience’s interest through a setup of conflict or tension. In Lambert’s words, 

“...satisfaction or denial of that desire must be resolved in order for the story to end” (50).

3. Emotional content—Again, the emphasis is on being able to “hold the audiences attention” 

(52). This is familiar territory for the writer of drama or fiction. As Lambert says, “A story 

that deals directly with the fundamental emotional paradigms—of death and our sense of 

loss, of love and loneliness, of confidence and vulnerability, of acceptance and rejection—

will stake a claim to our hearts” (52). 

4. The gift of voice—The spoken voice is an essential element in the digital storytelling genre, 

and it is this aspect which connects the act of storytelling to historical roots in oral tradition 

while traversing its evolutionary path through writing, printing, and digital media. In 

Lambert’s conception, the voice is the perfect vehicle for a perspective that is fundamentally 

personal in nature.  “Truly, our voice is a great gift...they tell everyone so much about who 

we are, both how strong we can be and how fragile” (54). In Lambert's view—perhaps 

influenced by his background as a theatrical producer—the voice has an incantatory effect: 

“In a story, we are listening for an organic rhythmic pattern that allows us to float into 

reverie. In the place of reverie we have a complex interaction between following the story 
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and allowing the associative memories the story conjures up to wash over us” (54).

5. Soundtrack—Lambert presents a series of practical considerations about the emotional effect 

of music, as well as consequences, such as using lyrical songs with words that conflict with 

the author’s intended message. The digital storytelling genre as conceived by CDS draws its 

originality both in terms from the author’s words and images. But the issue of copyright is a 

matter that is potentially present whenever images or music that are not original are 

incorporated into the piece. As we will see below, some theorists see certain types of 

appropriation as being an important authorial component of digital literacy.

6. Economy—Attention and facility with interweaving voice, image, and sound to compose 

meaning is needed to produce an effective digital story. Here is where questions arise 

regarding the balance of each mode’s responsibility for providing information and detail 

necessary for communicating a story effectively. As central as voice is to digital storytelling, 

video is essentially a visual medium. The question arises: If a picture really is worth a 

thousand words, what significance does digital storytelling have for the practice of academic 

reading and writing?

7. Pacing—Again, the emphasis is on this element’s importance in sustaining the audience’s 

interest.

Here is where a critical examination of the rational behind digital storytelling as made 

popular by CDS is warranted. The first question I want to ask is, what does digital storytelling have 

to offer a first year composition curriculum in terms of pedagogical features and academic 

outcomes?
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The struggling writer

At the core of the digital storytelling ethos is an emphasis on stories of individual 

redemption and endurance, of life’s turning points. As Lambert tells us, “The stories we are drawn 

to, that resonate in our direct emotional need, in general, are those that give us a reason to make the 

decision to go forward. They inspire us” (52).

In their journal article, “Crafting an Agentive Self: Case Studies of Digital Storytelling,” 

authors Glynda A. Hull and Mira-Lisa Katz echo this sentiment by quoting Ochs & Capps (1996, 

2001): “There is abundant research on narrative and the important role that narratives of self—

stories about who we have been in the past and who we want to become in the future—can play in 

the construction of agentive identities” (44).

In tracking two students at a community-based art and technology organization in Oakland, 

California called DUSTY, the authors present a portrayal of the two participants, one a middle 

school-aged child, the other an adult, as gaining confidence and a sense of efficacy through their 

experience with the digital storytelling process, each becoming able to imagine his or her life 

according to new possibilities. The authors characterize this process as “articulating a pivotal 

moment” or as an ability to “assume agentive stances toward their present identities, circumstances, 

and futures” (44). This ability for improvising and assuming agentive identities and a literate self is 

an important characteristic not only for gaining academic literacy, but also for achieving digital 

literacy, as we shall see in one of the articles included below.

