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Twenty years ago, in the fall of 1996, I made a trip to Europe. To Bristol, 
England. To hold what would be the first of many digital storytelling (DS) 
workshops in the UK and Europe over the next several years.

Our sponsor in Bristol was Hewlett Packard (HP) Labs, the research 
and development wing of the US technology company. They wanted 
us working in a partnership between the Watershed, a media arts cen-
tre down on the quay in central Bristol and the University of the West 
of England (UWE). A graduate student who also worked at HP Labs, 
Clodagh Miskelly, would be part of one of those first workshops, as would 
a number of local academics.

It was our first academic partnership in the UK. During the next couple 
of years, we came back to UWE. These initial workshops in Europe were 
quite important to us; we were not at all sure that the populist ethos of our 
work would translate to contemporary Europe, particularly as a new genre 
of media communications in an educational context.

I think it would be fair to say that the European academic world 
did not quite know what to make of our project. Media arts educa-
tion and media literacy were well-established fields in the UK and the 
rest of Europe. And while computer-based media work was still a fresh 
idea, there was nothing particularly compelling about our model from a 
media arts standpoint. The little pieces made in these short workshops 
were not going to be the kind of work that would end up circulating at 
local video centres or annual educational video festivals, or appearing 
in some corner of local television. Video on the internet was still years 
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from being practical, so what do you do with a media practice that was 
not about some form of broadcast?

Nor was it conceivable for people to think of this work as a new type 
of multi-modal composition. Despite our insistence that we were re-
purposing oral tradition and popular literacy for the digital age, a sort of 
practicum to Walter Ong’s perspectives on orality, literacy and electronic 
media, that it had a potential as a part of all sectors of academic work, our 
personal, non-expository approach seemed suspect.

I am sure we felt, even if it was never spoken, the ‘well that’s quite nice, 
darling, but really…’ dismissal of our post-modern pals working at their 
academic institutions. I remember at one of our early workshops in the 
Netherlands, a Dutch colleague commented, ‘this is like Oprah Winfrey!’ 
That was not good. I assumed our future in Europe was limited, as no one 
seemed to understand what we were trying to achieve.

We were very fortunate in 1998 to be invited to make our residence 
at the School of Education at the University of California, Berkeley. Dr 
Glynda Hull, the College Writing Program, and a group of her gradu-
ate students assisted in a reinterpretation of our practice as a form of 
communicative engagement different from the ‘multimedia’ authoring 
(Educational Powerpoint and Hypercard stacks on CD ROMS) and con-
cern about hypertext composition; that was how ‘digital’ composition was 
being discussed at the time.

Our approach had us taking the tool of digital video editing and, to a 
lesser extent, photo manipulation and re-composition in Photoshop, and 
inviting a populist voice to emerge from a simple, direct method of telling 
a brief, personal story. Hull and others recognized the potential of such 
a method to integrate processes of identity construction with the digital 
literacy concern, and information technology strategies, of contemporary 
curricula.

Other educators around the world began to take note, and we found 
ourselves bouncing around Scandinavia, Germany, the Netherlands, 
Belgium and, of course, all around the USA presenting the idea to educa-
tional professionals. In 2002, I spoke, as someone introducing an idea, at 
the ‘Society for Information Technology in Education’ Conference about 
DS. By 2006, there were 33 separate presentations on DS. DS had arrived 
on the college campus as a valuable new way to encourage all students to 
compose for the screen.

What we have seen as a community over the last two decades is the 
expansion of the utility of DS into every corner of higher education. In 
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our collaborations in the field, we have assisted campuses in dozens of 
different applications including communities of practice using DS across 
the curriculum, new forms of expression in writing and visual methods, 
reflective observation in service learning and study abroad, negotiating 
cultural difference and dialogue, as engagement and distribution of con-
cepts in health and social work, to name a few. But in a broad sense, as 
editors and educators in the wider sense, and in our small contribution 
to this volume, while the tool, the brand, the genre or the idea of DS 
is broadly disseminated, the underlying theoretical work, the underly-
ing value system and foundational perspectives are still very much in 
development.

So, all these years later, a cross section of European, African, Asian/
Pacific Island and American academics and practitioners have come 
together in Digital Storytelling in Higher Education edited by  Grete 
Jamissen, Pip Hardy, Yngve Nordkvelle and Heather Pleasants.

The editors are situating DS as a vital tool in the larger humanistic, 
value-centred educational project. They suggest that we use the integra-
tive arguments of American educator Ernest Boyer from the late 1980s 
and early 1990s about rethinking how we assess scholarship in higher edu-
cation. They use Boyer’s four-pillar perspective on scholarly activity as the 
frame for our understanding of DS’s potential in higher education.

I am not a professional academic nor do I pretend to grasp the evolu-
tion of the various ways of defining the purpose of academic institutions 
and scholarship as a whole. But when I look at the four pillars, the encour-
agement of original research (discovery), the ability to synthesize knowl-
edge in an interdisciplinary and historical manner (integration), the ability 
to take one’s academic effort and extend that work into local community, 
or greater society, in a demonstrable way (application), and the ability to 
take one’s scholarship and advance how we imagine teaching and learning 
occur in a broadly understood, and evaluated, way (teaching), I recognize 
how useful this framework is to encompass all the ways our colleagues 
around the world want to use this tool in higher education.

In 2016, we are years beyond the conceptualization of DS as a ‘nice’ 
way to share personal stories. We are beyond the view of this work as 
a doorway to media technology literacy and even a perspective that the 
work simply posits a mechanism of multi-modal composition. DS, as prac-
ticed by the practitioners and educators included in this volume, is a trans-
formative learning process that has broad implications for all of the four 
‘scholarships’ described by Boyer.
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As you look across the contributions, you are made aware of the depth 
of commitment of the authors to understanding the strengths, limitations 
and opportunities of DS as composition, as connection and as building 
respectful, healthy educational communities and informed responsible 
citizens.

Along with all these contributors, we share a commitment to bring the 
whole person into the educational experience. We are not on this planet 
as educators to stack the lives of our learners into tiers of success. We are 
here to awaken the sense that scholarship and learning should be, in every 
sense of the word, a healthy endeavour. It should create whole people, 
who can address complicated issues, to make a more whole, safe, sustained 
and sustainable world.

Joe Lambert
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Much has been written during the first decade of the new millennium 
about the potential of digital technologies to radically transform educa-
tion and learning. Typically, such calls for change spring from the argu-
ment that traditional education no longer engages learners or teaches 
them the skills required for the twenty-first century. Digital technologies 
are often described as tools that will enhance collaboration and motivate 
learners to re-engage with education and enable them to develop the new 
multi-modal literacy skills required for today’s knowledge economy. Using 
digital technologies is a creative experience in which learners actively 
engage with solving problems in authentic environments that underline 
their productive skills rather than merely passively consuming knowledge. 
Accompanying this argument has been the move from understanding lit-
eracy on the cognitive level to an appreciation of the socio-cultural forces 
shaping learner development and the role communities play in supporting 
the acquisition of knowledge.

Emerging from this context, the Digital Education and Learning series 
was founded to explore the pedagogical potential and realities of digital 
technologies in a wide range of disciplinary contexts across the educational 
spectrum around the world. Focusing on local and global perspectives, the 
series responds to the shifting demands and expectations of educational 
stakeholders, looks at the ways new technologies are actually being used 
in different educational and cultural contexts, and examines the oppor-
tunities and challenges that lie behind the myths and rhetoric of digital 
age education. The series encourages the development of evidence-based 
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research that is rooted in an understanding of the history of technology, 
as well as open to the potential of new innovation, and adopts critical 
perspectives on technological determinism as well as techno-scepticism.

While the potential for changing the way we learn in the digital age 
is significant, and new sources of information and forms of interaction 
have developed, many educational institutions and learning environ-
ments have changed little from those that existed over 100 years ago. 
Whether in the form of smartphones, laptops or tablets, digital technol-
ogies may be increasingly ubiquitous in a person’s social life but mar-
ginal in his or her daily educational experience once the person enters 
a classroom. Although many people increasingly invest more and more 
time on their favourite social media site, integrating these technolo-
gies into curricula or formal learning environments remains a significant 
challenge, if indeed it is a worthwhile aim in the first place. History tells 
us that change in educational contexts, if it happens at all in ways that 
were intended, is typically more ‘incremental’ and rarely ‘revolution-
ary’. Understanding the development of learning technologies in the 
context of a historically informed approach therefore is one of the core 
aspects of the series, as is the need to understand the increasing interna-
tionalization of education and the way learning technologies are cultur-
ally mediated. While the digital world appears to be increasingly ‘flat’, 
significant challenges continue to exist, and the series will problematize 
terms that have sought to erase cultural, pedagogical and theoretical 
differences rather than understand them. ‘Digital natives’, ‘digital lit-
eracy’, ‘digital divide’ and ‘digital media’—these and such mantras as 
‘twenty-first-century learning’—are phrases that continue to be used 
in ways that require further clarification and critical engagement rather 
than unquestioning and uncritical acceptance.

The series aims to examine the complex discourse of digital tech-
nologies and to understand the implications for teaching, learning and 
professional development. By mixing volumes with theoretical perspec-
tives with case studies detailing actual teaching approaches, whether 
on or off campus, in face-to-face, fully online or blended learning con-
texts, the series will examine the emergence of digital technologies 
from a range of new international and interdisciplinary perspectives. 
Incorporating original and innovative volumes with theoretical per-
spectives and case studies (single-authored and edited collections), the 
series aims to provide an accessible and valuable resource for academic 
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researchers, teacher trainers, administrators, policymakers and learners 
interested in cutting-edge research on new and emerging technologies 
in education.

Series Editors
� Michael Thomas 

� James P. Gee 
� John G. Palfrey
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We, the editors of this book, and probably you, if you are also engaged in 
the lofty pursuit of higher education, will be concerned with the kindling 
of flames in your students.

It is Pascal who is credited with saying: ‘We tell stories to entertain and 
to teach’. We believe that we also tell stories to learn, and we know that 
the telling and sharing of stories are among the best ways to kindle that 
flame.

We have been inspired by the potential of DS to inspire our students 
and teach them how to learn—about the subjects they are studying, how 
they are studying them, how to present their learning to others and how to 
use new technologies to perform the most ancient of tasks: the expression 
and sharing of experience. Our own experiences of creating digital stories 
with students are that they learn about all of these things and much more: 
they learn about the communities in which they live, study and work; they 
learn about their own potential to overcome adversity and sorrow; they 
learn to see the future as a bright opportunity to which they belong and 
which belongs to them and, above all, they learn about themselves.

This book began as a twinkle in the eye of Grete Jamissen. Grete’s 
determination to transform her own university into ‘a digital storytell-
ing university’ extended to her vision of a book about the myriad uses 
for DS in higher education. Needless to say, she infected the rest of us 
editors with her enthusiasm and commitment to the growing potential 
of DS as a valuable tool for teaching and learning and research as well as 
for community engagement and the integration of new knowledge across 
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disciplines. DS is nothing if not interdisciplinary, spanning the fields of 
community theatre, creative writing, photography, film and video editing, 
group work, drama and beyond, and fitting comfortably into the more 
established disciplines of education, medicine and healthcare, social work, 
history, anthropology and many more.

The twinkle in Grete’s eye sparked Yngve Nordkvelle to propose the 
use of Ernest Boyer’s model of the four scholarships to provide a frame-
work for this book. It was at this point that the twinkle began to take 
form, and in September 2015, at the sixth international DS conference 
in Massachusetts, we presented our vision of the book, together with a 
model illustrating the impact of DS in each and all of the four scholarships 
(Fig. 1).

Colleagues were eager to contribute to the first ever book about DS in 
higher education, and so a little over a year later, we are proud to present 
what we consider to be an outstanding collection of chapters from around 
the world about the impact of DS in higher education.

Before letting readers loose on the rest of this book, however, there are 
some important messages to convey and a few points to clarify.

The term ‘digital storytelling’ has become ubiquitous in the twenty-
first century, where almost everything is digital. It wasn’t always like that. 
In mid-1990s’ California, the explosion in digital technologies resulted 
in the development of multimedia tools that even ordinary people could 

Fig. 1  Digital storytell-
ing and the four scholar-
ships (Hardy, Jamissen, 
Nordkvelle and Pleasants 
2015 (after Boyer and 
Rice))
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use. A small group of community theatre types were inspired to combine 
traditional storytelling methods with some of these cool, new technolo-
gies to develop a workshop model that would make it possible for anyone 
who could use a computer to create a short movie about something that 
mattered to them.

And so, the model of DS upon which the chapters in this book are 
based is the model developed by Joe Lambert, Dana Atchley and the 
Center for Digital Storytelling (now StoryCenter) in that particular hot-
bed of West Coast creativity. It relies on a carefully facilitated workshop 
process during which participants share their story ideas, develop a script, 
record a voice-over, select images, use video editing software to assemble 
all these elements into a short video about something of importance to the 
storyteller and then watch the finished stories together. While the chapters 
in this book describe many different adaptations for use in a wide variety 
of contexts, there are some commonalities, and it will be helpful if you, the 
reader, are aware of these.

The Story Circle is at the core of our practice. This safe space offers an 
opportunity for storytellers to share their story ideas and receive comments, 
questions and feedback from the other people in the circle. The Story 
Circle is conducted in an air of respectful listening, usually guarded by an 
agreement to preserve the confidentiality of the words spoken there. In 
our busy world, the Story Circle affords an unusual and welcome forum 
to share—and to listen—deeply.

To support the development of digital stories in the StoryCenter tradi-
tion, The Seven Elements of Digital Storytelling, now the Seven Steps of 
Digital Storytelling, offer guidance to novice storytellers, steering them 
gently through literary theory towards the quest for personal meaning 
and the ultimate goal of presenting something that will be, as Pascal might 
have said, both entertaining and instructive.

At the heart of every chapter included in this volume is respect for 
the potential of every person to create something of lasting value in a 
new media format. Many people who participate in these workshops find 
the experience transformative, as you will read, while the stories them-
selves can be used to great effect in a wide variety of contexts, as you will 
discover.

We are deeply indebted to Joe Lambert, the father of DS. Without his 
vision, inspiration and dedication to the notion that every story matters, 
there would be no book.
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There would also be no book without the wisdom, knowledge, gener-
osity and patience of all the contributors who have so graciously written 
the chapters contained herein.

We must also thank our many colleagues and friends in the interna-
tional DS world, with whom we have shared hopes and dreams, suc-
cesses and failures, stories and conversations, aspiration and inspiration 
and glasses of wine too numerous to mention during the course of DS 
conferences in Portugal, Norway, Greece, Turkey, Spain, Australia, the 
UK and the USA.

We, the editors, would also like to express our heartfelt thanks to all 
those who have shared their stories with us and, in so doing, opened our 
eyes to the educational and transformative potential of DS at individual, 
group, organization and societal levels.

We are grateful to our publisher, Palgrave Macmillan, for taking on the 
task of publishing our work and to our editor, Laura Aldridge, who has 
unfailingly answered even the smallest of queries with speed and good 
humour.

We would also like to acknowledge the support we have received from 
our families, our partners and our institutions as we have grappled with 
the multitude of tasks involved in creating a book such as this one.

We hope that this book will kindle the flames of curiosity and enthusi-
asm and that you will be inspired to learn more about—and experiment 
with—DS in your own educational endeavours.

1 November 2016� Pip Hardy
Cambridge, UK

� Grete Jamissen
Oslo, Norway

� Yngve Nordkvelle
Lillehammer, Norway

� Heather Pleasants
Tuscaloosa, USA
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CHAPTER 1

The Long March: The Origins of Voice, 
Emotion and Image in Higher Education

Yngve Nordkvelle

Introduction

This book project was initiated by scholars who have practised digital 
storytelling in higher education over many years. We, editors and authors 
alike, have been deeply inspired by the model developed by the Center 
for Digital Storytelling (now StoryCenter) in Berkeley, California, and 
have met and discussed common concerns in seminars and conferences 
over the years. We talked about how our workshops with diverse groups 
of teachers and researchers in higher education, as well as students and 
practitioners inside and outside our institutions, share similarities as well 
as differences. We sought a frame of reference for understanding higher 
education as a more diverse set of activities. Our question was whether 
there was a model that would provide space for our concepts of voice, 
emotion, multimodalities and deep reflection. In Ernest L. Boyer’s notion 
of the four scholarships, we found a common ground on which to land 
our ideas.

Since its publication in 1990, Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the 
Professoriate has evolved theoretically and continues to shape our thinking 
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about the complexity of the roles and tasks of higher education. As aca-
demics in higher education, we assume the responsibility of serving the 
four scholarships of “discovery”, “teaching and learning”, “integration” 
and “application”. In this book, we have expanded the scholarship of 
application to a “scholarship of engagement and collaborative action”. We 
will now go on to justify the use of Boyer’s model as a way of understand-
ing how and why digital storytelling can be successfully used in higher 
education.

How often is higher education referred to as solely “bookish” studies, 
where reading and writing are the only media students get really involved 
with, and where distant and disengaged “reason” rules? The history of 
education offers many examples of how teachers have designed teach-
ing differently, building on emotions and engagement, with the aim of 
empowering students and developing their voice, not only in text but 
also through the use of images. However, the sources are scattered, and 
there has been no coordinated effort in this regard. In this book, we will 
look specifically at examples of openness to voice, emotion and image in 
higher education and beyond. The classification offered in Boyer’s book 
has evolved as a strong narrative about the function and meaning of higher 
education in modern society. Our argument is that placing digital story-
telling at the heart of the story of the four scholarships is vital for improv-
ing higher education in the digital era.

A visual introduction is appropriate here. From Laurentius de Voltolina’s 
painting (circa 1350) of a lecture hall at the University of Bologna, we can 
see Henricus, the German professor of ethics, talk to his students. His 
book on the subject is placed on the lectern in front of him, from which 
he reads or tells stories about the subject. Professor Henricus was a scholar 
who excelled in the area of Law, and he had compiled his research into a 
book. The picture illustrates the close historical links between the scholar-
ship of discovery and the scholarship of teaching and learning. It is still an 
ideal that practising researchers also teach undergraduate as well as post-
graduate students. In the painting, we also see students chatting, probably 
arguing about something the professor said, or relating it to an observa-
tion. The students’ activities show how the scholarship of integration is also 
apparent: students discuss matters presented by a teacher to make sense 
for their future. Last, the scholarship of engagement and collaborative action 
is demonstrated by these background facts: in Bologna, the students hired 
the teachers, retaining them as long as they were considered useful to the 
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students, while the community checked for the relevance and applicability 
of the wisdom provided by the professors.

We also think the painting shows us that higher education was not 
always conceived of as an arena mainly defined by the written word. In 
fact, texts were difficult to get hold of, and teaching in mediaeval uni-
versities was based on teachers reading, or discussing quotes, from texts. 
Teaching did not rely on the spoken word alone, but incorporated body 
language and student participation. Students needed both visual and aural 
competencies for a full understanding of what was being taught.

There is a long way to go from fourteenth-century Bologna to the 
higher education classrooms of today. Today, Henricus’ stories would 
be taped, streamed or even exposed to reiterating practices of “student-
response-systems”; we could even imagine students being invited to create 
digital stories in order to engage with the puzzles of legal ethics that were 
Professor Henricus’ speciality.

Teaching with Engagement and Emotion

We know that the students of Bologna hired their own teachers. To 
survive for more than one term, they needed to communicate well and 
engage their students. One of the first authors of handbooks for teachers, 
Hugo St Victor (1096–1141), complained that too many teachers failed 
to stick to their topic when they taught. They were far too tempted to 
talk beside the topic with stories and digressions. His complaint goes back 
to AD 1128, in the cloister school of St Victor in Paris. The philosopher 
Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) was a teacher more to Hugo’s liking: cool, 
analytical and logical, talking almost like a robot to his students. Kant’s for-
mer teaching assistant at the University of Kønigsberg (now Kaliningrad), 
Johann Herder (1744–1803), however, was his direct opposite. He took 
the idea of evoking students’ emotions in his teaching to a peak. His topic 
was ethnology and folklore, and he taught with fire and thunder, read-
ing poetry, singing and chanting, putting up tableaus for drama and so 
on. Being a student under Herder meant identifying with the people and 
cultures in question, seeing it their way. Herder became the most influen-
tial intellectual inspiration for the development of the Nordic Folk High 
School, which emphasises the “living word”, the use of body and mind, 
experiential learning and the formation of students’ character over the 
learning of facts. Combining logic with emotion, overview with empathy 
and mission with clarity are clearly historical origins of the “scholarship of 
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integration”. In particular, Immanuel Kant’s essay on Enlightenment was 
a clear argument for the ethical commitment to truth, to the quest for cer-
tainty and involving the whole person in pursuit of progress for mankind.

Identifying a Voice

The result of learning to be an engaged member of the academic com-
munity would be to produce significant contributions. Historically, the 
academic product would be the oral defence of a thesis. Academics would, 
if they were diligent, be happy to produce a collection of quotes from the 
classics as their “book”. The art of writing entered the academic curricu-
lum in the fourteenth century as a result of demands from the Merchants’ 
Guild. Trade relations between merchant cities like Genoa and remote 
places like Iceland relied on the ability to communicate in a friendly and 
diplomatic way, at a distance and in Latin, so that mutual trust could be 
built. Teaching the ars dictaminis—that is, the art of prose composition—
relied on a particular set of rules and so ancient rhetoric from Aristotle, 
Cicero and Quintilian became essential reading and formed the basis for 
practice. Impressive writing and overt politeness were necessary to build 
a strong sense of trust when money was not easily sent. The voice of the 
writer was shaped by his eloquence and mastery of the rhetorical rules, 
while trustworthiness was built through knowledge of the classics and the 
provision of ample quotes. Umberto Eco captured this fascination with 
good writing in The Name of the Rose.

This is still an important part of academic writing, with a great deal of 
emphasis on finding a suitable and individual tone and voice. One might 
say that elaborating the voice of young students started in the Renaissance. 
Mornings were spent listening to formal lectures delivered by expert pro-
fessors; after lunch, junior teachers took over and led more informal talks. 
In these sessions, students discussed the contexts and relevance of the 
expert utterances. Generally, students lacked access to university librar-
ies until the late seventeenth century and so these discussions offered 
them an opportunity to memorise facts and figures in a familiar, accessible 
language.

When the Halle University of Germany was established in the late sev-
enteenth century, the theologist August Hermann Franke (1663–1727) 
assisted poor students by hiring them to teach orphaned children in the 
Waisenhaus. He spent evenings with the student teachers, inviting them to 
tell about their experiences through the day, wove the stories together, 
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prompted reflection and developed ideas about how to improve their 
practice. He called this activity a “seminar”, meaning a “seedbed” or 
“nursery” where ideas of the students met the opinions of the elder and 
more experienced people, and they reflected together. These seminars 
became influential learning contexts in German universities from the early 
nineteenth century onwards and were brought to the USA by the found-
ers of the Johns Hopkins University, where John Dewey graduated in 
1884 (Dykhuizen 1961). The seminar model spread out through the USA 
via the progressive idea of Dewey and his followers.

Educational institutions have traditionally been fora for free speech, 
and the students of University of California, Berkeley, had to fight for 
their right to speak freely against local government, Governor Reagan and 
police forces as late as in 1962. The student uprising against suppression 
of free speech was part of a global movement. It was no accident that 
bringing free speech into new media also took place in the San Francisco 
Bay area, where media technologies developed rapidly in the 1970s, 1980s 
and 1990s.

Free speech and creative writing were closely linked historically while 
inclusion of the student voice was also an important aspect of the Anglo-
American tradition of higher education. The philosopher George Jardine 
(1742–1827), who worked at the University of Glasgow from 1774, had 
many poor students who were unable to buy books. The logical thing 
was to make students write notes from their lectures, develop these notes 
into essays and then let students read and comment on each other’s work. 
Gaillet (1994) sees his actions as the start of “creative writing” in the 
curriculum, a trend that was successfully transferred to secondary and ter-
tiary education in the USA. The first writers’ school was established in the 
Soviet Union at the Maxim Gorkij Institute in 1933; creative writing is 
now commonplace in higher education.

Learning with Images

While we easily can justify the claim that emotions and voice have histori-
cally been important dimensions in higher education, the importance of 
the visual is less obvious. One way of arguing for its importance is to start 
with medical education. For centuries, medical education was the province 
of wise women or men who passed on their wisdom to their apprentices; 
war offered plenty of opportunity to practise surgery. The body was visu-
alised in an illustrated textbook depicting the anatomy of apes, because 
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religion forbid the use of human bodies for these purposes. It was not 
until 1543 that the doctor Vesalius (1514–1554) had the nerve to break 
the taboo of dissecting a dead body and let draw what he saw therein. In 
the Rembrandt (1606–1669) painting, Dr. Tulp’s Anatomy, the textbook 
lying at the feet of the dead body is Vesalius’ book. The visual verification 
of what Dr Tulp revealed and the spectators witnessed was compared with 
the book made 80 years before.

The use of visual aids in academic teaching was further developed 
by Petrus Ramus (1515–1572) at the University of Paris in the 1550s. 
Ramus produced tables and figures and included them, together with 
written material, in textbooks produced for students. The art of teaching 
gradually turned towards consideration of how students learn, that is, by 
visualising, speaking eloquently, supporting the acquisition of new infor-
mation, as the great Czech educator Comenius (1592–1670) developed 
the “art of teaching”, called “Didactics”. The textbook that demonstrated 
his principles, Orbis pictus, was published in 1670. Comenius postponed 
the publication of the book by 30 years until he could find a proper printer 
who could do justice to the artwork.

The oldest institution for training visual artists has been found in China, 
dating back to 1104 (Stankiewicz 2007, p. 10), while in Europe, the art 
academy of Medici was established in 1488. The Accademia del Disigno, 
established in 1563  in Florence, was both an art education institution 
and a Guild, but with an emphasis on theoretical perspectives, while most 
Guilds gave precedence to practice (Stankiewicz 2007, p. 12). Technical 
and vocational training was initially restricted to the Guilds, where train-
ing for the apprentice was a matter of copying the master, being under his 
tutoring and guidance. Being a “journeyman” meant that, to become a 
master in your own right, you needed to dissociate yourself from the mas-
ter and earn your own mastery.

The Guilds became formal settings for training where young artisans 
studied under the master, undergoing tests to demonstrate that mastery 
was, eventually, well deserved. Many countries in Europe established 
national art academies throughout the eighteenth century, first and fore-
most to celebrate a national tradition and also to counter the strong Italian 
influence. According to Stankiewicz, the government interest in control-
ling the style and purpose of the arts was a strong argument for the State 
to finance and supervise the training of artists (2007, p. 13). In the con-
servatoire model, higher education found a form with important com-
monalities between all the arts: techniques were learned and practised, 
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and students were also taught aesthetics, art criticism, art history and 
philosophy. Schools of fine art, music, painting, sculpture, architecture 
and design were based on such activities. The famous art school in Berlin, 
the Bauhaus, established in 1920, was an example of an art education 
which merged conflicting ideas about theory versus practice into a con-
sistent workshop method (Christie 2012). In the USA alone today, more 
than 600 colleges offer programmes that include some elements of media 
production. Making audio–visual products is now a widespread activity in 
higher education, and across a broad range of subjects.

The training of engineers and architects was also performed by the 
Guilds. Masters were contractors who designed and built massive construc-
tions. Michael Knoll explains how the Guilds found it fruitful to create dif-
ferent teams of talented apprentices; these teams would compete with bids 
to determine how the next section of the building would be built. The 
progetti or project plan required the students to plan, draw, design and 
make calculations that would result in a solution to the problem at hand. 
The method of solving problems this way spread across Europe, as well as 
to the USA, with a strong influence on agricultural colleges, from which 
John Dewey found great inspiration to formulate the ideas of the “project 
method” (Knoll 1997). The workshop and the laboratory provided simi-
lar spaces in which to test, modify and retest objects and tools, chemical 
solutions or temperatures. When technical schools and universities started 
to teach students, they did so in workshops, relying heavily on experienced 
practitioners as tutors, and with students producing material that was gen-
uinely useful. Massachusetts Institute of Technology was, for a hundred 
years or so, a collection of workshops, before the emphasis shifted towards 
the academic and theoretical ways of working after World War I.

Higher Education and New Literacies

We fail to understand higher education if we see it as a place where emo-
tions and voice have been excluded, and where images have been shunned. 
We can, however, argue that emotions, voice and image deserve more 
space and sharper focus in the curriculum. First and foremost, we have 
institutions whose main purpose is to train artists to work systematically 
with emotions and voice as expression in various types of artefacts. In 
modern film schools, for instance, voice, image and emotions are crucial 
elements of the curriculum. In many instances, digital storytelling is a way 
of expressing the unity of these three elements in a similar way.

THE LONG MARCH: THE ORIGINS OF VOICE, EMOTION AND IMAGE... 
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The visual and the auditory, the emotional and the meaningful are ele-
ments of higher education that we will explore further within this book. 
We believe that making stories digitally and airing them in an educational 
institution is a profound way of training students to become literate in 
new media. But, more importantly, it also connects students to the realms 
of meaning and purpose of higher education that are vital for transforming 
ordinary literacies into deep engagement and concern for the social con-
sequences of our actions. We can point to some of the historical roots of 
opportunities to learn via all the senses and apply skills in seeing, drawing, 
photography, storytelling, essay writing, lab-work and art work in many 
forms; but these roots have not grown to be considered a normal or neces-
sary element in what we usually think of as higher education.

Cary Jewitt (2008) points out that media literacy and “multi-literacies” 
originated from radical adult educators in the tradition of Paolo Freire 
(1921–1997), the Brazilian lawyer and social entrepreneur, who wished to 
capture the complexity that children and adults experience in meeting so 
many forms of visual expression. Learning to read them in the classroom 
or in other situations was their road to liberation. Within this tradition, to 
be literate means to master the art of reading words on a page. But con-
temporary theories of multimodal literacies include reading images, video, 
facial expressions and textual forms that extend to the classroom, the built 
environment, emotions and moods and beyond.

Theories about the expertise (or “literacy”) required in order to read 
and interpret these different modalities was first expressed by the New 
London Group, named after the town in which they met. In 1996, in 
New Hampshire, USA, the group formulated a manifesto for “multilit-
eracy”. The inspiration from Freire gave adult education around the world 
a strong injection of cultural and social radicalism, which echoed in the 
student uprisings that continue to take place around the world.

The Four Scholarships, Digital Storytelling 
and Multiliteracy

In the rest of this book, we aim to show how digital storytelling might fill 
important roles in taking higher education into the context of new media. 
In the section on “The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning”, the chap-
ters deal with what the essence of a digital story is and how the bound-
aries of the genre should be described. They also present projects and 
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experiences relating to how reflection is taught and promoted in teacher 
education and in the health professions.

In the section on “The Scholarship of Discovery”, we present chapters 
on how digital stories are used in research in medical care, in migration 
and refugee studies, science communication and establishing understand-
ing in the public regarding research projects. Finally, the section presents 
a research project in which the process of making digital stories fills an 
important role as a participatory action research strategy.

The third section, on “The Scholarship of Integration”, gives readers 
an opportunity to look more closely into the intended effects of digi-
tal storytelling in training nurses and nursing teachers to become more 
attentive to the needs of elderly patients. It also presents a case in which 
students’ identity and self-presentation can be interpreted in existential 
terms. Meanwhile, researchers need to work together when they create 
new programmes, and one chapter shows how digital stories can clarify 
and communicate the meanings and identities of researchers in their work. 
A chapter about how libraries work with students to identify their ways of 
finding information is another example of how producing audio–visual 
stories supports students in deriving meaning from complex situations. 
Another chapter in this section offers a theoretical reflection on how theo-
ries of pedagogy and didactics relate to Boyer’s notion of “integration” 
and the European continental tradition of Bildung (or self-cultivation) as 
the aim of higher education.

In the final section, we present chapters on how digital stories can be 
used to connect with the world outside our colleges and universities. One 
case study from New Zealand demonstrates how digital stories were used 
as part of a process of empowering voluntary social work organisations 
to make a stronger impact on those with whom they worked. In the next 
chapter, the author discusses how longitudinal storytelling work helps us 
understand how we might (re)define our notions of engaged scholarship 
within a community of practice. Digital storytelling as an engaged scholar-
ship practice is considered at the programmatic level in Greece, and in the 
final chapter, scholars from Baltimore show how digital storytelling is a 
tool for connecting students and communities with the university.

Sometimes we are challenged by faculty who think learning to teach 
with new media is too modern or outside of the scope of what teachers 
in higher education normally are supposed to do. We think differently. 
Audio–visual expression has always had a space in higher education—and 
this space is vastly expanded by the current influence of new media. We 
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speak today about living in “the mediatized society”, in which communi-
cation in general is more and more a multimodal phenomenon (Lundby 
2008). Media theorists explain that living a mediatised life demands that 
we develop new skills and competencies in mastering media, as both pro-
ducers and consumers of media. Communicating through media sub-
stitutes actions formerly performed face to face and alters patterns of 
communication in daily life. This changes the ways in which people relate 
to each other and opens new possibilities for communication as well as 
closing down or hampering some established ways of communication 
(Hjarvard 2008).

We hope this book will demonstrate that digital stories have relevance 
for many other dimensions of higher education and that it will illumi-
nate how visual, auditory and emotional communication play together in 
the process of mediatising higher education. Digital storytelling has the 
potential to include young and elderly students, teachers of all ages and 
positions, as well as members of the wider community. This is an essential 
part of what we understand as the heart of scholarship today.
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CHAPTER 2

Introduction to the Scholarship of Teaching 
and Learning

Pip Hardy

In his 1994 report on scholarship, Ernest Boyer contends that research is 
useless unless it is informed by, and integrated with, practice. Furthermore, 
he suggests that research should be creatively communicated to others and 
be applicable in the service of individuals, communities and societies in 
such a way that theory both informs and is informed by practice (Boyer 
1994).

Boyer’s scholarship of teaching describes activities that not only trans-
mit knowledge but also transform and extend that knowledge. In this way, 
teaching and learning become what Parker Palmer describes as “communal 
activities” (Palmer 1983). Teaching and learning should not be separated. 
Teachers must use their understanding, their creativity and all the tools of 
pedagogy available to them to convey their knowledge and understanding 
to their students. In order to do this well, teachers must be continuous 
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learners themselves, constantly searching for the most appropriate ways to 
connect their own knowledge and insight with the needs of their students.

One of these needs, in a world characterised by complexity and uncer-
tainty, is to recognise that knowing must contend with being for a place at 
the core of pedagogy (Barnett 2012). A more holistic pedagogic approach 
that is inclusive of everyone within the academy will address the vision of 
developing wisdom that addresses hearts and minds, providing individu-
als and communities with the capacity for flexibility and creativity, and 
the ability to be as well as to know. Cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner 
describes this as incorporating the science of the concrete (logico scientific) 
as well as the science of the imagination (narrative) (Bruner 1986).

Stories enable us to go beyond facts that can easily be counted and mea-
sured, and cultivate the capacity to tap into imaginations and narratives in 
order to gain insight and wisdom. Digital stories and digital storytelling 
(DS) exemplify Illich’s idea of convivial tools, that is, those items or prac-
tices that “give each person who uses them the greatest opportunity to 
enrich the environment with the fruits of his or her vision” (Illich 1973).

In addition to educating people who will be able to “enrich the envi-
ronment”, it behoves those of us engaged in the pursuit of higher educa-
tion to remember that one of the characteristics of a professional is the 
ability to reflect on and learn from practice (Schön 1983). Studying the 
links between higher education and professional practice, Richard Winter 
(Winter 1992) proposed that the professional role should include:

•	 A requirement that understanding should continually develop 
through reflection upon practice

•	 Interpretive responsibility towards an always incomplete body of 
knowledge

•	 A basis in a complex set of ethical principles
•	 An understanding of the importance of affective dimensions (con-

scious and unconscious)

The chapters in this section bear testament to the centrality of reflec-
tion in education for professional practice and to the potential of classical 
DS to encourage and support the skills necessary to creatively interpret 
knowledge while also attending to the ethical and affective dimensions of 
the work.

We begin, then, in Chap. 3, with an invitation from Joe Lambert and 
Brooke Hessler to explore DS through the analytical lens of Meyer and 
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Land’s threshold concepts, that is, those ideas that challenge us to see things 
in new ways by pushing us just beyond the threshold of our existing 
knowledge.

A threshold concept can be considered as akin to a portal, opening up a new 
and previously inaccessible way of thinking about something. It represents 
a transformed way of understanding, or interpreting, or viewing something 
without which the learner cannot progress. (Meyer and Land 2003)

Hessler and Lambert draw on their many years of experience in com-
munity engagement and participatory media pedagogies to share some 
of what they consider to be the essential qualities of DS as a practice of 
critical literacy. They then situate DS within the framework of threshold 
concepts, arguing that, as a practice, DS is transformative, probably irre-
versible, integrative and (often) bordering on other thresholds to new 
areas of discovery. Readers are then invited to engage in an ongoing dia-
logue about threshold concepts of digital storywork and its potential as a 
transformative pedagogy.

Chapter 4 turns to the use of DS with medical students. The UK 
General Medical Council requires doctors to “systematically reflect on 
practice” (GMC 2009). However, reflection in medical school is often 
taught in a formulaic way that doesn’t always make sense to students; nor 
does it result in deep or meaningful reflection. “Soft” skills, such as reflec-
tion and communication are considered secondary to clinical skills and are 
accorded little time or attention in the crowded clinical curriculum.

The degree to which the students were able to integrate their clinical 
knowledge with their ability to empathise and contemplate meeting chal-
lenges in new and creative ways is apparent in the stories they produced, 
while the implications for further practice are clearly articulated in their 
reflective statements about the process. The chapter also touches on some 
of the challenges inherent in assessing DS and digital stories and describes 
the construction of an approach that was intended to be itself reflective, 
thoughtful, innovative and rigorous.

In Chap. 5, Bonnie Thompson Long and Tony Hall extend the dis-
course on reflection using Barrett’s and Moon’s ideas about creative and 
novel representations of reflection (Barrett 2006; Moon 2004), includ-
ing DS in their work with education students. Their longitudinal research 
study set out to discover whether integrating storytelling with digital tech-
nologies would result in deeper reflection. In addition, they wondered 
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whether this approach could move teachers beyond the role of technician 
and enable them to respond to challenges in more holistic ways, with 
intuition, emotion and passion, as well as technical, pedagogical knowl-
edge skills. Clearly, this process both requires, and cultivates the capac-
ity for, deep reflection, practical knowledge and the ability to learn from 
experience.

Using Design Based Research methodology, Long and Hall’s research 
has resulted in the R-NEST model encompassing five main themes: reflec-
tion, narrative, engagement, sociality and technology in a model that 
enumerates key criteria and principles for developing and utilising DS to 
deepen reflection.

In Chap. 6, Kim Anderson describes using DS with postgraduate 
social work students to give them insight into the use of DS as a thera-
peutic tool with clients. Students created, and subsequently analysed, 
stories of adversity, particularly in relation to race, victimisation, poverty, 
disability and death. Analysis of themes revealed two of Schön’s reflec-
tive patterns (Schön 1983). Firstly, reflection-in-action involved con-
necting with feelings, emotions and prior experiences while attending 
to the technical and narrative aspects of digital story creation and dis-
semination. Secondly, reflection-on-action took place during the analy-
sis of how the DS process impacted students’ personal and professional 
learning. Anderson’s project suggests that DS can be an effective form of 
experiential learning to help students increase their technical and thera-
peutic self-efficacy while also providing an avenue for them to engage in 
deep reflective practice.

In the last chapter in this section, Daniela Gachago and Pam Sykes 
explore the ethical challenges of introducing a highly personal, emotional 
and process-oriented approach into the educational curriculum in South 
Africa. Drawing on their own experiences and utilising a dialogic approach, 
the authors offer “snapshots” that capture their responses to ethical issues 
such as the need for emotional support and follow-up, appropriate pro-
cesses for assessment, handling strong emotions and difficult dialogues, 
circumstances around public sharing of stories, safety and the possibili-
ties of triggering post-traumatic stress responses. The authors’ openness 
and generosity in speaking about their personal and professional responses 
to these issues offer new insights into both the challenges and possible 
responses to some of the complex ethical dilemmas faced by anyone who 
facilitates DS workshops.
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CHAPTER 3

Threshold Concepts in Digital Storytelling: 
Naming What We Know About Storywork

Brooke Hessler and Joe Lambert

Introduction

“If it looks like a duck and sounds like a duck, then it’s a duck.” As former 
Texans (if such a thing is possible), we basically agree that this statement 
is one of the things wrong with Texas. Sometimes things look and sound 
like ducks but are not ducks. Sometimes things are ducks that neither 
look nor sound like them. And a lot of the time what matters most isn’t 
whether the thing is a duck but whether it has an essential “duckness,” if 
you will: a quality of swimming or waddling or brooding or deliciousness 
that especially intrigues or delights us.

And so it goes with digital storytelling.
Or at least that is what we hope to explore in this chapter. With more 

than 20 years each using participatory media pedagogies in and beyond 
college classrooms, we find ourselves (as will many of our co-contributors 
in this volume) observing what digital storytelling has become and con-
sidering what, in essence, it distinctively retains and can more deeply be.
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Consider this: two videos of similar quality in terms of format, topic, 
and style; each three minutes long, telling a first-person story through 
voiceover narration and a sequence of images. Both done as academic 
homework assignments. One was produced through a process of guided 
critical reflection, story-sharing, and collaborative making; the other was 
assembled in a rush to meet a deadline—the student read the assignment, 
was skillful enough as a writer and video editor to compose a nice project 
on her own, and completed the whole thing in a few hours—the same as 
she might crank out any other homework task. Are both projects digital 
stories? Yes. Are both projects examples of digital storytelling? Yes and no. 
If we consider digital storytelling a genre, and if we define genre simply as 
a recognizable literary format, then yes both students did the work of digi-
tal storytelling. And if we consider digital storytelling a tool for pedagogy 
we may come to a similar conclusion: in both cases, the instructor assigned 
digital storytelling to achieve a set of learning objectives. But if you are 
reading this chapter, you have likely concluded that digital storytelling—as 
a genre and as a pedagogy—is more than the homeworking of reflective 
videos. The task of the scholarship of teaching and learning (SOTL) is 
to help us acquire a more sensitive understanding of the principles and 
practices that make digital storytelling a potentially transformative edu-
cational experience—principles and practices of storywork that may not 
always conform to the kinds of projects typically viewed as digital stories. 
Indeed, such storywork need not be digital at all.

What’s in a Name? Digital Storytelling as Genre 
and Pedagogy

As we collaborate with SOTL researchers worldwide to understand how 
digital storytelling works, it is helpful to clarify our terms. For years, some 
pedagogical scholars foregrounded digital storytelling as a way to teach 
and practice media literacy in relationship to dominant media institutions 
and representations. In 1998, for example, Kathleen Tyner argued for the 
relevance of digital storytelling and other participatory media practices:

The central objective for the study of media representation as a cognitive 
approach to media production is that of voice. Voice is a concept that tran-
scends the vagaries of the image or even the politics of identity. Specifically, 
media production gives voice to students who are otherwise silenced in their 
schools and communities. It allows students to represent their experiences 
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and their communities as cultural insiders, instead of the incessant misrepre-
sentation of them by media producers outside their communities. (p. 185)

This emphasis on voice, on democratization of media production, was 
contrasted with an emphasis on a creative genre, an arts practice, within 
the developing range of arts practices made possible by broad access to 
information technologies. Several of us as early proponents and practitio-
ners of the work (including Dana Atchley, Daniel Meadows, Pedro Meyer, 
Abbe Don) saw the digital short film as a new genre, as “sonnets from 
the people” as Daniel Meadows described it (Kidd 2005, pp. 66–85). Still 
others, particularly in the academic realm, wanted to contextualize the 
work within the broad ecology of media production and consumption 
(including the original Queenstown University of Technology group of 
John Hartley, Helen Klaebe, Jean Burgess, Kelly McWilliam, and Kristina 
Spurgeon; Norway’s Knut Lundby and Grete Jamissen; and more recent 
scholars Pip Hardy, Bryan Alexander, Nancy Thumim, Mark Dunford, and 
Tricia Jenkins), situating the various models growing out of the Center for 
Digital Storytelling (CDS) methods as an encompassing genre.

As a genre, we would argue that digital storytelling is better under-
stood through the lens of theorists like Carolyn Miller who assert that 
genres in all media, old and new, develop as situated forms of social action. 
Miller was concerned with the formulation of genre as a social construc-
tion motivated by the pressing understandings and needs, the exigencies, 
of both audience and speaker. In what became a seminal essay for the 
public turn in college writing, Miller argued that exigencies are “a form 
of social knowledge—a mutual construing of objects, events, interests, 
and purposes that not only links them but also makes them what they are: 
an objectified social need” (1984, p. 157). Genres arise from recurrent 
rhetorical situations (p. 159). In other words, whether we are examining 
a haiku or a business memo or an Instagram selfie, the familiar format, 
style, and content evolved from a repeated need to communicate in that 
particular way to or with a particular audience. So a business memo looks 
and functions as it does because that method has proven effective for many 
years within that environment. And its kindred genre, the email message, 
looks a lot like a memo (even retaining rhetorical remnants like “cc:” for 
“carbon copy”) because busy professionals still find it effective to com-
municate in de facto memos.

Likewise, digital storytelling arose as a genre because participatory 
media needed to happen. Everyday people—whose lives were increasingly 
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influenced by media—needed to see their own stories on screens; they 
needed to see their points of view broadcast along with everyone else’s. 
They needed the opportunity to compose and communicate and replicate 
and challenge the stories told to and about them through videos and other 
media—only in this way can social media be inclusive in fact and not just 
in name. Tweets, blogs, and digital stories are kindred genres performing 
personal and public expression and connection.

Around the same time that participatory media/community arts activ-
ists were devising ways to make multimedia composing more accessible 
to ordinary people, researchers of teaching and learning were experi-
menting with ways to incorporate mass media into college communica-
tion classes—and they were debating the extent to which ideology and 
social criticism were essential to academic writing instruction, given its 
status as a gateway to educated citizenship (see, e.g., McComiskey 2002). 
Multimedia social–epistemic rhetoric pedagogies arose whereby scholars 
such as James Berlin built upon Marshal McLuhan and Paolo Freire to 
argue that responsible pedagogy must train college students to critique 
media from the inside out—as makers of television scripts and video 
recordings, for example—because their full citizenship in a global society 
depends on their ability to master the media that most influence their lives 
(Berlin 1996, pp. 123–56). A key principle of social–epistemic rhetoric is 
that knowledge itself exists as a dialectic between the individual, a com-
munity, and their material conditions—educators who assign new media 
projects are potentially engaging students in digital genres not only to 
build their digital literacy skills but also to immerse them in a process 
of interdependent, interactive meaning-making. The digital-storytelling-
as-social-activism movement, with its public workshops and educational 
programming, coinciding with the increasing accessibility of digital media, 
gave teachers the training, tools, models, and communities of practice 
needed to realistically assign digital storytelling projects that foster critical 
digital literacy, civic literacy, and greater self-awareness.

In this regard, digital storytelling is a pedagogical tool, yes, but it is also 
pedagogy—not just a tool for pedagogy. And pedagogy itself is not merely 
a method of teaching; it is a considered perspective on what teaching and 
learning can be. To adapt a definition by Nancy Myers, we view pedagogy as

an ethical philosophy of teaching that accounts for the complex matrix of 
people, knowledge, and practice within the immediacy of each [encounter] …. 
[T]he regular, connected and articulated choices made from within a realm 
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of possibilities and then acted on. Historically, it accounts for the goals of 
the institution and to some extent society: it manifests in the goals of the 
individual teacher [facilitator], which may include an agenda to help students 
[storytellers] learn to critique both the institution and society; and it makes 
room for the goals of the individual students. (Tate et al. 2013, p. 3)

As we proceed through this reflection on the pedagogical ethos of digital 
storytelling, we are intentionally foregrounding the approach that evolved 
through CDS because of its broad influence on academic adaptations of 
digital storytelling (as documented by, e.g., Alexander 2011; Hull and 
Katz 2006; Gregori-Signes and Brigido-Corachan 2014; Jamissen and 
Skou 2010; Lambert 2013) and because, of course, it is the narrative we 
know best.

The CDS approach to digital storytelling was informed by the tradi-
tions of community arts and community-based media practices represent-
ing a half-century of social activist, grassroots arts making. The concepts 
and pedagogical perspectives of these practitioners were aligned with 
critical pedagogy/liberationist educational practices. A central aspect of 
these perspectives was consciencization, the ability of the learner/story-
teller to grasp their own metacognitive process within the context of their 
social situation (Freire 1970). This underscores why digital storytelling 
has always been, at heart, an approach that is potentially transformative 
rather than narrowly instrumental. Granted, teaching someone the basic 
skills of making a video from scratch can be an empowering and perhaps 
transformative lesson, but that functional literacy is opening a door to a 
much richer array of literate practices and interactions. Digital storytelling 
has been an especially good fit for service-learning educators because of its 
kindred heritage in experiential and liberatory pedagogies and its shared 
commitment to transformative learning principles such as critical reflec-
tion, collaboration, and reciprocal exchanges of expertise between par-
ticipants (Eyler and Giles 1999; Hessler and Taggart 2004; Hull 2003).

Treating digital storytelling as both individual and social transformation 
helps to situate the practice appropriately. As Jack Mezirow established in 
his arguments on transformative processes in education, students’ deep 
learning emerges from an epistemological shift in their frame of reference 
(1997). When practiced as a transformative rather than summative pro-
cess, digital storytelling helps storytellers look at events or issues through 
the lens of personal experience, but then also to look at the way they are 
looking, on how they are working toward a process of discovery.
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How does this self-reflexivity happen? How can we facilitate learning 
in a way more likely to give storytellers a transformative experience? This 
chapter is our initial attempt to clarify and articulate the ways expert 
facilitators approach digital storytelling as a potential transformative 
learning experience—to name what we know—or what we believe to 
be true—about the principles and practices of storywork. The book 
that inspired this essay, Naming What We Know: Threshold Concepts of 
Writing Studies makes 37 assertions that serve as threshold concepts 
within that discipline, “foundational assumptions that inform student 
learning across time,” such as: “Writing Enacts and Creates Identities 
and Ideologies” and “All Writers Have More to Learn” (Adler-Kassner 
and Wardle 2015). Our present ambition is more modest: to offer a set 
of assertions that we believe are ripe for further discussion within the 
digital storytelling community of practice. While we note that the work 
of digital storytelling, especially when done within first-year seminars, 
is sometimes viewed as a subspecialty of writing studies—and therefore 
arguably subject to the same threshold concepts as that discipline—we 
approach digital storytelling as yet another hippogriff, a category of rhe-
torical, aesthetic, social, and cultural studies that is more complex (and 
more magical) when viewed in terms of what it can afford the imagina-
tive narrator. Given the diversity of the contexts and curricula where 
digital storytelling is taught, we believe that threshold concepts can give 
us some of the language needed to talk in more precise ways about the 
epistemological, metacognitive, and pedagogical dimensions of digital 
storytelling.

Threshold Concepts, Once Over Lightly

Over the last decade, the study of threshold concepts has become an 
international movement in the SOTL.  The work began as part of a 
UK-based study of undergraduate learning environments by the Higher 
Education Academy, paying special attention to ways that students get 
stuck trying to understand complex topics within their disciplines. In 
their analysis of Economics students, Meyer and Land observed a pattern 
in the ways students worked through “troublesome knowledge”—ideas 
they might learn superficially to pass a test but never fully understand, 
partly because the ideas themselves demand a radically different way of 
viewing the world, or themselves, or how things appear to function in 
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everyday life (Meyer and Land 2006; Meyer et al. 2010). An example 
is the term “depreciation”—an idea that makes sense to economists but 
is experienced by ordinary consumers as a frustrating rationale for why 
a new car loses 10 percent of its value the moment you drive it off the 
dealer’s lot. Understanding depreciation means understanding how an 
array of financial, psychological, environmental, and cultural factors can 
make something measurably less valuable even if the thing itself hasn’t 
actually changed. It’s a conceptual gateway essential for thinking like 
an economist. Every craft and academic discipline has such concepts; 
they are ideas to master as well as critical perspectives on the kinds of 
problem-solving done in and beyond the studio or classroom.

Scholars compiling threshold concepts often present them as key terms 
like “depreciation” above; other times, the concepts may take the form 
of assertions, such as “Writing is a social and rhetorical activity” (Adler-
Kassner and Wardle 2015). As Chris Anson notes, when a threshold con-
cept is phrased as an assertion, it becomes less of a buzzword and more 
of a heuristic, an invitation to discussion among reflective practitioners 
(2015). In this spirit, we composed our initial set of threshold concepts 
as assertions worthy of further reflection and dialogue at and beyond our 
wiki: dsconcepts.wikispaces.com.

Threshold Concepts of [Digital] Storywork

According to Meyer and Land (2006, pp. 7–8), a threshold concept in any 
field of endeavor will be:

•	 Transformative: once understood, its potential effect is a significant 
shift in the student’s perception of the subject.

•	 Probably irreversible: this change of perspective is unlikely to be 
forgotten.

•	 Integrative: it exposes the previously hidden interrelatedness of 
something.

•	 Possibly often (though not necessarily always) bounded in that any 
conceptual space will have terminal frontiers, bordering with thresh-
olds into new conceptual areas.

•	 Potentially (though not necessarily) troublesome: because they seem 
counterintuitive, butting up against the student’s current ways of 
knowing—ritual knowledge, tacit knowledge, and so on.
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We are especially interested in concepts which may on the surface seem 
self-evident, but from a critical perspective become a more nuanced set of 
core assumptions that permeate storywork. In the next section, we briefly 
introduce eight potential threshold concepts, landing on one that under-
girds the rest: every story matters.

Concept 1: Intimacy and Safety Inform Narrative

As digital storytelling methods grew from their community arts and tech-
nology literacy origins, both practitioners and researchers around the 
world began to see potential applications for healing and personal growth 
(see, e.g., Bailey 2011; Goodman and Newman 2014; Haigh and Hardy 
2011; Jamissen and Haug 2014). Personal narratives that disclose inti-
mate or painful details may be viewed as inappropriate for some contexts 
and cultures; however, when responsibly scaffolded, storytelling can foster 
a level of supportiveness and mutual respect that brings people together in 
ways that are fundamental to our humanity. As many experienced practi-
tioners can attest, it matters little if you ask people to tell you a story about 
a subject from a safe distance, for if they sense the opportunity to explore 
unconsidered, or unprocessed, life experience, at least one person in ten 
will choose to disclose something that carries great emotional weight. The 
troublesome aspect of this concept is that a willingness to “look at the 
dragon” of one’s experience is precisely what leads to a potential transfor-
mation—for the storyteller and for the perceived quality of the final story.

Concept 2: Collaborative Making Is a Means of Communication 
and Communion

Digital storytelling was conceived as a group dynamic informed by skill-
ful facilitation. While many software designers, educators, and other 
professionals continue to experiment with ways to scale the method as a 
“do-it-yourself” activity, the stories arising from these methods miss an 
important dimension of the process and may hold less power for the sto-
ryteller and intended audience. The emphasis on a group dynamic in the 
classroom or workshop, the story circle, the joint tutorial process, the 
encouragement of participants assisting each other through the process, 
and the final screening, is precisely what makes the experience effective for 
participants. Participant storytellers recognize one another as peers as they 

  B. HESSLER AND J. LAMBERT



  27

move through a shared creative struggle and culminating experience. The 
collaborative environment not only allows for the stories’ communicative 
power to be considered and improved, but for a deeper level of commu-
nion to take place. This is critical to the transformative change that many 
storytellers experience coming through a workshop or classroom imple-
mentation that distinguishes the practice from other forms of media and 
writing experiences.

Concept 3: Digital Storytelling Is a Form of Critical Literacy

This is the kind of statement that may seem obvious to facilitators, but 
not so obvious to people outside our community of practice who experi-
ence mostly the end product, the video, and reasonably conclude that we 
are foremost teaching a form of functional media literacy: the making of 
videos for social media. What makes the assertion a potential threshold 
concept is an understanding of the idea of critical literacy—an ability to 
deploy language to examine our ongoing development, to reveal the sub-
jective positions from which we make sense of the world and act in it (Shor 
1999)—and how the process of making and sharing digital stories about 
pivotal moments can foster that level of critical reflection.

The structure of the well-traveled Seven Steps introductory presenta-
tion by CDS/StoryCenter grew from framing the story process as a meta-
cognitive event: having storytellers ask themselves not just “What is the 
story about?” but “Why does it matter right now?” often leads them to 
make objects of the feelings, memories, influences, ideas, and ideologies 
that they may or may not have considered prior to the storytelling experi-
ence. This critically reflective aspect of the storywork process is yet another 
component of the transformative potential of the practice.

Concept 4: Constraints Foster Creative Breakthroughs

Digital stories are constrained principally by word count—typically 
250–375 words in the practice of CDS/StoryCenter and many other 
facilitators. This brevity has been critiqued as forcing a mold onto what 
might be comfortably approached as a more open-ended, participant-
centered process of choices. The intuitive argument is that creative choice 
is expanded by an open-ended process. As many working artists have 
learned, open-ended choice is not freedom. Choice can be another kind 
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of tyranny, masquerading as opportunity. Constraints (in terms of time, 
visual artifacts, sound effects, or other elements) challenge the story-
teller to become a more ingenious narrator, approaching more carefully 
the myriad possibilities of video as a creative genre, to unleash or invent 
a choice. As digital storytelling projects are often the first or early cre-
ative experiences in these toolsets for storytellers, the constraints allow for 
deeper exploration into a limited set of resources.

Concept 5: Multimodal Composition Is a Cognitive Activity

As has been argued about composing academic texts in multiple modali-
ties or media (see, e.g., Brooke 2013; Fleckenstein 2010; Palmeri 2012), 
composing a digital story requires a complex series of decisions that access 
multiple intelligences (Gardner 1983), multiple strategies for engaging and 
interpreting knowledge about oneself and the world. Multimodal com-
position invites participant storytellers to lean into the unique strengths 
of their cognition processes. Some people compose in visual sequence to 
inform their auditory process of narration, while others attach significance 
and think through the mood of a piece of background music before con-
sidering the focus and emphasis of the text and images. The interrela-
tionship of the layers of meaning becomes itself a cognitive process that 
considers the minute choices moment to moment, as well as the overall 
feel/impact of the entire work. Film as a communicative genre has its own 
100-year discourse about the innumerable ways in which the filmmaker 
makes choices in design; digital storytelling allows for us now to explore 
how those lessons can be part of a much broader compositional opportu-
nity for student novices and for the public.

Concept 6: Choices in Design Aesthetics Inform and Are Informed 
by Literacies, Culture, and Ideology

Some theorists and practitioners in digital storytelling have labored to 
define aesthetic success in the design of a digital story, in the practical 
service of rubric-based assessment or for other purposes. While we appre-
ciate (and continue to develop) ways to integrate formative and summa-
tive assessment into academically assigned storywork, we are compelled to 
observe that these attempts usually lead one to learn just as much about 
who is doing the assessment, and what they are signifying about them-
selves or their institutional context.
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From our perspective, digital storytelling shares with the community 
arts movement the understanding that aesthetics are fluid constructions 
that reflect the literacies, culture, and ideological assumptions of those 
doing a critique. What constitutes cliché and what constitutes aesthetic 
originality are assessed in light of the storyteller’s own exposure to works 
of art, experience with art making, familiarity with the dynamics of criti-
cal assessment, and of course their culturally or ideologically bounded 
perspectives. Critical self-awareness about what one is indicating about 
oneself through an artistic choice is itself a highly developed literacy. In 
many contexts, the facilitator is of a different culture, ideological per-
spective, and literacy level than her students. Where graded assessments 
are required for digital stories, we recommend co-constructing a rubric 
or metric of success alongside students, holding their design perspec-
tives and your own as part of the process, and using this process as an 
inroad to discussing what aesthetics mean and how diversely they may 
matter.

Concept 7: Listening Is an Ethic and a Craft

Listening is an activity that considerate people believe they are already 
doing thoughtfully and fairly—particularly when engaged in a course or 
workshop that fosters (or strives for) the kind of democratic environment 
described above. The instructor herself may believe that by virtue of the 
fact students are sitting in a circle sharing stories, or responding to one 
another on a discussion board, she is automatically fostering attentive lis-
tening. But listening requires self-discipline and self-awareness.

Scholars of transformative learning have documented a taxonomy of 
listening that is helpful for explaining why listening is more than meets the 
ear. Extending communication studies by Peter Senge and others, Otto 
Scharmer notes four main types of listening: (1) downloading (listening 
for confirmations of what you already expect or believe); (2) factual listen-
ing (noting new and novel information that compares or contrasts with 
what you believe you know); (3) empathic listening (concentrating on 
aspects of the speaker’s story to which you can emotionally connect, and 
in that way making the other person’s story align with your own); and 
(4) generative listening (seeking to understand what the speaker is trying 
to say, to know his or her story at a deeper level, often by attending to 
body language or other cues that transcend the information being spoken) 
(Scharmer 2009).
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In storywork, generative listening is essential for a co-creative experi-
ence, for everyone’s story to be heard. When we speak of “deep listen-
ing,” we are speaking about the interplay of someone working out an idea 
before an audience, and how that audience demonstrably holds that idea, 
works through it, and provides insightful commentary and reflection on 
the idea. The quality of listening is both somatic, in terms of attentive-
ness and body language, and as importantly, cognitive and metacogni-
tive, in demonstrating how the speaker’s words were absorbed, held, and 
thoroughly considered, before a response was made. Sometimes this is 
evinced by how accurately someone remembers certain phrases expressing 
a concept, and sometimes in how well they re-summarize the gist of the 
storyteller’s meaning. Such listening takes practice, and a sincere convic-
tion that every story matters.

Concept 8: Every Story Matters

This is our most radical assertion. Acknowledging that every story mat-
ters—in our classroom, in a public workshop, in a community literacy 
center—may seem sweetly self-evident. Inviting people from rival perspec-
tives to compose and communicate their views is, after all, what engaged 
educators most consistently attempt to do, whether mentoring students 
as teaching artists or as city planners or as oral historians or as digital sto-
rytellers. But an interesting shift arises, particularly in higher education, 
when we frame story-sharing as a means of diversity training or intercul-
tural inquiry: stories seem to become important because of who or what 
the teller represents—an unconventional point of view, a source of wisdom 
on a particular episode in history, a spokesperson for a marginalized com-
munity. Such encounters help us achieve important academic aims, such 
as giving students an opportunity to cultivate empathy and openness, for 
example (AAC&U 2015). But as the Museum of the Person’s founder 
Karen Worcman reminds us, “Every person’s story matters because every 
person matters,” and not because of what the story may represent or how 
it might be used (Misorelli and Worcman 2016). Storyworkers may indeed 
become story curators, and some stories will connect with a particular pur-
pose or audience more than others, but every person’s narrative deserves 
equal care and consideration. The digital storytelling educator bears an 
extra responsibility to reinforce this principle among participants who may 
become storyworkers themselves.
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Crossing the Threshold: Getting into Trouble

What are the consequences of believing—or acting upon, or teaching—
those eight assertions about digital storywork? For starters, perhaps clarity 
of purpose. As we wrote our way through the initial list, we found our 
paragraphs evolving from a relatively conventional scholarly synthesis to a 
tone rather like a manifesto. We think this is a good thing. As we grappled 
with the transformative and troublesome dimensions of each threshold 
concept, we found, as we hope you will too, opportunities for critical 
reflection about our mission as educators.

We are committed to universal access to the production of a digital 
story as a human right. We view this as a core condition to a sense of 
agency in each individual in relationship to the larger social project. Like 
our colleagues in organizations like the Museum of the Person in Brazil, 
StoryCorps in the United States, and countless local, regional, and inter-
national organizations that emphasize the representation of ordinary peo-
ple, we see a relationship between signifying every citizen with a story and 
creating the basis for healthy democracy.

In this sense, one’s first digital story is a form of membership, a rep-
resentation of your deeply considered insights and voice into a society 
greatly dominated by the screens of social media, film, and television. As 
Guillermo Gomez Peña once said in performance, “the existential ques-
tion for us as citizens in the twenty-first century is TV or not TV.” We 
realize the power of the moving image to validate experience, and we want 
everyone to share in the power of media publication, even if that publica-
tion only reaches the moment of being projected on a wall of a workshop.

This perspective is troubling because it suggests that, in the long run, 
any formal, or informal, ways that we segregate media producers from 
media consumers is unhealthy and counterproductive for society. In cul-
tures that thoroughly accept media consumption as central to civic life, 
we are suggesting that citizens should feel empowered to speak back with 
their own stories, extending their experiences, memories, and perspec-
tives into the media landscape. Put another way, we worry less about the 
“mediocrity” of the masses making media than the single voice being 
silenced—one by which a small or large transformation might be made 
possible.

For many, the decentralization of authority, both political and artistic, 
that comes from this process is implicitly troubling, and they would pre-
fer to separate the social justice component of digital storytelling from 
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the more general educational concern. However, lacking the impulse to 
extend these literacies to every single person inevitably privileges those 
with aptitudes or proclivities in the technical toolsets, with strong and 
well-formed insights, with a flair for language and narrative construction. 
Creating environments where all those differences and capabilities are 
appreciated, but where none are overly privileged, becomes the distinct 
challenge for the educator.

In our conception of storywork, we start with encouraging the story-
tellers’ sense of fundamental authority on their own personal experience. 
Even as they may be framing a subject, or addressing a broader issue, their 
starting point is how they understand their own awareness of the way the 
story works, where it currently works upon them, and where with group 
reflection and individual feedback, they would like to transform those 
understandings. Note that we can borrow the subject–object perspective 
via Kegan’s integration of Piaget/Erickson in the field of psychology to 
suggest that these processes can be viewed as significant developmental 
epistemological shifts. The story that has been telling you, to which you have 
been subject, becomes the story you can tell, that which you can now make 
object (Kegan 1983, 1994). The process is both to listen deeply to the 
way in which the storyteller initially presents their concept and to encour-
age group and individual inquiry into the how and why of the storyteller’s 
initial enthusiasm or reticence in telling that story.

While this may seem obvious as a condition of progressive educational 
practice, this perspective is, again, “troublesome” in scenarios where the 
professor or facilitator is perceived as the storytelling expert—particularly 
when that expert is assigning an academic grade for the story. If our peda-
gogy is rooted in the belief that every story matters, we must teach in a 
way that ensures students approach each step in the process as democratic 
and collaborative, not just for the sake of politeness but because the stories 
being shared have valuable insights for everyone in the room. This means 
that the story circle, for example, is not a generic form of peer review. The 
purpose of that sharing of story drafts is not just to get the story done, nor 
revised into a form that entertains or impresses the group, nor edited well 
enough to earn a decent grade; the purpose is to support the telling of the 
story and the listening to the story—which, in turn, may help participants 
to become more empathetic, attentive, and collaborative learners.

We understand that in an academic environment with larger class sizes 
and a curriculum distributed over many weeks it can be challenging to 
replicate the level of interpersonal care that we try to foster in small group 
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intensive workshop environments. But coaching students to serve as dep-
uty co-facilitators and practicing the ritual of holding space and allocat-
ing minutes of silence, if needed, to help a storyteller think through and 
articulate an idea, are ways that we can begin to teach listening as a disci-
pline and as a way to demonstrate mutual respect. Every comment, every 
decision about how we engage participants, every way that we organize 
and manage the production process, we are making sure participants are 
aware of their own creative choices, and power, in the situation.

Informed by this perspective, we have found that not only does the 
experience of the learning environment improve but so do the stories.

Those of us working as practitioners can easily look back at our last 
workshop or classroom experience and recognize the complexity of hold-
ing these concepts while simply trying to survive getting a group of stories 
to completion. The average classroom teacher, or community-based facili-
tator, much less the participant storytellers, is not constructing his or her 
efforts with a checklist of threshold concepts. But as scholars of teaching 
and learning, we can use these concepts to illuminate the ways in which 
transformative learning is constructed not just of methods and techniques 
but also of values, ethics, and social and self-awareness. We look forward 
to expanding this discussion with our colleagues and friends in the field.
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CHAPTER 4

Physician, Know Thyself: Using Digital 
Storytelling to Promote Reflection 

in Medical Education

Pip Hardy

The Need for Reflection in Healthcare

Reflection is one of the hallmarks of a true professional (Winter 1992; 
Boud et al. 1985) and its value in professional development across many 
fields of practice has grown since John Dewey pointed out that “we do not 
learn from experience; we learn from reflecting on experience” (Dewey 
1938). Forty-five years later, Donald Schön attempted to reform profes-
sional knowledge by giving prominence to the “competence and artistry 
already embedded in skilful practice, especially “reflection-in-action” (the 
“thinking what they are doing while they are doing it”) that practitioners 
sometimes bring to situations of uncertainty, uniqueness and conflict” 
(Schön 1983, 1987).

This ability to reflect in action is paramount in the practice of 
healthcare, where the ability to make swift decisions in the face of this  
“uncertainty, uniqueness and conflict” is critical and where the wrong 
decision can cost a life.

P. Hardy (*) 
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In addition to the clinical skills they must acquire, nurses, doctors and 
allied health professionals are encouraged to become reflective practitio-
ners, in the expectation that the ability to reflect on and in practice—and 
to learn from that reflection—will contribute to better care for patients. 
Despite growing attempts to promote reflection in the curriculum and 
numerous books advocating different approaches and models, it seems 
that the teaching of reflection, although universally acknowledged as 
important by schools of medicine and healthcare globally, may be easier 
said than done (Mann et al. 2009).

While the United Kingdom General Medical Council (GMC) 
requires doctors to be reflective practitioners (GMC 2009), reflection 
in medical school is often taught in a prescriptive and formulaic way—a 
tickbox exercise signifying little other than students’ ability to answer 
a pre-set list of questions. In the words of one student, “We reflect all 
the time and then we reflect on our reflections until we’re sick of it” 
(Corry-Bass et al. 2014). Furthermore, pressure to accumulate clinical 
practice sign-offs trumps most other activities and so the development 
of reflection, self-awareness, emotional intelligence and resilience, and 
the cultivation of empathy and compassion remain secondary to the 
acquisition of clinical skills. This presents a dilemma: medical students 
are expected to reflect but the opportunity to develop the necessary 
skills is not prioritised.

Medical and healthcare educators in the United Kingdom and else-
where have been challenged to support reflection in their students. This 
may relate to a trend towards linking reflective skills with diagnostic abil-
ity (Sobral 2000) and the requisite objective testing to measure this abil-
ity; although other approaches seek to develop reflective skills as part of 
the development of well-rounded, humane and caring professionals (Wald 
et al. 2015). Some programmes and initiatives attempt to improve reflec-
tion through the introduction of the arts and humanities and the use of 
stories. In the second half of the twentieth century, Robert Coles cham-
pioned the importance of stories in medical education, responding to his 
mentor’s plea for “more stories, less theory,” urging Coles to “err on the 
side of each person’s particularity and only later add a more general state-
ment” (Coles 1989, p. 27). More recently, medical educators have advo-
cated the use of music (Janaudis et al. 2011), film (Blasco et al. 2006), 
literature and narrative (Charon and Montello 2002), reflective writing 
(RW) (Wald et  al. 2015) and even digital storytelling (Sandars 2009; 
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Jamissen and Skou 2010; Stacey and Hardy 2011; Anderson and Kinnair 
2014). Some of these more creative approaches have encouraged deeper 
and more emotionally engaged responses to practice and patients, but 
they are still not widely used.

Patient Voices and Reflection

Reflection lies at the heart of the Patient Voices Programme. Prior to its 
inception, the founders had spent many years imparting the skills and 
attitudes of reflection to professionals in various fields, including health-
care, through the design and development of open, distance and work-
based learning programmes. The particular challenges faced by those 
working in healthcare—illness, pain, trauma, fear and death—make it 
important for clinicians to be able to integrate their feelings rather than 
simply defending against the anxieties inherent in their work (Hardy 
2007; Menzies-Lyth 1988). This requires a commitment to the prac-
tice of reflection, the cultivation of self-awareness, the development of 
resilience and an enhanced capacity to care—all aspects of professional 
identity formation (Wald et al. 2015) as well as being hallmarks of a true 
professional (Winter 1992).

The Patient Voices Programme (www.patientvoices.org.uk) was 
founded with the intention of promoting deep reflection by means of 
watching and responding to digital stories created by patients, carers and 
clinicians. Our belief that telling and listening to stories was and is a cor-
nerstone of reflective learning, experiential learning and community learn-
ing is supported by a number of theorists (Dewey 1938; Wenger 1999; 
Moon 1999) and borne out by research into the use of digital stories as 
prompts to reflection (Hardy 2007).

The Patient Voices approach to digital storytelling is based in the “clas-
sical” digital storytelling model developed by StoryCenter but adapted to, 
and with a clear focus on, healthcare. These digital stories are, effectively, 
short, facilitated auto-ethnographies (Sumner 2015), created through a 
hermeneutic process designed to illuminate understanding of a particu-
lar event or experience. Patient Voices was established in an attempt to 
align hearts and minds with respect to the design and delivery of health-
care through the creation and dissemination of stories that would prompt 
reflection on practice, promote greater empathy and humanity and, ulti-
mately, lead to more compassionate, as well as safer, care (Hardy 2004).
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How the Project Came about

The Director of Educational Research and Innovation at Kings College 
London (KCL) had participated in a Patient Voices workshop in 2008 and 
wanted to explore the use of digital storytelling within the medical school 
to deepen reflective skills, increase self-knowledge and awareness, promote 
greater creativity and contribute to the formation of professional identity. 
She approached Patient Voices to develop a Student Selected Component 
(SSC) that built on a model previously piloted at the University of Leicester 
(Anderson et al. 2012) and would be capable of assessment.

It was important to decision-makers at KCL that the SSC would be 
based on the Patient Voices approach to reflective practice internation-
ally recognised by the British Medical Journal and others for support-
ing culture change and improving service delivery in healthcare (BMJ 
2010); it was equally important for them that the Leicester medical 
students had benefited from the experience of creating digital stories 
(Anderson et al. 2012). Reflecting on the experience, some years later, 
one of the Leicester junior doctor/storytellers reported that “the digi-
tal storytelling workshop was “one of the most memorable experiences 
I had at Medical School” and has heavily influenced my attitude and 
approach to reflective practice,” while another said that the workshop 
“served as an opportunity to develop as an individual, and as a reflective 
practitioner in my own right, building on my own professional iden-
tity” (Corry-Bass et al. 2014). Students exposed to the stories report a 
deeper understanding of themselves and the realities of providing care 
(Anderson and Kinnair 2014).

An application was submitted to KCL based on the following aims and 
learning outcomes:

The aim of this Student Selected Component is to support and enhance 
your future professional practice by developing skills of reflection and learn-
ing from experience in the clinical setting through the creation of a personal 
digital story. Focusing upon the human experience of healthcare, this expe-
rience will provide opportunities to explore the practical realities of provid-
ing professional, empathic and compassionate healthcare.

By the end of the SSC, you will be able to:

•	 articulate and reflect on your learning from experience in the clinical setting
•	 appreciate the power of personal stories
•	 create a digital story
•	 reflect on the creation of the digital story
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•	 develop empathy and compassion
•	 enhance your presentation skills.

(From ‘Physician, know thyself: Tomorrow’s doctors reflected in today’s 
technology’ module guide)

The submission was successful and so we began our work with four 
third-year medical students.

Method and Approach

Development of a module guide ensured the integrity of the classical digi-
tal storytelling process whilst meeting the needs of the students and their 
busy schedules; some adaptations were necessary in order to suit the ten-
week SSC format, increase independent and/or virtual learning and meet 
formal assessment requirements.

The schedule included a mix of face-to-face, virtual and independent 
learning. A key requirement of the SSC was the creation of the summa-
tive reflective statement of formative, weekly, reflective tasks that are not 
included in the timetable below (Table 4.1).

Table 4.1  From the module guide

Week 1 Group session to introduce the SSC and digital storytelling in healthcare
Independent learning tasks (to be completed in own time): watch some 
Patient Voices digital stories and evaluate according to agreed framework. 
Begin thinking of story ideas

Week 2 Group session to explore ideas for stories (Story circle 1)
Discuss and agree reflective framework to support development and 
construction of the story and the reflective statement
Co-create and agree criteria for assessing your digital stories
Independent learning task (to be completed in own time): develop story 
ideas and begin scripting

Week 3 Independent learning: develop story scripts, begin to think about images
Week 4 Group session to share scripts and obtain feedback. (Story circle 2)
Week 5 Photography and image editing tutorial and recording of voiceovers
Week 6 Independent learning to be completed in own time: select and edit images, 

prepare storyboards
Week 7 Group introduction to video editing programme (hardware and software 

provided)
Week 8 Group session to continue video editing and review images
Week 9 Group session to continue video editing, finalise stories
Week 10 Premier of stories
Week 11 Reflection and peer review
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� Ethics: Care and Consent and a (Trigger) Warning

The module guide also included information about the potentially emo-
tional nature of digital storytelling, alerting students to its potential to 
arouse sometimes-painful memories and feelings. It was suggested that, if 
they found themselves in distress, students should seek help from a friend 
or mentor or from the Patient Voices facilitators, one of whom is a trained 
counsellor. None of the students requested additional support.

The students signed consent forms, agreeing to participate in the work-
shop and to the use of their reflective statements as potential data for 
research, and acknowledging that further consent would be sought before 
any stories they created were released (Hardy 2015).

Preparation

The students were contacted by email before the first session and invited 
to read the module guide, which included several reflective frameworks 
and encouragement to watch some stories, including those created by 
the Leicester Medical students (www.patientvoices.org.uk/lssc.htm). 
They were asked to reflect on the stories using the Patient Voices “EAR” 
(Effective, Affective, Reflective) framework (Sumner 2009), and to 
deconstruct the stories using the Seven Elements of Digital Storytelling 
(Lambert 2002) according to the schema below. Note: for discussing the 
construction of stories and considering digital storytelling as a distinct 
genre, we have found the Seven Elements provides a more useful frame-
work than the Seven Steps later introduced by StoryCenter (Lambert 
2010), and so it was more suitable for our purpose here (Fig. 4.1).

Working with students over ten weeks rather than three days gave us 
the luxury of time and we were able to help them “limber up” their sto-
rytelling muscles with a variety of writing activities and paired storytelling 
exercises during the first two sessions. Initial concerns about how “per-
sonal” the stories could be, gave way to a willingness to be open and 
transparent about their personal—and professional—lives.

Assessment

Gaining formal credit for the SSC required a form of assessment that 
would gain institutional approval. The solution that was robust enough to 
meet the KCL standard marking scheme and assessment criteria, appro-
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priate to the reflective nature of the work, innovative enough to suit the 
teaching methods and learning outcomes and co-designed with the stu-
dents was as follows (Table 4.2):

The challenges of marking such subjective work had to be balanced 
with KCL’s requirement that marking schemes be consistent across the 
School. Standardised marking schemes guide examination of written work 
but offer little help in assessing audio-visual work, but we found it possible 
to apply some of the guidance for written work to the assessment of the 
digital stories. Work that would receive a mark of 70–100%, for example, 
would be well written, logical, accurate and comprehensive in its coverage 
of the topic; the student would have to provide evidence of independent 
study and critical evaluation and, overall, there would have to be a high 
standard of presentation and analysis.

Criteria were agreed with the students, based on the Seven Elements, 
on which to assess their own and each other’s digital stories. This col-
laborative involvement in designing the assessment contributed to their 
understanding of key features of the reflective process and how that would 
be evidenced.

All students received high marks for the SSC, capped by KCL at 85%. 
A request to provide a justification for each mark gave us an opportunity 
to describe changes we observed in students’ skills of reflection, written 

Table 4.2  From the module guide

Students will be assessed on the creation of a digital story about an experience of clinical 
practice, together with a reflective statement describing the reasons for the choice of 
story, explaining the choice and juxtaposition of words and images, aesthetic and 
editorial choices and the experience of editing their own short video.
Students will be involved in co-creating the criteria for assessment of their digital stories 
at an early stage in the SSC; elements of peer review are intrinsic to the digital 
storytelling process.
Finally, students will design and participate in a presentation of their digital stories to 
other third-year students and staff and respond to questions and comments from the 
audience.
In brief:
 � 1. 2–3-minute digital story (60%)
 � 2. 500–1000-word reflective statement explaining and reviewing the creation of their 

digital story, including selection of subject, editorial choices and decisions, identifying 
key personal learning and so on (20%)

 � 3. Formal presentation (screening) of digital stories, open to the third-year students 
and the public, for SSC students to showcase their work and respond to questions and 
comments from the audience (20%)
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and spoken expression, use of images, analysis of story choice and editorial 
decisions and the impact of this work on their learning and their clinical 
practice.

Gathering and Analysing Data

The SSC was planned and implemented as an educational intervention 
rather than as a research project. However, in signing the Patient Voices 
consent form, storytellers also agree to participate in research; the inten-
tion to write a paper based on the SSC was discussed with the students. 
They were invited to bear this in mind as they wrote their weekly reflective 
statements and their final, assessed piece of reflection.

The data that informs the discussion below are drawn from these reflec-
tive writings. In addition, 18 months after the completion of the SSC, an 
email was sent to the students designed to evaluate the longer-term impact 
of the digital storytelling process on their practice. While all responded 
enthusiastically, only two had time to engage in this longer-term reflection.

The reflective statements were considered and roughly coded in rela-
tion to the aims of the SSC and the key theories of reflection that underpin 
the work of Patient Voices and of this project, resulting in identification of 
the following themes:

•	 Learning together (the value of community)
•	 Deepening reflection
•	 The value of stories
•	 Developing personal/professional identity
•	 Seeing patients as people

Results and Discussion: A Small Revolution

Each student produced two digital stories, indicating their deep engage-
ment with the process and their willingness to spend more time in face-
to-face sessions. The students worked well as a group, sharing ideas and 
experiences openly and honestly and learning from each other. The ability 
to distil an experience into one 2–3-minute story is no small feat and these 
students demonstrated determination, sensitivity, intelligence, creativity 
and a willingness to learn how to look at the world—themselves, their 
work and their patients—differently, with the potential to work in new 
and different ways.
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Barnett has written about a revolution in pedagogy, one that shifts the 
focus from knowledge as the central focus of education to being.

The key problem of super-complexity is not one of knowledge; it is one of 
being. Accordingly, we have to displace knowledge from the core of our 
pedagogies. The student’s being has to take centre stage. Feeling uncer-
tainty, responding to uncertainty, gaining confidence to insert oneself amid 
the numerous counter-claims to which one is exposed, these are matters of 
being.

Their acquisition calls for a revolution in the pedagogical relationships 
within a university. (Barnett 2012)

Learning together

From the outset, it was clear that the medical students found our approach 
unusual.

it didn’t feel like they were the teachers and we were the pupils; suddenly 
we were a small group of interesting, diverse and unique people sat in a 
room each with different experiences and opinions. But it really felt like 
our opinions, as students, were greatly valued—this (perhaps unfortu-
nately) is something that is relatively unusual when one studies medicine.

What a refreshing experience it was to feel that our supervisors were even 
in very small ways learning from us in the same way we were learning from 
them. DG

The students enjoyed and valued “communal activities” (Palmer 
1983)—those educational activities that do not separate teaching and 
learning but rather seek to extend and transform knowledge through 
creative use of the tools and technologies available (Boyer 1990), while 
also acknowledging the value of working and learning together, as these 
quotes reveal:

One of the best things about this SSC was working genuinely as a tight-knit 
group together. DG

The students appreciated being able to learn from one another and rec-
ognised that openness and honesty can provide valuable opportunities for 
learning about themselves and their patients:
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I thoroughly valued the times of group reflection … listening to others, 
hearing their point of view and learning from them, other ways to see and 
think about things. LP

Their experiences echo the finding of Wald and colleagues that interactive 
RW with medical students has resulted in “a richness of insight in stu-
dents’ RW and small-group reflection, and we observe students gaining a 
deeper understanding of themselves and their roles as physicians” (Wald 
et al. 2015), as the following quote shows:

The small group session also allowed for us to be quite open with each 
other and all the feedback received was in a positive direction, that is, how 
something could be better rather than how something was done badly. MM

Deepening Reflection

Although learning about reflection might not have been the students’ pri-
mary motivation for electing this SSC, it became evident that reflective 
skills had value:

My reasons for choosing [the SSC] had been much more to do with the 
opportunity to make a film than to enhance my appreciation of reflection. 
However very soon … I realised that the real thing I was going to gain from 
the module was a new insight into the importance of reflection. DG

All students made progress in their ability to reflect deeply and meaning-
fully on an experience and to apply that learning to practice (Kolb 1983). 
The students felt they had learned about reflection in a way that was of 
practical benefit as well as being enjoyable:

This experience has been incredibly useful. The teaching itself has taught me 
the practical aspects for how to reflect, and more than that how to do this in 
a scientific manner. This allows for a practical way to apply a thought process 
to an experience that it’s usually hard to work out. MM

During the SSC, through the process of developing an idea, writing a 
script and making a film about an incident you couldn’t help but reflect. 
Sometimes it was disguised under the cover of fun and exciting “filmmak-
ing” but essentially what we did for 12 weeks was solid deep reflecting. I 
loved it. I realised how enjoyable, interesting and useful reflection is. DG
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In some cases, the reflection went deeper, resulting in profound realisa-
tions and clear development of moral imagination (Coles 1989).