But what value does the digital aspect of digital storytelling offer above or beyond written 

personal narrative?  The authors describe the motivational capacity that a multi-modal format holds 

for the students they studied, saying “It is especially exciting to us that, unlike traditional essays, 

digital stories, through their combination of image, music, sound, and text, seem to engage young 

communicators and to provide an especially potent way to perform a self”  (73). Student enthusiasm 
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for the digital storytelling process opens a conduit for connecting with digital media tools that they 

may already find appealing in their life outside of class as well as opportunity for play and 

experimentation with new modes of self-representation. The authors describe these students as 

embracing an authorial stance, stating, “At DUSTY digital stories most often begin with written 

texts, usually narratives, and the narratives begin at writing workshops in which participants first 

share their ideas for what will become their multimedia compositions” (55). 

In the article “Digital Storytelling: Extending the Potential for Struggling Writers,” authors 

Ruth Sylvester and Wendy-lou Greenidge argue that the current climate of emphasis on formal 

testing leads to drill-based instruction and test preparation instead of opening channels for students 

to connect with matters that allow them to invest in learning by investigating their own interests. 

Some educators and theorists, in maintain that all people have a mix of learning styles, such as 

visual, auditory, kinetic, and reading and writing, believe that multi-media provides multiple ways 

for students to connect with their environment as well as more options for which to express their 

ideas. As digital media is reflective of the world that they naturally inhabit when not in the 

classroom (phones, texting, the Internet, games), they can, the authors argue, motivate struggling 

writers and scaffold understanding of traditional literacy” (284).

Sylvester and Greenidge give an example of a struggling student whose usually unsuccessful 

attempts at organizing her ideas are newly supported by storyboarding, a common workshop 

practice as conceived by CDS. They describe another student for whom digital storytelling afforded 

the ability to use images where written details might usually be lacking, thereby allowing him to 

achieve an economic and successful weave of modal elements to convey his message.

For another student who was normally resistant to doing any revision, awareness that his 

work would be viewed by everyone in the class motivated him to try to make his story as good as he 

could make it by revising more than once. The authors explain that, for students, “Creating a movie 
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gives them a reason for writing and makes them more conscious of their audience, one that reaches 

beyond themselves and their teacher. and motivates them to write more clearly and with more 

detail” (291).

Sylvester & Greenidge provide a useful summary of the benefits of digital storytelling for 

the struggling writer, saying that it “promotes the writer's awareness of audience, purpose, and form, 

an awareness not always demonstrated by less capable writers. Digital storytelling has the capacity 

to not only motivate struggling writers as they experience the enjoyment of creating stories 

enhanced by multimedia, but also to reposition themselves from struggling writers to competent 

writers” (291).

Teaching Digital Literacy

We have seen arguments to support involvement of students in the digital storytelling project 

for purposes of motivating engagement with academic expression through multi-modal conduits. 

But what does digital storytelling make available in terms of teaching digital literacy?

The article “Confronting the Challenges of Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 

21st Century” by Henry Jenkins, et al (2006), lays out a rational for teaching digital literacy in the 

classroom. The umbrella concept is “participatory culture” from which the authors describe core 

forms and skills that students need to acquire in order to successfully perform the kinds of roles that 

will be valued by society in the twenty-first century. 

Jenkins includes collaborative problem-solving in this list, describing it as “working together 

in teams...to complete tasks and develop new knowledge” (8). He gives the examples of Wikipedia, 

alternate reality gaming, or spoiling, for this type of activity. Digital storytelling, however, is not a 

networked social phenomenon in the online sense. Its underpinnings are manifested in physical 

communities and among people who gather in a physical workshopt setting to create digital stories. 
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Lambert says, “As with our approach to digital storytelling in general, we find our practice is 

ideally suited to group settings” (33). The end result is a short video that is published on websites 

like  YouTube or www.storycenter.com. We might think of digital stories in a way similar to books 

or music in that they are not interactive in the technological sense. Rather, they become part of a 

body of stories to which hundreds or thousands of individuals contribute as records of personal 

meaning. These videos may become part of a surrounding networked social experience such 

YouTube’s comments, as well as indexing or aggregating services.