After taking a substandard history (when I reflect back) … I was subsequently 
brought to the grave realisation that she had cancer which was spreading; and 
all of a sudden my [personal] concerns were minute specks of dust. … From 
that day forwards, I have endeavoured to put my life into perspective with the 
patient’s life and recognise that any complaint from a patient (no matter how 
small it may seem) should be acknowledged, as well as recognising that my 
interaction with patients should never be tainted by my day’s experiences. CA

The Value of Stories

The students also grew in self-awareness, creativity, imagination and compe-
tence in the use of narrative and audio-visual storytelling as “convivial tools,” 
that is, items or practices that “give each person who uses them the greatest 
opportunity to enrich the environment with the fruits of his or her vision” 
(Illich 1973). One student writes about an exercise during one early session:

This was an activity that allowed me to start thinking critically about which 
clinical experiences I could translate into a story. I noticed that as we carried out 
the activity a second time, my ability to condense detail and convey the salient 
points was strengthened and this would prove to be extremely advantageous 
when I started putting my story together, especially because it reaffirmed the 
reality that the best stories are “effective, affective and reflective.” CA

As well as valuing the practical aspects of digital storytelling, one student 
notes the value of learning from the stories of the other students, recog-
nising a small community of practice (Wenger 1999).

My classmates were also fantastic at storytelling and due to the group nature 
of the project it was possible to learn from them as well as from the teaching. 
The story circles where we produced a story without previous preparation 
and then cutting this story down to the fine points showed us the correct 
way to be economic with our timings and helped in the finalised production 
of our stories. MM

Another describes how watching other students’ stories enabled her to 
think about the difference between reflection and “just thinking”:

Watching the videos made me think about reflection and question if I reflect 
after I have seen a patient? It’s easy to think that just thinking over their 
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case, presenting to a consultant or explain to a friend about a condition 
counts as reflections but did I actually think about the patient as a person? 
The fact that we are just two human beings in a situation? LP

Developing Professional Identity

Recognising the value of both watching and creating stories feeds into 
developing professional identity:

It strikes me that if all medical students made—or even watched—these 
[stories] perhaps we would all feel more empowered and actually more 
energised to learn as we would feel part of a team, we would feel we had 
an important role and we would feel we could actually be “producers” of 
patients’ good health and happiness. DG

The students changed from being passive recipients of knowledge “sitting 
open-eyed and open-booked to consume information from our lecturers, 
tutors or consultants,” as one student commented, to people aware of 
their own value, and the importance of their relationships with patients.

It helped me to realise that every medical problem doesn’t require a book-
smart doctor with no social skills but instead often requires a personal touch. 
From this experience I have tried to carry out all my exams and histories by 
listening to my patients about what they say and how this affects them rather 
than trying to follow a flowchart through to arrive at a diagnosis. MM

All students expressed a growing awareness of the human (as opposed to 
the clinical) nature of healthcare:

Something that always strikes me when I watch the stories is the breakdown 
of any division between clinicians and patients, when a clinician or patient 
talks of their own experience you no longer see clinicians and patients but 
just two human beings trying to help each other. For me many of the stories 
are a true reminder that at the times when we are most vulnerable or even 
close to death we no longer want “doctors” or “nurses” around us, we sim-
ply want other human beings around us. DG

People want to be treated as individuals rather than diseases:

[Making my story] allowed me to realise how all patients want to be treated 
as individuals with an illness, and how I should not attempt to trivialise my 
patient by seeing them as a defining problem that requires treatment. MM
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The students’ responses have important implications for teaching, learn-
ing and practice; opportunities for creative expression in an atmosphere 
of non-judgemental appreciation can promote the development of pro-
fessional identity characterised by humanity and self-awareness that arises 
from meaningful reflection on practice.

Seeing Patients as People

A key aspect of developing as a healthcare professional is the ability to see 
patients as human beings; this theme was at the core of all the students’ 
reflective statements.

I take time now. I stop and think now. I’ve learnt medicine isn’t about 
passing exams; it isn’t about getting the best marks or impressing your con-
sultant the most. It’s about people. Sick people who need to know you’re 
there, that they aren’t alone. They aren’t just another case study or Grand 
Round patient; they are a father, a mother, a daughter, a son. … Another 
person just like me in this dangerous world. LP

Students reported shifting away from regarding patients as collections 
of symptoms or interesting opportunities for practice, to seeing them as 
people.

I have truly been challenged to think more holistically of each patient that I 
am privileged to talk with. Finally, for every single patient I speak with now 
and in the future, this SSC has taught me (in an unorthodox way) to rec-
ognise that each patient is a human person with a human life full of human 
experiences and stories and thus it would only make sense to approach each 
one as a human person and not as a potential sign up, grand round presenta-
tion or practical skills opportunity. CA

Students also found value in other Patient Voices stories:

One of the previous stories has also helped to show me how while for us the 
“sign off” culture is acceptable and common, we need to remember not to 
treat our patients as conditions and sign offs. We need to always remember 
to treat our patients with the respect they deserve and not break them down 
to their condition or the task that they need done. MM

One student had a profound realisation about patients:
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Through the better reflection that came about through this module it 
became so clear to me that all patients should be seen as equal to us. They 
are not just tools for our own education; they are human beings—some of 
whom are going through terrible periods of their life and we should treat 
every single patient the same. DG

Longer-Term Impact

In healthcare, as in digital storytelling, there is increasing emphasis on 
impact—impact of treatment, of intervention, of research, of education 
and training. To assess the longer-term impact of creating a digital story, 
the students were invited to offer their reflections on whether and how 
the SSC had affected them in the 18 months following its completion. 
Two responded, offering indications as to the ongoing benefits of the 
classical digital storytelling process, with implications for its use in medical 
education. They wrote about how the process of creating their own sto-
ries had contributed to their development as professionals, to becoming 
better doctors and seeing their patients as people, and of how reflection 
contributes to greater resilience in the face of the inevitable stresses of 
delivering healthcare.

Over a year on, this appreciation for reflection very much remains. I still 
find myself at the end of the day taking time to pause, think and reflect on 
my experiences of that day, either privately or with others, telling them the 
story of what had happened. This allows me to make sense of any difficulties 
I encounter and allows me to see what I could have done differently.

Being better at reflection has had a huge impact on me personally in 
terms of my psychological well-being and on how I interact with patients. 
Firstly for me being able to look back on situations and think “why was I 
stressed?,” “why was I really anxious?” and actually find answers to it has 
reduced my levels of stress and anxiety dramatically. DG

Perhaps the most valuable learning of all is summed up in CA’s recogni-
tion of the “gift of a listening ear and heart.”

I found myself on the wards in my final rotation of Year 3 and all of 
Year 4 looking far beyond the physical or mental illness which human 
beings in hospitals had. I was now seeing each one as an individual and 
deeply reflecting on their story, their experience and truly empathising 
with sincerity.

PHYSICIAN, KNOW THYSELF: USING DIGITAL STORYTELLING TO PROMOTE... 
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This is a great achievement for an SSC which I never thought would offer 
as much as it has done! It went beyond my expectations and has equipped 
me with skills—the ones which may not pass contribute to the passing of 
exams as we’re so conditioned to think—but the ones which will make me 
a better doctor.

I look forward to engaging with all my patients from this new-found 
vantage point. It brought to light the fundamental truth that I am not just 
a doctor with patients; I am a fellow human being. Just as I would expect to 
be respected as such, I should and will continue to go beyond the confines 
of a checklist giving the intangible gift of a listening ear and heart. CA

Conclusion and Recommendations

The process of creating reflective digital stories was experienced as trans-
formational by these medical students, offering them new ways of seeing 
themselves and their patients. The students’ ability to reflect improved in 
ways that affected their clinical work with patients and peers as well as their 
emotional well-being. The opportunity to think deeply about an experi-
ence and reflect on its meaning, while working in a respectful environment 
of equals contributed to greater confidence and deeper insights as well as 
an appreciation of the need for humanity and empathy in the practice of 
medicine.

On the basis of this study, digital storytelling has the potential to 
enhance skills of reflection, increase self-awareness, deepen insight, 
strengthen professional identity and contribute to a new, more humane 
way of approaching learning and practice. Further research could usefully 
be conducted with more or larger cohorts of medical and other healthcare 
students.

The medical students’ stories can be seen at www.patientvoices.org.uk/
pkt.htm
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CHAPTER 5

From Dewey to Digital: Design-Based 
Research for Deeper Reflection Through 

Digital Storytelling

Bonnie Thompson Long and Tony Hall

Introduction

The research reported in this chapter was undertaken on a longitudi-
nal basis, over a period of four years, involving 323 pre-service teachers. 
Designing digital storytelling (DS) with and for pre-service teachers enabled 
the authors to examine how it might be conceptualised and implemented 
to support and enhance learning from practice, especially in their formative 
and sensitive, early-stage transition into the professional career of teaching in 
post-primary schools. In this DS research, the authors worked with student 
teachers from across all subject areas of the Irish post-primary school cur-
riculum, including mathematics, science, history, geography and languages.

From a methodological perspective, we employed design-based 
research (DBR). We chose DBR because it is itself a reflective approach, 
particularly well suited to the iterative, participatory and principled design  
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of innovations with technology-enhanced learning (Barab and Squire 
2004; Reeves et al. 2005; Hofer and Owings Swan 2006).

DBR, action research (AR) and other cognate, change and solution-
oriented methodologies belong to the same family of practitioner-based, 
interventional research modalities in education. In terms of DS, exem-
plar practitioner-based research is Jamissen and Haug’s (2014) longitudi-
nal, multicycle action research to design and develop digital storytelling 
to support practice learning within early childhood teacher education. 
Consistent with Jamissen and Haug’s (2014) impactful action research, 
our design-based research process involved three major cycles of design, 
implementation and evaluation: (1) initial pilot intervention, (2) main-
stream/scaling-up of the design and (3) a third, capstone intervention.

The Process

Through our multicycle, accretive and iterative DBR process, we concep-
tualised and refined R-NEST (reflection, narrative, engagement, sociality 
and technology), a bespoke framework for the design of DS to support pre-
service teachers in the creation of multimodal narratives embodying deep 
reflection. We report here key aspects of R-NEST, namely the significant 
potential of using second-order reflection (Moon 2004) alongside Tripp’s 
(1993) conception of critical incident, in the situated design and deploy-
ment of DS to mediate and augment student teachers’ reflective practice.

Our Starting Point: An Initial R-NEST Concept Design

Boyer noted that “teaching is/a dynamic endeavour, involving all the 
analogies, metaphors, and images that build bridges between the teacher’s 
understanding, and the student’s learning” (1990, p. 23). This chapter 
reports design-based research which sought to explore the use of digi-
tal storytelling and its augmented, multimedia affordances, “analogies, 
metaphors, and images” (1990, p. 23) to help student teachers for the 
second-level sector reflect more deeply on their learning from practice 
in schools. Our research was originally inspired by Barrett’s (2005) 
and Moon’s (1999) ideas about creative and novel representations of 
reflection, including the potential of combining narrative and storytelling 
with digital media and technology. Illustrated in Fig. 5.1, the synthesis of 
our nascent R-NEST design emerged through four main activities: (1) our 
biographical reflection as teacher educators, including situational analysis 
of the constraints and possibilities within our own initial teacher education 
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programme in Ireland, (2) review of relevant DS literature, (3) critical con-
ceptualisation of the notion of “reflection”, predicated on seminal think-
ing and writing on the topic, for example, Dewey (1910, 1916, 1933) 
and (4) the authors’ initial theorisation work about digitalising narrative 
(multi-ontological framework). Our initial conceptualisation of R-NEST 
encompassed a very broad literature, from Dewey to the digital. We used 
R-NEST to frame both the design and evaluation of our innovation with 
digital storytelling over the three cycles.

Five major themes emerged in our initial concept design. Expanding 
these themes, the guiding principles of the initial R-NEST were:

•	 the potentially important role of storytelling as a medium for iden-
tity development in teacher education;

•	 the central importance of collaborative learning among pre-service 
teachers, especially in relation to personal stories of change (Lambert 
2009, 2013) and reflection thereon;

•	 easy-to-use technology and easy to access and use, rich media con-
tent; and

•	 creative engagement in the process.

Each of the three design cycles, pilot, mainstream and capstone, 
involved iterating through and finessing our DS innovation, informed 
by the emerging and evolving R-NEST model, continuing review of the 
extant, relevant research on digital storytelling design, and concepts and 
theories of educational technology.

Fig. 5.1  Synthesis of the initial, prototype R-NEST design-based research model
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From Concept to Pilot: The Emerging R-NEST Digital 
Storytelling Innovation

Reflecting on practice is a mandatory competency component in many 
teacher education programmes internationally and constitutes a prevailing 
paradigm in education globally (Collin et al. 2013). Most reflective assign-
ments required of student teachers are written assignments (Moon 1999). 
However, as Kajder and Parkes (2012) noted, this might not be the best 
way for students to evidence their reflection. Similar to findings reported 
in the literature (see Calderhead 1989; MacLeod and Cowieson 2001; 
Moon 1999; Moon 2004), there was a lack of depth in our students’ 
reflections, especially when these were expressed through exclusively writ-
ten formats. Digital storytelling can enhance reflection (Barrett 2005, 
2006; Kearney 2009; Matthews-DeNatale 2008). The pilot study was our 
first step towards designing a DS project to enhance students’ reflective 
practice in our initial teacher education programme.

It is not possible to enumerate all aspects of the design-based research 
process within the scope and word count of this book chapter. For a com-
plete discussion of the trajectory of the research from initial concept design 
to full, programme-wide DS implementation, the reader is directed to the 
doctoral thesis on which this article is based (Thompson Long 2014).

Our DS project was fundamentally inspired by the Center for Digital 
Storytelling’s (CDS), now StoryCenter, Digital Storytelling Workshop 
Model (Lambert 2010, 2013), and the broad topic for the pilot DS study 
was in line with other DS exploratory projects reviewed in the literature at 
the time. These required students to create digital stories based on topics 
such as, “Why do I want to be a teacher?” (Heo 2009, p. 414) and “What 
does it mean to me to be a teacher?” (Kearney 2009, p. 1989). After the 
five weeks of instruction related to the pilot DS concluded, students who 
had volunteered to complete a digital story had an additional six weeks 
to work on their DS on their own. While initially 67 students had volun-
teered to complete a digital story, 18 students submitted a digital story as 
part of their professional practice portfolio at the end of the academic year.

Materials used to analyse the DS project included the students’ com-
pleted digital stories, their “working portfolios” (planning materials), an 
online discussion board, student emails and a post-DS questionnaire. Of 
the 18 students who completed a digital story, 16 gave permission for their 
DS materials to be used for research purposes, and 12 completed the ques-
tionnaire. The results of this questionnaire showed that the 12 students  
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who completed the survey found the DS process to be a positive, motivat-
ing and worthwhile experience. They also found it to be reflective, fun, 
and engaging (Thompson Long 2014). However, their final digital sto-
ries, when analysed using a rubric based on Moon’s (2004) generic frame-
work for reflection, did not evidence the depth of reflection we had hoped 
for. Moon’s (2004) scale ranges from the lowest level of “Descriptive” 
to the highest level of “Reflective (2)”. While none of the digital stories 
received the lowest “Descriptive” rating, the majority of digital stories 
were rated as only “Descriptive with some reflection” (n = 8). Five of the 
digital stories showed “Reflective (1)” levels, and only three of the digital 
stories were rated as showing the highest level of reflection, “Reflective 
(2)” (Thompson Long 2014). Interestingly, further analysis of the digital 
stories scoring the highest levels of reflection showed that the students 
who created these diverged from the assignment brief significantly, and 
instead of giving a “broad assessment of the year”, each told a story of a 
significant aspect of their developing teacher identity.

During our own reflection on the pilot implementation, couched 
within the R-NEST framework and relevant literature, we realised that 
the task set for the students, while allowing for some reflection, was too 
broad. A critical finding from the pilot intervention was that if we wanted 
students to produce something that was deeply reflective, we needed to 
set a task that would allow them to delve more deeply into a particular 
experience, focusing on the thoughts, feelings and motivations that led to 
and emerged from that experience.

Principles of Redesigning the Digital Storytelling Project 
for Deeper Reflection

Most of the students who took the post-DS questionnaire felt that the 
DS process had enhanced their reflection on practice, even though many 
of them did not create digital stories that evidenced deep reflection. This 
led us to the realisation that the product, and depth of reflection evident 
only in the final digital story, might not be of paramount importance. 
Gravestock and Jenkins (2009) and Sandars et al. (2008) noted that reflec-
tion can take place at all stages of the creation of a digital story. These 
authors placed the emphasis on the process, not exclusively on the product.

A discussion of the pertinent areas of the reflective literature, and their 
effect on the second DS design implementation led us to focus on charac-
teristics of the reflective process. These included issues such as the intent or 
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disposition of the learner, and how to scaffold and structure the reflective 
process, in particular as a collaborative narrative process. We also needed 
to understand degrees of reflection and how to encourage and recognise 
deep reflection and, perhaps most importantly, its mediation through both 
the process and product of designing a digital story. Contextualised criti-
cally in terms of the R-NEST design model and relevant DS research, we 
now outline the key aspects we focused on in the redesign of the pilot DS 
project for the second, mainstream iteration of the DBR process. These 
included both the processes and products of reflection, framed and organ-
ised in a focused manner using Tripp’s (1993) concept of critical incident, 
engaged and positive learner intent/disposition, reflection as structured, 
social storytelling and the central importance of second-order reflection.

Reflective Products and Processes

After investigating many different types of possible story prompts in the 
literature, we realised that the possible answer to the focus of the students’ 
digital stories lay in an existing section of the students’ coursework: their 
Professional Practice Portfolio, specifically the critical incident analysis essay. 
This compares closely with the findings of Jamissen and Skou (2010, p. 187) 
that “creativity as a quality can be learned and prompted by the conscious 
use of tools and processes”. In particular, Tripp (1993) promotes the use 
of critical incidents in teaching as ways of developing an understanding of, 
and control over professional judgement and practice. Tripp sees everything 
that happens in a classroom as a potential critical incident, indeed: “we just 
need to analyse it critically to make it one” (Tripp 1993, p. 28).

Our critical incident analysis assignment brief defined a critical incident 
as “a happening, an incident or an event involving you or observed by you 
that has made you subsequently think and/or act differently about that par-
ticular issue” (NUI Galway School of Education 2010). The critical incident 
analysis required students to pick an incident from their reflective journal 
and tell a story about the incident that took place. They had to discuss why 
this was a defining moment for them. They had to reflect critically on the 
incident; discuss emotions, feelings and reactions related to it. It also asked 
them to draw on academic literature germane to the subject of the incident.

We felt that using this task as the basis for the digital story assignment 
could lead the students through the reflective process as envisioned by 
Dewey (1933), allowing them to undergo the steps necessary for deeper 
reflection.
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Learner Disposition

Many students can be resistant to participating in reflective assignments 
(Moon 1999). Boud et al. (1985) emphasised that the intent of the learner 
has an impact on the reflective process. They stated that “The intent of the 
learner permeates every stage of the process from the choice to engage in 
a particular activity to the ultimate results of the reflective process” (Boud 
et al. 1985, p. 24).

Dewey believed strongly that the attitudes that an individual brings to 
bear on the act of reflection can either open the way to learning or block it 
(Rodgers 2002). Dewey (1933) saw our tendency to jump to conclusions, 
the failure to examine our own attitudes, and the powerful social influ-
ences of parents or the beliefs of a group one belongs to as influences that 
could inhibit reflective thinking. He named three main attitudes that lead 
to a readiness to engage in reflective thinking: (1) open-mindedness, (2) 
whole-heartedness and (3) responsibility (Dewey 1933). Other attitudes 
mentioned by Dewey as encouraging a readiness to engage in reflection 
are directness (1916), curiosity (1910, 1933) and a sense of playfulness in 
one’s work (1933). Dewey felt that an interest exclusively in the outcome 
could lead to drudgery (1933). Pointedly, he wrote,

For by drudgery is meant those activities in which the interest in the out-
come does not suffuse the process of getting the result. Whenever a piece of 
work becomes drudgery, the process of doing loses all value for the doer; he 
cares solely for what is to be had at the end of it. The work itself, the putting 
forth of energy, is hateful; it is just a necessary evil, since without it some 
important end would be missed. (Dewey 1933, pp. 285–286)

Engaging our students in the reflective process and helping them to get 
the most out of their reflection on practice was a major goal of our DS 
project. Encouraging a positive attitude towards the process of reflection 
would be important to our R-NEST redesign. Furthermore, as Jamissen 
and Skou (2010) have similarly found, we needed to use prompts and 
tools that would engage our students to work “in a creative mode and a 
poetic form”, which “may bring out reflections and associations that are 
not relevant in an analytic-rationalistic mode (Kaufmann 2006). There is 
also a dimension of energy involved in creative work as described by the 
concept of flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1997)” (2010, p. 187). We aimed to 
redesign the DS process so that it would hopefully facilitate these more 
profound levels of engagement and thus deeper reflection.
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Collaborative Reflection

Reflecting with others can deepen reflection on practice (Dewey 1916; 
Hatton and Smith 1995; McDrury and Alterio 2002; Moon 2004; 
Rodgers 2002; Schön 1987). Dewey (1916) firmly believed that collab-
orative reflection could surface and lead to further understanding of the 
strengths and weaknesses in one’s own thinking. McDrury and Alterio 
(2002) felt that, in getting their students to tell stories of practice, both 
tellers of stories and listeners can be transformed, and this story-sharing 
can bring about changes in the practicum. However, in order for this to 
happen, they proposed that the manner in which stories are told is of the 
utmost importance. They suggested a formal setting, with multiple listen-
ers and a predetermined story to tell as the most appropriate format for 
sharing stories of practice. Following the CDS’s DS process, once a rough 
draft of the digital story is written, it is shared with peers during the “Story 
Circle” (Lambert 2013). During the pilot project, this was undertaken 
rather informally, and also during only one class session. Looking back on 
this part of our DS process in the context of McDrury and Alterio (2002), 
we felt that students did not get as much out of it as they could have, given 
the emphasis in the literature on the benefits of reflecting with others. We 
therefore decided to redesign the “story circle” activity for the second 
iteration of the DS design completely. A formal story-sharing process was 
devised, based on McDrury and Alterio’s (2002) storytelling pathways, 
that would allow students to share a predetermined story in a formal set-
ting, and with multiple listeners.

Second-Order Reflection

Moon (2004) defined second-order reflection as techniques that require a 
learner to look through previous reflective work, such as private reflective 
journals, and to write a deeper reflective overview. She felt it was better to 
get students to use these original reflections, or “raw material” (p. 156), 
as the basis for deeper reflections on the topic or experience. Just as we 
would not assess students on the notes they take in class, Moon felt we 
should not assess students on their initial reflective writings. She held that 
students’ second-order reflections are more valuable and are “likely to 
yield deeper levels of reflection with improved learning” (Moon 2004, 
p. 156). Affording opportunities to expand their original reflective writ-
ing through working with others to share their ideas, standing back from 
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oneself to take a broader look at the situation, and investigating different 
viewpoints of the same situation can assist students in deepening their 
primary reflections.

In redesigning the DS assignment, we felt it was necessary to create 
a specific opportunity for students to engage in second-order reflection. 
Students were asked to choose a critical incident from their reflective jour-
nal that they originally wrote about while off-campus on their teaching 
practice in schools.

Outcomes of Reflection

There can be many outcomes of reflection when used for learning, depend-
ing on the purpose of the reflective activity. Moon saw one of the possible 
outcomes of reflection as action: “To reflect on action is to reflect on an 
event in the past, reprocessing or reorganising the meaning that has been 
made of that event with the possibility of improving future performance” 
(Moon 1999, p. 157). Boud et al. (1985) felt that some of the benefits of 
reflection may be lost if they are not linked to action or application. They 
stated that the “outcomes of reflection may include a new way of doing 
something, the clarification of an issue, the development of a skill or the 
resolution of a problem” (1985, p. 34). They discussed how outcomes 
can also be of an affective nature, which allow us to continue on to future 
learning, change our emotional state, attitudes and even values.

The redesigned critical incident analysis assignment asked students 
to investigate an incident from their teaching practice that subsequently 
changed their views and or actions in the classroom. It was hoped that 
deep reflection on a particular, significant incident would lead students to 
taking action on the situation, prompting a change in their practice.

Evidencing Depth of Reflection

While reflection is a goal in most teacher education programmes, difficul-
ties lie in describing what different levels of reflection actually look like 
(Hatton and Smith 1995). While educators have noted a lack of depth 
of reflection in student work (Calderhead 1989; MacLeod and Cowieson 
2001; Moon 1999), sometimes it is difficult to describe what “depth” of 
reflection looks like. Moon (2004) discussed the difficulties that educators 
can encounter in getting their students to achieve a measure of depth in 
their reflections. She stated that,

  FROM DEWEY TO DIGITAL: DESIGN-BASED RESEARCH FOR DEEPER... 



64 

the idea of depth has become more important as reflective activities have 
been increasingly applied in formal education and professional develop-
ment. There is a frequent observation that while an initial struggle of get-
ting learners to reflect can be overcome, it can be difficult to persuade them 
to reflect in other than a superficial manner—which might be little different 
from descriptive writing. (Moon 2004, p. 95)

Hatton and Smith (1995) and Moon (2004) created models to elucidate 
depth of reflection. These frameworks proved instrumental in our rede-
sign of the digital storytelling process, particularly in terms of characteris-
ing what depth of reflection entails.

In their work creating a model against which evidence of reflection in 
student teachers’ reflective writings could be evaluated, Hatton and Smith 
(1995) identified four types of writing, three of which can be described 
as reflective:

•	 Descriptive writing: this writing is not reflective at all, but merely 
reports events or literature;

•	 Descriptive reflection: attempts to provide reasons based often on 
personal judgement or of the students’ reading of the literature;

•	 Dialogic writing is a form of discourse with oneself, a stepping back 
from and mulling over, an exploration of possible reasons;

•	 Critical writing: involves “reason giving for decisions or events 
which takes account of the broader historical, social, and or political 
contexts” (Hatton and Smith 1995, pp. 40–41).

Moon (2004), building on Hatton and Smith’s (1995) earlier frame-
work, investigated the concept of depth in students’ written reflections. 
Moon’s generic framework for reflective writing described four levels of 
reflective writing in a continuum, from superficial and descriptive, to deep 
levels of reflective writing (Moon 2004). At the highest level of her generic 
framework, Reflective (2), Moon characterised deep reflective writing as 
including key elements, such as:

•	 a brief description of the event, covering the issues for reflection and 
noting their context;

•	 a standing back from an event, there is mulling over and internal 
dialogue;

•	 the account incorporates a recognition that the frame of reference 
with which an event is viewed can change;
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•	 a metacognitive stance is taken (i.e. critical awareness of one’s own 
processes of mental functioning—including reflection);

•	 recognition that events exist in a historical or social context that may 
be influential on a person’s reaction to them. In other words, mul-
tiple perspectives are noted;

•	 self-questioning is evident, deliberating between different views of 
personal behaviour and that of others.

In the redesigned DS brief, students were asked to choose an inci-
dent from their reflective journal to expand upon, and to present this 
in the structure of a personal narrative. As advocated by Moon (2004), 
students were provided questions in the new DS brief to help them 
to include all aspects of the critical incident analysis. These questions 
were structured in a way that emphasised the reflective elements of the 
critical incident, and illustrated for the students what reflective writing 
should include. Students were guided to include alternative viewpoints, 
consider the academic literature related to their topic, and to contem-
plate the incident along different time frames, among other things. The 
assessment rubric was also changed completely, both to include assess-
ment elements for the critical incident/reflective content and in order 
to incorporate elements of the DS rubric devised by the CDS, which is 
based on their seven elements of an effective digital story (Center for 
Digital Storytelling 2010).

Findings

The redesign of the DS assignment resulted in many positive outcomes. 
The completed digital stories showed significantly deeper levels of reflec-
tion. The students found the DS process a different and engaging way 
to reflect, and a refreshing alternative to the traditional essay assignment 
(Thompson Long 2014).

As part of the DS assignment, students in the second implementation 
were asked to include a reflective feedback piece on what they thought 
about creating their digital stories. This gave us valuable feedback on how 
the students experienced the assignment, as well as what they thought 
about the process and the product, their completed digital stories. Many 
students reported that the DS enabled them to reflect more deeply than 
they had done in other reflective assignments on the course. They noted 
different reasons for this additional depth to their reflection, such as
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•	 taking more time to reflect on the incident;
•	 the self-questioning required during the process;
•	 reflecting on the incident as a whole; stepping back, seeing the big-

ger picture;
•	 looking at the incident from different time frames and from different 

perspectives;
•	 learning from listening to their own story over and over again;
•	 creating multiple story drafts;
•	 bringing up hidden themes, issues;
•	 assessing personal beliefs;
•	 connecting theory to practice;
•	 causing a deeper assessment of their own actions (Thompson Long 

2014, p. 231).

Not only did students feel that the DS process added to the depth of 
their reflection, but they also felt it helped them to understand the reflec-
tive process better. Many felt that it gave them the skills needed to be 
reflective practitioners in the future.

Finally, students articulated the way they felt the use of multimedia, 
such as images, music and sound, as well as the recording of their own 
voice, added significantly to their reflection. Describing the different ways 
they reflected while incorporating multimedia into their DS, students used 
terms such as “focused”, “intensified”, “greater clarification” and “greater 
insight” (Thompson Long 2014, p. 234). The words of one student aptly 
sum up the comments of many:

Throughout the entire year, doing all of the hundreds of reflections we have 
done, I have used written words to reflect. Yes, I had to think about what 
happened, and what would happen, etc. but I did these using words. In this 
way, I could write down the words, and that would be the reflection done. 
However, with doing the Digital Story I went deeper into the reflection 
than I think I ever have done, not just in the PGDE, but in general. For each 
picture that I was looking for I went deeper into my thoughts and, more 
importantly, my emotions. Instead of simply writing down the words “that 
made me feel lost”, as I would have done in previous reflections, I went 
deeper and deeper into how I really felt, and what exactly made me feel this 
way. This was not difficult; however, as I searched and searched through 
pictures I could measure my emotions by them. For example, I would see a 
picture portraying anger and think that I felt angrier than that depicted, or 
perhaps felt less angry than it portrays. Therefore, I was not only reflecting 
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on the emotion of anger, but I was also able to contemplate the extent to 
which I felt this. (2010–2011 Student 131)

The DS Assignment Now

The analysis and redesign of the DS project continued for a third year as 
part of the first author’s doctoral research (see Thompson Long 2014). 
Similarly, positive findings emerged from the third “capstone” year of the 
research. At the time of writing this article, we have recently completed 
our seventh year of the DS project with our students. Each year, we ask 
students for their feedback and we make slight adjustments to the assign-
ment, with the intent of enhancing students’ depth of reflection through 
their engagement with the digital storytelling process.

The DS assignment today is very similar to the second iteration of 
the design. The formal story circle process has worked very well, in both 
enhancing reflection for students and building camaraderie within the 
cohort, an unanticipated bonus. Using a critical incident as the focus of 
the digital story has proven very successful as well. The most significant 
change since the second design iteration is the timing of the project. The 
assignment now takes place much earlier in the year, at the end of the 
first semester, immediately after the students’ first teaching practice block 
placement in schools. Feedback from the students regarding the reflective 
skills they gained from the digital storytelling process encouraged us to 
complete the process as early in their first year of the programme as pos-
sible, so as to give them the reflective skills necessary for the remainder 
of the course. The whole process is also much quicker; students return 
from their first teaching placement with a rough draft critical incident, 
and submit their digital story three weeks later. We found that giving 
them months to work on the project, as we did in the first two iterations, 
only led to students putting the assignment off, as other assignment dead-
lines took precedence. The current three-week process is intensive, but 
manageable.

Conclusion

Crucially, teachers are not merely technicians (Zeichner and Liston 1996). 
As Dewey (1933) has described, they must be able to meet and respond 
to challenges and problems holistically, with intuition, emotion and pas-
sion. This necessitates significant, expansive capacity for deep reflection, 
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practical knowledge, and learning from experience. Under its five main 
headings or themes, reflection, narrative, engagement, sociality and tech-
nology, R-NEST enumerates key criteria and principles for developing 
and implementing DS to deepen reflection among pre-service teachers 
(see Fig. 5.2). It also identifies key stakeholders, design informants, and 

Fig. 5.2  R-NEST design model: criteria and guidelines
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resources that should be consulted in designing DS to enhance reflective 
practice in teacher education.

Boyer called the informed and principled, transformative possibilities 
afforded by methodological approaches such as AR and DBR, “the seri-
ous study that undergirds good teaching” (1990, p. 23). As we continue 
to teach and finesse DS as a core element within our teacher education 
programme, we are constantly striving for what Boyer described as “not 
only transmitting knowledge, but transforming and extending it as well”, 
where “professors themselves will be pushed in creative new directions” 
(1990, p. 23). Boyer noted, “good teaching means that faculty, as schol-
ars, are also learners” (1990, p.  24). DBR has enabled us to facilitate 
our own reflective practice as faculty, alongside the improvement of our 
student teachers’ capacity for deeper, critical reflection through powerful 
digital storytelling design.
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CHAPTER 6

Let’s Get Personal: Digital Stories 
for Transformational Learning in Social 

Work Students

Kim M. Anderson

Introduction

In this chapter, the focus is on social work students creating their own 
digital stories to better understand the production process along with how 
the personal and professional meet to enhance one’s practice. We look at 
how the production of digital stories can create opportunities to reflect on 
one’s personal experiences with adversity, lessons learned, and how these 
new-found insights may enhance professional practice.

This chapter addresses the use of digital storytelling to deepen reflective 
practice for graduate social work students enrolled in an advanced clinical 
practice course at a Midwestern University. Students (N = 45) authored 
personal stories of adversity digitally, combining voice, music, and images. 
The end result was a three- to five-minute video that was presented to their 
peers. They then wrote reflection papers on the process of story selection, 
the use of multimedia to portray their experiences, and the effect of sharing 
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their videos within the classroom setting. Findings from thematic analy-
sis of students’ reaction papers aligned with Wong-Wylie’s self-reflection 
practice inclusive of Schön’s (1983) two modes of practitioner reflection 
patterns: reflection-in-action, reflecting on responses and actions during 
production and viewing of one’s digital story, and reflection-on-action, 
reflecting on post-digital storytelling experience regarding impacts on 
one’s personal and professional development. Ultimately, digital story pro-
duction provided a transformational learning experience (Mezirow 1991) 
that deepened students’ critical thinking, enhanced their self-efficacy, and 
challenged their personal and professional meaning structures.

Dimensions of Reflection in Learning

Learning through reflection is based on theories of adult learning and 
teaching as well as models of experiential education (Dewey 1938; Joplin 
1981; Kolb 1984). Experiential education underscores how experience 
coupled with reflection provides the avenue to deeper learning and thus 
deeper meaning perspectives. “Reflection involves taking the unprocessed, 
raw material of experience and engaging with it as a way to make sense 
of what has occurred” (Boud 2001, p. 10). Nursing and nurse education 
have embraced the reflective process, producing considerable literature 
on its learning impact (Jamissen and Skou 2010; Stacey and Hardy 2011; 
Valkanova and Watts 2007). In comparison, social work writings address 
reflection in a more limited manner, often applied to the field practicum 
more so than the classroom context (Jenson-Hart et al. 2014). Social work 
students practice reflection during their internships through journaling and 
agency supervisory consultation, particularly regarding critical client inci-
dents that may challenge their meaning perspectives regarding self-efficacy 
and the work they do (Grise-Owens and Crum 2012). Yet, deep reflective 
practice is not limited to the field experience, as critical thinking can be 
facilitated in various settings where social work “students engage in doing 
and thinking about what they are doing” (Jenson-Hart et al. 2014, p. 357). 
Social work students creating personal digital stories provide such an avenue 
for synergistic reflection and action, where learning may be transformed 
and extended beyond the professional realm to include the personal as well.

Reflecting on one’s practice promotes greater self-awareness and, 
therefore, impacts professional growth and development of social work 
students (Jenson-Hart et  al. 2014; Moore et  al. 2011). Schön (1983) 
delineated two types of practitioner reflection patterns: reflection-in-action 
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and reflection-on-action. Reflection-in-action involves practitioners draw-
ing on tacit knowledge while attending directly to responses and adjusting 
actions at the time of the event. In contrast, reflection-on-action refers to 
practitioners analysing post-event, something they have already done, on 
how they may have acted differently and how to incorporate new-found 
insights into future practice (Schön 1987). Social work students, there-
fore, need to not only acquire effective helping skills but also gain ways to 
better understand and make sense of their practice experiences.

Influenced by Schön’s (1983, 1987) work, professional literature of 
reflective practice is largely focused on the professional self-separate from 
the personal (Pedro 2005). By contrast, Wong-Wylie (2010) introduced 
a third pattern—reflection-on-self-in/on-action—to refer to practitioners 
reflecting on the way their personal experiences influence them on a pro-
fessional level. Such reflection uncovers dimensions of self (for instance 
culture, life experiences, etc.) that may impact one’s helping paradigm. In 
other words, one’s personal experiences are woven into his/her profes-
sional practice frameworks. Rooted in the narrative perspective, Clandinin 
and Connelly (1991) refer to such awareness of the link between per-
sonal and professional selves as personal practice knowledge. These authors 
underscore how stories are intricately tied to, and therefore, influence, 
personal practice knowledge. Stories serve to increase our understanding 
of personal experiences by promoting awareness and reflection of life cir-
cumstances (Anderson 2010).

The class assignment discussed in this chapter consisted of each student 
creating a brief digital story of encountering adversity that was meaning-
ful in some way to one’s life journey. Students did not have to create a 
story regarding a traumatic experience; instead, they were asked to select 
one regarding life challenge(s) they had faced. The act of telling the story 
aloud “externalizes” it, and this externalization allows the story to become 
an object of reflection. Such experiential learning assisted social work stu-
dents to transform their meaning structures regarding difficult life experi-
ences and their impact, while helping them connect their personal and 
professional selves.

Classroom Assignment and Context

The classroom context involved graduate social work students attend-
ing a Midwestern University, who were enrolled in an advance practice 
course to acquire theory and skill development on psychological trauma 
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and recovery. The clinical practice course was capped at 15 students allow-
ing for intensive instruction, guidance, and experiential learning. Class 
foci involved learning various evidence-based practice strategies related 
to trauma recovery for clients; one such intervention was trauma-focused 
cognitive behavioural therapy (TF-CBT), an intervention for youth with 
emotional and behavioural difficulties associated with violence expo-
sure (Cohen et al. 2006). Students were taught the core components of 
standard TF-CBT that make up the acronym PRACTICE (Cohen et al. 
2006): psycho-education, relaxation skills, affect expression and modula-
tion, cognitive coping, trauma narrative development, in-session mastery 
of trauma reminders, conjoint parent–child sessions, and enhancing future 
safety and development.

The author, during her role as a clinical coordinator for a rural victim 
services agency, had initiated, monitored, and evaluated the use of digital 
storytelling, as a narrative intervention for traumatized youth (N = 16), 
ages 9–17, receiving TF-CBT (Anderson and Cook 2015; Anderson and 
Wallace 2015). Digital storytelling was implemented because youth were 
having difficulty constructing their trauma narratives, as children often 
do not speak or write plainly about their trauma (Hanney and Kozlowska 
2002). We found that children needed to find another mode of expression 
to discover their voices. Youth used iPads with the iMovie application and 
worked with therapists to create digital stories of their experiences regard-
ing exposure to domestic violence. It helped youth process and develop 
their stories of exposure to domestic violence in a less threatening and 
more approachable manner. As a result, the author developed a curricu-
lum that delineated digital storytelling tasks and stages for clinicians to 
use in their practice with traumatized youth that was subsequently taught 
to graduate social work students in the advanced practice course. These 
students, therefore, produced personal digital stories based on the follow-
ing prompt:

Everyone has an experience of facing challenges either for yourself, your 
family, or your community, where it seemed as if life was too hard to hang in 
there, but instead of giving up you got through it, and maybe even gained 
important lessons that helped you grow in areas of your life. Think about 
how you would turn a true story of a challenge you faced into a short film.

Total class hours for story production and viewing included 12 hours (four 
class sessions × three hours each). The digital storytelling process began 
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with reviewing the author’s digital storytelling curriculum, inclusive of the 
author and others’ video examples. Students then presented their story 
ideas to each other and the instructor together in one story circle process. 
Sharing story topics within the three-hour classroom context allowed stu-
dents to explore story choice and begin planning for story production. 
Students were given a choice of using their own laptops (often already 
equipped with digital story media) or they could use the social work com-
puter laboratory that was equipped with Movie Maker software.

Students were provided one additional class session where they worked 
individually to develop their digital stories. The author’s former col-
leagues/youth therapists at the victim services agency attended these 
sessions where they and the instructor provided technical assistance to 
students and shared their digital storytelling experiences with clients. 
Students often worked on their digital stories outside of the classroom 
allowing for spaces that were more private and less time-controlled. Upon 
completion of the videos, two class sessions were dedicated to viewing and 
processing of each other’s videos.

Students were not assessed on their completed digital stories as the 
learning experience was not focused on production competence, but 
instead was focused on critical self-reflection. Therefore, students were 
graded on their reflection papers regarding their digital storytelling pro-
cess. The intent of the reaction paper was to further process students’ digi-
tal storytelling experiences while deepening students’ reflective practice. 
Reflection papers were due one week after the classroom viewing of videos 
and requirements included:

	1.	Discuss the story you wanted to tell and why.
	2.	Discuss your reactions regarding creating and completing your digi-

tal story.
	3.	Discuss your reactions upon viewing the digital story with the class.
	4.	Discuss whether or not this intervention was helpful and why.
	5.	Discuss how you will use this intervention in your professional work 

with clients.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection included a convenience sample of three different class 
terms resulting in 45 (2 males, 43 females) student reaction papers 
over the most recent three-year period. Students authored stories of 
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individual, familial, and societal adversity, including topics of sexual 
assault, domestic violence, substance abuse, mental illness, learning 
disabilities, death and dying, health challenges, poverty, racism, and 
homophobia. Reaction papers encompassed students’ perspectives on 
both the process and outcomes of digital storytelling production. The 
research question was: What insights and impacts does student par-
ticipation in digital storytelling invoke regarding personal and profes-
sional development?

Qualitative data analysis involved the thematic analysis method. This 
type of analysis allowed the author to examine similarities within the data 
in order to later organize them into themes (Braun and Clarke 2006). 
Themes were patterns found across the data set (e.g., insights, effects) 
that were directly associated with the research question and become cat-
egories for analysis (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006). The assignment 
was not intentionally designed to emulate any particular framework for 
reflective practice. However, findings from qualitative thematic analysis of 
students’ papers did align with Wong-Wylie’s self-reflection practice inclu-
sive of Schön’s (1983) two modes of practitioner reflection patterns—
reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Reflection-on-self-in-action 
involved students drawing on tacit knowledge while attending directly to 
personal responses and adjusting actions during storytelling production 
and viewing. Reflection-on-self-on-action, in contrast, involved students’ 
contemplations after digital story production, including lessons learned 
and incorporation of new-found insights into future practice. Gender neu-
tral pseudonyms are used for students’ quotes.

Reflection-On-Self-In-Action

Reflection-on-self-in-action involved students connecting with their 
feelings, emotions, and prior experiences during digital story produc-
tion, while also attending to the technical and narrative aspects of digi-
tal story creation and dissemination. Four reflection-on-self-in-action 
themes addressed how digital storytelling production promoted trans-
formative learning inclusive of the following elements: (1) selecting a 
story, (2) learning storytelling components and the narrative process, 
(3) using multimedia to take ownership of one’s story, and (4) recog-
nizing the vulnerability and relief of sharing one’s difficult experiences 
with others.
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Story Selection

Students were informed of the assignment at the beginning of the semes-
ter and were aware that their finished videos would be viewed by the class 
as a whole. For many, this influenced their story choice regarding how 
personal, and thus vulnerable, they wanted to be in sharing their experi-
ences. Often, the courage and support of their classmates helped them to 
feel safe enough to face their difficult personal experiences.

I decided to share my story because of the willingness of my classmates to 
share their own stories. Once I started to conceptualize what I wanted my 
story to be, I realized that I did not have to dwell on the hurtful part of it. 
I hoped to communicate in my story, that although I have sustained some 
personal losses, the loss has made me stronger and I am still standing. (Case, 
father’s death)

For some, story choice was immediate, whereas for others it was an emer-
gent process, or for others it was simply to find meaning and closure.

The day our class stated our story choices was very difficult for me. When 
it was my turn to state what I would present upon, I somehow gained 
the courage to say, “I was attacked and will be exploring the changes that 
occurred preceding the attack”. I had no intention of talking about the 
attack, but it just came out of my mouth. (Re, sexual assault survivor)

To be honest, I do not know why I finally chose this story to be a focal 
point for an assignment, as this story is one of the most painful to tell. Even 
though I have experienced many other traumas in life understanding how, 
and why, someone [her brother] is born with such a horrible illness that 
would later remove him from the lives of his loved ones is something I will 
never understand. So, I guess I chose this story as a last ditch effort to try 
and process my feelings regarding his loss. (Tae, brother’s death)

Story Production

Learning storytelling components and the narrative process included 
establishing temporal order and assembling fragments into a coherent 
narrative. Students had an intuitive sense of how they wanted their stories 
to develop in regard to the sequencing of images, music selected, and 
whether or not to record their voice.
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I feel as though it helped me put the pieces of my story together, and ulti-
mately helped me pick up the pieces of my broken heart. This story assisted 
me in establishing exactly what I was feeling. With the combination of 
music, my voice, and my words, I feel like I accurately portrayed such a 
complex struggle in my life in just a few short minutes. (Key, break-up with 
boyfriend)

The digital story process included accepting the feelings that came forth 
during the digital storytelling process and learning to modulate their emo-
tions as they processed their experiences. Often, an array of both positive 
and negative emotions occurred during production of their digital stories.

For my digital story I chose to use a song that was sung at the [grandfa-
ther’s] funeral. I waited until the very end to add in any music. I felt that 
same feeling listening to it that I did the day of the funeral. I felt my body 
become full and warm, and as I fought back tears of joy, happiness and sad-
ness, memories flooded my body all over again. I find it amazing how a song 
can make you feel so much emotion but it is that, simply amazing. (Mar, 
grandfather’s death)

An important aspect of digital story production included balancing tech-
nical skills with immersion into difficult story material. The sequential 
process of script development, audio-recorded self-narrative, selection of 
photographs, and assembly of the video helped students tell one’s story in 
manageable doses. Such processing allowed them to elaborate and orga-
nize their memories while tolerating negative emotions associated with it.

When I wasn’t focused on the emotional aspect of creating the story, I was 
focusing on the technical aspect. After recording, I began putting in photos 
and adjusting them. I noticed I was very concerned with how things looked 
and got frustrated with the computer and technology aspect of the story 
on numerous occasions. However, it was good because this aspect allowed 
me to focus on something not related to the emotional aspect of creating 
the story, providing a distraction from becoming too overwhelmed. (DJ, 
grandmother’s cancer battle)

Story Ownership

Students were empowered to address difficult experiences in a deliberate 
manner while having creative control and a variety of ways to tell their 
story. They used multimedia to take ownership of one’s story through 
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deciding what to tell, convey, and communicate. In doing so, they gained 
an enriched realization of the power in taking control of one’s story.

The best part about digital storytelling is being able to make your own story. 
Doing this allowed me to put a personalized touch to it and make me laugh 
and/or cry when I wanted. This is the good thing about digital stories, 
because one can put as much or as little as one wants into the story. This was 
made evident in our class because some had tragic stories, yet they shared 
the amount they wanted the class to know. (Sutton, grandmother’s death)

The most helpful aspect of the process was typing it out/refining my words 
and speaking those words aloud. I took ownership of my words and my 
feelings in a way that I had never done before. It was empowering to put 
my feelings into words then show peers a very personal part of myself. The 
entire process, beginning to end, enabled me to let go in a way I hadn’t 
known how to do before. (Reagan, coming out as a lesbian)

Story Viewing

Students’ digital stories were not shared with each other until the final 
film-viewing sessions. Students underscored the vulnerability and relief of 
sharing one’s difficult experiences with others. Students were anxious and 
concerned about being “emotional” in front of their peers, feeling vulner-
able in disclosing something so personal, and concerned regarding how 
they and their experiences would be received. Ultimately, students felt 
relieved, supported, and accepted by their peers.

I believe that sharing the video with the class was so important because it 
helped me to see what it would be like as a client to share my video with 
someone I barely know. Just like social workers should, the class made me 
feel comfortable and supported. I realized how it feels as a client to open up 
to someone that you barely know. I also think it was helpful to view everyone 
else’s stories and see just how different the digital story videos can be. It was 
like having many different clients with many different views and values, and 
seeing what was important to each one. (Jo, mother’s breast cancer battle)

Students reported how the entire class signing a contract that each other’s 
stories would not be discussed outside of the class, unless permission was 
given by the author, helped to ease the discomfort of sharing their per-
sonal experiences in a public manner.
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I like how we all were able to sign a contract that our stories will not be 
shared outside of the classroom. Even though it seems like a minute detail, 
and I most likely would not have shared people’s stories with others without 
signing the contract, it gave me a reminder of the importance of confiden-
tiality and people’s right to share their own stories. (Blake, dating violence 
survivor)

Reflection-on-Self-on-Action

Reflection-on-self-on-action included students contemplating their reac-
tions to the classroom assignment post-digital story production, and its 
impact on transformation of self, both personally and professionally. Three 
reflection-on-self-on-action themes captured such outcomes of: (1) per-
sonal mastery over difficult life experiences, (2) enhanced professional wis-
dom and competence, and (3) use of new-found insights (lessons learned) 
to guide practice.

Mastery Over Difficult Life Experiences

Students revealed a heightened appreciation of what one has overcome, 
particularly one’s strengths and resilient capacities, along with greater 
insight regarding the challenges of coping with a difficult experience. 
Ultimately, they experienced pride on how they persevered despite endur-
ing personal trials and tribulations. These new-found insights affirmed 
their belief that change is possible regardless of one’s circumstances.

By fully participating in such an exercise (with strengths-oriented and resil-
iency perspectives in the forefront), I was able to not only better view my past 
experiences as an active gang member as a reflective learning experience, but 
as a personal narrative of triumph amidst the many environmental barriers 
and other oppressive forces that I had been directly or indirectly subjected 
to. Positive change within this population [gang members] cohort is possi-
ble—I am the living testament to such an ideal. (Sky, former gang member)

During this process I was able to recognize some of the protective factors 
I had utilized and saw that I had demonstrated resilience which had previ-
ously gone unrecognized. For example, I realized that strong connections 
with my faith and family, as well as my creativity and involvement in extra-
curricular activities, helped me to cope with my experience and assisted my 
recovery. (Ash, dating violence survivor)
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Students reported that having ownership of how they wanted to portray 
the event itself and its impact helped them to gain a sense of control over 
their personal experiences, which in the past had often rendered them 
powerless. Students often underscored how creating and producing digi-
tal stories was empowering, particularly, as they realized that the event did 
not have to define them.

I did not and still do not feel as if I am stuck on the event, and I wanted to 
focus more on the good experiences I have had in my life, and how I have 
overcome the [childhood] rape. When the project was completed, and I 
viewed the video for the first time, I felt victorious. I had succeeded in creat-
ing something I felt proud of, and I managed to tell my story how I wanted 
to. (Jae, childhood rape)

I found the digital story very helpful because it gave me the opportunity to 
do some introspective critical thinking. I was able to really think about the 
struggle that I have been through and critically dissect the ways that it has 
impacted me. I had the opportunity to not only think about my story, but I 
was able to choose what should and should not be included in my story and 
how I wanted my story to look. I felt incredibly empowered by the entire 
assignment. (Dakota, racism and homophobia)

Students described the relief they experienced in not only finishing the 
assignment but the catharsis and, for some, closure regarding their dif-
ficult life experiences. They gained power over experiences that seemed 
beyond the possibility of doing so.

In the days since I presented my digital storytelling movie to class, I have 
been surprised at the positive difference the experience has made in my 
life. It is as if a tremendous load has been lifted off of my shoulders. I 
believe the process forced me to vent emotions that had been held in-
check far too long. I recounted out-loud, for others to hear, the heinous 
acts of terror and abuse he (former son-in-law) committed against our 
daughter, and gained strength in the process. (Erin, parent of a domestic 
violence survivor)

I am eternally grateful for this assignment being put forth for what I per-
ceived as merely being the last and final assignment of this course became 
the closing and final chapter on a painful memory of my life. Creating a 
digital story of my experience regarding the rape allowed me to make sense 
of the event in a way that I had previously not been able to do before. The 
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creative expression that epitomizes digital stories enables individuals, just 
as it enabled me, to narrate experiences which are considerably difficult to 
divulge. I still cannot believe that I was able to take my lack of technological 
skills and actually produce something that I felt was substantial and mean-
ingful. It is with complete and utter honesty when I say that creating the 
digital story was the final puzzle piece of this emotionally turbulent and 
trying time in my life. (River, rape survivor)

Enhanced Practice Wisdom and Competence

Students revealed enhanced practice wisdom and competence (techni-
cal and therapeutic skills) due to completing a narrative activity that they 
would ask of their clients to do. In addition to enhanced critical reflec-
tions skills, students reported heightened empathy and compassion for 
others facing adversity, along with an increased appreciation for the inter-
nal struggles one faces in addressing personal hardships.

I thought this intervention was helpful by having the opportunity to go 
through the various feelings that other people will experience when com-
pleting a trauma narrative. I think it enhances our level of compassion and 
credibility when we understand the complexity of allowing the hard to 
surface, but then pressing on to receive comfort and healing. (Emerson, 
estranged adult relationship with father)

I think this was an incredibly useful and beneficial assignment. As a clini-
cian, we are asking our clients to open up about very personal and intense 
things. If we, ourselves, cannot open up about such things, how can we ask 
our client to do so? The vulnerability that I experienced was very great, but 
I also think it was character building and helpful for having empathy for my 
clients, current and future. (Hayden, saved a drowning child)

Lessons Learned

Students reported new-found insights as a result of the assignment that 
would serve to guide their practice. Lessons learned included the power 
of digital storytelling to transform difficult life experiences, as individuals 
own the direction and influence of their stories, and thus their lives.

This probably was one of the most useful assignments that I have done, and 
I began to think of the varied uses for this type of intervention. The stories 
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could encompass many aspects of a client’s life that might include trauma 
or loss and his/her journey through these events. It appears that it could 
enhance the visualization of strengths that had previously been denied. 
Powerful tools that can assist clients in recovering their true, healthy, and 
productive selves are truly profound. (Riley, learning disability)

Individuals are able to use their own creativity to show their story as it has 
played throughout their life. It is important to note that a lot of individu-
als who have experienced traumatic events may not have had the freedom 
to make their own decisions or choose what they want to do. The freedom 
when creating a digital story helps make this intervention effective, because 
it allows individuals to take control of their lives and create something to 
call their own, which many individuals may have never done before. (Remi, 
parental divorce)

Discussion

Deep learning occurs through the relationship between experience, reflec-
tion, and action (Knott and Scragg 2010). This chapter addresses such 
a process as social work students engaged in the production of personal 
digital stories, followed by a reflective paper of their experiences. In doing 
so, they engaged in cognitive, affective, and technical activities to explore 
their experience resulting in new personal and professional exploration 
and understanding. Ultimately, the assignment captured Mezirow’s “dis-
orienting dilemma” in which the learning experience produced a paradigm 
shift regarding perspectives of oneself ultimately affecting students’ subse-
quent views of one’s professional self.

Initially, the assignment’s learning purpose was for students to learn an 
innovative narrative method they could use to help clients process chal-
lenging aspects of their lives. In doing so, students were cultivating an 
understanding of the technical aspects of the intervention, along with 
gaining insight and empathy regarding clients’ internal processing of dif-
ficult personal experiences. The digital storytelling assignment, however, 
went beyond these initial aims to be a transformational learning expe-
rience (Mezirow 1991), a process of challenging, modifying, and/or 
extending students’ meaning perspectives (i.e., one’s overall world view). 
The findings of this study, consequently, underscore the significance of 
students’ critical reflection (Mezirow 1997) going beyond Schön’s (1983) 
two professional patterns of reflection to include the self, as identified by 
Wong-Wylie (2007).
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Yip (2006) discusses how the reflective process for students is enhanced 
if it includes opportunities for self-analysis, self-evaluation, self-dialogue, 
and self-observation, which can occur across various educational experi-
ences. An educator needs to go beyond the direction of “reflect on this” 
for students to gain critical reflection skills; offering a planned activity, as 
with digital storytelling, is necessary for greater examination of process 
after, and sometimes during, the learning event (Anderson 1992; Dean 
1993). Digital stories, as educational tools used with nurses and other 
health-care professionals, have found to enhance professional empathy, 
compassion, and understanding (Hardy 2007; Jamissen and Skou 2010; 
Stacey and Hardy 2011; Sumner 2009).

The educator’s role is to provide a safe and nonthreatening environment 
for students to develop their digital stories and to support the process. The 
majority of students in the class were already familiar with the instruc-
tor because of prior course involvement. As it was an advanced practice 
course, students often worked together to discuss readings and practice 
skills. Thus, there was a familiarity between students and the instructor 
that enhanced the environment. In addition, students and the instructor 
signed a contract that the stories would not be discussed outside of the 
classroom unless permission was sought and given by the story creator.

Perhaps because the students had an informed choice, this allowed 
them to readily participate, although not without personal struggle, in 
digital story production and subsequent reflection paper of a difficult life 
experience. Students were aware of this assignment prior to enrolling in 
the class, as all students were given information on the content and tasks 
related to each of the clinical advanced courses to better inform them on 
their selections. The assignment was also addressed in the first-class session 
upon review of the syllabus and throughout the semester. In addition, stu-
dents were provided the latitude to create their digital stories in whatever 
ways best suited them which provided a sense of control and ownership.

Clinical social work students developing self-awareness is central to 
competent practice. Therefore, it is necessary to not only increase ther-
apeutic skills but also further address how the personal is professional. 
Social work education warns students about the hazards of practice, such 
as vicarious trauma, on one’s personhood. In addition, students are asked 
to reflect on how biases, prejudices, or attitudes may impact practice. If 
students’ difficult life experiences are brought up, however, they are often 
advised to address them through therapeutic support, or are questioned 
regarding their suitability for the profession. Thus, little attention is given 
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to how students may impact their personal experiences to positively influ-
ence their professional development, as in the case of student digital story 
production presented in this chapter.

Limitations

Anonymous written student feedback was sought upon completion of the 
assignment, 43 of 45 students answered “yes” to the following question: 
Would you recommend this assignment for other graduate students? Of 
those who answered, “no”, reasons involved the pressure of it being an 
assignment and therefore needing to complete the process in a specified 
time period. In addition, students learn in different ways and a multimedia 
approach may not be the best fit with a student’s mode of learning.

Conclusion

Mezirow (1997) underscores how significant learning involves critical 
reflection regarding premises about oneself as a guide to action. Digital 
storytelling production provided an experiential learning activity for social 
work students that generated new perspectives and insight to enhance 
their self-efficacy, along with transforming meaning perspectives, to ulti-
mately benefit their personal and professional development for working 
with clients facing adversity.
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CHAPTER 7

Navigating Ethical Boundaries When 
Adopting Digital Storytelling in Higher 

Education

Daniela Gachago and Pam Sykes

Introduction

Digital storytelling has been embraced in educational settings because 
of its potential “to empower participants through personal reflection, 
growth, and the development of new literacies” (Gubrium et al. 2014). 
At the university where one of the authors is based, it has increased digi-
tal literacies and student engagement, provided a space for reflection and 
improved management of multicultural classrooms (Condy et  al. 2012; 
Ivala et al. 2013).

However, adopting this emotional and process-oriented practice into 
an educational context, with its constraints of course objectives, assess-
ment regimes, timetables and large classes, raises ethical concerns. What 
support and follow-up mechanisms exist to help students cope with any 

D. Gachago (*) 
Cape Peninsula University of Technology,  
Cape Town, South Africa 

P. Sykes 
University of the Western Cape,  
Cape Town, South Africa



92 

emotional fallout? Is it ethical to mark these stories? How well equipped 
are educators to handle strong emotions and difficult dialogues in the 
classroom (Landis 2008)?

This is an area that is under-researched. This chapter is an auto-
ethnographic account (Ellis 2004) in which we reflect on how we have 
negotiated the boundaries between story work process and pedagogical 
device when introducing digital storytelling into teaching and learning.

We start by introducing ourselves and our backgrounds to explain 
our different perspectives, then outline the context of the work we dis-
cuss. The main body of the chapter consists of our reflections on a series 
of “snapshots”: short narratives about ethical dilemmas that we have 
faced in our work, exemplifying how our practice informs our research 
agenda (Boyer 1990). We have engaged in a continuous dialogue about 
these issues and have often surprised each other with our different per-
spectives. These mirror our professional and academic identities and, we 
believe, represent in interesting ways the tension between pedagogical 
and therapeutic project that digital storytelling in higher education has 
to negotiate.

Introducing the Authors

Daniela Gachago

I am an outsider to South Africa. How to make sense of the complex 
social and historical phenomenon of apartheid, and the impact it still has 
today, is one of the biggest challenges I face in my work, my studies and 
my private life. I was introduced to digital storytelling in 2010 and since 
then have been supporting digital storytelling projects at my university. 
I have never undergone formal facilitator training, but have acquired 
skills mostly through reading, experiential learning and my continu-
ous exchange with digital storytellers such as Pam. My story work is 
strongly influenced by theoretical approaches framed by the affective 
turn (Ahmed 2004) and critical emotions studies such as Boler and 
Zembylas’s (2003) work on the pedagogy of discomfort. I introduce 
digital storytelling into the classroom to allow a different engagement 
across difference. I have written extensively about my experiences and 
have made it the topic of my PhD studies (see, e.g., Gachago 2015; 
Gachago et al. 2013, 2015).
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Pam Sykes

I am a child of apartheid. Since 1994 I have lived through both the unre-
flective enthusiasm of the “rainbow nation” years and the slowly dawning 
national realisation that the wounds of history are not so easily healed. My 
personal disillusion with my first-chosen career of journalism—its narrow 
frames of reference, its tendency to stereotype, its failure to question or 
disrupt the subtler operations of power—was one of the factors, along 
with a commitment to personal transformation and process work, that led 
me to digital storytelling. As a digital storytelling facilitator since 2010, in 
this profoundly under-storied country, my goal has been to contribute a 
flow of stories that begins to amplify the voices of ordinary South Africans. 
I took on some of Daniela’s facilitation and other duties temporarily while 
she was on sabbatical to complete her PhD and have now embarked on 
my own PhD studies.

Context

The experiences we draw on for this chapter occurred in the context of 
pre-service teacher education at a university serving mainly underprivi-
leged students in South Africa. Digital storytelling was introduced to allow 
final year students to reflect on issues of difference and how to handle 
conversations about difference in the classroom, one of the programme 
outcomes. Over the years, this project has become one of very few spaces 
in the curriculum that allows students to reflect on pasts (and presents) 
that are often traumatic. Stories of gender-based violence, domestic abuse, 
drugs, gangsterism, poverty, discrimination and broken families dominate, 
foregrounding what Frankish (2009, p. 89) calls the “systemic traumas of 
[South African] contemporary life”. Examples of these stories collected 
between 2011 and 2015 can be viewed on YouTube.1 In general, the 
project allowed for an appreciation and recognition not only of the impor-
tance of allowing stories of difference into the classroom but also of the 
difficulties of handling emotions that emerge in this process.

Snapshot 1: Discomforting the Student

Pam: In one of the very first workshops I ever facilitated, one of my partici-
pants—let’s call her Linda—told a powerful story about how the death—the 
likely suicide—of a business partner had shaken up her life, her career and 
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her sense of her own place and purpose in the world. In the compassionately 
witnessing space of the story circle, her story flowed. But Linda struggled to 
transform this story into a script: It came out fragmented and jumpy, inco-
herent. She couldn’t find the thread that tied it all together and sat for long 
periods paralysed, first over her keyboard and then over a piece of paper. We 
finally settled on a version of the story that left out large parts of what she had 
told in the story circle: outside that space, much of it remained unspeakable.

As a facilitator this left me slightly shaken: How had I failed Linda? What 
could I have done differently to help her tell this story? But when I told the 
story to a friend who is a clinical psychologist she said instantly: “Oh, but 
that’s trauma. People in trauma can’t hold a narrative thread. That’s the 
whole point—they can’t make sense of the experience”.

So when I read these lines in Daniela’s PhD about a story by her student 
Noni, it had instant resonance: “over the first three days of the workshop, her 
story jarred and didn’t seem to progress. … She moved from her personal 
narrative, to discussing inequality in schools, challenging white privilege and 
finally a lack of engagement across race in South Africa. But the story still 
didn’t emerge”.

Later Noni says: “I am a very emotional person. So if I had spoken about 
some stuff that has happened in my life, we would all have … I think I would 
have had to go home because I am that emotional. It wasn’t about: How are 
they gonna look at me? It was about: I know myself, I can only share to this 
point.”

Noni was criticised by her peers in the workshop for not “opening up” more. 
But by now I’ve been facilitating stories in South Africa—a country where 
it’s rare to meet someone who has *not* experienced serious emotional and/
or physical trauma—for long enough to suspect that Noni is holding herself 
together, by who knows how thin a thread, in the face of a life history that 
threatens to blow her apart. In this context, her decision to distance herself 
from her own story is wise and sensible: survival trumps storytelling. It is in 
the decision to withhold, not the decision to share, that Noni most powerfully 
expresses her agency.

Daniela: In our teacher education project, we adopted a pedagogy of 
discomfort. Megan Boler and Michalinos Zembylas (2003) stipulate that 
for educators and students to develop a deeper understanding of their 
personal and shared pasts and presents, it is necessary for them to move 
outside their comfort zones. Do Mar Pereira (2012, p. 213) says: “feeling 
uncomfortable can allow students to notice their surroundings, sometimes 
for the first time”.
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This disruption can lead to strong responses, including anger and dis-
tress in both students and the educator—who is seldom equipped to deal 
with these emotions. However, Boler and Zembylas (2003) argue that it is 
exactly these discomforting emotions and the process of critically reflect-
ing on their origins that is so powerful. They insist that only through 
this process can dominant beliefs, social habits and normative practices 
that sustain social inequities be challenged and possibilities for transforma-
tion be created: “‘inscribed habits of emotional attention’ limit, constrain, 
and/or open possibilities in the process of constructing difference” (Boler 
and Zembylas 2003, p. 112).

What I have experienced over the years is that the digital storytelling 
workshop is not equally uncomfortable for every student. Feminist author 
Sara Ahmed (2004) likens these different levels of comfort to—on the 
one hand—the ease that certain bodies experience when they sink into 
spaces that have been moulded to their shape and—on the other hand—
the discomfort other bodies experience when having to sink into spaces 
that do not fit their shapes. I find this a powerful image to understand how 
dominant structures fit comfortably around certain bodies and not others.

The way student bodies fit, or fail to fit, into the space of the university 
has a concrete impact on what stories they can and should tell. Within 
a pedagogy for discomfort, both privileged and non-privileged learners 
need to feel discomfort, since, Boler and Zembylas (2003) claim, no-one 
escapes hegemonic thought. What does this mean in practical terms? Do we 
expect the same kind of cognitive and emotional labour, for example, from 
both students who have various kinds of privilege and those who don’t?

Pam: A “pedagogy of discomfort” makes me deeply uneasy, in part 
because it assumes that students are starting from a position of comfort. 
The student inscribed here is young, middle class, privileged and relatively 
untroubled by history. Implicit is the idea that students need to be guided 
towards turning a more critical gaze on themselves and their relationship 
to the Other—it does not easily accommodate students who ARE the 
Other, at least within dominant discourses.

In contexts where students’ lives have been marked by discomfort, 
insecurity and possibly violence, is it not perhaps both arrogant and naive 
to assume we can teach them anything about discomfort that they don’t 
already know? Is the educator’s first job not rather to create spaces of 
comfort, security and safety? The development of self-awareness and com-
passion—surely prerequisites for a just society—is a lifelong transformative 
project, and we must be heard and seen before we can hear and see others. 
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“Comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable”, goes the old advice: Is 
it possible to do both in the same space?

Daniela: Feminist philosopher Iris Marion Young’s (2011) work on 
shared responsibility for justice suggests how to engage with these ques-
tions. She contends that to decide who would carry the main responsibil-
ity in a fight for a more just society, one needs to consider three aspects: an 
agent’s power, their position of privilege and their interest. I often find my 
focus shifting towards the experience of white students. Their experience 
is closer to mine, I understand them better, their narratives are more famil-
iar and, in some ways, I find it easier to challenge them than to challenge 
black students. Do I expect more from them than from the black students? 
More work? More engagement with their privilege than black students, 
for example, with their internalised racism (Adams et al. 1997)? My aim is 
for white students to recognise their privilege and take responsibility for 
it. What is there for my black students to learn, apart from finding their 
voice? The development of their confidence to counter white students’ 
stories with their own? Is it enough, as Berlant (2008, p. ix) argues, to 
share their stories and to consequently realise a shared humanity, decreas-
ing the feeling of “being alone”, for her “one of the affective experiences 
of being collectively, structurally underprivileged”?

And what about students like Linda or Noni, who are already vulner-
able, and for whom a digital storytelling process might trigger even more 
traumatic reactions? How can we guard against that? What information do 
students need, to make an informed decision on whether to participate in 
the project or not? How much do they really want to share? I often have the 
feeling that the process “takes over” and students share much more than 
actually planned. Many times, this is a good thing, allowing students to open 
up about issues usually silenced in the class. But it might also be dangerous.

Snapshot 2: Discomforting the Facilitator

Daniela: I sit in a story circle with five students. We have heard a number 
of painful stories. Students have opened up, surprising me with their honesty 
and willingness to share. There were tears; we had to stop at various points 
to allow students to compose themselves. Students have hugged, shared tissues 
and listened intently. So far the group has managed to support each other, to 
contain the pain. The last student is a white girl. Her story stays on the sur-
face. I try and push her, ask probing questions, trying to help her dig deeper. 
Still she resists. Suddenly she bursts out in tears and leaves the classroom. I 
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don’t know where she has gone. She doesn’t come back to any of the workshops. 
Through the grapevine I hear that she has complained to the department 
head, arguing that such personal projects shouldn’t be part of the curriculum. 
I worry about her. What if she cannot complete the assignment? What if she 
won’t be able to finish the course because of this project? For the rest of the proj-
ect I feel vulnerable and uncomfortable. I don’t see her again until the day of 
the final screening where she shows a beautiful movie she did on her own, with 
the help of one of her peers. A huge wave of relief overcomes me.

Daniela: One of the major tensions in this project, every year we have 
done it, has been holding the line between therapy and pedagogical inter-
vention. While the most consistent feedback we get from students is the 
importance of this project for their own personal growth, a space that is 
usually not created in this very traditional teacher education programme, 
it also forces us to ask uncomfortable questions about how to support 
such a process. How we can create uncomfortable yet safe spaces for 
our students (Freeth 2012)? We are educators, not counsellors or psy-
chologists. The pedagogy of discomfort intentionally moves away from 
“psychologising” individual students to an understanding of trauma as 
collective, shared, constructed, inherited experience. How do we negoti-
ate the tension between students’ need for “catharsis” and the political 
project? I believe “in the process”, of relying on students to support each 
other. I agree with Amy Hill (2011, p. 129), trusting her years of digital 
storytelling work with vulnerable storytellers, that we can and should trust 
storytellers to tell the story they are ready to tell:

most people choose to tell their stories, even if doing so is quite challenging, 
when they intuit that they have the strength and internal resources necessary 
for doing so and when they sense that someone capable of truly listening is 
available to hear them.

Each year there have been a few cases where I felt we were pushing our 
boundaries in terms of ethical student support. This has made us experiment 
with a number of more or less successful ways of supporting students, such 
as inviting external support in the form of peer counsellors. We have become 
more adept at explaining the importance of discomfort, warning students 
of the challenges and identifying students “at risk”. We encourage students 
to engage with critical readings that destabilise dominant understandings of 
self and other and challenge some of the assumption we carry about power 
and privilege, and allow students to see how the personal is always political.
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However, is such a distinction really possible? How can one draw the 
boundaries between storytelling as a therapeutic intervention and a peda-
gogical activity? How far can students be pushed? What are the limits of 
discomfort without driving students “crazy”? (Zembylas 2013).

Pam: Based on his experience of teaching a course on the psychology 
of violence and trauma in a South African university, Collins (2013) sug-
gests a number of ways to integrate strong emotional responses into for-
mal classroom settings. Most significantly, he points to the importance of 
psycho-education: when people are informed about the reasons for their 
emotional responses to distressing material, these responses become less 
confusing and terrifying. Knowing “this is a normal reaction” as opposed 
to “I’m going crazy” is powerful. Educators who want to include digital 
storytelling in their curricula need to become psycho-literate themselves 
so that they can pass this important knowledge on to their students.

Daniela: Zembylas (2013, p. 11) asks some critical questions in this 
context: “How can critical pedagogues avoid becoming some sort of 
therapists for their students, when there is pressure in current times to 
provide therapeutic education?”. And do educators need to undergo ther-
apeutic interventions as well to debrief on the often traumatic experiences 
they encounter in class? South African educator Jonathan Jansen (2009, 
p. 259) emphasises the critical role of educators in creating a safe space for 
students to voice, listen to, analyse and reflect on one another’s beliefs and 
assumptions. He points to the need for teacher education programmes to 
prepare future teachers to consciously create spaces that allow for beliefs 
and assumptions, often disguised by emotional defensiveness or outbursts, 
to be disrupted:

the success of post-conflict pedagogy depends almost entirely on the quali-
ties of those who teach … this means listening for the pain that lies behind 
a claim, the distress that is concealed in an angry outburst, the sense of loss 
that is protested in a strident posture. (pp. 263–264)

Can a classroom with its inherent power dynamics ever be a safe space for 
our learners? Would it not make more sense to recognise and address this 
lack of safety, for learners and educators alike? And what would that mean 
for our project?

Pam: Discussions of ethics in digital storytelling focus heavily on the 
position and rights of participants, especially around consent (see for 
instance Gubrium et al. 2014). But rarely, if ever, is the ethical lens turned 
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back on practitioners themselves. What personal capacities must digital 
storytelling facilitators possess or develop to approach, with integrity, the 
work of asking students to make themselves vulnerable? What processes of 
supervision and reflection should facilitators commit themselves to? What 
happens when the stories that surface in a workshop trigger not the stu-
dents but the educators? Here we need to confront the fact that educa-
tors themselves have baggage, which is often unprocessed—universities 
do not, on the whole, reward efforts towards personal growth. How can 
these institutions, and the people within them, be expected to provide for 
students what they can’t provide for themselves?

Zembylas asks how educators can “avoid becoming some sort of 
therapists”—I suggest that avoidance is the wrong strategy. Digital sto-
rytelling is both cognitively and emotionally challenging. Supporting stu-
dents through both kinds of challenge is the facilitator’s job, and the task 
is not trivial. In some ways, undertaking the task in a South African class-
room puts us in a position of rare opportunity: because we can legitimately 
expect every student to have either experienced violence or witnessed it, 
the issues surface with a clarity and urgency that demands we find solu-
tions. Trauma may be a collective, shared experience, but it is individual 
bodies that bear its consequences, and individual pain we are called to 
respond to. How effectively we respond is an ethical issue.

Psychologist Kaethe Weingarten’s (2003) work on what she calls “com-
mon shock” can provide a useful framework for this discussion: when we 
witness acts of violence and violation, she argues, we experience a range of 
emotional and physiological responses that may not be severe enough to 
be characterised as trauma, but are nevertheless harmful. Stories of violence 
and violation often surface during story circles, placing all those in the circle 
in the position of witness and making them vulnerable to common shock. 
This places particular responsibility on facilitators to manage this response 
in themselves, because common shock is transmittable. It can pass among 
members of a community, says Weingarten, “when professionals who have 
authority over certain areas of our lives have their own common shock reac-
tions that they do not manage well. When this happens, their constituents 
get “sprayed”, as it were, with their inadequate conduct” (p. 91). She warns:

a professional who witnesses violence or violation, is clueless about its sig-
nificance or implications, but nevertheless responds as if he knows what he 
is doing will be misguided, ineffective at best, and guilty of malpractice at 
worst. (p. 94)
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What are the responsibilities of digital storytelling facilitators to manage 
ourselves in such a way that we are able to avoid the pitfalls of cluelessness 
and instead act as compassionate, empowered and empowering witnesses? 
Becoming psycho-literate not only for ourselves but also for our students 
is a necessary starting point.

Snapshot 3: Discomforting the Political Project

Daniela: It is another Wednesday morning. The class has come together for 
a final reflection after the screening of the movies and about 50 students are 
seated in a large circle. I am here as an observer, sitting outside the circle tak-
ing notes. For the next hour and a half students talk about what they learnt 
about themselves and about each other. The strongest theme that emerges is a 
feeling of connection based on a shared experience of pain and suffering—a 
recognition that “deep down we are the same”. At one point a young white 
man stands up and, addressing his predominantly black colleagues, tells us 
that if he has learnt one thing in this process, it is that we are all the same, we 
are all human. I listen with disbelief. I can feel anger rising, thoughts come 
up such as “how arrogant of this student to liken his trauma with the every-
day trauma his black colleagues have to face on a daily basis”. Voices of black 
activist friends scream in my head … I feel compelled to say something to set 
this right, but when I look around the room, I just see nodding heads, smiles, 
support for that student. I bite my tongue and wait for the session to end. I 
approach one of the more mature African students, who was quiet in the ses-
sion, and ask her what she felt when her colleague issued his statement: didn’t 
she feel angry? She just looks at me and shakes her head. She explains that this 
project has allowed her to finally let go of her anger against her father and 
really all men in general and that she would be eternally grateful for that. 
Humbled, I turn away, full of confusing thoughts about the tensions between 
my own political agenda in this project and my students’ needs.

Daniela: I consider myself a critical feminist pedagogue. As such I can-
not deny having a political agenda when engaging with my students. I 
want them to change, to be more aware of their own roles in each other’s 
stories. The project is part of a largely apolitical and seemingly uncriti-
cal teacher education curriculum, which engages with difference through 
a celebratory lens, with food and dance exhibitions on diversity days 
(Hemson 2006). Who gave me permission to challenge these perceptions? 
What is my students’ political agenda, if they have any? Is it fair to subject 
them to such a potentially painful project? Is that ethical?
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These are questions that have cropped up for me over and over again. 
Especially when students resist discourses such as race and privilege, I have 
wondered: am I too focused on race? Have students truly just moved 
on? Is my own personal history biasing me to see my students’ narratives 
first and foremost as raced? Or is it just too painful to engage with the 
issues? What about gender? What about class? I have had to constantly 
check myself not just to frame students’ experience by race but to focus on 
the intersectionality between race, class, gender, sexuality, age and so on. 
Zembylas reminds us that radicalisation of solidarity requires that teachers 
and learners recognise also their shared complicities, that is, their capacity 
to injure others and bear responsibility for others’ vulnerability. Shantal 
Ivits (2009) makes an important contribution to this point, when she lik-
ens the teacher/student to a psychiatrist/patient relationship. She warns 
us that in “this context, what may have been issued as an invitation to 
transform will be heard by desperate ears as something more akin to ‘the 
way out’ of the intensely discomforting state” (p.40), coercing the student 
into transforming in a way suggested by the teacher.

Pam: This raises interesting and difficult questions about the nature 
of power in the classroom, and educators’ responsibility for wielding that 
power ethically. Sometimes—especially when critical reflection has been 
explicitly invited into the room—an educator’s “I need you to recognize 
THIS” is going to collide with a student’s “but I need you to hear THIS”. 
If one of the aims of digital storytelling is to decentre power, to what 
extent are we as facilitators required to climb down from our agendas and 
just listen to what the stories are trying to tell us? The student who val-
ued the storytelling process for helping her to let go of her anger against 
her father offers an instructive example. Black working-class students have 
father issues no less than white middle-class ones—clearly, we cannot rule 
out this experience because it doesn’t slot neatly into the metanarrative we 
have in mind.

Daniela: One of the basic tenets of feminist thought is the recogni-
tion that individual pain will not change the world (hooks 2000). It is the 
linking, or as Ahmed (2004, p. 174) calls it, the “reading” of the rela-
tion between individual emotion and structure, between emotions and 
politics that “undoes the separation of the individual from others” and 
consequently helps us to as a collective take action. However, this reading 
always assumes some sort of distancing, a distance between the reader and 
the text, that may allow the reader to enter into a self-reflexive space, to 
reflect on her own emotional reactions to the story as much as to the story 
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itself. Boler (1999, p. 167) explains this in the following way: the reader 
must pay attention “not in terms of ‘fears for one’s own vulnerabilities’, 
but rather in terms of the affective obstacles that prevent the reader’s acute 
attention to the power relations guiding her response and judgements”. 
How does one achieve such a process within the confines of a digital sto-
rytelling process and a classroom? And is that what my students want?

In a pedagogical context, there is another dilemma. As much as I tell my 
students that we work outside the usual power dynamics of the teacher-
student relationship, I am still in a position of power as their teacher 
(Ellsworth 1989) and the project is still part of the formal curriculum. It 
has a deadline and it is assessed. The final products are often highly per-
sonal stories, not always directly responding to the brief. These stories are 
also seldom produced in isolation—they are the product of a collaborative 
process involving peers, peer facilitators, facilitators and lecturers. While 
in the usual digital storytelling context, there is an expectation that stories 
are co-authored (Otanez and Guerrero 2015), how can this play out in an 
educational context where stories need to be individually marked?

Pam: Again, it is exactly this kind of critical self-reflection by facilitators 
that is lacking in most discussions of digital storytelling—certainly within 
the academic literature, if not within the informal communities of practice 
that facilitators have created for themselves.

There’s also an argument to be made, perhaps, that there is something 
missing from an account that says only collective action matters. Daniela 
and I are working from different theories of change here. For Daniela, 
drawing on the work of Zembylas and others, the goal is large-scale struc-
tural change driven by public activism and solidarity with a more or less 
defined group of oppressed people. For me, the work of transformation 
must happen internally or it cannot happen at all. Given this conviction, I 
am prepared to be patient. Perhaps it is the process of digital storytelling, 
more than its content or outputs, that is the most important thing at work 
here. When we do digital storytelling right, we model a way of being with 
and for each other that is worlds away from the unreflective, authoritarian 
and inherently violent South African business-as-usual.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have reflected on a sample of the ethical dilemmas we 
have encountered in our work with digital stories at a South African uni-
versity. Our context might seem to be extreme, or outside the boundaries 
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of what is “normal” in the global context. What can the South African 
experience teach anybody in more resource-rich places, working without 
the same burdens of history and traumatic memory?

Perspectives from the margins can be illuminating in unexpected ways. 
A light shone from an unusual angle can expose overlooked features and 
textures of a landscape—things that were always there but not quite vis-
ible. We believe our experience can help to highlight ethical tensions and 
textures that might otherwise stay obscured.

Issues of power and privilege, agency and voice, are after all global—
even in the world’s most homogeneous, wealthy and untroubled cor-
ners, people may bring histories marked by personal, familial or historical 
trauma. This will only become more true as global migration brings 
increasing numbers of students with more obvious and urgent traumas 
into higher education classrooms.

We also hope to disturb our readers’ sense of what is “normal” in the 
first place. Against what baselines do we measure our norms? Considered 
globally, is it “normal” for students to come from middle-class families 
that can afford to pay their fees or subsidise their loans? Is it “normal” for 
students to be almost exclusively in their late teens and early twenties? Is 
it “normal” for students to come to digital storytelling workshops with 
extensive archives of photographs and video dating back to their baby-
hood? It is “normal” to have lived a life free of violence, deprivation, 
neglect or involuntary displacement? How many languages is it “normal” 
for students to speak and study in? What important information might 
we be missing because we’re adjusted to a highly localised version of 
“normal”?

Our dialogue draws on very different theoretical and practical 
approaches, highlighting the importance of interdisciplinary collabora-
tion, as Rice (2002) and Boyer (1990) suggest. This is occasionally frus-
trating, but far more often both useful and necessary to our ability to 
ask interesting questions about the ethical dimensions we should consider 
when introducing digital storytelling into higher education contexts.

We ask more questions than we give answers, which seems appropri-
ate. This is new and uncharted territory and we suspect the conversation, 
although urgently needed, is often avoided. What if one answer to these 
questions is to leave reflective digital storytelling out of education altogether?

Even within this thicket of ethical questions, we believe in the value of 
our work. We get consistently good feedback from students, who place 
digital storytelling workshops among the highlights of their entire educa-
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tional experience. However, we try always to keep in mind the important 
questions: Are our existing ethical guidelines adequate to the needs of 
this project, this classroom, these students? To what extent do we need to 
adapt them to changing contexts?

We call for a context-sensitive ethical approach that allows digital sto-
rytellers and listeners to take control of their lives and position themselves 
as agentive selves (Hull and Katz 2006) while acknowledging the risks 
involved when sharing our mutual vulnerability. We also believe educators 
are ethically compelled to carefully monitor their own capacity to manage 
the rigours of witnessing students’ stories. This may mean always trying 
to achieve the impossible—creating safety in spaces that cannot be safe, 
creating connection where connection is a threat—but as all good digital 
storytellers know, it’s the process that counts.

Note

	1.	www.youtube.com/user/cputstories
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CHAPTER 8

Introduction to the Scholarship 
of Discovery

Grete Jamissen

Boyer describes the scholarship of discovery as “the first and most familiar 
element in our model, the one that (…) comes closest to what is meant 
when academics speak of ‘research’” (Boyer 1990, p. 17). According to 
Boyer, “discovery” implies more than research as an activity isolated from 
teaching and other academic work. It can be conceived as a transgression 
which “at its best, contributes not only to the stock of human knowledge 
but also to the intellectual climate of a college or university. Not just the 
outcomes, but the process and especially the passion, give meaning to the 
efforts”. Discovery, then, has to do with the quest for new and significant 
knowledge relevant to the professional sphere, informing the relationship 
between practice and theory, research and teaching.