Jenkins’ use of the term “circulations” centers on “Shaping the flow of media (such as 

podcasting and blogging).” Within this definition Jenkins includes peer-to-peer learning, as well as 

“a changed attitude toward intellectual property,” which he terms “appropriations,” as well as “the 

diversification of cultural expression,” and “the development of skills valued in the modern 

workplace”—not so much technical as social—and “a more empowered conception of citizenship.” 

Jenkins sees access to these participatory functions as a “new form of the hidden curriculum, 

shaping which youth will succeed and which will be left behind as they enter school and the 

workplace” (3).

In their article, “Crafting an Agentive Self: Case Studies of Digital Storytelling,” Hull and 

Katz emphasize the agentive power of “appropriation and recontextualization” of images, such as 

those of public figures, or iconic symbols, such as handguns, for assuming authorial agency. By 

taking control of such content and repurposing it for their own messages, students develop literate 

identities (70). This is what Jenkins terms “appropriation,” or “the ability to meaningfully sample 

and remix media content” (4).

Jenkins expresses the pedagogical need to address unequal access to opportunities, skills, 

and knowledge that will “prepare youth for full participation in the world of tomorrow”(3). This is 

also in line with what he calls “the diversification of cultural expression” (3). Jenkins also stresses 
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the importance for students of “learning to see clearly the ways that media shape perceptions of the 

world” (3). For his part, Lambert talks about “democratisation” of media, the need for giving voice 

to people who have not had access to media.

The CDS website has a “history” page which expresses the culture of the early 90’s in which 

artists’ experimentation with emerging digital technologies provided inspiration that lead to the 

Center’s creation:

Cultural democracy and community arts, and popular education movements in the United 

States inspired the development of the Center’s range of digital storytelling practices...The 

work that these pioneering artists created alongside previously marginalized communities 

synthesized a vision of the cultural animator surfacing the unique gifts, voices, and ideas of 

project collaborators. At times the emphasis of such projects was on personal voice and the 

development of identity, esteem, and resilience in the individual; at other times the art making 

specifically addressed social conflicts and broader political issues 

(http://www.storycenter.org/history.html). 

A critical perspective: limitations of the genre for giving voice and enacting social change

In his book, Digital Literacy: Capturing Lives, Creating Community, Lambert says 

“Between the emotional fragility of exploring a personal issue, and feelings of inadequacy when 

working with computers or multi-media, the last thing our students needed was someone dictating a 

specific formula to them” (45). And yet we see some central preconceptions in the CDS outline of 

seven essential elements of digital storytelling (46). Digital Storytelling is a conceived as personal 

narrative that makes an emotional appeal and “holds on” to the audience’s attention through a set of 

standard dramatic techniques such as posing a dramatic question which must be resolved in order 

for the story to achieve closure. 

In her article, “Coaxing an Intimate Public: Life Narrative in Digital Storytelling,” Anna 

Poletti takes a critical stance toward digital storytelling as an established genre. She suggests that its 
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“formal constrictions and thematic occupations” limit the medium as an articulation of structured 

social inequalities (73). “I will argue,” she declares, “that the specific narrative strategies of the 

digital storytelling form present significant barriers against [using it] as a means of redefining or 

challenging existing meanings attached to life experience, given its emphasis on narrative 

accessibility (referring to Burgess, 2006, 207), closure (refering to Lambert 2006, 57), and 

coherence of theme (referring to Nielsen 2005)” (75).