While Boyer was looking to broaden the definition of scholarship in 
a scholarly setting, he also embraced wider models of research, from the 
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empiricist/positivist tradition to less restrictive and hypothesis-driven 
models (such as the case study) which were primarily qualitative (Stever 
2011).

In spite of the established use of digital storytelling as a way of hearing 
untold stories (CDS, Capture Wales, Silence Speaks), we find that digital 
storytelling as a research approach or a methodology in the context of 
higher education is a relatively new endeavour. The aim of this section of 
the book is to discuss the opportunities and challenges connected to digi-
tal storytelling in relation to research primarily in two contexts: as a mode 
of collecting and analysing data and as a form for communicating results 
and sharing knowledge. Other areas of discovery, such as research on how 
digital storytelling affects teaching and learning and digital storytelling as 
a resource in community-based research, as in the scholarship of engaged 
collaboration, are discussed in other sections of this book.

Digital Storytelling: Process and Product—as 
Rich Data

The qualities of digital storytelling, primarily the first-person voice and 
the multimodal presentation, offer an opportunity for rich data and for 
hearing the voices of research subjects in a way that is less likely to happen 
in traditional research approaches such as questionnaires and interviews. 
Three chapters in this section discuss aspects of digital storytelling as an 
approach to collecting, analysing and using data.

In Chap. 9, Carol Haigh discusses the evolving role of digital story-
telling in health-care research, both as a research method and as a meth-
odology. She speculates upon the ideological shift this evolving role has 
brought about. Her chapter explores how digital stories can be viewed as 
a qualitative response to the “big data” approach to research. By intro-
ducing the concept of “fuzzy logic”, the author discusses the transition 
of digital stories from learning tool to data collection method and then 
onto a research methodology in their own right. She argues that digital 
storytelling can act as a catalyst for change in the established research para-
digm and compares the qualities of digital storytelling to main qualities 
described in the stages of scientific revolution précised by Pajares (1998). 
Two cases are introduced, one to illustrate the analysis of digital stories as 
a fine-grained system (Pedrycz 1998), and one to illustrate the qualities 
of digital stories in overcoming consequences of epistemic injustice on 
research validity and reliability.
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Inger-Kjersti Lindvig, in Chap. 10, addresses the concern for demo-
cratic societies when research does not give voice to ethnic minorities, 
in this case in relation to child welfare services. Lindvig discusses the sci-
entific and methodological potential of digital storytelling to overcome 
such challenges. Building on Skjervheim’s discussion of the relationship 
between participant and observer positions in research (1996), the author 
explores whether such an approach meets scientific and methodological 
requirements. From a theoretical point of departure, and based on a case 
study involving minority groups, she describes how digital storytelling 
contributes to dialogic bridge-building between researcher and subject. 
Her claim is that, when used properly, digital storytelling can function as a 
methodological approach to qualitative data collection and the dissemina-
tion of research in the broadest sense.

In Chap. 11, Satu Hakanurmi builds on a case study where adult work-
ers in a complex organisation share knowledge and build identity through 
a digital storytelling workshop. These experiences are discussed in light of 
narrative theory and socio-cultural learning theory in which the construc-
tion of the story is a central element of narrative learning in which we can 
learn from our lives. By analysing the data from interviews with partici-
pants, Hakanurmi found the individualistic approach of the interview insuf-
ficient to understand the social learning process and the co-construction 
of knowledge that she had observed. Introducing the dialogue in the story 
circle as an additional source of ethnographical data enabled her to analyse 
the storytelling process and its social co-authoring elements. The dialogue 
was analysed in terms of how participants’ contributions and communica-
tion in the story circle affected the development of the finished stories in 
terms of open or closed narratives or ante-narratives, all concepts that are 
introduced and discussed in the chapter.

Research Dissemination

In accordance with a general focus on digitised media in all aspects of 
higher education, and a renewed interest in a narrative approach to knowl-
edge, there is an increasing interest in digital storytelling as a way to com-
municate research questions, outcomes and new knowledge. In 2012, I 
was invited to address the annual conference of journalists and research 
communicators in Norway. The given heading was optimistic: Digital sto-
rytelling—research communication in its own right and a door opener for 
further reading. I added a question mark then, and the conclusion is still 
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open. The answer depends on several dimensions, including aim, con-
tent and context. There are still few examples of the use of traditional DS 
workshops where researchers complete digital stories on their own. One 
is the Ohio State University where the OSU Digital Storytelling Program 
has conducted workshops with researchers since 2005. At the University 
of Nottingham, Christine Gratton, with the support of Chris Thomson of 
JISC Netskills, works with researchers making their own stories. Oslo and 
Akershus University College of Applied Sciences (HiOA) invite research-
ers to produce their own stories in a distributed workshop model building 
on the traditional CDS workshop.

In a focus group interview, researchers at HiOA describe the quali-
ties of digital storytelling for research communication. They focus, for 
example, on the short form that supports an effort to get to the essence 
of the research question or outcome. They also report that the use of sev-
eral modes of communication contributes to making research findings and 
issues more easily accessible.

However, they also raise a number of issues and describe the largest 
challenge as one of “language and voice”. Using the personal voice is 
demanding for researchers who are immersed in the academic tradition of 
objectivity, in which words such as I and me are considered signs of a lack 
of necessary analytic distance.

In this book, we discuss DS as a medium for dissemination of research 
results from two points of departure: digital stories resembling profes-
sional videos produced for researchers and stories produced by the 
researchers themselves. In Chap. 12, Ragnhild Larsson, a professional 
research journalist, describes and discusses the experiences of producing 
digital stories on behalf of, and in collaboration with, researchers. The 
data underpinning her discussion come from producing stories on behalf 
of 11 researchers across a multitude of research fields and interviewing 8 
of them. Larsson describes the process of producing the stories, and dis-
cusses the potential and issues of personalised digital stories for research 
communication. Her findings confirmed that digital stories produced by a 
professional can complement traditional ways of communicating in a posi-
tive way. Researchers find that digital stories not only capture the driving 
force behind their research but reach larger audiences, thereby creating 
new opportunities.

Ida Hydle, in Chap. 13, discusses her experience as a researcher involved 
in the institutional effort at HiOA and her experiences of developing a dig-
ital story to communicate findings and perspectives from research-based 
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evaluation of a Norwegian prison for youth aged 15–18 years. The author 
introduces perspectives and concepts from visual anthropology to explain 
the power of the visual. In particular, Hydle discusses the quality of this 
dimension in communicating new knowledge about how architectural and 
environmental elements such as buildings and colours can support the aim 
of prison, that is, reconciliation and rehabilitation. The author describes 
the digital storytelling workshop as a community of learners. Building on 
the impact of the story in various contexts, nationally and internationally, 
she concludes that this method of visualising research serves its purpose.
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CHAPTER 9

‘The Times They Are a Changin’: Digital 
Storytelling as a Catalyst for an Ideological 

Revolution in Health-Care Research

Carol Haigh

Introduction

Written from a health-care perspective, the focus of this chapter is to discuss 
the evolving role of digital storytelling, as a research method. Examples 
of using stories as a medium to share experiences, to educate, to illustrate 
the human condition and to provide cautionary examples are as old as 
humanity itself (Haigh and Hardy 2010). Storytelling has evolved with 
human ingenuity from pictograms and oral traditions to printed word and 
other visual media such as film. It is, therefore, unsurprising that digital 
media and technology are the next natural step in this journey of shared 
experience. The creation of digital stories allows everyday people to share 
aspects of their life story and the World Wide Web provides a platform 
that allows such stories to become part of the shared global conscious-
ness. The media used may include the digital platform equivalent of film 
techniques (full-motion video with sound), animation, stills, audio only 
or any of the other forms of non-physical media (material that exists only 
as electronic files as opposed to actual paintings or photographs on paper, 
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sounds stored on tape or disk, movies stored on film) which individuals 
can use to tell a story, present an idea or communicate an emotion. Thus, 
it can be seen that digital storytelling is the process and digital stories are 
the product, and while researchers have been using digital stories as data 
for some time now, it is the process of storytelling that has a contribution 
to make to research methodology that is the primary focus of this chapter. 
However, it must be recognized that a consideration of process without 
acknowledgment of outcome provides only half a picture, thus the contri-
bution of digital stories will also be considered where appropriate

Digital stories have been used to inform, educate and entertain. The 
ways they have been used are varied and creative as the stories themselves: 
they have been used to educate patients, as a part of the interview process 
for staff of all seniorities and to share experiences (Hardy and Sumner 
2014). They have been shown in universities, in clinics, at business meet-
ings and in open community spaces in city centers. They can make people 
laugh, they often make people cry but they never fail to make a lasting 
impression.

Digital Stories as Data

While digital stories are widely acknowledged as providing accessible and 
powerful ways of communicating a health-care experience (Cueva et al. 
2015), there is an increasing body of work that actually researches the 
effect of digital stories on the learning experience, see, for example, the 
work of Price et al. (2015). Price et al. suggested that nursing students 
appreciated the use of digital stories in nurse education settings as it 
allowed them to correlate theoretical information with “real-life” patient 
experiences in ways that the students believed would impact upon their 
future practice. It is this link between the theory of a profession and the 
“real-world” perspective of service users that is seen as the unique selling 
point of this approach, especially in the teaching and learning domain. 
Haigh and Hardy (2010) have also explored how digital stories are used 
in various educational contexts and with different student groups.

This reluctance to exploit a fruitful vein of qualitative data is a strange 
phenomenon, particularly in the modern research world of “big data”. 
Big data is a term for data sets so large that traditional approaches to 
data processing are inadequate. Big data is a uniquely twenty-first century 
phenomenon driven by the expansion of the World Wide Web and mobile 
technology together with the huge amounts of personal, economic, occu-
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pational and health-related data that we share, consciously and uncon-
sciously, every day via our computers, tablets and smart phones. McAfee 
et al. noted in 2012 that about 2.5 exabytes (one exabyte is one quintillion 
bytes) of data are being created each day, and that number is doubling 
every 40 months or so. More data cross the Internet every second than 
were stored in the entire Internet in 1992. Big data is providing informa-
tion to pharmaceutical companies (Hu and Bajorath 2014), supermarkets 
(Smith 2014) and universities (Wixom et al. 2014).

Thus, it can be seen that the scientific and business research communi-
ties have been quick to exploit this plethora of data that is being produced 
every day. This chapter is not the place to open the “hard vs soft/empiri-
cal vs anecdotal/quant vs qual debate” (this has been explored admirably 
by Gustavsson and Hallin in 2014). However, there can be no denying 
that the number of digital stories that are available on the World Wide 
Web are a rich source of data for those researchers who are more con-
cerned with the human experience. Kitchen (2014) refers to this as the 
“digital humanities” and suggests that the use of digital data such as social 
media or digitized literary/artistic collections allows for a richer and wider 
understanding with the opportunity of applying “methodological rigor, 
and objectivity to disciplines that have heretofore been unsystematic and 
random in their focus and approach”. One of the perennial criticisms lev-
eled at qualitative research is the use of small samples to explore a research 
question. Digital stories have the potential to be a kind of “big data” of 
the qualitative world, in that they provide a reservoir of narrow, deep 
information that can be seen as analogous to the wide, shallow informa-
tion provided by big data sets.

The broad scope and breadth of digital stories mean that they can also 
be used comfortably with a number of existing research methodologies. 
It was Barney Glaser who famously stated “all is data” (2007; Glaser and 
Strauss 1967), and while digital stories would definitely come under that 
definition within a Grounded Theory approach, their versatility means they 
can also be viewed as data by phenomenologists, constructivists and those 
interested in undertaking hermeneutic research. The stories themselves are 
layered and nuanced to the extent that, in some cases, they can provide data 
across a wider range of topics and methodological approaches than topic-
specific approaches may do. Haigh (2014) has illustrated this by using 
existing digital stories to obtain insight into patient and carers’ experiences 
of accessing cancer care when access to suitable participants was frustrated 
by an overly protective approach from professionals. The insights and data 
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drawn from these stories, which were created for many reasons other than 
an exploration of cancer services, triangulated with data obtained from 
more traditional means.

There may be critics who would suggest that this type of data min-
ing can only weaken any conclusions drawn from the subsequent analy-
sis. However, data mining is a recognized analytic process designed to 
explore data in search of consistent patterns and/or systematic relation-
ships between variables, and then to validate the findings by applying the 
detected patterns to new subsets of data. It is not a method for trolling 
one’s results until data that supports a question or hypothesis is obtained. 
However, data mining as it exists within the business or market analysis 
world is very different to data mining in the qualitative research arena. The 
primary end point of business-related data mining is the production and 
validation of predictive models, which can then be applied to new data in 
order to generate predictions or estimates of the expected outcome. The 
technique is grounded heavily in the quantitative domain of research, even 
those authors who have explored the concept of qualitative data mining 
have concentrated upon the methods that can be used to attach numbers 
to qualitative themes or have at best reduced qualitative data to informa-
tion that can be inserted into a formulaic type of analysis (Bratko and 
Šuc 2003). However, digital stories transcend such mechanical scrutiny 
by bringing the human voice and the human experience into the broader 
world of data. There is a growing body of literature that focuses upon the 
effectiveness of the storytelling process although there is little that actually 
exploits the creation or use of digital stories as data.

Digital Stories as a Methodology

Pedrycz (1998) suggested the application of fuzzy logic to the black and 
white problem of something being perceived as either true or untrue with 
no middle ground. Fuzzy logic, articulated in the 1960s by Zadeh, moved 
theoretical thinking beyond the restriction of Boolean logic, where the 
truth values of variables may be either 0 (not true) or 1 (true) and sug-
gested that fuzzy logic could extend this stance to handle the concept of 
partial truth, where the truth value may range between completely true 
and completely false. This is highly congruent with an approach to story-
telling, which may be distinguished at one level from mere narrative.

There are many broad definitions of the difference between a narrative 
and a story. Some, such as Greenhalgh and Hurwitz (1999), argue that  
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narrative is a cognitive process which acts as a way of organizing temporal 
events into a form used to inform any subsequent story and that it con-
tains supplementary information that may or may not reflect events as they 
unfold. Others, such as Hunchman and Hinchman (1997), see a more log-
ical, sequential ordering of events. Haigh and Hardy (2010) suggest that 
whereas narrative can be defined as predominantly linear and factual, sto-
ries are creative and value laden; a narrative may only contain one “truth” 
but a story may contain many elements of different experiences coalesced 
into account built of many “truths” but none the less valuable for that. It 
is this definition which will be used for the purpose of this chapter.

In what could be seen as a backlash against the increasing “scientifica-
tion” of our world, Pedrycz (1998) noted that “knowledge discovery in 
databases is concerned with identifying interesting patterns and describing 
them in a concise and meaningful manner” highlighting that seeking the 
human experience in large data sets was a key component of knowledge 
discovery. Pedrycz goes on to emphasize this importance by suggesting 
that society is data rich but knowledge poor, a situation that has only 
increased since 1998. The notion of applying fuzzy logic to data systems 
such as those provided by the anthology of digital stories; the acknowledg-
ment that the sharing of a “truth” which may be placed somewhere on an 
arbitrary continuum of truthfulness is one that may be appealing to those 
researchers using the digital story process.

Pedrycz further suggests that when analyzing such data, there must be 
an element of interaction between data users. This is an important point, 
especially when using digital stories for research. Proving a clear analytical 
context is crucial as Case Study 1 highlights.

Case Study 1

I was running a webinar about using digital stories for academics and 
research students. The audience was multiprofessional and multidisci-
plinary with health care, engineering, science, business and arts all rep-
resented. I picked a digital story from the Patient Voices website by a 
storyteller named Jean Bailey-Dering (2007) called “Getting to the bot-
tom of things”1 that I thought would be seen differently by all of the dif-
ferent professional groups.

Nominally a story by a woman with Rheumatoid Arthritis about the 
difficulty of finding a suitable tool for wiping her own bottom that was 
as effective as her husband was, I thought it was perfect. I expected the 
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engineers to see it as a story about design and as a manufacturing prob-
lem, that the business students would see this as a marketing opportunity, 
the health-care people would see it as a health-care problem and the arts 
people to be concerned with the aesthetics of the instruments. I showed 
the story and asked the webinar group “what do YOU think this story was 
about?” One by one, the answers appeared in the dialogue box:

•	 It’s a love story
•	 It’s about how much her husband loves her
•	 It’s about love
•	 It’s about an enduring relationship

The responses were the same across genders, disciplines and age ranges.
If the question posed at the webinar had been “from a discipline spe-

cific perspective, what do you think this story is about”, I may have got 
the responses I was expecting rather than the loud message that the story-
teller had wanted to share. This demonstrates what Pedrycz (1998) means 
when he talks about the granularity of information. Granularity refers to 
how divisible a system is. Fine-grained systems, which have high granular-
ity, are broken down into larger numbers of smaller parts, while a coarse-
grained system has a smaller number of larger parts. I had categorized 
Jean’s story as a fine-grained system, I was expecting the webinar par-
ticipants to identify a large number of small elements which underpinned 
the story; instead, they viewed it as a coarse-grained system with really 
just one large part—how much Jean’s husband loved and supported her. 
Consideration of the granularity of the information is highly important 
when using digital stories as data that are being subjected to a post hoc 
approach to analysis. It is crucial that all of the analysts are aware that the 
story is being treated as a fine-grained system—often fine-grained within 
specific parameters—if a trustworthy result is to be achieved. This is an 
important distinction when dealing with any data generated by people’s 
experiences but never more so than when collecting data from digital 
stories.

Digital stories have a clear role in research as a method for the collec-
tion or inspection of data with the aim of answering a direct research ques-
tion; there is also a case to be made for digital stories to be viewed as an 
emerging methodology. Crotty (1998) notes that methodology includes 
the strategy that lies behind the selection of method. It is my contention 
that digital storytelling is becoming a methodology in its own right. To 

  C. HAIGH



  121

facilitate this hypothesis, we will use the example of scientific revolution 
such as described by Kuhn in 1962.

Kuhn (1962) argued from a strongly positivistic perspective and sug-
gested that science worked on a set of rigidly held and strongly defended 
beliefs/rules. One of these key beliefs is the assumption that scientists 
know what the world is really like. In order to maintain this belief, estab-
lished science will suppress “novelties”, that is, new or different ways to 
approach enquiry. One only needs to consider the disdain with which 
qualitative research was viewed, especially by the medical and scientific 
communities in the 1970s and 1980s, to understand Kuhn’s point.

If a new way of carrying out research is to be supported, Kuhn argues 
that a change to these rules is required—resulting in a paradigm shift 
which will require the reshaping of the previously held assumptions. To 
illustrate, let us map digital storytelling, as used in health-care research, 
using the stages of scientific revolution précised by Pajares (1998) to con-
textualize the development of digital storytelling as a methodology and 
to illustrate how it can be argued to act as a catalyst for a change in the 
established research paradigm (Table 9.1).

As the desire to accurately record the participant voice and experiences 
becomes equally important as the desire to accurately measure a response, 
the time is right for a paradigm shift and a new ideology of research.

As a new methodology, digital storytelling has yet to make any signifi-
cant impact, although this is slowly growing. Researchers are often loath 
to abandon tried and trusted, traditional approaches to research design 
and, it must be noted that funding bodies are often even more reluctant 
to embrace new processes. It can be very difficult for such individuals to 
recognize that, in certain circumstances, as much rich data can be derived 
from a two- to three-minute digital story as can be obtained from an 
hour’s worth of interview. Camp (1996) has noted that paradigm shifts 
are often slow and of long duration, citing problem-based learning (PBL) 
in medical education as an example. Any new development should be eval-
uated as it progresses and Kuhn’s work is suggested as an initial framework 
for contextualizing any such progress.

As with other qualitative methodologies, so much depends upon what 
research question is being asked, what the expectations of the researcher 
are and how the voice of the participant is being mediated. This later 
point is becoming increasingly crucial—even the most reflexive or cultur-
ally immersed researcher cannot help but act as a filter to the message 
their research participants are attempting to communicate, by insinuat-
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Table 9.1  Digital stories in the context of scientific revolution

Kuhn’s stages of 
scientific 
revolution 
(1962)

Pajares key points summation(1998) Digital stories in the 
revolutionary context

    I. The route 
to normal 
science

Normal science ‘means research firmly 
based upon one or more past scientific 
achievements, achievements that some 
particular scientific community 
acknowledges for a time as supplying 
the foundation for its further practice’. 
These achievements can be called 
paradigms

Much health-care, education 
and social science research has 
sprung from a positivist 
paradigm. The Boolean 
notion of truth has only 
recently been challenged

    II. The 
nature of 
normal science

When they first appear, paradigms are 
limited in scope and in precision
‘By focusing attention on a small range 
of problems, the paradigm forces 
scientists to investigate some part of 
nature in detail and depth that would 
otherwise be unimaginable’. When the 
paradigm ceases to function properly, 
scientists begin to behave differently 
and the nature of their research 
problems changes

The research community has 
challenged the suitability of 
the positivist paradigm to 
reflect the messy real-world 
problems that need more 
qualitative approaches to 
illuminate them

    III. Normal 
science as 
puzzle-solving

Doing research is essentially like 
solving a puzzle. Puzzles have rules. 
Puzzles generally have predetermined 
solutions. To classify as a puzzle (as a 
genuine research question), a problem 
must be characterized by more than 
the assured solution, but at the same 
time solutions should be consistent 
with paradigmatic assumptions

The difficulty of applying the 
‘puzzle’ analogy to qualitative 
approaches and storytelling in 
particular is the fluidity of the 
concept of ‘truth’ inherent in 
those methods

    IV. The 
priority of 
paradigms

The existence of a paradigm need not 
imply that any full set of rules exists. 
Scientists are often guided by tacit 
knowledge—knowledge acquired 
through practice that cannot be 
articulated explicitly. Furthermore, the 
attributes shared by a paradigm are not 
always readily apparent

Within some disciplines that 
lean toward qualitative 
approaches, the positivistic 
paradigm has been seen as 
superior. Only in the last 
decade or so have the 
so-called softer approaches 
gained traction

(continued)
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Table 9.1  (continued)

Kuhn’s stages of 
scientific 
revolution 
(1962)

Pajares key points summation(1998) Digital stories in the 
revolutionary context

    V. Anomaly 
and the 
emergence of 
scientific 
discoveries

New and unsuspected phenomena are 
uncovered by scientific research, and 
radical new theories have again and 
again been invented by scientists. 
Fundamental novelties of fact and 
theory bring about paradigm change

The recognition that the 
experience of participants can 
provide rich and important 
data. The expectation that 
best RCTs will have an 
element of qualitative data to 
make sense of the numbers

    VI. Crisis and 
the emergence 
of scientific 
theories

A change in existing theory results in 
the invention of new theory is brought 
about. Failure of existing rules is the 
prelude to a search for new ones

The growth of mixed-method 
approaches and the increasing 
focus upon the need to 
recognize the complexity of 
research that includes people

ing themselves as a conduit between the researcher and the consumers of 
research. An important strength of using a digital storytelling approach is 
that the “research participant”, that is, the storyteller, as a part of creating 
the data, prior to data collection, I is involved in a process of analyzing 
what happened. It facilitates turning research participants in part of the 
research team as is further discussed by Lindvig in Chap. 10.

Digital Storytelling as a New Research Ideology

If we accept the premise that the rise of digital storytelling as both a 
new instrument of data collection and a new paradigm of the individual 
voice—a hybrid of the sole truth of positivism, the insider perspective of 
constructivism and the researcher/researched status and power issues of 
the critical postmodernist—the ideological foundations of the approach 
must be considered.

At its simplest, an ideology can be seen as a set of beliefs that affects 
how an individual or a group views the world. An individual’s ideology is 
often their most closely held set of values and feelings. An ideology acts as 
the filter through which we see everything and everybody and color our 
actions accordingly. In fact, these beliefs are often so close to us that we do 
not realize that they are there. We simply think that our beliefs are natural 
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and obviously true. Religion is an example of one type of ideology, and 
religious belief affects a person’s views.

Heywood (2003) notes that for much of history, the term “ideology” 
has been used to condemn or decry opposing ideas and beliefs systems. 
Authors from Marx onward have identified the oppressive nature of ideol-
ogy and point to the creation of “-isms”: racism, sexism, totalitarianism 
and so on. An awareness of this potential oppression, which is seen as nor-
mal discourse by the dominant ideology, is one of the reasons that men in 
the 1970s were unable to research the feminist movement, why straight 
people are not often seen suitable to undertake research in the LGBT 
community, why white people cannot research BME populations and so 
on. Thus, ideology is seen as the means by which the sets of social relations 
operating in a social system are legitimated.

However, one could argue that the crude applications of ideological 
perspective outlined above weaken research in significant ways. If we accept 
the notion that ideology is repressive and driven by “otherness”, focusing 
exclusively on the experiences of the “others” as shared with members of 
the “other” community weakens some of the power of the experience. 
This is of particular concern for groups and individuals who experience 
intersectionality. Intersectionality refers to groups who fall between the 
gaps of various oppressions. Articulated by Crenshaw (1989), it is postu-
lated that various biological, social and cultural categories such as gender, 
race, social class, physical or intellectual ability, sexual orientation, religion 
and other manifestations of personal or group identity interact on mul-
tiple and often simultaneous levels. Intersectionality holds that the classi-
cal conceptualizations of oppression within society, such as racism, sexism 
and belief-based bigotry, do not act independently of one another. This 
leads us to consider a specific form of injustice, that of epistemic injustice.

Fricker (2007) suggests that epistemic injustice exists in two forms: 
testimonial injustice and hermeneutical injustice. Testimonial injustice 
consists in prejudices that cause one to “give a deflated level of credibil-
ity to a speaker’s word”. This can be linked to a myriad of variables and 
although Fricker focuses upon gender it can also be affected by the role 
of the speaker in society (class, nationality, immigration status, etc.). The 
speaker is perceived as less competent than the prevailing group (or the 
researcher?) or as an “other”, outside of the dominant zeitgeist and there-
fore their testimony is diluted or disregarded.

In addition to testimonial injustice, which may be argued to occur pre-
dominantly at the individual level, Fricker proposes hermeneutical injus-

  C. HAIGH



  125

tice, describing it as the kind of injustice experienced by groups who lack 
the shared social resources to make sense of their experience. One conse-
quence of such injustice is that such individuals might be less inclined to 
believe their own testimony.

Such intersectional issues are still prevalent in today’s society (e.g., think 
of the experiences of transgender individuals) and can be easily detected in 
traditional qualitative research approaches as Case Study 2 demonstrates.

Case Study 2

Our research team was commissioned by a local hospital to talk to patients 
with cancer about how the hospital staff could improve communications 
with them. What the hospital wanted was information from people who 
could be considered as “vulnerable” prior to their cancer diagnosis, that is, 
individuals with learning difficulties, other long-term conditions or men-
tal health problems. The team only recruited people who had accessed 
the cancer services of the commissioning hospital. Data were collected 
via focus groups and, as the information was to be used for teaching pur-
poses, short videos were made highlighting the specific problems the focus 
groups had identified, illustrated with exemplar quotations from the par-
ticipants, a sort of modified digital story. The team identified three key 
themes and selected suitable comments to support them as illustrated in 
Table 9.2.

The research team was pleased with the information that the groups 
had supplied. They felt that the aim of finding out how to improve the 
experiences of these vulnerable people had been met. They presented 
their findings to the educational team who had commissioned the work 
and who would be working on how to raise the issues with staff. Their 
unequivocal responses were:

•	 No—we don’t believe these things happen in our hospital.
•	 We are a center of excellence, this doesn’t happen here.
•	 The patients must have got it wrong.

Interestingly, we could not detect whether it was the label “vulnerable” 
or of “patient” that leads to such dismissal of their testimony but it was 
clear that the answer the patients gave to the question was not the one 
the health-care professionals were willing to believe, the group’s individ-
ual experiences being seen as unreliable sources of evidence (testimonial 
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injustice). However, it was also interesting to note that the focus group 
participants found comfort in the sharing of their experiences, the phrase 
“I thought it was just me” being used time and time again when describ-
ing unsatisfactory interactions with health-care professionals (hermeneutic 
injustice).

There are three key elements in the methodology of digital storytelling 
that can address epistemic injustice in a way that more traditional research 
methodologies do not. First, and to my mind most importantly, the data 
that is presented by the storyteller in their digital story can be viewed 
simultaneously as raw data, that is not data that has been interpreted or 
thematically analyzed by a third party but also analyzed data via the choice 
of the storyteller about contact, focus and emotion to be presented. This 
makes the use of digital stories almost unique among qualitative data 
methodologies. While the risks and benefits of raw data sharing is one that 
is being debated among the scientific community, see, for example, Cheah 
et al. (2015), digital stories have the advantage of offering raw data to the 
wider research community simply by existing. This addresses the notion 
of epistemic injustice by ensuring that data is not filtered by a dominant 

Table 9.2  Themes and example comments

Theme Supporting comment

Partnership (?) ‘The Doctor told me to think about it [having cancer treatment] 
and I worried for a week about it. When I told him I had made 
up my mind to go ahead with the treatment, he told me I had 
made the wrong decision – he didn’t think I should’
Person with long-standing mental health problem

Overprotective ‘I want to be able to decide what I share with my partner. I don’t 
want the nurses and doctors to tell them everything about me 
without my say so’
Person with learning disability

Misunderstandings ‘They told me my options and seemed to expect me to make up 
my mind on the spot. I need time to think about things and my 
other stuff [health problems] mean it’s not as straightforward for 
me as for other people’
Person with learning disability
‘Having a History [of mental health problems] doesn’t mean I 
know the system. The control I have regarding my treatment 
decisions are very different in physical care’
Person with long-standing mental health problem
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ideology and the voice of the wider community is accessible to those on 
the edges as well as “other” communities.

A further way in which epistemic injustice is addressed is the notion 
that once in the public domain the uninterpreted voice of the storyteller 
exists in perpetuity. Data developed via a digital storytelling approach has 
the advantage of longevity and historical accuracy, as far as historical accu-
racy is possible. The clear defining voice of the people telling their story 
means that a different kind of “truth” can emerge, one that is cemented in 
the here and now of the storyteller.

In conclusion, it can be seen that digital stories have carved a niche for 
themselves in the communication of health-related issues; however, they 
are only now beginning to be viewed, not only as a rich source of research 
data but also as a potential research methodology. This is an important 
development since most of the established methods and methodologies 
used by modern researchers were established in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, for example, Q-sort (Williamson 1935), ran-
domized controlled trials (Streptomycin in Tuberculosis Trials Committee 
1948) or Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss 1966). A small group of 
researchers are beginning to explore the application of digital storytelling 
as a research methodology, attracted by the belief that it represents an 
ideological shift in the application of power in the researcher/researched 
relationship.

We live in an open world in which the democratization of health care 
via participatory media is expanding exponentially. The digital native gen-
eration, who were born or brought up during the age of digital technol-
ogy and who are familiar with the digital world from an early age, will 
soon begin to access formal health care and become potential research 
participants. In the main, this is a generation who are accustomed to hav-
ing a voice and who expect to be heard regardless of their perceived place 
in society. Digital storytelling as a research method provides a megaphone 
for the seldom heard from and the oppressed providing an arena in which 
everyone’s story can be heard without prejudice and shared without dilu-
tion. This means it is possible to predict that the role of digital storytelling 
within research will only continue to evolve into an established method in 
its own right.

Note

	1.	http://www.patientvoices.org.uk/flv/0110pv384.htm
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CHAPTER 10

Building Bridges: Digital Storytelling 
as a Participatory Research Approach

Inger Kjersti Lindvig

Introduction

The lack of opportunities for minority-ethnic users of child welfare ser-
vices in Norway to express themselves in the literature that focuses on 
them is an increasing cause of concern. Through my experience in using 
digital storytelling with immigrants involved in training and educational 
programmes, I have discovered the scientific and methodological poten-
tial of the creation and sharing of such stories in minority research. When 
used judiciously, digital storytelling can function as a methodological 
approach to qualitative data collection and the dissemination of research 
in the broadest sense. This includes research activities as an integral part of 
academic work related to teaching, guidance, research and development, 
where interaction with the field of practice is part of a social aim. Such an 
understanding of research in higher education corresponds well to Boyer’s 
concept “scholarship of discovery”. I interpret Boyer’s ideas concerning 
“discovery” to cross the boundaries of what one might normally associate 
with research in the traditional sense: “The scholarship of discovery, at its 
best, contributes not only to the stock of human knowledge but also to 

I.K. Lindvig (*) 
University College of South-East Norway,  
Porsgrunn, Norway



132 

the intellectual climate of a college or university. Not just the outcomes, 
but the process, and especially the passion, give meaning to the efforts” 
(Boyer 1990, p. 17). “Discovery” understood in this way deals with the 
quest to discover significant new practical knowledge and information that 
can be conveyed in new ways, to help to transcend the gap between theory 
and practice, and research and teaching. Research understood in this way 
can also revitalise the research process, results and dissemination in the 
context of higher education.

To clarify if the use of digital storytelling can be justified for research 
purposes, I will examine how this approach meets scientific and method-
ological requirements by using Skjervheim’s discussion of the relation-
ship between participant and observer or spectator positions in research 
(1996).1 The basis for Skjervheim’s theoretical universe is the value prem-
ise that even the most complex academic issues can stem from everyday 
problem areas. The relationship between digital storytelling and the politi-
cal “giving voice” tradition is clear when it comes to allowing ordinary 
people and their voices access to the public sphere.

Scientific Challenges

The aim of minority research is, among other things, to establish knowl-
edge about relationships between minority and majority populations. The 
research into contemporary topical issues concerns descriptions, explana-
tions and valid evidence-based knowledge (Fuglerud and Eriksen 2007). 
Scientifically valid knowledge is based on an epistemological foundation 
that deals with “systematic reflection upon and study of scientific activities 
and the results of such activities” (Grimen 2004, p. 173). An epistemo-
logical perspective thus relates to the question of what it is possible to 
have knowledge about, what constitutes valid knowledge and how one can 
obtain it. Important in this context is the relationship between descriptive 
form, where one studies what scientists do, and normative form, where 
one discusses what requirements should apply to theories, concepts, expla-
nations and methods of science (Grimen 2004).

Minority research, in Norway and elsewhere, should ensure evidence-
based knowledge. In addition, research often forms the basis for policy-
making and providing information to the relevant authorities about 
current challenges faced by minorities. The relationship between research, 
professionals, governmental authorities and the public debate is under-
standably complex and challenging. Minority research has been criti-
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cised for being too politically and economically controlled in addition to 
being distinctly problem focused and not especially participant oriented 
(Fuglerud and Eriksen 2007; Fauske and Qureshi 2010).

Based on these critical inputs, there is reason to caution against a type 
of research that contributes to a recycling of existing stereotypes about 
minority-ethnic users of child welfare services rather than challenges them. 
Allowing the voices and stories of minority users, that is, “the many voice-
less”, to come to expression in research is, as yet, a largely unexplored 
opportunity. Moreover, it is precisely research-based knowledge about 
minority-ethnic users’ experiences with public services that is called for 
in the knowledge reports on multicultural child welfare services (Holm-
Hansen et al. 2007; Paulsen et al. 2014). Consequently, it is a major chal-
lenge to facilitate participatory research for minorities.

The researcher needs to become an active participant in the dialogue 
with the primary subjects of the research in the process of obtaining 
emprical data. The challenges concern particularly the question of under-
standing the relationship between the social scientist and the objects of 
research, here termed the research subjects and social actors. According to 
Grimen (2004), the challenges concerning such human-related research 
is firstly about the attitudes, values and preferences the researcher has 
regarding the research subjects, secondly how the researcher’s use of 
terms and concepts relate to the actors’ terms and concepts, and thirdly if 
the explanations used by the actors conflict with those of the researcher. 
Finally, these challenges also involve the way the researcher relates to pos-
sible ethical implications implicit in the relationship between researcher 
and object of research in terms of trust between people who are part of 
each other’s universes of understanding (Grimen 2004, pp.  289–290). 
Against the backdrop of such challenges, I will discuss my own practice-
related research discovery concerning the use of digital storytelling with 
immigrants, and then go on to consider these experiences in light of epis-
temological requirements.

The Use of Digital Storytelling as a 
Discovery-Based Research Method

For the duration of five days in April and May 2014, a colleague and I 
conducted a participant-based educational programme using digital sto-
rytelling for 15 adults whose native countries were Myanmar, Vietnam, 
the Philippines, China, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Ethiopia, Somalia 
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and the former Yugoslavia (Kosovo). They were all participants in a 
Labour Market Training Course for immigrants with limited or no formal 
education. Our teaching programme was included as part of the train-
ing programme and a local project.2 The aim was to convey identity and 
meaning-making life stories in order to enhance the participants’ aware-
ness of the importance of their own life. Living is associated with identity, 
memory and the social and cultural contexts in which they live. For this 
reason, life stories are dynamic and diverse, consisting of a large amount 
of knowledge, memories and reflections. These can be selected, combined 
and interpreted in many different ways, depending on the individual’s 
social context or phase of life. We chose digital storytelling as the appro-
priate vehicle to enable the participants to relay their life stories. Digital 
storytelling is not just a physical expression but also a way to process the 
stages in their stories, from an idea to the finished product. As an intro-
duction, we used sense-based exercises that I describe below. Our inten-
tion was to enable the participants to share and give each other feedback 
on their life stories, from the first sketches to the finalised “film”.

One of the chief objectives was to ensure that each participant’s voice 
was projected into the public space. Another aim was to ensure that digital 
storytelling would help participants to perceive themselves increasingly as 
fellow citizens and become more active in terms of democracy-building 
participation in politics and society. In addition, there was a desire to 
strengthen our knowledge base about people’s life challenges and self-
understanding as a minority. We also wished to communicate this 
knowledge to students and staff on the various Bachelor and Master’s 
programmes at our university college focusing on this field of interest.

The Storytelling Process

The reason we chose digital storytelling is based on our previous experi-
ences of it as a successful method, as adumbrated above. Another reason 
was that digital storytelling has the ability to move the listener through 
the expression of authentic life stories. The use of digital storytelling can 
be an effective, affective and reflective way to communicate understanding, 
meaning and experiences of the individual lives, without being recreated 
or interpreted by others who are necessarily separated from the context in 
which the story is created (Sumner 2009). On the first day, we met the 
participants on a guided tour of the art exhibition at Kunsthall Grenland, 
at The Cultural Centre, Ælvespeilet. Since this was our first meeting, and 
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we were equal participants as an audience, we had occasion to get to know 
each other. On the second day, we used sense-based exercises as a way to 
recall important scenes from our lives, while focusing on today’s situation 
and hope for the future. This exercise was used again on the third day in 
the digital storytelling workshop, using a sample of their stories in the 
story circle and working with writing the manuscript, pictures and music. 
On the fourth day, the participants and their teachers met at the data lab 
of the University for the final editing of the stories. Some weeks later, on 
the fifth day of the course, we had the public screening, showing stories of 
the participants in front of an invited audience. As part of the process to 
establish a safe framework in the research work of promoting the individ-
ual life story, and as a means of bringing to mind what had been forgotten 
or repressed, we made use of various exercises that I will describe below.

Involving Our Senses

We smelled and tasted warm homemade bread, freshly ground coffee, 
fresh tobacco and spices from all around the world. Everyone participated, 
and there were no passive observers. One by one, the participants talked 
about the struggle to get enough food to survive, or the family’s agricul-
tural production and the economic importance of coffee, tea and spice 
plantations as places of employment. Others had memories associated with 
not only illness, death and various types of life tragedies, but also births 
and joyful events. Several recounted memories of their school days and 
their good teachers or lack of such teachers, while still others reminisced 
about cuisines and culinary traditions, religious ceremonies, everyday life 
and special occasions and various celebrations. For several participants, the 
scents brought back memories of war, flight and refugee camps. Central to 
all the memories shared were the strong ties to parents and other relatives, 
as well as their native country, the nature of their native country, indig-
enous culture and religion. Common to all participants was the balance 
of happy memories against feelings of sadness and deprivation connected 
with loss, or being so far away from everything they had known before.

Memory Boxes and Dreams for the Future

We asked the participants to collect objects related to important events 
and memories in their lives. The Memory boxes were filled with the names 
of family members, pictures of their family, country and flags, descriptions 
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of nature, native language in poetry, songs and recipes. The participants 
showed and told each other what they had in their boxes—memories that 
reminded them of important events in their own lives and that had helped 
them to create a connection between past and present. The last exercise, 
called “My dreams and hope for the future”, prompted the participants to 
talk about the different ways in which they viewed their lives while living 
in another country.

Stories We Heard

One woman brought along a ring that her mother had given her in her 
early adulthood. The ring was a personal gift that she had treasured 
throughout her life. Another woman took out a brown hijab decorated 
with white dots, which was among her most precious memories of her 
deceased mother. Her mother had worn the hijab shortly before her 
death, and it was still unwashed and represented a place of comfort and a 
reminder of a childhood spent with a good mother. When she put on her 
mother’s hijab, she remembered the beautiful song they used to sing to 
her on Mother’s Day, and at the end of the recording of the digital story, 
she chose to sing in her mother tongue. A fourth participant proudly 
showed us a yellowed photo of the ship he had captained and that had 
sailed through international waters in what he described as his “previ-
ous life”. One of the participant’s stories concerned the loss of schooling 
after just five years of primary education, due to the necessity to escape 
from the Taliban regime. Central to this story was the message that the 
Taliban wrested from her the dream of having an education. “But they 
have not won over me, and I will never let them have the last word about 
my life!” she exclaimed. Others spoke of the importance of their diaries, 
described by many as among their most prized possessions, something 
that secured a sense of continuity in their lives. There were also several 
stories about fleeing from war and poverty, life in refugee camps and exile, 
and years of travelling through many transit countries before finally arriv-
ing in Norway, where new problems related to applications for residence 
permits awaited them.

Several participants mentioned the contradictory expectations and 
dilemmas of being parents of children born in Norway, caused by the dis-
parity between Norwegian society’s expectations concerning upbringing, 
on the one hand, and the expectations of family, relatives and friends in 
their native country, on the other hand. One single mother with several 
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young children shared a compelling story about what was required of her 
to be a strong mother for the sake of her children, and to secure their 
future in Norway. There were also stories of a more humorous nature. 
For instance, a male participant from Somalia who had never seen snow 
before recounted his first encounter with it in Norway. When he arrived 
at the refuge centre it was a snowy cold winter’s day, and he was wearing 
only his sandals! The round of stories elicited both laughter and tears, sad-
ness and hope. Perhaps the most important aspect of the stories were the 
authentic conversations between equals who revealed their lives to share 
and communicate their thoughts and life stories; this was experienced by 
everybody as a meaningful and effective process regarding the opportuni-
ties to establish a good life in a new country.

At the end of the session, in which they shared their “dreams for the 
future”, the participants had written down their hopes and dreams for their 
future lives in Norway. For instance: “I dream about learning Norwegian, 
because it is the key to a future in Norway for me and my children”. 
Others expressed the wish to learn Norwegian so they could get jobs as 
cleaners, welders, teachers, drivers, shop workers, IT workers and so on. 
Some also described the dream of seeing their children get an education 
and being employed, and living a good life with family and friends without 
having significant health problems or being exposed to racism. All the par-
ticipants expressed the wish to participate in Norwegian society using their 
resources so they could extricate themselves from the voyeuristic position 
OR as observer they often found themselves in. These activities were the 
base for further work with the digital storytelling process, from the initial 
idea to the final text.

Moving into the Digital Storytelling Process

As teachers, we went through the process with them using the CDS model 
based on the Story Circle and the Seven Elements (Lambert 2013). As part 
of the storytelling process, the participants selected one of their life stories 
that had emerged from the work with “Memory Boxes” and “Dreams 
and hopes for the future”. First, everyone was given the task of coming 
up with a short, descriptive headline for their story. Then they were given 
an exercise where the aim was to build on the stories they had told by 
using free creative writing. In this phase, they wrote down everything that 
came to mind without erasing, correcting or deleting anything. They were 
encouraged to note down all their thoughts, feelings, moods, as well as 
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colours, images, sounds and smells. Those who were unable to write got 
help from the teachers or other capable participants.

They were then divided into different story circles, with three or four in 
each group. There were two rounds in the story circle, and each group was 
followed closely by the teachers and researchers. Lambert has described 
this as the mainstay in digital storytelling. “When you gather people in a 
room, and listen, deeply listen to what they are saying, and also, by exam-
ple alone, encourage others to listen, magic happens” (Lambert 2009, 
p. 86). In the “Story Circles”, all the participants received constructive 
feedback on their unfinished draft from both the other participants in the 
group and the teachers and researcher. Feedback was also given on the 
messages and points made in the stories, dramaturgy, the use of emotion 
and narrative voices, and the use of music, imagery, rhythm and tempo. 
The process towards the recording of the final digital stories was chal-
lenging because it was largely tied to the individuals’ life stories, which 
all included episodes of grief. Many were aware of their own experiences 
of loss, and several underwent a painful recollection process (Lambert 
2013). In the process leading to the completion of the digital story, the 
participants were encouraged to maintain the authentic quality without 
opening up themselves to such an extent that they might later regret it.

Sharing Stories in Public-Knowledge Dissemination

On the opening day, all the participants shared their digital stories in the 
Cultural Centre where families, and friends, representatives from public 
and private sectors, politicians and media attended.3 The participants’ 
shared their digital stories, while the teachers’ and researchers’ reflections 
contributed to an awareness-enhancing process, giving voice to a group 
of people who are not usually heard in society, potentially creating greater 
understanding. On the following day, we read in the editorial in the local 
newspaper about the screening and the use of digital storytelling, described 
as “Brilliant integration”. The editor commented that digital storytelling 
used in this way in public, would increase understanding between people 
from different parts of the world and be a positive part of the integrat-
ing process.4 We saw that using digital storytelling in cooperation with 
participants with minority background had resulted in the impact we had 
hoped for.

For us, the teaching programme also functioned as a form of practice-
research discovery (Boyer 1990). We discovered how the work with digi-
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tal storytelling corresponded with key requirements for participant-based 
research, while we also attained more in-depth knowledge. In what fol-
lows, I will clarify and discuss the justification of the research approach.

From Empirical Research Discovery to Scientific 
Clarification

To justify the use of digital storytelling as a research approach in relation 
to scientific and methodological requirements, I build upon Skjervheim’s 
perspectives concerning participant and observer or spectator positions 
in research and practice (1996). It is the responsibility of social scien-
tists to tackle particular challenges in research where real people are the 
research subjects, including their opinions and understanding of reality. 
Thus, understanding the relationship between the social scientist and 
the people the scientist wishes to learn something about is crucial. Part 
of this required clarification relates to the four key challenges regarding 
human-related research as introduced by Grimen (2004, pp. 289–90) and 
described earlier in this chapter. As research was not the primary aim in 
this project, I will discuss these issues primarily from a theoretical point of 
view and use the experiences from the workshops as illustrations.

Digital Storytelling as a Participatory and Dialogue-Oriented 
Approach

One of the most important issues concerning the relationship between 
researcher and research subject concerns the researcher’s attitudes towards 
the research subjects and the kind of relationships the researcher should 
aspire to have for the research subjects (Grimen 2004). The question of 
whether the social scientist should engage in the research subjects’ world, 
or whether she should be indifferent to what they think, say and do, is still 
an open question in the field of epistemology. Should the researcher be an 
observer or a participant with regard to the research subjects? From the 
perspective of an observer, humans are examined and treated in the same 
way as if one was studying natural phenomena. Conversely, a participatory 
approach involves researchers regarding their subjects of study as qualified 
dialogue partners, where the researcher should take into account the fact 
that they may be critical of her understanding of concepts and her explana-
tions (Grimen 2004, p. 293).
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In our teaching programme, it was precisely the discovery of the par-
ticipatory and dialogue-oriented potential that was important and that has 
been called for in minority research. Everyone who attended the class was 
active in the process towards completing a digital story and the sharing 
of the story in question. Using digital storytelling functioned as an entry 
to gaining an understanding and being able to interpret the participants’ 
world, and how they experience and interpret their worlds. Digital story-
telling is part of the human sciences with a hermeneutical and phenom-
enological approach, and has a social sciences orientation with an emphasis 
on critical theory depending on the theme, problem, purpose and area of 
use.

The digital storytelling process, in our context, was related to a specific 
type of digital story, a concrete production process that has its origins in 
the “giving voice” tradition. In the case of our target group, we worked 
with the participative digital storytelling, so the process towards the final 
stories was largely dialogue-based. The participants were the main players 
through the process. Everyone was involved in the dialogues, especially in 
the “story circle”. We experienced that “allowing more voices to partici-
pate brought multiple perspectives and interpretations of what was docu-
mented, which helped to clarify and make sense of the story” (Haug and 
Jamissen 2015, p. 39). In the story circle, all participants were on an equal 
footing as dialogue partners. None were “spectators or observed” without 
the opportunity of response. Skjervheim introduces the concept instru-
mentalistic error to describe the consequences of adopting an observer 
position from the study of natural phenomena into the social sciences, see-
ing people as objects, something which precludes the option to respond. 
To avoid this mistake, he focuses on the different ways of meeting people 
linguistically and illustrates this by presenting relations as either two-part 
or tri-part. A two-part relationship is characterised by an observer posi-
tion. This can occur, for instance, where the researcher does not become 
engaged in the minority-ethnic user and the specific case material the user 
presents. In other words, the researcher does not treat the research subject 
as a dialogue partner, but rather as an object, a thing. With such a basis, 
the researcher can only learn something about the research subject, and 
not from her (Grimen 2004, p. 294). Conversely, a tri-part relationship is 
characterised by a participatory approach, where those studying and those 
being studied function as interacting subjects. This relationship is described 
by Skjervheim as a subject/subject relationship, where the researcher and 
research subjects are together in a relationship with a third party, a case 
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material that binds them together as fellow subjects. The researcher relates 
and is engaged in what the research subject has to say, and may contribute 
to what they say and vice versa. Both parties treat each other, and what 
the other says, with respect (1996). However, this requires a three-part 
relationship between the researcher, the research subjects and the subject 
matter in which both parties are involved, such as is potentially the case in 
digital storytelling. This was exactly what we experienced when we worked 
with digital storytelling. Throughout the process, the participants’ stories 
functioned as a case material, the neutral “third” that was shared by the 
two; the research subject and the researcher. Both were engaged in the 
stories as something that tied us together and provided the basis for a real 
dialogue. I will share an example. One of the participants, a mother living 
alone with her three children, shared a story about her fear of the child 
welfare services. She dreaded they might be able to take the children away 
from her, thinking that she was a bad mother without understanding her 
own cultural way of raising her children. In the digital storytelling work, 
we had an opportunity through the story as a “third” that placed us as 
participants in a dialogue-based position, to investigate this fear and the 
background for it, a concern she raised as a life-challenge.

Digital Storytelling as an Approach to Popular or Scientific 
Concepts and Explanations

Scientific challenges related to concepts and explanations will largely depend 
on the researcher’s attitudes towards, and preferences for, the people he/
she wishes to study. Which concepts should the researcher use for what 
is to be studied? Should the researcher always apply scientific concepts 
irrespective of which concepts the research subjects use or understand? 
Alternatively, should the researcher endeavour to use more popular con-
cepts that the research subjects use themselves? This can certainly result 
in restrictions regarding scientific conceptualisation. Some of the same 
research challenges may be found in the question concerning which expla-
nations should be given weight. Should the researcher use the research 
subjects’ explanations, often rooted in popular everyday explanations at 
the expense of scientific explanations? This is particularly relevant in the 
research contexts where there are different or divergent explanations.

In the process using digital storytelling with minority-ethnic partici-
pants, we conducted conversations where we made an attempt to make 
concepts intelligible and to clarify explanations. This resulted in the 
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need for everybody to modify the terms and explanations that we ini-
tially used in the work. Through dialogue, we had the opportunity to 
discuss concepts and explanations in a way that contributed to safeguard-
ing the meaning that the participants wanted to communicate through 
their stories. Our own, more academic and scientific concepts and expla-
nations often had to give way, or be replaced or modified by, those of 
the participants. At other times, when presented with our concepts and 
explanations, the participants experienced that their own concepts and 
explanations were inappropriate, incomplete, and incorrect. One example 
was the statement from the mother who was afraid of losing her children. 
Her understanding was based on a knowledge, prevalent among some 
people, that the reason the child welfare services might take children away 
from their mother is that they do not understand her cultural values and 
traditions and consequently see her as a poor parent. From a professional 
point of view, the concepts and explanations linked to such a case are more 
complex. Moreover, these are based on the law, the child welfare services’ 
administrative practices, and an understanding that taking a child from its 
mother is a serious step. The principle of “for the good of the child”, “the 
biological principle” together with extensive examination by the Child 
Care Office, expert statements and a decision by the County Governor is 
thoroughly investigated before a care order can be issued. In the dialogue 
connected to developing her story, we observed a continual conceptual 
and explanatory development on both sides which helped us develop a 
mutual understanding of the issue in question, in this case fear of the child 
welfare services. We observed similar processes with the other participants 
where we mutually developed concepts that correlated more with what we 
were all attempting to grasp with respect to their life stories.

Skjervheim believes that the reality the research subjects live in rep-
resents a world that has already been interpreted and conceptualised by 
them, and therefore something the scientist must actively relate to when 
transforming the subjects’ concepts into his/her own language. This view 
is based on what he calls the subjectivity principle, which involves the social 
scientist describing and studying behaviour by using terms that belong 
to the subjects’ interpretation of situations (Skjervheim 1996). A par-
ticipating researcher has to include the research subjects’ concepts and 
explanations in his/her scientific practice as a kind of translation process, 
where conceptual development takes place in the field of tension between 
experience-related concepts and explanations and the science-oriented 
ones. It is only in this way that minority research can be given authority, 
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by being rooted in the explanations that the subjects can accept and by 
adopting an openness about the complexities related to the ethical chal-
lenges arising from the relationship between the researcher and research 
subjects.

Digital Storytelling as an Ethical Challenge: Friend or 
Researcher

The last epistemological challenge in researching human phenomena 
addresses ethical challenges. These are implicit in the relationship between 
researcher and research subject and are linked to the issue of trust. It is 
important to get the balance right between the role of the researcher and 
friend, inasmuch as the researcher must not lose sight of his/her aim to 
obtain empirical data and without the research subjects finding themselves 
used, misused or misunderstood (Israel and Hay 2006).

Everyone who participated in the digital storytelling project came 
closer to each other as human beings and dialogue partners in what could 
be defined as a relationship of trust. The participants contributed and 
shared important life stories with each other through the various exer-
cises, including the Story Circle. In many ways, we created a common 
universe of understanding while sharing each other’s ways of understand-
ing reality. It goes without saying that such communities also have ethical 
implications. Taking part in human-related research often presents ethical 
dilemmas that stem from the fact that it is not always possible to attain 
symmetric relationships. In our case, as course coordinators, we repre-
sented a majority among the minorities. Also, we had a special responsibil-
ity by the virtue of being professionals with extensive expertise. We also 
belong to the majority-ethnic/majority-linguistic group in the popula-
tion and possess a better socio-economic situation than the participants. 
In sum, this may provide a more or less skewed balance of power that 
can be used and abused in an unethical manner. One has by virtue of 
one’s position the opportunity to control the narratives in the desired 
direction, using specialist terms and explanations from the professional 
field, far removed from the participants’ universe of understanding. We 
were constantly aware of these ethical concerns and also aware of a desire 
to bring out each participant’s authentic narrative without it becoming 
excessively intimate or going beyond a therapeutic barrier. In some cases, 
since because the stories were to be used in a public context, we advised 
participants to select a different situation or event, or take a more distant 

BUILDING BRIDGES: DIGITAL STORYTELLING AS A PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH... 



144 

perspective with respect to their stories. Skjervheim warns against unethi-
cal research practices where one objectifies research subjects (1996). 
Ethically rooted research practices related to the actions and relation-
ships to avoid the instrumentalistic error and which are based on tri-part 
relationships characterised by respect, tolerance, recognition and fairness 
between researcher and research subjects are necessary.

With reference to the four epistemological challenges in the relation-
ship between researcher and research subjects, where the main concerns 
are the researcher’s attitudes towards those being studied, we find evi-
dence that the use of digital storytelling is a promising approach that may 
meet research requirements.

Digital Storytelling as a Scientific 
and Methodological Approach

Based on requirements for a strengthened qualitative participant-
orientation in minority research, a number of epistemological challenges, 
and an emphasis of the researcher as a participant in the dialogue with 
research subjects, I have argued that digital storytelling has a scientific 
and methodological potential. If used rigorously, digital storytelling is an 
approach that can exceed the asymmetric relationship that often exists 
between researcher and research subject. The work involved in making 
digital life stories assumes that researchers and research subjects enter into 
a tri-part relationship with the story as the common third (Skjervheim 
1996). The case material involved in the digital storytelling work may also 
lead the participants into larger socio-political discourses. Such critically 
oriented discourses can deal with questions about the conflicts of interest, 
power relations and social structures that affect the actual case and provide 
possible answers to factors that can promote or inhibit life opportunities. 
According to Lambert, working with digital storytelling has a powerful 
potential to highlight social and political injustice at the micro as well as 
macro level (2010). Digital storytelling is at its core based on the human 
need to tell stories (Bruner 1991), and offers a new way of communicat-
ing stories. For research purposes, it may offer a new way of acquiring 
knowledge and understanding. The process in the story circle towards the 
formation of meaning that forms the basis for the story of the individual 
participant is not straightforward. In working with the seven elements, the 
aim is to bring out the individual narrative, personal involvement and an 
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emotional dimension. In this context, digital storytelling provides a good 
opportunity for the individual to give both a self-presentation and self-
representation. Lundby (2008) describes self-presentation as a form of 
direct and focused communication between the presenter and the recipi-
ents, while self-representation implies that one actively directs a picture of 
oneself as one wishes to appear and be perceived. This constitutes one of 
the key parts of the methodological potential of digital stories in securing 
research subjects a participatory approach and subject status.

Concluding Remarks

In research, digital storytelling may serve as a form of empirical data col-
lection in both the process and the final product. Throughout all parts of 
the digital storytelling process, a researcher will relate to the participants 
as participatory dialogue partner. It is also important that the researcher 
in this process clarifies the professional and ethical premises for the rela-
tionship and that the research aspect of the process is presented, under-
stood and consented to. By adopting such an approach, as a minority 
researcher, one will need to have as a starting point a genuine interest in 
the participants’ understanding of their situation or the specific events 
one wants to discuss. The researcher may be challenged in the encounter 
with popular and experience-based concepts. These are then explored and 
refined in contact with scientific and analytical concepts introduced by the 
researcher in a dialogue with research participants. Likewise, the work pro-
cess towards the completed digital stories gives the participants a unique 
opportunity to reflect on the assertions and facts, and enter into a dialogue 
about possible explanations in a dynamic process that will often reflect 
both popular and scientific explanations. The participants’ understand-
ing, concepts and explanations based on their experiences will find their 
final shape in the completed digital stories, together with the researcher’s 
understanding. These will ultimately be presented to invited user groups, 
professionals and colleagues as an empirical basis for reflective discussions 
and a basis for further research. Specifically, the completed digital stories 
may serve as empirical data and be analysed using qualitative methods such 
as narrative theory, grounded theory and phenomenological approaches. 
If we choose to record the story circle as an alternative to focus groups, or 
other qualitative methods, there is a good chance that the data collected is 
more representative for the research subjects’ own understanding.
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Through such qualitative, participatory and dialogue-oriented research 
approaches, minority research on child welfare services will be able to 
ensure a more valid and credible knowledge of this user group. The 
researcher will also be able to make digital stories about the research find-
ings from the digital stories of others. The use of digital storytelling offers 
the researcher a new language, a common language that can help revit-
alise research, give dignity to teaching, and help higher education to be 
more responsive (Boyer 1990). Digital storytelling used in this way will 
accommodate Boyer’s wish to create more coherent and comprehensive 
academic institutions where “discovery, teaching and learning, integration 
and engagement” are included.
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CHAPTER 11
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Digital Storytelling
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Introduction

I was commissioned to contribute to a process of organisational change. 
Among my qualifications was my experience with running digital story-
telling (DS) workshops. As I was also a doctoral student, I wanted to use 
this opportunity to explore the potential of DS as an intervention in an 
organisational development context and as a research tool. This study will 
be of interest to those concerned with narrative meaning-making through 
DS in organisations and those using story work as an alternative method 
of data collection.

In this chapter I explore the meaning-making process during the story 
circle in a work context. I use a case study approach to capture the com-
plexities of how stories emerge. The aim of this research is to consider how 
individual participants felt, what they learned throughout the process and 
how the story circle contributed to the stories and narratives, for instance, 
how the social aspect influenced individuals. I introduce a model for ana-
lysing stories as “closed narrative,” “open narrative” and “ante-narrative.”
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My research results provide an increased understanding of ways of 
learning with storytelling and narratives. The intention is to show how DS 
can provide new insights into organisational development, and how using 
DS in this context can give us new insights into how the story circle affects 
the individual’s narrative process and organisational meaning-making. It 
contributes to the Scholarship of Discovery in that it is empirical, explores 
theoretical positions and uses DS as a method.

My theoretical position has deep roots in narrative theory, the way peo-
ple organise their ideas and how they participate in the social contexts of 
their lives by sharing stories, ideas, culture and communication. In terms 
of learning theory, this is rooted in socio-cultural theory as discussed by, 
for example, Vygotsky (Wertsch 1990).

The distinction between story and narrative is often unclear. Story with 
the function of meaning-making is seen as a narrative with a plot, whereas 
a story without any meaningful plot is seen as a chronicle or just noise 
(Czarniawska 2004, pp. 10–11). How researchers use these concepts var-
ies. There is a stark contrast between everyday conversational narrative 
and sophisticated storytelling. The role of storyteller and listener is not 
always clear, whereas in the practice of cooperative storytelling, both the 
storyteller and the listener engage in a joint narrative effort. Oral and 
conversational discourse draws on many more resources linked to the face-
to-face presence of the narrative interlocutors. In oral storytelling, physi-
cal presence and interaction are directly connected to the situation, the 
narrative event and environment, thereby enriching their expressive and 
communicative registers. Since participants in these highly contextualised 
narrative events interact in a variety of ways, researchers prefer to use the 
term “co-narrators” (Brockmeier 2015, pp. 208–209).

My chief aim is to explore how making stories and turning them into 
narratives give the participants motivation and direction, challenging their 
identities by challenging and expanding their narratives.

Theoretical Background

A sense of coherence is a prerequisite for learning at work. In order to 
maintain coherence, identities are continuously under construction, shaped 
through the way they express feelings and experiences. Individuals’ medi-
ated narratives are rough reconstructions of the past and constitute ways 
of seeking the ontological security of ‘being themselves’ (Billett 2008, 
p. 53). Work identities and their renegotiations are necessary elements in  
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professional learning, although it has been argued that workplace learn-
ing focuses on participation and building identity rather than learning 
(Eteläpelto 2009, p. 94, p. 97). Professional development is a collective 
process in which identity is negotiated and work practices are developed 
(Hökkä et al. 2014).

Today’s business models and management systems need a postmodern 
management paradigm. This includes the recognition of the relevance of 
people’s experiences, emotions and energy in shaping and influencing the 
quality and performance of organisations (Schiuma 2011, p. 9).

DS can be seen as an intervention to support learning at work because, 
as a creative and collaborative method, DS offers a forum for collective 
identity work based on the community’s beliefs and cultural narratives.

A number of researchers have reported the impact of storytelling and 
narratives in learning (Clarke and Adam 2012; Maddin 2012; Yang and 
Wu 2012; Coventry 2008a, 2008b; Lundby 2008; Boje 2001; Yang 
2013; Biesta et al. 2011). Less attention has been paid to DS and learn-
ing in organisations where business stories have usually been oral narra-
tives collected from interviews, discussions or observations (Orr 2006). 
Recently, there has been a renewed interest in narrative learning, which 
combines narratives, learning, identity and agency. Previous studies, such 
as the Learning Lives project in the UK, have shown the importance of 
stories as vehicles for learning from one’s life. Life stories play a crucial role 
in the articulation of a sense of self, which means that narrative learning is 
also a form of identity work (Biesta et al. 2011, p. 110).

In the light of recent research on the close connection between identity 
and agency at work, this issue has assumed greater importance (Eteläpelto 
et al. 2013; Billett and Pavlova 2005) but there is a lack of research into 
the use of narrative in work. Educational research has usually concentrated 
on the finished narratives of learners, employees or teachers, but the sto-
rytelling process itself has elicited relatively little interest. Earlier research 
reveals qualitative differences in life stories, such as the extent of narrative 
intensity, descriptive–evaluative quality and differing learning outcomes. 
There appear to be important relationships between styles of narration, 
forms of narrative learning and agency (Field et  al. 2011, p.  110). In 
closed narratives the meaning-making and reflection are mostly finished; 
stories represent the existing identity and social impact has a minor role. In 
open narratives and in ante-narratives, however, narratives are born during 
the storytelling process, and identity expressions are more co-authored 
(Boje 2001, 3; Biesta et al. 2011, 68; Brockmeier 2015, 125–126).
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Socio-Cultural Theory of Human Learning

Social theory under the influence of Vygotsky provides a rich potential 
source for understanding and developing processes of social transforma-
tion such as education (Wertsch 1990, p.  113; Daniels 2001, p.  9). A 
Bakhtinian “space of authoring” is to a great extent a particular “zone of 
development”; and one that is extremely important in an explication of 
the development of identities as aspects of “history-in-person” (Holland 
2001, p. 183). The position of storytellers and the context of their nar-
ratives are constantly changing. Each story is part of an ongoing dia-
logue with local, societal and global contours that rearticulate meaning in 
embedded acts of retrospective sense-making (Boje 2001, p. 78). At the 
same time, humans are part of figured worlds that consist of human his-
tory, the changing positions of humans and an unknown future. Humans 
also actively modify the social and cultural ecology to which they belong. 
These figured worlds are socially organised and reproduced (Holland 
2001, pp. 41–42).

In the research underpinning this chapter, humans are seen as having 
an internalised culture within which individual and organisational identi-
ties are inextricably linked and affect each other. It is not only the interac-
tion and transformative representations that reshape the understanding of 
things and individual and social identity but also the joint construction 
itself that gives shape to expression. Narratives can be seen as an intersub-
jective attitude to the joint construction of meaning; a commitment to 
find common ground on which to build shared understanding (Palinscar 
2005, pp. 290–294).

Narrative Learning Through Storytelling

Stories give our lives structure, coherence and meaning. To a large extent, 
we are the stories about our lives and ourselves. The story is not merely a 
description of life and self: it constitutes the life and the story. The construc-
tion of the story—the storytelling of the life and self—is a central element 
of the way in which we can learn from our lives through storytelling. This 
is narrative learning. It is more than learning from stories, it is learn-
ing while storying. With stories we often build future-oriented narratives 
unconsciously and as a by-product of our ongoing actions, interactions 
and conversations (Biesta et al. 2011, pp. 50–51).
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Narrative learning theory is interested in the role of stories and sto-
rytelling in learning processes, the possible relationships between the 
characteristics of the stories themselves and the potential of narrative 
and narration for learning and action (Biesta et  al. 2009, pp. 50–51). 
Narrative learning operates at the intersection of “internal conversations” 
and the social practices of storytelling. For many, the social opportuni-
ties for narrating one’s life story are vehicles for narrative learning. A 
number of studies have emphasised the importance of a “social practice 
pedagogy” establishing common ground where people’s narratives can 
be heard and valued (Biesta et al. 2011, p. 111). The telling of stories 
is a future-oriented activity as telling stories is the currency of knowl-
edge-making and knowledge negotiation (Boje 2001, p. 8; Czarniawska 
2004, pp. 10–11).

Narratives as Representations of Identity 
and Reflections of Experiences

Narratives are representations of identities whereas storytelling is a 
meaning-making tool for constructing identity; narrative is the language 
of our identity (Brockmeier 2015, pp. ix, 119). Identity is composed of 
representations about oneself developed in relation to other people and 
their own systems of representation. Representation of an identity is a 
dynamic reality, never fully realised and always in a process of reformu-
lation. Different discourses existing in society and organisations make 
identity construction a creative endeavour (Gla ̆veanu and Tanggaard 
2014, p. 14).

Reflection is a key to learning from experience; a process of internally 
examining and exploring an issue of concern triggered by an experience 
that results in a changed conceptual perspective. Theories of workplace 
learning and professional development have stressed the role of social 
exchange in professional learning (Billett and Somerville 2004). Reflection 
as an individual activity is often considered to be less effective than reflec-
tion in the context of social interaction underpinned by shared knowledge 
(Hetzner et al. 2012, pp. 548–549). Dewey saw people as belonging to 
a “common world,” in which the co-construction of knowledge inevita-
bly involves shared understanding and meaning, rather than the diverging 
individual stances (Biesta et al. 2009, pp. 20–21).
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Telling an appropriate story is a means of gaining validation of one’s 
identity from listeners. The function of narrative can vary from gaining 
approval of the social group to the renewal of culture. Here, the posi-
tion and ecological condition of one’s field of action have an impact. In 
the course of their [own] development, human beings actively shape the 
very forces that shape them (Daniels 2001, pp. 1–2). Experiences and 
stories do not simply happen to us; it is we who make and remake them 
(Brockmeier 2015, p.  116, p.  119). Similarly, digital stories as a nar-
rative product do not simply represent our existing identities. Instead, 
storytelling is closer to dialogue, communication and social co-authoring 
where audience, context and individual spaces of authorship interact. 
Identity is constantly being performed and reshaped within performance 
and in the way we react to others (Gla ̆veanu and Tanggaard 2014, p. 13). 
Stories do not pre-exist in our minds to be expressed as digital stories but 
they are actively constructed during the storytelling process. In order 
to tell narratives, stories with meaning, storytellers must go through an 
active reflection process exploring their experiences in the past, present 
and future.

We Don’t Find Narratives But Make Them

Narrative is of crucial importance in understanding the complexities 
of human meaning-making. It is the primary way of investing human 
experience with meaning. Human behaviour is generated from, and 
informed by, this meaning (Polkinghorne 1988, p. 1) Brockmeier pro-
poses that the intricacies of autobiographical meaning-making are not 
just represented or expressed by narrative but also that they only come 
into being through narrative. Stories emerge during the storytelling 
process. Brockmeier calls this the strong narrative thesis. The strong 
narrative is a kind of action that takes place in acts of narrative mean-
ing construction. A case in point is the capacity of narrative to create 
complex temporal scenarios that are typical for the autobiographical 
process. Another phenomenon illustrating the strong narrative thesis is 
the “what’s-it-like quality” of conscious awareness, which Brockmeier 
describes as a critical property of narrative experience (Brockmeier 
2015, pp. ix, 116, 118–119).

Storytellers may speak from different perspectives by separating the 
narrating and narrated event as far as possible, describing parts of the 
event in question impartially. They may align narrating and the narrated  
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events, omit the here-and-now from the narrating event and speak from 
the perspectives of enacted characters inside the narrated events there-
and-then. Speakers engage in meta-narration—the overtly and explicitly 
social interactional elements of discourse—bridging the gap between 
the narrated event and the storytelling event. When a group or an audi-
ence have an impact on the story, co-authoring takes place and it is dur-
ing the reflection of the storyteller that the narrative is created (Koven 
2007, pp. 151–154). The availability to study this co-authoring pro-
cess, first of all in not only the story circle but also other phases of the 
production process towards the construction and sharing of the stories, 
represents one of the most interesting qualities of DS in the context of 
the scholarship of discovery. This is also discussed in Chaps. 9 and 10 
in this book.

Context and Methodology

This chapter takes the form of a case study and narrative analysis of story 
circle discussions and interviews. The DS project was organised at the end 
of a two-and-a-half-year organisational staff development project lasting 
from autumn 2011 until the end of 2013. The aim of the project was 
to improve customer services, interpersonal and management skills. The 
company chose a representative sample of storytellers, including men and 
women, different age groups and positions, such as managers, staff work-
ing in customer services, support services, web and call services, contact 
persons, business services and insurance sales. Some employees over the 
age of 50 refused to participate because of their limited technical skills and 
therefore the older age group is under-represented. The stories were pro-
duced during February–March 2014 and the premiere took place in April, 
during the annual celebration of the preliminary report. At this event, 300 
employees, including members of the management group, watched the 
eight stories which lasted 25 minutes altogether.

The workshop started with a one-and-a-half-hour story circle compris-
ing seven storytellers, two HR employees and two facilitators. I was one 
of two independent workshop facilitators. Storytellers were instructed 
to tell a story about a learning experience during the staff development 
project. Each story was discussed for 12 minutes in the story circle. The 
story circle of 11 people and 7 interviews performed after the screening 
were audiotaped and transcribed. The research framework is summarised 
in Table 11.1.
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Individual Experience of Storytelling

Common to the discursive spaces was the experience that the story was 
based on storytellers’ own voice. This is a big narrative of our time; a nar-
rative of the individual over the social and at odds with the idea that our 
minds are outside our bodies, but in the world (Brockmeier 2015, p. 232). 
It is a social construct to see life in Western culture mainly through indi-
viduals; we live, experience and learn as individuals:

It was my own story without anyone else’s imprint. (Neil, 29)

Personal experiences also acquired meaning from the group and storytell-
ers were conscious of the social presence, context and audience:

Since this was done at the work place I naturally took certain things into 
consideration but the story is entirely mine. (Sheila, 56)

The possibility to tell stories with a voice-over and visuals was considered 
more attractive than written stories. The emotional dimension became 

Table 11.1  The research framework

Research question Data Concepts used in analysis

1. Individual experience of 
storytelling
 � What kind of learning and 

identity work was done 
during the storytelling?

 � Difference between written 
and digital stories?

Interviews Identity
Identity work (Eteläpelto 2009)

2. Social co-authoring of stories
 � At what stage were the 

narratives when they were 
presented in the story circle?

 � What kind of meaning-
making and co-authoring 
took place during the story 
circle?

Story circle 
discussions

Strong narrative thesis (Brockmeier 
2015), ante-narrative (Boje 2001),  
open and closed narratives (Biesta  
et al. 2011) and functions of  
discussion episodes (Iiskala et al.  
2010)

3. Time dimensions of 
storytelling
 � Were stories told from the 

perspective of past, present or 
future?

Story circle 
discussions

Here-and-now, there-and-then 
(Koven 2012), next-in-future  
(own addition)
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natural and things that would otherwise have been difficult to express 
became part of the stories. Without the visuals the storytellers thought an 
important and powerful aspect would have been missing. They transformed 
the workshop into an emotional learning environment, as described by the 
HR expert of the organisation: “there was a highly charged emotional atmo-
sphere and this made a difference compared with other kind of trainings”.

This visual aspect added more depth to the story. (Paul, 34)
There was a far greater feeling of intimacy and the atmosphere was more 

personal. … I mean I’m a pretty extrovert person and so I wouldn’t want 
to show to the whole organisation what my home is like or how I was as a 
child or anything like that but here I had the courage to lead them into my 
story. (Olga, 28)

The DS workshop allowed an opportunity to reflect on one’s own work 
and identity. All storytellers found DS fruitful and were grateful to have 
participated.

at a certain point I didn’t really know why we were doing these stories but 
when we had finished them and especially afterwards when I was discussing 
the topic with other people I thought that in the end perhaps the aim was to 
clarify things for myself and say things aloud in public. (Paul, 35)

There were a lot of emotions involved in the storytelling. If I had con-
sidered the big audience during the process I might have left something out 
of the story. On reflection it was just as well we had so little time and it was 
done at full speed. It was not too purpose-oriented. So it wasn’t just like a 
sales pitch. (Neil, 29)

Social Co-Authoring of Stories as Ethnographic 
Data Collection

Numerous scholars with an interest in conversation analysis and ethno-
graphic studies have criticised interviews as a mode of data collection, 
arguing that interviews are, by definition, artificial and lack interaction. 
By using individual interviews for studying storytelling, I found myself, 
as researcher, a part of this criticised individualistic paradigm. Based on 
this self-criticism, I added the one-and-a-half-hour discussion of the story 
circle as an additional source of data in order to analyse the storytelling 
process and its social co-authoring elements. Stories told to others are 
often heteroglossic, and participants’ comments connect to each other dif-
ferently—either facilitating or inhibiting discussion (Koven 2007, p. 165).
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The story circle discussions include a total of 448 comments, laugh-
ing or a short “hmm.” I analysed comments according their function, 
described in Table 11.2.

Based on the analysis, storytellers presented three types of narratives 
during the story circle, as described in Table 11.3.

During the story circle, the narratives were at different stages and the 
quality of social co-authoring varied, as shown in Table 11.4. The ante-
narratives and open narratives had more changes, slowing and stops than 
the closed narratives. Collaborative co-authoring and social meaning-
making weaved the open stories into closed narrative plots infused with 
meaning. In open narratives, there was more space for co-authoring when 
meaning-making was done between the storyteller and the listeners.

Below I give examples from the comments in the story circle of the 
various forms of narrative.

Table 11.2  Functions of discussion comments. Modified from the functions of 
episodes used by Iiskala et al. (2010)

Function Description Example

TO FACILITATE The direction of the discussion remains the same and gets stronger 
during the episode

Activate Activating new constructs 
in line with previous 
direction

The client comes and the computer 
doesn’t work.

Confirm Confirming that the 
previous direction is correct

Yes working with the client must be 
difficult if there is no picture in the 
data-projector and you have to rush 
round looking for another data-
projector so these are live experiences

TO INHIBIT The direction of the previous discussion is interrupted during the 
comment

Slow Returning to a previous 
direction presented in 
discussion

and still we have several support services 
helping us

Change Changing the direction of 
the discussion

Yes we are like enablers in the 
background and play an important  
role so evaluation should not be  
limited to sales

Stop Stopping the direction of 
previous discussion but a 
new discussion does not 
follow in the same direction

It is good. It is personal

  S. HAKANURMI



  159

Closed Narratives: Individual Re-Evaluation 
of the Experience

Closed narratives were presented in the story circle in a narrative form, 
with a sequence of events and meaning-making of the experience.

it was easy for me [to start storytelling] and with the given materials I was 
able to start right away and I almost needed to control a bit myself in this 

Table 11.3  Different forms of narratives during the story circle

Closed narrative—
narrative with a plot

Open narrative—
narrative without a 
clear plot from the start

Ante-narrative—
missing the theme 
and/or the plot

Description of 
the narrative 
process

Meaning-making 
was to a large extent 
already done by the 
storyteller while the 
role of the other 
participants was to 
listen, confirm and 
ask questions about 
the story

The narrative was 
created during the 
discussion and there 
were changes in the 
discussion. Meaning- 
making was done 
collaboratively

Discussion comments 
were still unrelated to a 
clear plot or meaningful 
narrative. Meaning- 
making was done while 
the storyteller and other 
participants were 
reflecting together on 
things

Function of 
meaning – 
making in story 
circle

Social meaning- 
making of the 
personal story

Social and personal 
meaning-making of 
personal experiences

The impact of social 
meaning-making on the 
experiences of 
storyteller’s and 
colleagues’

Table 11.4  Percentage of functions and the amount of different comments 
(N=) during the 12-minute discussion

Closed 
narratives

Open narratives Ante-narratives

Sheila Berit Neil Mia Paul Cathrine

Confirming 68% (61) 76% (44) 65% (48) 67% (49) 57% (34) 63% (59)
Activating 23% (20) 10% (6) 15% (11) 12% (9) 10% (6) 11% (10)
Slowing 6% (5) 5% (3) 9% (7) 11% (8) 8% (5) 6 % (6)
Changing 3% (3) 9% (5) 11% (8) 10% (7) 22% (13) 17% (16)
Stopping – – – – 3% (2) 3% (3)

(n= 89) (n = 58) (n = 74) (n = 73) (n = 60) (n = 94)
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[writing]. Then I had to check the number amount of words so that it 
wouldn’t be too long but basically I just let it go and then afterwards started 
to count the words and take off some parts so I mean it was a great experi-
ence. (Sheila, 56 years)

Open Narrative: A Forum for Social 
Meaning-Making

When there was a theme for the story without a clear plot, the storytell-
ing process was creative and reflections were shared in a social interaction. 
Discussions provided different options for the story. Other participants in 
the story circle were able to identify with the what’s-it-like—feelings and 
expanded on the reflections with aspects the storyteller hadn’t thought of 
before:

Berit:	 “Do you ever find that you think you have to be 
better at listening but then, as you are thinking 
this you find you are no longer listening?” (all 
laugh together)

Berit:	 “So, oh my God…”
Neil:	 “Exactly! I think I’m listening but in reality I am 

concentrating on trying to listen and so I can’t 
listen properly!”

Berit:	 “That’s what I’ve found a couple of times”
Neil:	 “Well yeah. That’s why I wrote that you shouldn’t 

just listen. You need to really stop and think what 
the other person is saying, and what their words 
really mean. So really you should listen and not 
have to think about how well you are listening.”

HR-trainee:	 “Yeah, it is really good to realize this.”
	 (all laugh together)
Mary (HR-employee):	 “Do you also find that thinking about what you 

are going to respond actually stops you from lis-
tening properly?”

Neil:	 “Yeah, yeah. That’s the thing especially you are 
in a hurry and need to do a report in a certain 
way. You start thinking about how exactly you’re 
going to do it and then you don’t listen prop-
erly to what the air traffic control man is saying 
and what he actually wants you to do (all laugh 
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together). And my answer isn’t what the air traf-
fic control man actually asked me about and 
then I have to go through it all over again and 
it’s dialogue up there in the air and all kinds of 
Finnair and others have to wait there when this 
guy has finished (raucous laughing together) so 
that they can give their flight report too”.

The group reflected on the difficulty of listening, the reasons for this 
and how one might listen more effectively. The discussion allowed the 
deconstruction of the expertise and listening skill to take place. It is a skill 
to know when to listen on a one-to-one basis and when to listen to the 
customer as a salesman. Laughing together was a strong expression in 
confirming the direction of the emerging story.

Ante-Narrative: From Discontinuity 
to Co-Authored Meaning-Making

Ante-narratives leave space for the renewal of the identity. Catherine found 
it hard to find a story to tell. She worked in the organisation’s support ser-
vices. In the story circle the group tried to define the identity for this unit:

I’d just like to say that many people working in the support services prob-
ably think what has this got to do with us [the staff development project]. 
(Cathrine 56)

During the discussion, there were 16 changes such as new beginnings, 
points of views, examples and suggested visuals. The process of meaning-
making was not a linear and continuous trajectory, consisting of an accu-
mulation of signs, which are organised progressively (De and Francesca 
Freda 2016, p. 139). Other people in the group found several concrete 
instances where the role of support services could be demonstrated:

Without you customer service and selling would just not be possible.
And although you are in the background of every single web-meeting 

you are still there even though you can’t be seen.

The discussion was interactive and elicited negotiation while making 
Catherine see her role in support services differently. At times, it was 
hard to determine who the primary storyteller was because events were 
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experienced by everyone. The discussions suggested a place for support 
services in the chain of customer services, and Catherine found her own 
voice based on a professional identity which was different from that of 
the others. The value she herself placed on support services became vis-
ible. Catherine created a story about the role of support services and the 
responsibility of each individual to learn to use information technology. 
This she did by using her own voice.

Stories from the Future

Narratives involve multiple events and sets of participants and are thus 
inherently interdiscursive. The storyteller must negotiate at least two 
speaker roles: narrator (of the narrating event) and a character (in the 
narrated event). There are a number of ways of orchestrating events and 
roles, resulting in different types of narrative performances. A speaker’s 
sense of having a coherent “identity” in a narrative emerges from the 
multivoiced orchestration of different here-and-now, there-and-then, self-
and-other roles. When determining which speaker roles are present in a 
narrative discourse, the general question is “Who is doing the talking?” 
(Koven 2012, pp. 151–154). “Who” means here an identity of the past, 
present or future.

Discussion around stories was partly future-oriented, even though the 
stories dealt with past experiences. A future-oriented way of talking is an 
extension of reflecting on the present. There are comments on how iden-
tity is now and how identity will be in the future. This kind of identity 
work provides a basis for agency with an impact on practice. The difficul-
ties of the past were helping the next form of identity become visible. A 
sense of coherence was represented when past, present and future were 
described, and reflected on, as mixed (Table 11.5).

Table 11.5  Story circle comments classified according to time-scale. The same 
comment could include several time-scales

Sheila Berit Neil Mia Paul Cathrine

Then-and-there 8% (8) 19% (13) 9% (8) 14% (12) 14% (14) 7% (8)
Here-and-now 84% (82) 74% (50) 74% (62) 74% (61) 60% (59) 82% (90)
Next-in-future 8% (8) 7% (5) 17% (14) 12% (10) 26% (26) 11% (12)

n= 98 n = 68 n = 84 n = 83 n = 99 n = 110
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In the following comment, past, present and future are mixed (present 
in cursive, past as bold and the future underlined):

Perhaps you just don’t understand what the other person is saying, or with cus-
tomers you think, is the meeting successful? Will there be any sales or not? Or 
it may be a situation with a friend—a situation where the other person thinks 
you aren’t even listening you still don’t get it so it was the kind of situation 
where in reality it suddenly became clear when my friend—who I have 
known since childhood said that out of all his friends, I am the worst 
listener. It was a situation I hadn’t understood up till then and sud-
denly I found myself talking about why it is like this and then you get 
hurtful criticism. And in this [staff development] project we were talking 
about the differences between people and how the ways you can face the facts 
can differ so much. This was discussed several times and this inspires you to 
undertake a development project on yourself.