Poletti goes on to argue that, with the genre as realized in the CDS format, there is little 

space for examination of societal contexts. This greatly limits applicability of the genre as a tool for 

critical analysis. The search for significance typically does not extend beyond the confines of the 

individual life into the social domain. Under this view, the genre’s ostensible capacity to give voice 

to the marginalized is instead seen primarily an context for imagining personal crisis and 

transcendence. Poletti references the thinking of other theorists in her conclusion that, to truly afford 

voice to the disempowered, the genre itself must be reimagined:

As [Berlant] acutely observes, the expression, or merely the identification, of the personal 

gets mistaken for doing the work of the political. For digital storytelling, the question of 

whether the outward projection of individualized experiences of revelation generates a 

passive....civic-minded ideal of compassion in its audience is a critical one for the 

movement’s capacity to contribute to the diversification of voices in the (elite) public sphere 

where structural political change occurs. John Hartley raises this issue when he suggests 

that digital storytelling needs to be able to be used for more than the communication of 

personal experience to reach its potential to bring about the “emancipation of large numbers 

of otherwise excluded (or neglected) people into the ‘freedom of the internet’ in a way that 

meaningfully challenges how knowledge is constituted, understood and disseminated 

through the media” (80).
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Teaching Academic Academic Writing with Digital Storytelling

Academic literacy, consisting of an integrated relationship of critical reading and writing 

skills, is the central outcome for first year composition. Is it possible, then, for digital storytelling, 

with its mix of visual and auditory modalities to support development of academic reading and 

writing? In fact, we might ask: With digital storytelling, where is the writing? And what about the 

genre’s structural preconceptions that limit critical engagement with societal contexts? Is it 

reasonable, or even possible, to attempt to teach literacy skills with alphabetic text and multi-media 

in the same course, let alone the same project? Can they be integrated, or even allowed the chance 

to support each other?

To look for answers to these questions I turn to a final example of classroom involvement 

with the digital storytelling medium. In her online article, “Rethinking Composition in a 

Multimodal World,” Leslie Moitoza, a veteran high school writing teacher in Richmond, California, 

asks a few of her own questions which I find very similar to my own: “Is it possible to teach 

academic writing as digital composition? What happens to writing instruction and student learning 

when we go digital” (Moitoza, 2009)? Moitoza poses a further, related set of questions whose 

positive responses I found myself being quite skeptical of at first. 

For her digital storytelling project in her class she decided to give the same analytical essay 

prompt that she would normally give as a written essay assignment. Her research question to herself 

then became “Could we achieve the same academic goals when the tech component was added as 

we had when it was a traditional essay assignment” (Moitoza, 2009)? It turns out that she was 

somewhat skeptical herself.

As a starting point, we should first make note of the fact that the heart of a digital story is its 

voiceover narration, and that this narration is scripted—that is, it is a written composition that goes 

goes through a revision process. In another article, “Enter Here: Personal Narrative and Digital 
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Storytelling,” the author describes her own process of requiring two full revisions for her students’ 

scripts (Kajder, 2004). Moitoza, in her case also facilitates feedback and revision.

The real surprise for me, given my previous familiarity with the overtly personal nature of 

the CDS format, is that the written analytical essay prompt described Moitoza’s handout, 

“Characterizing a Neighborhood,”  worked quite well as the script for a voiceover narration in the 

digital story format. The core of the prompt was stated as “Write a well-developed essay in which you 

characterize the neighborhood you live in and explain what makes it distinctive.” Both positive and 

negative aspects were to be included in the students’ renditions. The class worked together in pairs to 

write, revise, assemble materials, produce, and edit their two-to-five minute videos about their 

neighborhoods. I viewed the example student video from the National Writing Project website, Digital 

IS, which featured Moitoza’s article, and I saw that the same analytical essay assignment could 

successfully be used as a script assignment for the narration of a digital story—or perhaps we should 

call it a multi-modal personal narrative essay.

In addition to their digital stories, Moitoza required her class to write a reflective essay about 

their experiences with the digital storytelling process. In regards to the critical reading component, I 

feel it is useful to consider the resulting digital stories as “texts.” There is ample theory to support 

such a positioning as just about anything can be considered as a text if it can be analyzed critically 

for signs of its social or cultural construction (McCormick, 2002, Bartholomae & Petrosky, 1986, 

Wysoki, 2004).