Discussion

Narratives provide a rich forum for learning. Moreover, they enable indi-
vidual identity work to be carried out while renewing the values and prac-
tices of work. The story circle as a social practice within DS supports the 
co-authoring of narratives and is also a rich source of data when we seek 
to understand both the individual and the collective learning processes. 
Interdiscursive groups provide a forum for social meaning-making. For 
facilitators it is important to understand that learning occurs while story-
telling—not only by the telling of and listening to closed stories. The core 
of narrative is social, and the more open participants are in the story circle, 
the more they challenge the existing identities and enable the discovery of 
new aspects of identity. Telling stories in a group helps them to see and tell 
more than when alone. Coherence increases at individual and social level 
when co-authored discovery is part of the process.

The data of this research comprised transcribed discussions, but it is 
obvious that co-authoring is more than just spoken words. Laughing 
together, for instance, meant conforming to the narrative, belonging 
together as a group and sharing similar values. Analysis of video data would 
highlight further nuances of interactions and co-authoring. The nature of 
meaning-making in, for example, online interaction, which plays a crucial 
role in modern working life, is a subject for further research. Storytelling 
may also differ in groups were people with different backgrounds, values 
and cultural narratives meet.
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In order to be innovative, organisations need to find new ways to sup-
port employees in identity work and in the remaking of their own agency. 
If we extend an educational culture based on individualistic and cognitive 
practices so that it embraces socio-cultural and embodied practices, sto-
rytelling should have a place in the education of adults throughout their 
working life. It may be beneficial for organisations to consider how they 
can promote storytelling as part of the organisation’s culture. It is not 
enough to simply organise individual psychologically orientated sessions 
with therapists or clinical supervisors, or to increase knowledge and skills. 
Simultaneously, a sense of coherence should be fostered and the identity 
work of employees should be valued. It is not a question of individually 
produced stories but rather of co-authored reflections, and knowledge 
acquired through social discovery of narratives (Boyer 1990, p. 24).

Reformulation of identity is an essential process when employees and 
organisations are developing their agency and practices. There is evidence 
that DS has potential in promoting a sense of coherence and a renewal of 
identities. For storytelling individuals the future-orientation of narratives 
together with rich expression of DS is a valuable basis for their future. 
Telling stories about work at work, works.
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CHAPTER 12

My Story or Your Story? Producing 
Professional Digital Stories on Behalf 

of Researchers

Ragnhild Larsson

Introduction

In this chapter, I share my experiences of producing digital stories on behalf 
of researchers, building on the method of helping people to create a short, 
first person, digital story developed by Center for Digital Storytelling, 
now Storycenter (Lambert 2013). The purpose is to investigate how we 
can use a personal story approach when producing a story on behalf of 
others. What are the merits and challenges of such an approach and what 
do the researchers themselves think of this process and the products?

I had been working as a journalist for 23 years when I became acquainted 
with Storycenter and digital storytelling (DST) in 2009. It was like enter-
ing a new universe and I was amazed by the power in the personal stories. 
In the constant flood of information, these short stories stood out in a 
very special way.

After having participated in several workshops producing my own 
digital stories, I facilitated some workshops on my own. Since I write a 
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lot about science, I wanted to arrange workshops for researchers where 
they could produce their own personal research stories. There was only 
one problem. It was almost impossible to find a researcher with enough 
time or interest to spend two or three days in a workshop. Since most 
researchers are busy with their research and writing research articles to 
communicate with fellow researchers they seldom have the time to focus 
on communicating to the public outside academia, even if they realize this 
is becoming increasingly important.

I then came up with the idea of producing digital stories on behalf 
of, and in cooperation with, the researchers, drawing as much as possible 
on the method developed at Storycenter. In 2012 I produced nine digi-
tal stories for the Swedish Foundation of Strategic Research. The young 
researchers had just received funding in a program titled Future Research 
Leaders. Subsequently, I also produced a digital story with a young 
researcher who got funding from the Hasselblad Foundation and a story 
about a sports scientist at the University of Gothenburg. All researchers 
and their stories are to be found in Appendix 1.

Then, in 2015, I decided to go back to the researchers to find out how 
they had experienced the process and how they had been able to use the 
stories. Their answers have also given me the opportunity to improve and 
develop the method.

Why Digital Storytelling for Research 
Dissemination?

With the exception of one, the researchers I have worked with conduct 
basic research in natural sciences. Their stories, however, are not about 
a specific result or findings, but more about their fundamental research 
question, their passion and driving forces and, as such, illustrate well 
Boyer’s reflections on the scholarship of discovery: “The probing mind of 
the researcher is an incalculably vital asset to the academy and the world. 
Scholarly investigation, in all the disciplines, is at the very heart of aca-
demic life. (…) The intellectual excitement fueled by this quest enlivens 
faculty and invigorates higher learning institutions, and in our compli-
cated, vulnerable world, the discovery of new knowledge is absolutely cru-
cial” (Boyer 1990, p. 18).

There are several different ways to communicate and disseminate science 
(Bucchi and Trench 2008) and in today’s constant flood of information, 
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this constitutes a challenge. For the research to create an impact on society 
we need new ways to communicate (Negrete and Lartigue 2004). A press 
release is not enough and facts alone will not do the trick.

Researchers perform research that can change the world, have an 
impact on their field, or redefine the way we think or look at an issue. 
They really want to reach out to the public and are also obliged to do so 
and to explain what they do to both taxpayers and funding organizations. 
In order to accomplish these tasks, researchers must be able to apply and 
describe the insights of the research.

Storytelling in general, and digital storytelling in particular, is a power-
ful way to communicate science outside academia and to create an impact 
(Margles 2014; Zikovich 2013). “narratives are indeed an alternative and 
an important means for science communication to convey information in 
an accurate, attractive, imaginative and memorable way” (Negrete and 
Lartigue 2004, p. 120). Stories can help people see and understand the 
science and digital stories are ideal vehicles for reaching the general public 
(Olson 2015).

We know from research that the human brain has been evolutionarily 
hardwired to think, to understand, to make sense and to remember in spe-
cific story terms and elements (Gottschall 2012; Haven 2007). Emotionally 
engaging stories affect more areas of the brain than rational, data-driven 
messages. Stories are more memorable, trigger emotions and inspire peo-
ple to take action (Boyd 2009; Zak 2012). Storytelling is also a way for 
researchers to reach new audiences: “The biggest perk is that people actually 
remember information conveyed in a story format. It’s more intuitive than 
a graph, and the emotional response we have as listeners (or viewers) means 
the message sticks with us far longer” (Minke-Martin 2015).

The Process of Producing a Digital Story 
on Behalf of a Researcher

To produce a story on behalf of the researcher I have tried to use the 
method from a traditional Storycenter workshop in digital storytelling. 
One of the main differences is the lack of a story circle and the process of 
producing the stories together in a group which, as anyone who has been 
part of a workshop can testify, is a transformative experience (Hartley and 
McWilliam 2009). The story circle is replaced by an in-depth interview 
conducted by the science communicator, in this case myself.
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Another important difference in the way I work with the stories is 
that the researcher does not participate in the decision as to what images 
and what music to use. Sometimes the researcher has film clips or photos 
that are included, but usually a professional photographer is responsible 
for taking the photos to illustrate the story. I am responsible for finding 
music. The part where the researchers have the most influence is in devel-
oping the script and the story, although the story emerges to a large extent 
from the questions I ask. Based on the interview, I write the script, which 
is then reviewed and approved by the researcher.

Both the researcher and I are responsible for recording the script. The 
voice of the researcher is crucial. I carry out the final editing, while sharing 
the final story is mandatory. There is no option for the researcher not to 
screen his or her film as would have been the case had he or she partici-
pated in a workshop.

Before discussing the issues, I have identified, it is beneficial to describe 
the method I have used, step by step:

Interview

After my initial investigations into the background of the researcher we 
meet for an interview. I explain in detail the stages of the process, produc-
ing the digital story, in order for them to know exactly what will happen. 
Some interviews are conducted by telephone. This usually takes about one 
hour. I almost always pose the same type of questions:

•	 How did you end up where you are now?
•	 Why did you start doing this kind of research?
•	 What is your main interest as a researcher?
•	 What do you want to achieve through your research?
•	 What are the opportunities?
•	 What are the challenges?
•	 Why is this research important to you?
•	 What are you doing right now?
•	 What makes you get up in the morning and continue your research?
•	 Can you tell me about a decisive moment/a turning point in your 

research?
•	 Tell me about your dream project.
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The questions are open and quite loose, in order to provide space 
for a story. I very seldom ask the researcher specific questions about 
their research. The risk is that if you ask specific questions, you will 
get a long answer with factual details that are of little interest to peo-
ple outside the specific field of research. Besides, I know I will in any 
case get the necessary factual information when they answer the other 
questions.

Writing the Script: A First Person Story

I transcribe the interview and typically end up with about 5000 words. 
I then spend a significant amount of time trying to build an interest-
ing story and reducing the information to a script of 350–400 words in 
length. During this process, I feel at liberty to change the wording in 
order to make the script readable and understandable. Additional work is 
then required to make the story powerful.

The script is always written in first person. In the case of some research-
ers who are accustomed to presenting their research in a demotic way, this 
is a straightforward process. Other people not only write, but even talk, in 
a very academic way.

On completing the script, I send it to the researcher in order that he or 
she can implement changes and make the story their own. I advise them 
to read the script aloud to establish whether it feels like their own words. 
When the researcher is satisfied with the script, it is sent to a photographer 
who considers the question of images. The photographer also receives 
the recorded voice-over. Whereas the use of a professional photographer 
secures high-quality visual elements, it does result in less control and own-
ership as far as the researcher is concerned.

Recording the Voice-Over and Collecting the Visuals

I meet the researcher to record the script. First, the researcher reads the 
script aloud until she/he is satisfied. Then, we put the script away and I 
ask questions based on the script which allows the researcher to answer 
more freely. I then delete my questions in the editing process. Sometimes, 
the read script will turn out the best option and sometimes the edited 
recording prompted by my questions is better.
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In the next step, the photographer meets the researcher in a suitable 
place. This could be their working environment, but it is always prefer-
able to avoid a laboratory or an ordinary office. For instance, in the case 
of Natalie Barker Ruchti, a sports researcher and senior lecturer at the 
Department of Food and Nutrition and Sport Science at the University 
of Gothenburg, the photos were taken at a sports center. The pictures 
and video footage for the story about Caroline Johnson, a doctor at 
the Department of Chemistry & Molecular Biology at the University of 
Gothenburg, were taken at her house and in the woods nearby. In her 
case, this environment was relevant to the finished story since nature is of 
great significance to her and is directly relevant to her research into the 
way nanoparticles affect nature.

On occasions, the researcher may have short-film clips or images 
available for us to use, as in the case of Marie Dacke, a senior lecturer 
in Functional Zoology at Lund’s University. Her film clips from South 
Africa were remarkable and illustrated a breakthrough in the department’s 
research by showing how beetles navigate by the moon.

Editing

When the script is recorded and the photo session complete, it is time to 
edit the story, which involves importing the voice-over and images into 
the editing program. I always start by editing the voice-over, and since the 
recording is usually well prepared little work is required. I do not always 
add music but, if I do, I try to commission someone to compose music 
customized for the story. During the editing process, I work alone with-
out the researcher’s involvement.

Voices of the Researchers

The data supporting my discussion in this chapter come from in-depth 
interviews with eight of the researchers intended to find out more about 
their values and opinions regarding their experience of being part of this 
production process.

My aim is not to draw any conclusions on a general level from these 
eight interviews. Rather, the aim is to investigate the advantages and dis-
advantages of using this method. My hope is that this approach will help 
to improve and inspire future ways of developing this method.
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The following questions were sent to all 11 researchers with whom I 
had produced stories up to April 2015:

How did they experience the overall process and how were they able to 
use the finished story and for how long?

How did they value a digital story compared to more traditional forms 
of communicating science?

Did they feel that the stories I produced were their stories and would it 
be a different story if they had produced a story on their own?

How did they feel about being personal, talking about themselves 
rather than exclusively about facts from their research?

What reactions, if any, did they receive to the story?
Finally, I wondered whether they would like to participate in a tradi-

tional digital storytelling workshop, producing their own story.
Of the 11 researchers, eight answered the questions, three in a tele-

phone interview and five by e-mail between May and October 2015. Of 
the other three, two indicated that, much as they would have liked to par-
ticipate, they did not have enough time to do so, while one person failed 
to respond to my invitation.

Findings and Discussion: What Issues Arise?
Below I discuss the findings revealed during the process and in the inter-
views. As an introduction to the findings, we start by considering the story 
of Nathalie Barker Ruchti.

The Story of Natalie Barker Ruchti

Natalie Barker Ruchti is an associate professor in Sports Science at the 
University of Gothenburg. During the interview I asked her to recount 
how she ended up at the University of Gothenburg. She then told me 
the story about her experience as a gymnast in the Swiss National Team 
in artistic gymnastics. In fact, it was due to these experiences, which 
were sometimes challenging, that she eventually found herself conduct-
ing research into the relationship between the athlete and the coach. 
Although this was her motivation as a researcher, she had never talked 
about this before in public. When she first saw the digital story, she was 
very enthusiastic and told me that we had done an excellent job. She also 
stated that it was unusual for her to see herself so close up in the photos. 
It was only when I returned with the interview questions, in 2015, that 
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she revealed that she was unaccustomed to being the focus of attention. 
She felt a little intimidated when recording the script and found the photo 
sessions even more demanding. She said it would have helped if the pho-
tographer had explained the process in advance. It was clear that she also 
wished she had had a better understanding about the possible impact of 
a digital story. “The written script was developed by the journalist and 
myself. I was aware that the content and wording mattered, and this some-
what complicated the way I formulated the sentences. When recording 
the script, I felt a little intimidated, but I did not stumble too many times. 
The focus on me felt unfamiliar. It is not something I am used to” (Natalie 
Barker Ruchti).

Use of the Stories: Impact?
At the time of the interviews, the researchers had used their digital stories 
in many different settings. “Sometimes I have used the story to show 
how I ended up where I am now. Then it becomes much more inter-
esting to know about my personality than about the research itself. It 
also has a career value. In this setting we were portrayed as the Future 
Research Leaders, we were chosen because they believed in us as people. 
Then you need to add something personal. For younger people this is 
important” (Marie Dacke 2015). Alexander Dmitrijev said he had noticed 
that people remember the stories much better and can relate to them more 
than through traditional science communication dominated by facts and 
figures. He even suggests that the digital stories could sometimes replace 
press releases in which current research is also reported.

Most of the researchers published their stories on their personal web-
pages, on their departments’ webpages and, in some cases, on the uni-
versity’s home page. Some researchers also included links to their stories 
in their e-mail signatures, in their presentations of their research and in 
funding applications.

The stories made on behalf of the Swedish Foundation for Strategic 
Research have been shown to Swedish students between 16 and 18 years 
of age. They were produced with the aim of inspiring young people to 
carry out research and consider a career in the natural sciences, by showing 
the people behind the research. These stories were also published on the 
YouTube channel of the Swedish Foundation for Strategic Research where 
four of these stories are among the ten most frequently viewed videos.
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Because of her digital story, Natalie Barker Ruchti has reached out 
to new audiences and people she did not know before. The Swedish 
Gymnastic Federation invited her to give a keynote speech at one of their 
conferences. One of her former students saw the story and sent it to a 
regional soccer team, who invited her to talk at a conference on how to 
encourage more female coaches.

Marie Dacke shows her story when she is invited to talk about life as a 
researcher or to inspire female networks. She appreciates the fact that the 
story provides a complement to her own real-time voice and says it helps 
to change the pace in the presentation.

Caroline Jonsson has many international contacts and receives a num-
ber of requests from people who want to collaborate with her or to embark 
on a PhD. She says that her digital story is very useful because it serves to 
explain her work and research focus in an easily accessible way. The story 
is a way of promoting herself as a researcher as well as the field she works 
in. Caroline Jonsson has also sent the story to people she intends to col-
laborate with and to students who are interested in working with her.

A Digital Story Versus More Traditional Science 
Communication

The researchers consider the digital story to be a valuable complement 
for reaching new audiences compared with other ways of communicating 
science in a popularized way, such as press releases, news articles and tradi-
tional films (Bultitude 2011). One of the researchers said that this method 
resulted in a better story than a more traditional recorded interview would 
have done. The researchers also felt it was important to give me a degree 
of professional liberty.

What the interviewed researchers particularly liked was the pace in a 
digital story, and the fact that it is useful in many different settings. They 
said that the digital story feels more thoroughly worked through and the 
message more targeted than a short film where the researcher talks with-
out a script.

Creating a Story Resembles Research

Some of the researchers felt that the digital story was easily accessible 
and that it was soothing to watch compared to ordinary films where 
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things happen continuously. Even though a digital story may be more 
time-consuming and more expensive to produce than a short-film clip 
on YouTube, the researchers still found it worthwhile. They considered 
it to be a more professional production and therefore more useful in 
professional settings where a hastily produced film would not be shown. 
One researcher also mentioned the possibility of using the digital story as 
a multimedia complement to her CV.

One of the researchers compares the digital story to the way research 
is done, implying that digital storytelling is a particularly appropriate way 
of communicating research. “Sometimes it is fast and lively (like a video), 
but sometimes one pauses and reflects. (…) It actually has this very human 
pace in it, how the story is told—it’s not too fast, and not too slow, you 
have time to actually look through the illustrative images, and the video 
adds liveliness when it is just one part of the presentation” (Alexander 
Dmtrjev).

More Sustainable

Compared with other ways of communicating, the researchers felt that 
these stories could be used for a longer time, since the focus is on emotion 
and motivation rather than on facts. Thus, they provide a more general 
picture of the research in question. One of the researchers pointed out 
that, since she was involved in basic research, she found the digital story 
to be particularly useful and sustainable. Many of the stories referred to in 
this chapter introduce a bigger research question rather than a new find-
ing. The story about engagement in how nanoparticles affect nature is a 
case in point; another instance is the background for questions on how to 
change the relationship between a coach and an athlete.

Other stories focus specifically on the researchers’ motivation for engag-
ing in a particular research issue, such as the researcher who is working to 
find methods for effective pain relief. She told a story about her father who 
had been badly injured in a car accident ten years earlier, and who suffered 
pain every day thereafter. This story will always be relevant when introduc-
ing her field of research.

Some researchers were concerned about the cost of producing a digi-
tal story. Not everyone will be able to afford such costs, and if, or when, 
the film appears to be outdated, it might be difficult to fund a new one. 
However, when considering that the story will be used for at least three to 

  R. LARSSON



  177

four years, the production cost is very low compared with that of a more 
traditional news story.

Reactions from Audiences

Unfortunately, I have not been in a position to interview people who have 
seen the stories, so this information comes from the researchers’ report 
on the reactions, mostly positive, that they have received. Natalie Barker 
Ruchti has received positive feedback from several sources. People have 
said that the story is professional, convincing and strong. She believes it 
moves people in a compelling way since the message is meaningful. Marie 
Dacke has noticed that her story gets attention when she shows it, and 
that people really listen. Some people also comment on the unusual for-
mat with still images. Caroline Jonsson is often told that the story is pro-
fessional, and that it is clear that a great deal of thought has gone into it.

The Personal Story: Is It Trustworthy 
in an Academic Context?

The most obvious difference between a digital story and other, more 
traditional, ways of communicating research is that it is more personal, 
focusing on the researcher, rather than the research results alone. In digi-
tal storytelling, the storyteller’s unique voice is pivotal (Burgess 2006; 
Lambert 2013; Lundby 2008), but researchers are not used to being the 
center of attention. In general, researchers talk about their facts and find-
ings, while academic identity and credibility rely on personal distance. You 
must never say “I” in an academic paper. In a digital story, on the other 
hand, the personal voice is essential.

Unused to the Personal Focus

Being personal was a challenge for some of the researchers and I do not 
think they always understood the need for this before they saw the com-
plete story and saw how it affected themselves and others. Also, in my 
opinion, not all of them understood that the interview would result in 
such a personal story. Still, only three of the interviewees saw potential 
disadvantages in using a digital story to communicate research. One of 
them said that others might not like the fact that it focuses on one person 

MY STORY OR YOUR STORY? PRODUCING PROFESSIONAL DIGITAL STORIES... 



178 

only. Some of the interviewees were concerned that their colleagues and 
other scholars might not like the personal focus since “research is com-
monly seen as something that should be done as objectively as possible, 
and hence talking about your personal connection to a research topic 
might irritate” (Nathalie Barker Ruchti 2015).

After the process of making the digital story, and in some cases before, 
most of the interviewees believed that the personal angle is suitable in 
this context and is good from an outreach perspective. Some of them 
pointed out that my questions stimulated them to come forward and talk 
about themselves. One describes it as follows: “The personal touch is very 
important—and actually I had people (young researchers) quoting my 
words about this from the video later when they talked to me”. “So it 
obviously made an impression on them” (Alexander Dmitrijev 2015).

In my experience, it is easier for younger researchers to be personal 
than it is for their older colleagues who were raised in a tradition where it 
is regarded as non-credible and unprofessional to show one’s personality. 
Also, those researchers who were more used to popular outreach were 
less uncomfortable talking about their personal driving forces. They had 
experienced a positive response from making their research available out-
side academia. In fact, they believed that the personal story was extremely 
important in order to reach out to the public beyond academia. One 
researcher felt that the digital story was a pleasing contrast to how he was 
usually presented in the media where he was often depersonalized and 
reduced to the “researcher”.

My Story or Your Story?
In the traditional way of producing digital stories in a workshop, it is 
essential that the storyteller produces her own story, with some guidance 
from the facilitator. In this case, one could say that I took on the role of a 
very active facilitator and co-storyteller, both writing the script and editing 
the story.

So how did the researchers feel about this approach? Since none of 
them had experience of participating in a digital storytelling workshop, 
they were not in a position to compare the two approaches. Therefore, I 
was curious to find out if they felt it was their story. When asked, some of 
the researchers had not even considered the option of doing a story on 
their own. One said that would never happen, due to time constraints and 
lack of interest. Another researcher said he believed that, if he had done 
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it himself, it would have been fairly close to the story I produced for him. 
Yet, another researcher said she would focus more on the subject and that 
she would not dare to focus so much on herself.

Most interestingly, all the researchers interviewed said they felt the 
story was their own and that they had got their most important message 
across, although they said they would not have used exactly the same 
words or highlighted the same parts of the story. In some cases, they 
felt the story was more specific and targeted than if they had written 
the script on their own. Since a targeted message often elicits feedback 
from peers or other readers they were satisfied with the assistance of a 
professional storyteller. Because the researchers were invited to read and 
change the script, they felt they were in control and that the script was 
in their words, even though I changed the order of the paragraphs and 
omitted some parts.

None of the interviewed researchers made any significant changes to 
the script I had written. Most accepted my first draft and appreciated my 
skills as a professional communicator in building a story. They also felt it 
was important to give me a degree of professional liberty. Overall, I felt 
there was a great deal of mutual respect, which I believe is a precondition 
for a good result.

This is perhaps especially true for researchers who are used to writing 
in a way that is almost the opposite to the way a story is created, start-
ing with the background, ending with the results and then expanding on 
their doubts. Applying this way of writing would result in a boring story. 
“A digital story produced in a professional way lessens the likelihood of it 
becoming boring and reduces the risk of feeling that you are watching an 
ordinary slideshow” (Marie Dacke 2015).

One advantage, according to the researchers, was that it was easier for 
me to find a good story behind the facts, than it would be for them. They 
commented that, with a very deep knowledge of their research themes and 
outcomes, the challenge of explaining it in an easy and understandable 
way was far greater.

Nathalie Barker Ruchti did not see the digital story until it was ready 
and I realize that if she had been more involved she might have made 
other choices, for instance when it comes to the photos. This is a reminder 
to the professional storyteller to be wary about challenging the “main 
character” to reveal things they might not be prepared to share and to be 
aware that the story can make the person who is in focus realize things 
they have not previously fully understood themselves. This is also a reason 
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why it is important to allow sufficient time for the process and ensure that 
the researcher understands the various stages.

Positive Experience of the Production Process

The majority of the respondents mentioned the effectiveness of the pro-
duction, and the fact that it did not take too much time out of their tight 
schedules, while allowing them to feel they were in control of the process. 
One of the researchers compared this process with a film team that spent 
a week at his office to produce a film of the same length. Using “my” 
method the researcher contributed three or four hours of their own time.

All the researchers appreciated the planning, having done the prepa-
ratory interview and being able to collaborate on the script before we 
recorded their story. “I felt I had a good overview of the final product, and 
I was able to contribute with comments, shaping the story. So it was really 
a collaboration. I liked it” (Alexander Dmtrijev 2015).

Caroline Johnson said that the production process became an excellent 
learning experience. As a researcher she could focus on the message she 
wanted to convey while I took care of all other aspects, such as writing the 
script, building the story and deciding which photos and film clips to use.

No Time to Participate in a Workshop

Most of the interviewees said they would like to participate in a workshop 
to produce their own story, but that they would not have the time. Natalie 
Barker Ruchti would like to participate in a workshop to produce a story, 
not so much about herself, but the individuals she researches, to com-
municate her research findings through a narrative story of a research par-
ticipant, for example, a case study of an athlete. If this opportunity could 
be offered, she would be very keen to attend. On the other hand, Marie 
Dacke explained that time constraints would prevent her from participat-
ing in a workshop: “The way you did it took very little of my time. Since 
the currency I use is time, I got a lot out of that investment and I would 
like to do it that way again”.

“What If”: Would the Stories Be Different?

There are many ways to tell the same story and there will obviously be a 
difference if I tell your story or if you tell your own story. In the end, it is 
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the researcher who decides what should be included and excluded in the 
script. So far, I have not experienced any disagreements concerning the 
finished script.

I wish every researcher could have the opportunity to experience being 
part of a digital storytelling workshop, since it is only through such a 
workshop that you can fully understand the power of creating your own 
story. I am convinced that researchers would benefit from sharing their 
stories with others in a research group or collaborative setting as described 
by Hydle in Chap. 13 in this book; it is necessary to experience a story 
circle in order to understand its power.

Professionally Produced Digital Story: A Useful 
Alternative

To conclude, I find that producing digital stories on behalf of others, 
building on the method of a classical digital storytelling workshop, is a 
useful alternative when working with researchers who do not have time 
to participate in a workshop. Obviously, the stories will not be the same 
as they would have been if the researchers had completed their own 
stories in a workshop. As a journalist, I am used to telling other peoples’ 
stories, and these are always filtered through my eyes. When produc-
ing digital stories on behalf of researchers, their stories will also partly 
be my stories, colored by what fascinates me in the stories they share. 
These researchers have not experienced the challenge and possibilities 
of workshop participants in deciding what to tell and how to tell it. 
Workshop participants have the final say even though the facilitator plays 
an active part in the process. On the other hand, many of the digital 
stories described here would never have been told if I had not created 
them. It is possible to claim that I have tried to combine the journalistic 
method with the traditional DST method, adapting it to the reality of 
the demanding lives of researchers.

Producing stories on behalf of researchers and inviting researchers to 
create their own stories are two different methods of communicating. 
One is not necessarily superior to the other. I believe we can learn a great 
deal from both methods in an attempt to develop new ways to promote 
research through meaningful personal stories and create impact.

One advantage of using the skills of a professional journalist or story-
teller, who is trained in finding and writing stories, is that the finished sto-
ries may be more powerful. When facilitating a workshop, you will always 
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help participants develop their stories, but with a larger group the focus on 
each individual will necessarily be less intense.

Also, since most researchers are not used to being in focus as individu-
als, I believe their stories might become more personal when a profes-
sional storyteller helps them to find and shape the story.

To develop this method, there are several aspects worthy of further 
exploration. For example, it would be interesting to try and increase the 
researcher’s involvement in the process of developing the script, finding 
the photos and choosing the music. It is impossible to tell how these par-
ticular stories would have turned out if the researchers had produced their 
own. Therefore, as a research design, it would be interesting to produce 
stories on behalf of researchers in the way described above, and as a con-
trol, arrange for researchers to produce their own stories and observe the 
differences, both in process and in product.

Appendix 1: List of Involved Researchers and Links 
to the Digital Stories

Alexander Dmitrijev, Associate Professor, Bionanophotonics, Department of 
Physics Chalmers. http://www.chalmers.se/sv/forskning/vara-forskare/ 
Sidor/Alexander-Dmitriev.aspx

Natalie Barker Ruchti, Associate Professor, Sport Science, Faculty of 
Education Gothenburg University. http://iki.gu.se/english

Marie Dacke, Associate Professor, Functional Zoology, Department 
of Biology Lunds University. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
LeSgdzMm16c

Caroline Jonsson, Doctor, Nanoparticles, Department of Chemistry 
& Molecular Biology, Gothenburg University. https://vimeo.
com/150806315

Johan Mauritsson, Associate Professor, Atom Physics, Faculty 
of Engineering, Lunds University. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=fFNCDX2bqlE

Johan Malmström, Associate Professor, Infection Medicine, Faculty 
of Medicine, Lunds University. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
j9sghCazy50

Martin Högbom, Associate Professor, Structural Biochemistry, 
Department of Biochemistry and Biophysics, Stockholm University. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nmp2mNiawr8
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Peter Nilsson, Professor, Chemical Biology, Department of Physics, 
Chemistry and Biology, Linköping University. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=_h6GeLOfZt8

Camilla Svensson, Assistant Professor, Molecular Pain Research, 
Department of Physiology and Pharmacology, Karolinska Institutet. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LFmtbxHfDZQ&list=PLAwDfLn
MNIOZ4kG0OKmE1fy6ey1bgsU53&index=15

Sebastian Westenhoff, Associate Professor, Membrane Proteins, 
Department of Chemistry & Molecular Biology, Gothenburg University. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cqp7u6NGlww&index=5&list=PL
AwDfLnMNIOZ4kG0OKmE1fy6ey1bgsU53

Rickard Sandberg, Associate Professor, Cell and Molecular Biology, 
Department of Cell and Molecular Biology, Karolinska Institutet. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=hU_DzpK3ZMw&index=6&list=PLAwDf
LnMNIOZ4kG0OKmE1fy6ey1bgsU53
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CHAPTER 13

The Power of the Eye and the Ear: 
Experiences from Communicating Research 

with Digital Storytelling

Ida Hydle

Introduction

The media department at the University College of Oslo and Akershus 
for Applied Sciences (HiOA) offered a workshop in digital storytelling for 
researchers during 2013–2014. This coincided with a commission from 
the Norwegian Ministry of Justice to evaluate a new prison for young 
people aged from 15 to 18 years. In the workshop, I learned how to use 
narrative and visual skills to convey some impressions from my ethno-
graphic fieldwork in relation to the quality and design of the prison. First, 
I made a Norwegian version. To my great astonishment, the heads of the 
prison at three administrative levels understood the audio-visual story and, 
with my consent, used it as part of their own presentations. They felt that 
I, through the combination of personal visuals and vocals, had articulated 
many of the dilemmas related to the imprisonment of young people. They 
requested an English version and the story has since travelled to China, 
Kazakhstan, the USA, Germany and the Baltics: “Every time I see 
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your little film, I feel like crying”, said the vice-director of the regional 
Norwegian correctional services.

Elements of this evaluation are difficult to convey and disseminate by 
words alone. The method of digital storytelling in this project proved 
more effective than I could ever have envisioned. One of my conclusions 
is the same as the American educator Ernest L. Boyer, who conveys in his 
report Scholarship reconsidered (1990, p. 17) the process of discovery as a 
commitment to knowledge and freedom of inquiry.

Based on my experiences of digital storytelling, this chapter will discuss 
the power of the visual and the challenge of the emotional. My ambition 
is to build bridges between:

	1.	teaching, learning and dissemination of research results as a visual 
and dialogical process,

	2.	the emotional challenges and responses to this dialogical process 
explained with neurophysiology and psychology, and

	3.	the experienced impact of a particular digital story from a Norwegian 
youth prison.

With a cross-disciplinary background as a medical doctor and a social 
anthropologist, I combine intrapersonal skills and interpretations that 
might be useful for a deeper look into the benefits and challenges of using 
digital storytelling for research dissemination.

Previously, I had no experience of the audio-visual tools and pro-
grammes of either PC or Mac. Thus, part of this chapter focuses on the 
complexity of acquiring the practical skills and knowledge necessary to 
construct a digital story. A second part relays the unexpected outreach of 
the story. The third part analyses the viewers’ reaction to the story—and 
the impact this had on its continuing dissemination.

Background and Context: The Prison Evaluation 
Research

The background and arena for my first digital story experience is a research-
based evaluation of the Norwegian youth prison conducted for the 
Norwegian Ministry of Justice. The assignment was to investigate whether 
the prison and its interdisciplinary team fulfil the requirements of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. Since 2012, there have been a 
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number of legislative amendments concerning youth in conflict with the law 
in Norway. The new youth penalty aims to reduce the number of impris-
oned young offenders between the ages of 15 and 18 and to help them to 
understand the consequences of their acts. A new type of youth prison, ung-
domsenheter (two special units for 15–18-year-old offenders outside Oslo 
and Bergen1) was planned according to the needs of young people.

Upon the establishment of these youth prisons, the Norwegian 
Parliament demanded a research-based evaluation of the first unit in 
Bergen. The purpose of the evaluation project was to enable the Ministries 
to make decisions about continuing the existing unit while planning a new 
unit in the Oslo area. In addition, it was to provide a knowledge base for 
the various legal and administrative changes needed to implement the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child within the various support systems 
for young people in prison or probation (health and social care, child pro-
tection and education).

Through fieldwork, interviews and photos, I studied the new imple-
mentations at all levels, together with a legal scholar—Elisabeth Gording 

Fig. 13.1  The finished prison building
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Stang. We reported to a committee of senior advisers from four ministries: 
Justice and Public Security; Education and Research; Health and Care 
Services and Children, Equality and Social Inclusion, in addition to the 
Directorate of Norwegian Correctional Services (Hydle 2014; Hydle and 
Stang 2016).

During the prison evaluation fieldwork, I observed how many different 
actors, including some young inmates, had been involved in the careful 
planning of the prison. They were concerned with a wide variety of practi-
cal, ethical and aesthetic details, as well as the desire to achieve a balance 
between the young people’s safety, security and well-being and their need 
for a normalised life, albeit within prison walls. The need to find good 
design solutions to all these issues is regulated by legislation. A number 
of details in the physical environment had both practical and symbolic 
importance.

I was present at various stages of construction, listening to discus-
sions and questioning the choice of colours, walls, security safeguards, 
space selections, decoration, outdoor space and playgrounds. I wit-
nessed how this delicate balance between care and control was gradually 
taking physical form. These were findings and issues that are not easily 
conveyed by words alone, and therefore I was looking for alternative 
approaches to research dissemination, building on my knowledge and 
previous experiences of working with visual media (as I describe below). 
This led me to explore digital storytelling as a method of research 
communication.

My Theoretical Background for the Entry 
to the Field of Digital Storytelling

I have been interested in the visual and auditory approach to communica-
tion through video for a long time. Since 2000, I have collaborated with 
visual anthropologists, in particular at the Department of Visual Culture 
Studies at the University of Tromsø and at the University of Bergamo. I 
had thus dug deeply into important theoretical contributions by Christina 
Grasseni (2007, 2009), Sara Pink (2012), David MacDougall (2005) and 
Tim Ingold (2002, 2010, 2011).

In the current era of multimodality, a visual cultural approach belongs to 
newer anthropological knowledge about the senses and their contribution 
to new perspectives regarding the role of vision. This approach is not 
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“as an isolated given, but within its interplay with the other senses, and 
with the role of mutual gestuality”, as Grasseni explains, based on her 
fieldwork among Italian cow farmers in the Alps. Her studies focused on 
efforts to perfect cow breeding for the production of the famous Taleggio 
and Strachitunt cheeses. She continues: “Moreover, it explores vision as 
a ductile, situated, contested and politically fraught means of situating 
oneself in a community of practice” (Grasseni 2007, p.1)—both for data 
gathering and for dissemination—or as David Howes conceptualises it, 
“Cross-talk between the senses” (2010).

Film is used as a strategy for discovering coherences in the world, for 
improving dialogue and for dissemination of knowledge. Film as a dissem-
inating tool for ethnographic knowledge can reveal best or unique knowl-
edge or expert knowledge (Holtedahl 2006). The cognitive effect of the 
viewing or filming process may be a tool for education and change. When 
words are insufficient, vision may replace sound and speech. Film creates 
a reflective space between man and the world on one level, or between 
partners in a dialogue on another. Thus, the visual representations from 
research sites may be rich sources of meta-knowledge that contribute sig-
nificantly to alternative interpretations of the research process and of the 
dissemination methodology of a project.

That said, there are further complexities to be unravelled. What does it 
mean to “cross-talk between the senses”? Pictures and video/film used for 
research nowadays may be seen as a recapturing of a particular approach to 
vision, look and gaze in more than one sense. Firstly, the observation, that 
is, the gaze or the look, is one of the main tools in the collecting, order-
ing, analysis and presentation of data. Yet, it is often taken for granted or 
regarded as so obvious that one does not even register it. Bourdieu (1977) 
called this doxa, that is, the syntax that guarantees a common understand-
ing when people talk with each other. In everyday speech, people do not 
explain their grammar; it is taken for granted. Latour, by observing and 
analysing the behaviour of natural scientists in their laboratories, named 
all the material and social processes that contribute to scientific results 
as “blackboxing”—taken for granted by researchers themselves (Latour 
2012; Grasseni 2009). Within the field of anthropology, in which both 
Bourdieu and Latour have a central place, vision and gaze are in use as active 
tools in the expression and development of critical self-understanding. 
This is especially relevant when informants become co-researchers and co-
producers, when they themselves are behind the camera (Holtedahl 2006; 
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Waage 2007), or when they are involved in directing and editing film. 
Vision is thus an instrument for information, for the development and 
dissemination of ideas, for thoughts and practices.

Researchers often describe situations in which they are present them-
selves, whether they are observing and recording what happens in a labo-
ratory (Latour and Woolgar 2013), or interviewing or observing what 
other people do or say. They therefore participate in something of which 
they are partly co-producers. Researchers are never invisible observers as 
storytellers. “We do not just observe those whose story we will tell, they 
also observe us and take in their impressions of us. We affect both how 
people speak when they suffer and how they speak about their suffering. 
We become part of their suffering. In addition our description turns from 
what we interpret from them to be our own story” (Sachs 2003). In my 
project, the informants are well cared for legally by the NSD—Norwegian 
Centre for Research Data. The rules for protecting personal data are strict. 
Therefore, I “told” the story of the prison building, which is possible to 
do without showing individuals up-close, and still conveyed some of the 
context and content of the study subject.

Visual representations are similar to speech or text in the sense that 
they are not neutral. Recent anthropological knowledge about the senses 
contributes to new perspectives on vision, not “as an isolated given”, but 
within its interplay with the other senses, and with the role of mutual 
ways of showing gestures. Moreover, visualisation also shows how the 
researcher’s vision, by leading the camera’s eye, is a ductile means of situ-
ating oneself in a community of practice (Grasseni 2007). This relates not 
only to still pictures but even more to film.

In the critical scholarly discussions of documentary filming, visualisa-
tion may be seen as more than a recapturing of an approach to vision, look 
and gaze. One should also be aware of the interplay with other senses and 
how it is situated in a practice community.

The deaf anthropologist, Hilde Haualand, claims that anthropology is 
phonocentric, that is, we take sound for granted (Haualand 2002). Do we 
also take light for granted? What about the living picture(s) and the abil-
ity and power of the look and the gaze (film, television, worldwide web, 
smart telephones, etc.) to attract and create new forms of communication, 
new spaces, new times and new places? Film creates a space between the 
man and the world, or between partners in a dialogue. When we watch, 
see, observe or view, we meet light, with the look or the gaze. Light is the 
necessary condition for human sight, look or gaze. The gaze or look is 
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what we cannot see ourselves, but what others can see and meet. The gaze 
or look is thus a dialogical term and tool in the sense that I am dependent 
upon your seeing for the registration of a gaze or a look. Is it acciden-
tal that the term vision refers both to a physical and to a metaphysical 
phenomenon?

The Complexity of Skills and Knowledge 
in the Constructing of a Digital Story

These theoretical basics created an analytical context for understanding 
the digital story construction as a complex learning experience. However, 
my own practice was lacking when it came to creating a digital story with 
the use of light, sound and translation of complex content into pictures, 
with voice-over (my own) and music. From that point of departure, I 
was introduced to the methodology of digital storytelling in a workshop 
offered by the Media section at Oslo and Akershus University College of 
Applied Sciences (HiOA) in 2014. The workshop, based on the model 
developed by Storycenter (Lambert 2010), was adapted to meet the busy 
schedules of the researchers.

We were a group of ten scholars from different academic and prac-
tical disciplines (e.g. health care, nursing, physiotherapy, education, 
social work, creative arts) organised in “story circles”. Over two days, we 
explored various learning methods. Building on theoretical and practical 
introductions and demonstrations, group discussions, training and prac-
tice development, we shared our stories.

We were at different stages in the process of learning about digital sto-
rytelling and story making. The facilitators instructed us kindly to share 
as much as possible of the individual learning and working processes, and 
show partial results of the digitalisation to each other, creating a commu-
nity of learning in relation to visual skills (Wenger-Trayner et al. 2014). In 
this community, I felt inspired and challenged; we all asked useful ques-
tions and offered advice to one another, as is the aim of such learning 
communities (Hydle 2015).

We then had access to individual guidance, tailored to our specific 
needs, in structuring and developing our stories, choosing pictures or 
video clips, recording the voice-over, selecting music and working with 
the technicalities related to all of these. After a couple of months, about 
half the original group joined a second workshop to finish and share the 
stories, and to reflect on our experience in a focus group discussion.
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Here, I finished the prison story and took part in a focus group where 
we showed and discussed the stories, offering constructive criticism and 
advice on the various aspects of the story construction process: purpose, 
audience, dramatic question, voice, music, images and so on. In the focus 
group, we also discussed opportunities and challenges involved in using a 
personalised digital story for research dissemination, including issues such 
as the use of the personal, “subjective”, voice as opposed to the academic, 
“objective” voice. All of us, to varying degrees, found it challenging—yet 
stimulating—to change our language and use the personal voice—in both 
senses of the word.

Developing New Visual and Scientific Skills: 
Producing My Story

In the workshops, I learned how to create a digital story based on still 
images and a voice-over in iMovie. Together with the other media com-
munity members, I was invited to imagine and synthesise the best story, 
the best images and the best script—read as effectively as possible in my 
own voice. Inspired by the multivocal nature of realising and then dis-
seminating my research results in this way, I came to feel that I was cre-
ating a work of art. This may be because the personal multivocality of 
the process—the pictures and videos selected or taken through one’s own 
lens, the reflection on one’s own written text and choice of music—comes 
together within the assembled digital story to create an immediacy that is 
greater than the sum of their parts.

Even if a digital story has, necessarily, a formal structure of time, 
sequence and narrative, and iMovie layers on top of this its own program-
matic rules and conventions, there is still, for the storyteller, creative free-
dom in the selection of time, sequence, narrative, images, sound qualities, 
voice and music.