Finally, in regards to Jenkins’ criteria for participatory culture, I think that a project like 

Moitoza’s assignment for composing a multi-modal essay about “My Neighborhood” goes a long 

way towards providing context for students to consider the ways in which media shapes perception.
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Conclusion

The digital storytelling process, with its low threshold format, provides an immersive 

engagement with the act of multi-modal meaning-making. Technology can be embraced and 

manageably learned. In the space of a few days a story is composed that foregrounds the author’s 

voice. The resulting product can be put on the Internet and shared with friends, family, classmates, 

or people from around the world. When the project can be stretched out over the length of a unit or 

even a semester, much more attention to development and integration with related written 

assignments can be managed. As the Moitoza example shows 

(http://digitalis.nwp.org/resource/299  )  , the traditional digital storytelling format as developed at 

CDS can be modified to fit the rigors an academic analytical writing assignment. Digital stories can 

be integrated as texts to be analyzed and written about in traditional academic essays. Digital stories 

can also be further integrated into other digital media such as social media sites. In this way it is 

possible to conceive of a first year composition class in which a rich integrated continuum of 

literacies are engaged with, including alphabetic and multi-modal texts. Given its propensity to 

motivate students by providing connections to real audiences as well as a wider array of modes for 

communication, digital storytelling—or adaptations thereof—provide promising possibilities for 

further experimentation and research for the first year composition classroom.

Richard Walker 14

http://digitalis.nwp.org/resource/299


Bibliography

Drotner, Kirsten. “Leisure Is Hard Work: Digital Practices and Future Competencies." Youth, 
Identity, and Digital Media. Edited by David Buckingham. The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation Series on Digital Media and Learning. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2008. 167–184. 

Henry Jenkins, with Katie Clinton, Ravi Purushotma, Alice J. Robinson, and Margaret Weigel. 
“Confronting the Challenges of Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 21st Century.” 
MacArthur Foundation, 2006.

Jenn Fishman, Andrea Lunsford, Beth McGregor and Mark Otuteye. “Performing Writing, 
Performing Literacy.” College Composition and Communication. Vol. 57, No. 2 (Dec., 2005), pp. 
224-252 

McCormick, K. Reading our histories, understanding our cultures: A sequenced approach to 
thinking, reading, and writing. Longman, 2002.

Bartholomae, D. & A. Petrosky. Facts, artifacts and counterfacts: Theory and method for a reading 
and writing course. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook, 1986.

Kutz, El, S.Q. Groden,  & V. Zamel. The discovery of competence: Teaching and learning with 
diverse student writers. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook, 1993.

Lambert, Joe. Digital storytelling: capturing lives, creating community. Berkeley, CA: Digital Diner 
Press, 2006.

Hull, Glynda A., Katz, Mira-Lisa. “Crafting an agentive self: case studies on digital storytelling.” 
Research in the Teaching of English, Vol 41, No 1 (Aug., 2006), pp. 43-81. National Council of 
Teachers of English.

Ruth Sylvester, Wendy-lou Greenidge. Digital storytelling: Extending the potential for struggling 
writers. The Reading Teacher, Vol. 63, No. 4 (Dec., 2009 - Jan., 2010), pp. 284-295. International 
Reading Association.

Poletti, Anna. “Coaxing an intimate public: Life narrative in digital storytelling.” Continuum: 
Journal of Media & Cultural Studies. Vol. 25, No. 1, February 2011, 73-83.

The Center for Digital Storytelling website, History page. http://www.storycenter.org/history.html

Moitoza, Leslie (2009). “Rethinking Composition in a Multimodal World.”  The National Writing 
Project website, http://digitalis.nwp.org/resource/299

Kajder, Sara B. “Enter Here: Personal Narrative and Digital Storytelling.”  The English Journal, 
Vol. 93, No. 3 (Jan., 2004), pp. 64-68. National Council of Teachers of English.

Wysoki, Anne. Writing New Media: Theory and Applications for Expanding the Teaching of 
Composition. Utah State University Press; 1 edition (March 1, 2004) 

Richard Walker 15

http://digitalis.nwp.org/resource/299
http://www.storycenter.org/history.html