My focus on communication across the senses is based upon dialogism 
as a theory of knowledge which is embodied in the works of the Russian 
theorist of culture, Michael Bakhtin (1981) and the Swedish linguist Per 
Linell (2009).2 Gradually, during this selection process, I discovered how 
their theoretical approaches work in practice: Bakhtin’s terms “dialogism” 
and “polyglossia”3 are tools for understanding the layers upon layers of 
events and actions in a research project.

My second approach for understanding the digital storytelling process is 
actor-network theory as described by Latour, which explains how man and 
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machine together construct a result (2005, 2012), in this case a digital story. 
Picturing or filming is thus understood as a collaborative process between 
man and matter, between the person(s), that is, the researchers and the 
informants, and the technical and material tool(s) —that is, the cameras, 
smartphones, computers and so on. I realised how the construction of 
the digital story “skills the vision”, to use the expression from Grasseni’s 
book, Skilled Visions (2007)—in a dialogical perspective. This particular 
dialogical perspective led me to the argument of the anthropologist Tim 
Ingold (2002, p. 245) that “we see things before light, and hear sound 
before things”. Ingold hardly knew then how his anticipation of how we 
see and hear would later be documented by neuroresearch. The discovery 
of mirror neurons, which may enable the brain to react and “mirror” outer 
visual stimuli even before the reaction reaches the cognitive parts of the 
brain (i.e. before we even acknowledge that we react), explains how we 
learn through mimicry and why we are able to feel empathy with oth-
ers before we become consciously aware that we should do so.4 One may 
describe and interpret mirror neurons as dialogical tools without which 
humans would not be able to develop the necessary communication skills 
from infancy onwards. However, vision is also embedded in environmental 
circumstance. Ingold’s description widens the understanding of the use of 
vision, thus also disseminating the effectiveness of digital storytelling.

In practice, we were asked to write the story in 200–300 words, a cat-
astrophic demand for a researcher whose expertise is to dig deep into 
complexities and explanatory models. How could I possibly convey a mes-
sage in 200–300 words from the complex project of the evaluation of the 
activities in a youth prison in the context of children’s rights? I did not 
know then why I had selected the building of the prison to represent the 
professional and emotional content of the whole issue, the task (mine as 
well as the task of the correctional authorities) and my results. However, I 
did know that physical environments cannot be taken for granted.

Then, we were asked to imagine illustrating images—again a foreign 
feeling for someone used to working in the social-scientific arena. We 
worked as a mutually supportive and advisory group and helped each 
other in this new practice of research dissemination.

We were then asked to find images or short video clips to illustrate, 
deepen, translate or explain the messages of our story. We could have 
used our own pictures or videos, others’ pictures or videos if they were 
legally free to use, drawings or figures—a wide range of possible imagina-
tive illustrations.
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The whole experience was so inspiring, fun and creative that I—even 
before I finished the digital prison story—made two other stories. They 
were linked to another issue and focus on conflicts in the Northern Sami 
areas of Norway, and research into restorative justice in conflicts in rein-
deer herding (Henriksen and Hydle 2016) as well as Sami child protec-
tion and family welfare areas. My Sami colleagues at the Arctic University 
of Tromsø and I have used both digital stories for education and 
dissemination purposes on several occasions. I regard this as a discovery 
regarding the effectiveness of the digital story learning experience. The 
digital story experience has taught me a new way of translating a cogni-
tive “text” into a multivocal message. Firstly, I experienced how the idea 
of using digital stories spread rapidly from one field of my research into 
another. Secondly, I experienced the usability for colleagues, in being able 
to display and share a research area by means of a three-minute digital 
story to support their presentations. In one instance, a colleague brought 
my Sami story to the international conference of indigenous social work 
in Darwin, Australia.

Thanks to the skills and vision of our teachers, we were led through 
the complex process of digital story construction. My pictures were partly 
taken by me (the building details of the prison), and partly taken from the 
Internet, free to use (displaying a Norwegian courthouse and prison). I 
was struck for the first time by the artistic aspect of the work—in the sense 
of expression or application of human creative skill and imagination, typi-
cally in a visual form such as painting or sculpture, producing works to be 
appreciated primarily for their beauty or emotional power. The invitation 
for a researcher literally to use imagination to express a scientifically based 
message was striking and compelling.

I had told the story with my own voice recorded in the studio. Now, 
I wanted a particular piece of music to play the background “mood”. 
Music has an important contribution to the impact of a digital story. The 
brain processes music or musical sounds differently from other sounds. 
Music constructs another layer of meaning and thus conveys other emo-
tional messages than text or pictures (Clynes 2013). I wanted to use a 
particular piece, 60 Seconds, of mixed electronic and instrumental music 
made by the Tunisian-born French musician and DJ Claude Challe. 
Since the piece is available on YouTube5 and iTunes, I tried it out with-
out his written permission In spite of several efforts I have not yet been 
able to obtain permission from Challe, and therefore may only share my 
story with audiences in closed spaces. 
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The story ends with some questions on a scrolling text: Care? 
Punishment? Reconciliation? Restoration? Reparation? While the music 
fades out. The spectators are left to reflect.

Advocacy Through Digital Storytelling?
As I mentioned earlier, neither images nor sounds are neutral. Individuals 
will always add a personal touch via all the decisions and selections that 
are made in the process of constructing the digital story. It is not possible 
to believe in objectivity or neutrality. Even if the images are taken by cam-
era, there is an eye behind it, and a new eye to interpret the result. The 
famous press photographer Cartier-Bresson wrote in his book The mind’s 
eye, writings on photography, and photographers (1998):

For me the camera is a sketch book, an instrument of intuition and sponta-
neity, the master of the instant which in visual terms, questions and decides 
simultaneously. In order to ‘give a meaning’ to the world one has to feel 
oneself involved in what one frames through the viewfinder. This attitude 
requires concentration, a discipline of mind, sensitivity, and a sense of 
geometry—it is by great economy of means that one arrives at simplicity of 
expression. One must always take photographs with the greatest respect for 
the subject and for oneself. (p. 13)

To involve oneself is to become visible as a personal process. This may, in 
a somewhat old-fashioned epistemology, be regarded as “un-academic” 
or “too emotional” to be a good research or dissemination approach. But 
many leading science theorists have argued against the so-called objective 
scientific approach. Latour is one of them, dissolving the artificial distinc-
tion between objective and subjective. We are all subjects in relationships. 
Objectifying “the other” is an act of power. As soon as you have “oth-
ered” another person, you have distinguished yourself as something other 
and above. In anthropology and philosophy, this othering is often linked 
to “orientalism”, that is, colonialism (Said 1978) or sexism (de Beauvoir 
1949).

However, there is a clear distinction between personal and private. 
Thus, the construction of a digital story is not a private matter. I used 
my biological senses, as well as my voice, in the construction of the film. 
A wide variety of spectators commented that it was in fact my voice that 
made the biggest impact and contributed most to their understanding of 
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the underlying story. Other spectators have commented that the intro-
ductory images of the Millennium Boy sculpture by the Australian artist 
Ron Mueck6 together with my wording made a great impression on them, 
introducing the main intention of the story. Again an example of my per-
sonal interest in the relationships between art and science. I share this 
interest with many others, thus I do not regard this as private, but indeed 
personal. This interest influences my personal life and I can use it for pro-
fessional purposes—without revealing my private life at all.

The photograph, as an example of Cartier-Bresson’s “simplicity of 
expression”, will always be in a context, open for interpretation. Gullestad 
shows, through careful analysis of photographs, how the images of 
“African natives” taken by Norwegian missionaries in the 1900s convey a 
colonial perspective and view upon the “other” (2007). The missionaries 
acted in good faith in taking and distributing the photos.

With this adapted critical view, what did I advocate through the digi-
tal story? The spectators, that is, the receivers of my messages through 
the digital story, have so far been in closed spaces (within the context of 
teaching and learning about the youth prison in Norway in general, and 
especially through my research). First, my cross-disciplinary community of 
digital storytelling colleagues gave the impression of having received new 
knowledge about youth committing crimes, about the Norwegian prison 

Fig. 13.2  This photo shows inmates and employees in front of the new prison 
building under construction, discussing details and outlines of the building
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system and about this particular youth prison. Through my selection of 
words and pictures, I was able to convey the suffering and trauma of being 
an adolescent in this precarious situation and the cross-disciplinary chal-
lenges of their helpers, caretakers and guards.

My informants within the Norwegian correctional service took the 
digital story as if it were their story, signifying the impact on feelings and 
thoughts that this kind of visualisation can have on an evaluation project. 
Some of them asked to show the story to other closed audiences, both 
in and outside the country. A variety of students including Chinese law 
students and Norwegian child protection and social work students have 
seen it. So have civil servants in Estonia as well as the Kazakhstani ministry 
of justice and university teachers of social work and child protection. I 
did not have to use many words and explanations to convey my experi-
ences from the project: this three-minute digital story made up for a long 
description, analysis and conclusion—an amazing experience.

My reflections upon the messages in the digital story continue with new 
disseminating experiences. The inner dialogue that Bakhtin describes as 
part of the human dialogism is enriched by this outer medium (and result 
of the inner), the digital story. The translation from a personal—but not 
private—experience to a personal (and still not private) account through a 
finished digital story of research results has a basis in knowledge theory, as 
outlined by, for example, Bakhtin, Linell and Latour,7 as described above.

Another aspect of my reflection is how people perceive a digital story in 
general. Referring back to the spontaneous comment of the vice-director 
of the regional correctional services, quoted first in this chapter, it is inter-
esting that he—as most other people—refers to the story as “film”. There 
is not one single moving image in the digital story. Again, I am thrilled 
by the power of the visual, for example, that impressions from one part 
of the brain transfer over to another in terms of widening the static visual 
representation to an impression of something that is dynamic and moving.

Conclusions

Having made the digital story and shown it several times to different 
audiences as part of my research-based evaluation of the prison, I realise 
how the planning and construction of the environment surrounding the 
inmates and their caretakers expresses ideologies, knowledge and feelings. 
Both my audience and I found that the digital story condensed a complex 
message in an honest and accurate way. The story also contributed to parts 
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of the conclusion of the research-based evaluation: the prison and its pro-
fessionals find themselves within the framework and requirements of the 
UN child convention.

Digital storytelling is an important new field for researchers who want 
to or need to disseminate complex interrelationships between realities. In 
addition, it is effective as a visual and auditory methodology in showing 
research projects and results within a wide range of disciplinary fields and 
practices. There are many more mysteries to discover and analyse in this 
complex field. Thus, as such, digital storytelling may be part of a basic the-
ory of knowledge of science in new eras of digitalisation and visualisation.

Notes

	1.	The two largest cities in Norway.
	2.	I have developed this theoretical viewpoint in two ALTERNATIVE 

publications, Delivery. 2.1. and Delivery. 2.4, see http://www.alter-
nativeproject.eu/assets/upload/Deliverable_2.1_Report_on_
conlicts_in_intercultural_settings.pdf [Accessed 5 October 2016] and 
http://www.alternativeproject.eu/assets/upload/Deliverable%20
2.4%20Final%20research%20report%20on%20conflict%20and%20
RJ%20(1).pdf [Accessed 5 October 2016].

	3.	The literary and culture theorist Michail Bakhtin develops in his 
work “The Dialogic Imagination” (1981) a theory of how the 
meaning of a text always is generated in a context, in Bakhtins term 
heteroglossia. Language is of a hybrid nature, in terms of polyglossia 
and there is always a relation between different utterances, that is, an 
intertextual relation. Texts are always build upon other texts, 
whether oral (auditory), written (visual) or visualised (e.g. pictures, 
films).

	4.	http://www.apa.org/monitor/oct05/mirror.aspx [Accessed 5 
October, 2015].

	5.	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wnywh99mvwk [Accessed 5 
October, 2015].

	6.	http://en.aros.dk/visit-aros/the-collection/boy/ [Accessed 5 
October, 2015].

	7.	Another support for this knowledge theory approach emerged years 
ago from the famous story of the anthropologists Michelle and 
Renato Rosaldo. She died by an accident during their fieldwork 
among headhunters. Her husband, Renato, wrote an article “Grief 
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and a Headhunter’s Rage” (2004). In an interview he focused on 
personal experiences leading to how “the visceral, the disruptive, 
and the violent should be at the centre of cultural analysis. Culture 
should not be limited to what is normal, routine and expected. It 
may be that we should seek out the unexpected and the atypical as a 
way of apprehending other human lives”. See http://www.uc.pt/
en/cia/publica/AP_artigos/AP24.25.12_Entrevista.pdf [Accessed 
5 October, 2015].
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CHAPTER 14

Introduction to the Scholarship 
of Integration

Yngve Nordkvelle

The Scholarship of Integration is a way of performing scholarships so 
that our students and the public are able to make connections across dis­
ciplines, relate isolated facts to each other and put them in context, illu­
minate data in revealing ways, and relate the teaching and learning to the 
everyday lives of students. In the academic world, prestigious prizes are 
awarded primarily to researchers who do exemplary work within their dis­
ciplines. Prices for integration would be awarded to those who are able to 
connect their research to the significant issues and problems that students 
and the public users of higher education deal with. Placing the knowledge 
in the broader context and connecting the dots of related information 
is the core activity of this academic scholarship. Integrating knowledge 
for students means that the academic addresses meaning first and fore­
most: what does this knowledge mean? Integration has become increas­
ingly important because of the huge increase in knowledge and emerging 
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specialties and sub-disciplines are immense. Philosophers of higher educa­
tion describe how the entire ontology of our knowing is different from 
only a few decades ago. Teaching in higher education tries to solve this 
question in a variety of ways, by invoking multidisciplinary, intraprofes­
sional, cross-curricular working methods. Catering for interdisciplinary 
and interpretive practices will allow students to integrate their knowledge. 
In this section we will see how scholarly knowledge and personal knowl­
edge, which are bodily and often unreflected, meet and how digital story­
telling helps students to produce those meanings in critical ways. In this 
section we try and demonstrate how useful a tool digital storytelling is 
for teachers and students in higher education to produce such integrating 
connections.

Digital Storytelling: Learning to Be in Higher 
Education

In this chapter written by Sandra P.M. Ribeiro of the Polytechnic Institute 
of Porto, the focus is on the importance of philosophical and personal 
development of the student. The title, “Digital storytelling: learning to 
be in higher education”, opens a line of arguments about the importance 
of developing interpersonal relationships and emotions through studies 
in higher education institutions. Her point of departure is the need to 
make education which prepares students for a competent and responsible 
way of being in society. Education needs to be redesigned to cater for an 
integration of all aspects of human learning. The author aligns Boyer’s 
Scholarship of Integration with similar strands of thinking in Europe, such 
as in the Delors Report published in 1996. This report endorses the idea 
that education is based upon four pillars: learning to know, learning to do, 
learning to live together and learning to be.

Reflective Information Seeking: Unpacking 
Research Skills Through Digital Storytelling

In this chapter Brian Leaf, National Network of Libraries of Medicine, 
South Central Region in the US, and Karen R. Diaz, of West Virginia 
University, take a closer look at how digital storytelling can play a role as 
an instigator of a more profound and immersive notion of literacy—or 
multiliteracy, as it is called. They take as their context a working university 
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library—a place where all academics, staff and students find a place that 
contains thousands of books, each one of them filled with information 
representing the soul of the author and the culture they have grown out 
of. Libraries are designed to signal the sacred and traditional dimension of 
higher education. They communicate prestige and respect for knowledge, 
as well as everything that unites all sorts of studies at a university: a place 
to find information, to study, read and write. It is a demanding task for 
librarians to teach students all those tricks of the trail, which will open the 
Pandora’s Box of the library. What Karen and Brian have done is to use 
digital storytelling as a vital part of their teaching of this complex matter.

“Now I See”: Digital Storytelling for Mediating 
Interprofessional Collaboration

Grete Jamissen and Mike Moulton work at the Oslo and Akershus 
University of Applied Sciences and the Norwegian University of Life 
Sciences, respectively, as a professor and a senior consultant. The chapter 
grew out of a particular experience of two groups of academics who cre­
ated a joint Masters degree on “Public Health”. The groups represented 
diverse professional groups at two separate higher education institutions. 
Since the group worked so seriously to engage with each other in a profes­
sional and friendly manner their progress was slower than anticipated and 
they did not reach their goals in time. They sought digital storytelling as a 
method to explore their deeper conflicts and problems in communicating 
about their mutual interest.

Narratives of Age. Embedding Digital Storytelling 
Within the Curriculum of Health and Social Care 

with Older People

Tricia Jenkins is the director of Digitales Ltd. and a PhD candidate of 
Middlesex University, London. Her chapter presents insights from research 
projects that involve digital stories on several levels. It discusses the ben­
efits of participation in digital storytelling both by active older people and 
by those who are living with conditions that limit their capacity, such as 
dementia. It also looks at the learning that can be gained from the stories 
produced by older people and the benefits of using digital storytelling as 
a reflective learning tool. It examines the potential for the digital stories 
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to be used within teaching and learning as resources in nursing education, 
or as rich qualitative data for research—the potential “afterlives”, of the 
stories once they have been produced.

The Scholarship of Integration and Digital 
Storytelling as “Bildung” in Higher Education

Yngve Nordkvelle, Yvonne Fritze and Geir Haugsbakk work at Inland 
Norway University of Applied Sciences, Norway. Their chapter intro­
duces a framework in which to see digital stories and the scholarship of 
integration in the relation to theories about pedagogy and didactics. The 
use of digital stories for instruction, collaboration and reflection in vari­
ous contexts of teaching and learning is considered in a European con­
text. The authors describe how using digital stories can be understood as 
both a method for teaching and a “signature pedagogy” for a course or a 
programme.

Critical Story Sharing: A Dialectic Approach 
to Identity Regulation

Mari Ann Moss is the director of Dreamcatcher Ltd., New Zealand. Her 
chapter considers the use of digital storytelling as a way of investigating 
personal and professional identity. She applies a different lens that helps 
to make sense of the challenges and opportunities of digital storytelling in 
organisations. The chapter focuses on an exploratory digital storytelling 
intervention within an organisation and draws lessons that are pertinent 
to higher education.
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CHAPTER 15

Digital Storytelling: Learning to Be 
in Higher Education

Sandra P.M. Ribeiro

Introduction

Societal changes have pushed the long-established boundaries of higher 
education (HE). Despite the changes, teachers still hold in their hands the 
power in learning, not as a bound book of scientific knowledge but as facili-
tators and instigators of life-long learning and ultimately human develop-
ment. Promoting active student involvement in the teaching and learning 
process, improving the communication through responsible interaction has 
advantages for all stakeholders in education. Admitting that it is through 
interpersonal relationships and social interaction that meaning is made and 
that emotions are part of each individual and cannot be dissociated from the 
learning process will lead to unchartered, yet necessary paths.

As technology and media merge with education in a continuous com-
plex social process with human consequences and effects, teachers aspire 
to understand and interpret this volatile context that is being redesigned at 
the same time society itself is being reshaped as a result of the technological 
evolution. Thus, we sustain that education is about learning to compe-
tently and responsibly be in society, where each person is unique albeit 
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part of a larger social community. We acknowledge the prominent role of 
technology in this fast-paced, evolving society and the need for personal 
development to meet the unforeseen challenges.

By establishing an intrinsic and unbreakable connection between reflec-
tion and twenty-first-century skills, Digital Storytelling (DS) has gained 
momentum in HE. While emphasising twenty-first-century skills, it also 
forges a controversial path in academia. DS is capable of linking HE and 
emotion, encouraging self-direction and personal initiative, for overall 
learning and engagement. In practice, however, while reflection is accept-
able and even desirable within the HE community, personal or emotional 
aspects create barriers that are more difficult to overcome.

We argue “Digital Storytelling” is a process which foments positive stu-
dent development in HE, enhancing interpersonal relationships and self-
knowledge while improving overall digital literacy.

Education in a Fragmented Society

Within an educational setting, but specifically for teachers, especially 
unsettling is Roger Shank’s webpage logo that reads: “There are only two 
things wrong with the education system: 1. What we teach; and 2. How 
we teach it.” Education is a myriad of interlacing threads, multifaceted and 
complex that educators have for centuries tried to comprehend, in order 
to piece together and obtain a clearer understanding of the overall puzzle. 
More understanding will lead to the advocated coherent articulation and 
integration.

Societal changes bring forth changes in education. Witnessing these 
changes and recognising that education and society are intertwined and 
interdependent, as each influences and is in turn influenced by the other, 
the literature regarding HE has, over the last several decades, attempted 
to contemplate the changing landscape so as to make sense of these evolv-
ing needs.

Boyer’s special report, “Scholarship Reconsidered”, published in 1990, 
advocates this need for an integrated view of education. In line with 
Bruner (1986), Boyer alerted to the shift in the hierarchy of knowledge, 
claiming that given that the “boundaries of human knowledge are being 
dramatically reshaped” (p. 21), the need for “integration” to address intel-
lectual questions and human problems was paramount. Indeed, a quarter 
of a century ago Boyer confronted higher education institutions (HEIs) 
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by stating that the educational paradigm had to be reconsidered so as to 
include in their mission “an integrated learning approach”, to foster stu-
dents’ personal development. That is to say, HEIs mission should be to 
prepare their students for a life as responsible citizens of the world, capable 
of “arrang(ing) relevant bits of knowledge and insight from different dis-
ciplines into broader patterns that reflect the actual interconnectedness of 
the world” (p. 19).

Later, Delors (1996) published a report in Europe, insisting that edu-
cation needed to be viewed in the broader context of its interaction with 
society, also proposing a humanistic and integrated vision of education. 
Despite the time lapse, Boyer’s “Scholarship Reconsidered” and the 
Delors Report remain a timely and challenging agenda for shaping educa-
tion. Indeed, these authors viewed education as all-encompassing, arguing 
that education is based upon four pillars: “learning to know”, “learning to 
do”, “learning to live together” and “learning to be”. These four pillars 
may be regarded a relevant guiding framework for education development 
in today’s world: learn and know in order to interact within a social con-
text, with direct influence on the individual self, that is, “on being”.

Hence, education should be regarded first and foremost as a means 
to endow a person’s ability to guide and adjust his/her own develop-
ment. Education is not just about educational institutions but also about 
life in general, and more specifically each individual life in a search for 
meaning, so as to make sense of a person’s own life, to integrate the self, 
context and subject matter into a meaningful, personal learning experi-
ence (Baldacchino 2009). This is not a solitary process. It is a relational 
dialogue, where teachers and students, within a specific context, construct 
meaning about themselves as well as about their social and cultural con-
text. Lave and Packer (2008) sustain that learning uncovers, describes and 
fosters human relations. Consequently, learning is not about transferring 
well-defined knowledge packages, but rather about social/contextual 
adaptability that derives from personal interpretation and critical reflec-
tion. Thus, learning is identity development.

The Particular Case of Higher Education

In a fragmented, postmodern society, where people are faced with, “a nox-
ious, painful and sickening feeling of perpetual uncertainty in everything 
regarding the future” (Bauman 1997, p. 193), specific content knowledge 

DIGITAL STORYTELLING: LEARNING TO BE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 



210 

and technical skills are considered to be no longer sufficient. HE needs 
to enable students to successfully manage uncertainty to act in society 
and to cope with the unbounded, exponential knowledge and informa-
tion, so as to expand the understanding of the world and their own self-
understanding, in a reflexive practice (Giddens 1991). Within fragile and 
shifting boundaries, which Bauman coined as “liquid”, the labour market 
creates new demands. Employers seek new skills and qualities: forgotten 
seems to be the need for book-bounded knowledge, to be replaced with 
personal and interpersonal skills coupled with digital and media literacy, 
creativity and imagination in order to create and adapt to new ideas, as 
well as readapt old ones and apply them to unfamiliar contexts (Boyer 
1990). HEIs are therefore compelled to provide flexible programmes and 
teachers are asked to redesign curricula and develop practice-based peda-
gogical approaches, while students are asked to assume a more active and 
responsible stance in their own learning. Institutions and teachers need to 
challenge students to develop critical reflective appraisals regarding them-
selves, their interactions and that of the world around them. Deeply and 
intrinsically rooted in the individual, education is more than instructing, 
it is about being.

Twenty-first century skills postulated across the globe identify the 
need for an interconnected learning process. Literature on HE reflects 
this movement, arguing in favour of “rethinking” (Laurillard 1993), 
“re-envisioning” (Lin et  al. 2013), “transforming” (Mayes et  al. 2009) 
or even “revolutionising” (Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley 2009) HE.   
The need to probe “established boundaries” (McMahon and Claes 2005) 
and “renew” (Palmer et al, 2010) HE, in a world that is unpredictable and 
where knowledge is supplanted by “being” (Barnett 2004), with focus on 
future technological trends (see, e.g., The Higher Education edition of 
the Horizon Reports) is clear, direct and well documented.

These trends are built on the premise that the student is pivotal in all 
educational activities and that the role of HEIs is to help students establish 
and develop emotional connections to learning. This educational frame-
work derives from a humanistic vision of education, from educators such as 
Dewey, Freinet and Freire, and that of Piaget and Vygotsky’s constructivist 
perspectives and collaborative learning approaches. The problem perhaps 
lies in the gap between thinking, expectations, pedagogical approaches 
and what is done in practice in each HEI. Elmore (1991) argues:
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The aim of teaching is not only to transmit information, but also to trans-
form students from passive recipients of other people’s knowledge into 
active constructors of their own and others’ knowledge. The teacher cannot 
transform without the student’s active participation, of course. Teaching is 
fundamentally about creating the pedagogical, social, and ethical conditions 
under which students agree to take charge of their own learning, individu-
ally and collectively. (pp. xvi–xvii)

Student-centred approaches imply establishing closer interpersonal rela-
tionships as opposed to sitting in the classroom filtering rendered infor-
mation. Through dialogue, teachers and students express and discuss their 
needs and interests, as well as learning material and experiences, creating 
a continuous feedback loop, through teacher–student interactions, as well 
as student–student interactions, allowing for the construction, decon-
struction and reconstruction of meaning.

These approaches to teaching and learning also acknowledge that 
despite the massification of HE, each student is unique, with unique per-
sonality and experiences. Learning is about personal development in inter-
action; it is about the self—that of teacher and students—embedded in 
a social context. Higher educational contexts are rich in challenges and 
development opportunities, in terms of autonomy, identity construction, 
development of interpersonal relationships, the development of ideas and 
developing integrity (Chickering and Reisser 1993). Academically, stu-
dents need to adapt new teaching, learning and assessment strategies. 
Socially, challenges emerge in establishing and developing relationships 
with teachers and colleagues, as well as coping with nest leaving and the 
restructuring of family relations. The personal domain encompasses iden-
tity development, greater self-awareness and that of the world around. 
Lastly, the vocational domain relates to the development of a project and 
a professional identity. Within this perspective, HE extends well beyond 
specific content knowledge and cannot be dissociated from learning to be.

Illeris (2008) draws on the work developed by Vygotsky and describes 
learning as a three-dimensional interplay—meaning, personal and contex-
tual. Ideally, it integrates two processes—an external interaction process 
between the learner and his or her social, cultural or material environ-
ment, and an internal psychological process of acquisition and elabora-
tion—and three dimensions—the content dimension, usually described as 
knowledge and skills, but also many other things such as opinions, insight, 
meaning, attitudes, values, ways of behaviour, methods, strategies and so 
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on; the incentive dimension, which comprises elements such as feelings, 
emotions, motivation and volition and whose function is to secure the 
continuous mental balance of the student; and the interaction dimension, 
which serves the personal integration in communities and society and 
thereby also builds up the student’s social dimension.

While cognition is embraced and nurtured in HE, emotion and close 
interpersonal relationships are aspects that, despite the literature advocat-
ing their relevance, still tend to be disregarded in favour of more tradi-
tional approaches to teaching and learning, as these are considered private 
and beyond the scope of HE. Thus, regardless of the current emphasis 
on student-centred learning approaches, considerable effort is made to 
maintain the established boundaries and the distance deemed necessary.

Situating Emotion and Interpersonal Relationships 
in Higher Education

Emotions are essential for human survival and adaptation as they affect the 
way we see, interpret, interact and react to the world that surrounds us. 
However, they are underexplored in education.

Emotions are embodied and situated, in part sensational and physiolog-
ical, consisting of actual feeling—increased heartbeat, adrenaline—as well 
as cognitive and conceptual, shaped by beliefs and perceptions. Over time, 
they have been conceived as private experiences that people are taught not 
to express publicly; they are a natural phenomenon people must learn to 
control; and are an individual (intimate) experience. Emotion has been 
excluded from the HE’s pursuit of truth, reason and knowledge because 
they have been associated with “‘soft’ scholarship, pollution of truth and 
bias” (Boler 1999, p. 109), despite the proliferation of findings from the 
neurosciences advocating that emotions are natural and universal, and 
intimately connected to cognition and the process of meaning making, or 
learning (Damasio 2000).

Emotions are part of the interpersonal dynamics, which comprise any 
learning context. Interpersonal relationships within educational con-
texts, whether they are teacher–student or student–student relationships, 
are complex and rooted in social perceptions of teaching and learning. 
Humans are social beings, thus, learning to be implies the development of 
interpersonal competencies. Within this scenario, emotions, interpersonal 
relationships and learning cannot be disassociated, nor can we disregard 
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any one of these aspects as they are intertwined. There is incontestable 
evidence among the literature that states that interpersonal relationships 
are vital for persistence learning and overall success in HE.

In the field of neurosciences, Cozolino and Sprokay (2006) emphasise 
the need for a close link between learning and interpersonal relationships 
in educational settings, arguing that human brain needs social interac-
tion to make meaning, to shape and reshape its connections, to adapt 
and readapt to an ever-changing world. The brain is thus a social organ, 
designed to learn through shared experiences. At a time when roles are 
shifting in HE, it is important to be aware of the boundaries in these inter-
personal relationships that seem to be getting closer due to the frenetic 
use of social networks, especially between teachers and students. Teachers 
need to find a sustainable personal and professional balance, to under-
stand when and how to rim the boundaries to serve the student and their 
relationship.

In HEIs where traditional teaching and learning approaches predomi-
nate, interpersonal relationships may be devalued. However, as we have 
been postulating, HE is about learning and student overall development 
is the work of HE. If science has proven and validated the connections, 
establishing the framework for teachers to work with, the option lies in 
their hands. Closer interpersonal relations, whether between students 
or between students and teachers, step beyond the confines of what has 
traditionally been deemed as appropriate for HE. Personal or emotional 
aspects are met with mental resistance that needs to be managed.

Personal Storytelling in Higher Education

Stories as a means of making sense of experience have proliferated across 
many different subject fields. If education is the re-contextualisation of 
what has been learned in a continuous process of meaning making, that is, 
to learn how to use the knowledge and skills in different contexts through-
out life, then storytelling is, by far, the best tool humans possess.

Indeed, the art of telling stories, whether orally or in the form of art-
work, is one of the oldest methods of communicating ideas and learning. 
As Ricoeur states a narrative “construes significant wholes out of scattered 
events” (as cited by Walker 1994, p.  296). Stories evoke in all engag-
ing participants unexpected emotions, ideas and ultimately unexpected 
selves, shifting perspectives on experience, constructing and deconstruct-
ing knowledge. It is through stories that experiences gain meaning and, 
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through reflection and interpretation, is then transformed into knowl-
edge. Storytelling derives from the recollection and interpretation of an 
experience that has been significant otherwise it is not remembered. It is 
this dialogic activity in the storytelling process that enables learning and 
thus human development. Learning occurs when reflection on experience 
is transformed into a logical, meaningful story that is shared with others. 
This frames leaning as a social, experiential, reflective process the cog-
nitive, emotional and social dimensions that Illeris (2008) identifies as 
essential to learning.

Personal stories motivate and engage the author in the act of creation. 
To create a coherent and effective story, the author must reflect, select, 
prioritise and organise what he/she wants to say and how this can be 
conveyed. As the story is told, the audience interprets, reflects and con-
nects to their own personal experience, construing new (mental) stories or 
reinterpreting older stories, in order to construe new ones. Furthermore, 
if interaction is possible between author and audience, or among the audi-
ence this (social) interaction fosters discussion and further reflection. The 
entire process is mediated by the intervenient’s prior knowledge, his/her 
feelings in addition to the social and cultural context

The advantages of storytelling are often associated to a particular 
timeframe—childhood. Stories are subjective and emotional. However, 
whereas some regard the emotion in storytelling as powerful, others deem 
emotion as a weakness, particularly in HE. While the value of story writing 
is uncontested, the academy often devalues narrative.

It is in this duality that recent perspectives in HE have forged a new, 
if somewhat still fragile path. We argue that reflection is key in HE. The 
emergence of the reflective paradigm in this specific context has advanced 
storytelling as a learning tool (McDrury and Alterio 2003; Mezirow 
1990; Walker and Nixon 2004). Bruner (1986) and Damasio (1994), for 
example, argue that cognition and emotion is united in story. Storytelling 
in HE draws on this to forge and establish a solid path as this contrasts to 
the reasoning that is traditionally valued in this context. This requires that 
we look at education from a different perspective not only for knowledge 
acquisition, but knowledge construction through interpersonal connec-
tions, affection and dialogue. This view is grounded in story and sto-
rytelling as a primary structure for making meaning and as a metaphor 
for the developing self. Time constraints impose deep reflection on what 
to say and how to say it, hinting at metaphorical and creative escapes. 
Storytelling could then be regarded as a process which fosters personal, 
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professional and academic development, encouraging self-awareness, self-
identity and self-authoring. Engaging in the storytelling process, students 
are guided through the stages of learning, ultimately reaching the last 
stage where deeper level of critical reflection, as is envisioned in HE, is 
required. At the same time, current technological trends have put a new 
spin on storytelling.

Integrating Digital Storytelling in Higher 
Education: A Case Study

The idea that technology is critical in educating the twenty-first-century 
student has aroused the interest of many researchers around storying 
skills, as an essential requirement for effective communicating in new 
technological media. Storytelling coupled with media and digital lit-
eracy skills, coined as Digital Storytelling, addresses most, if not all, of 
the twenty-first-century student outcomes identified. The fact that stories 
can be created using today’s technology enables teachers and students to, 
together, strive towards better information, media and technology skills, 
namely in terms of information literacy, media literacy and Information 
and Communications Technology literacy (Ribeiro 2015).

Digital Storytelling is an umbrella, a global concept to refer to any type 
of media that facilitates the act of telling stories. Despite the widespread 
use of the concept, not all Digital Storytelling tells stories the way and 
with the intent of the Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS). Nonetheless, 
we feel this Californian model (CDS model) best fits our approach and 
intentions as its emphasis is on personal voice and workshop-based teach-
ing method, although we recognise it is not the preference in the field of 
education. Many of the studies in this field refer to its origins and founders 
(CDS and Joe Lambert and Dana Atchley and Nina Mullen) but in prac-
tice the more personal elements are, more often than not, disregarded. 
The model chosen implies a process that, despite not being strict, has a set 
of recommended elements that are considered essential.

Exploring the intersection of identity and DS, we analysed student self-
perception and self-representation in HE contexts, which we intersected 
with teachers’ own perceptions of their students. We considered both 
teachers’ and students’ perspectives, in an exploratory case study through 
the analysis of data collected throughout the DS process—Story Circle, 
Story Creation and Story Show—and crossed that information with the 
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students’ personal reflections and teacher perceptions. Finally, we ques-
tioned the influence of DS on teachers’ perceptions of students.

Grounded on an interpretative/constructivist paradigm, we chose to 
implement a qualitative case study to explore DS in HE.  In three suc-
cessive and cumulative attempts to collect student data, we were able to 
gather detailed observation notes from two Story Circles: 12 written stu-
dent reflections pertaining to the creation process; 14 Digital Stories and 
detailed observation notes from one Story Show. We carried out three 
focus groups with the participants, a total of 16 teachers, where we dis-
cussed their perceptions of each student prior to and after watching the 
Digital Stories. We also asked them about their opinion of DS in HE as a 
teaching and learning method, as well as their opinion on the influence of 
DS on interpersonal relationships in HE. Given the vast amount of data 
collected, we began with an inductive content analysis. Additionally, we 
also analysed the intent of their discourse and tried to figure out the rea-
soning behind their choice of words. The multimodal nature of the Digital 
Stories also impelled us towards a multimodal analysis in an attempt to 
comprehend the semiotics underpinnings of the modes used to create the 
story.

Finding Interconnected Threads

We were able to identify a continuum throughout the DS process imple-
mented, that is to say, student self-perception almost always coincides 
with teacher perception of the student, indicating that perhaps everyday 
teacher–student interaction is enough to obtain the adequate insights into 
who our students are. Teachers admit they were able to identify traces 
of their perception of the students in all the stories and, in this regard, 
we might be fooled to believe DS does not add value to the interper-
sonal relationships in the educational context. Nonetheless, all participants 
admitted that DS had a significant impact on them (author and audience), 
essential to fill in the blanks, to provide the missing pieces. After one of the 
focus groups, one teacher claimed,

Lets say … we had separate pieces of the puzzle and now they came together. 
Everything became clear. We had fragments. We have many students and we 
have to pay attention to all and cannot dedicate ourselves to one person. But 
if we had been aware of some of the details revealed here.1
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The teachers admitted that watching the Digital Stories influence the 
teacher–student relationship. In a particular story, a student discloses a 
serious health problem, which shocked the teachers, as was evident by their 
physical reactions. After watching this story, one of the teachers admits 
“This story has greatly influenced me. From the moment X decided to 
disclose her problem, I am here for her.”

Teachers and students professed having undergone a deeper reflection 
process and understanding regarding their own lives, motivations and 
behaviours and that of others, confirming the pivotal position of DS in 
personal and social development. Another participating teacher explains 
this as such,

this type of approach is very important because it allows today’s students to 
get to know each other and share. Today’s students have great difficulty in 
sharing, in opening up. They receive and receive and give back very little. 
This would allow them to give back a bit of their life, to share things that are 
relevant to them. .[…] This would bring them closer, foster tolerance and 
understanding. […] It would help them become people, people.(emphasis 
in original)

For students to talk about what is socially perceived as private is hard 
because they are afraid to be criticised. Students, like everybody else, 
worry about what impression they make on others and each element of 
the story is selected and organised to disclose what they want. The DS 
process enabled them to undergo a process of self-reflection on who they 
are and what they wanted to show, whether they then disclosed their 
thought or not.

Students’ reflections may shed some light on this:

Creating this Digital Story was a gratifying experience because it allowed me 
to, firstly recall my journey until today and the obstacles I had to overcome 
and secondly, be aware that although my decision to invest in myself was 
done rather late, it was one of the best decisions in my life.

Even if we don’t create a very personal Digital Story, …, we always end up 
reflecting on who we were when we began and who we are now.

We must be imaginative and think about what we want to show. If we want 
to disclose more, and what aspect we want to show, because that is very 
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important too. We should show what we want. What the viewers are going 
to see is what we decide and choose.

I learned that sometimes we don’t see all we believe we see. I was surprised 
to see how my colleagues were able to show their sensitivity, their life, their 
innermost self.

Public sharing was an obstacle, seen by the number of stories erased and 
the number of students that did not deliver the final story. In fact, in 
the three attempts and of the 58 students who were invited to partici-
pate, only 14 consented. Our findings acknowledge that identity, when 
focused on the more personal issues, is not an acceptable topic to discuss 
in HE. Four students revealed the reasons for not wanting to hand in their 
stories, stating:

Sometimes we find it difficult to talk about ourselves. We are still discover-
ing ourselves and so it is a bit difficult.

I prefer to talk about others. (…) Speaking about ourselves is always compli-
cated because we never know if someone is judging us or not, if they agree 
with what we are saying or not.

If I open up too much, I am afraid people will hurt my feelings.

It is complicated to talk about myself because I am not at ease. I believe it is 
easier to talk about others than to talk about ourselves. We are never com-
pletely aware of who we are or what we are doing. We are testing new limits, 
talking about things we never thought we’d talk about.

One student who chose to participate in the study situates Identity in HE 
and the role of DS as follows:

To talk about the self is something we do not do in our daily life, not in this 
HE context. We must focus on what we are listening to and learn in class, 
focus on what we must do, on the tasks and often we don’t have time to 
talk to this or that person to understand what we are feeling, who we are. 
Obviously there is always a part of us that is disclosed, but to talk about 
ourselves this way is something deeper, more personal and something I truly 
enjoyed doing, [it was] very interesting and useful, because it also allowed 
us to understand our colleagues better.
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[…] It makes us reflect, structure, think about what we are going to dis-
close, what we don’t want to disclose and, of course, articulate it with sound 
and images, which makes it much more interesting and relevant in HE. We 
must learn how to articulate for future jobs or interviews. This helps because 
it makes me reflect on who I am and what I want to present to others. HE is 
a good time for something like this, although it is not common. Therefore, 
I thought it was a fantastic way to get us to speak, to make things a bit more 
personal and make us reflect on who we are.

For the students present, these moments seem to have been important, in 
the sense that students knew they were sharing stories, private moments 
and feelings that were meant for the group only. Furthermore, it was 
interesting to see that, although unique, there are universal aspects to 
these stories. Students discovered commonalities, recognising their own 
life experience in the story of others.

The DS creation process in itself implies the development of effec-
tive communication skills and it engages the author and audience in a 
great amount of reflection. As such, it can be applied to every subject. 
However, as we have stated elsewhere, the reflection involved in the DS 
process, whether from the perspective of the author, or the audience, 
transpires the personal perspective, enriching and creating depth to the 
final story, as each layer mirrors the self—a story with personal mean-
ing. While research on reflective teaching and emotional intelligence is 
abundant, the truth is that it remains a challenge to bring this practice 
into HE classroom.

The value of integrating reflection and emotion in our teaching and learn-
ing is sometimes hard to recognize and even harder to practice. (Lambert 
2013, p. 184)

The largest obstacle in incorporating DS in HE challenge is to get teachers 
to recognise its value, to recognise that student reflection and expression 
of emotion enrich the learning process. Teachers need to acknowledge the 
alignment between DS and the intended learning outcomes in HE: DS 
encourages student inquiry, deeper analysis, critical thinking skills, visual 
literacy skills, visual and oral communication, team work, as well as global 
and civic knowledge, rooted intentions in higher educational levels.

DS focuses on the personal and therefore often challenges the way 
we traditionally think about student and teacher roles in HE, where 
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the teacher still assumes his/her role as the active deliverer of informa-
tion and content. This personalised approach in DS creates situations 
where the student assumes a more visible and active role throughout 
the entire process. Besides, as DS emphasises how we engage stu-
dents in their own learning process, it is also capable of overturning 
the carefully planned and controlled lessons from the teachers’ hands. 
Additionally, what is valued in today’s ever-changing world is not 
knowledge as a tidy, transferable package, but adaptable knowledge 
that derives from personal interpretation and critical reflection. In that 
sense, DS foments reflection and evaluation of experiences by creat-
ing opportunities in the classroom for such activities, as an interac-
tive and collaborative process where students offer suggestions, argue 
and question points of view and ultimately rethink ideas. We would 
argue that the process develops essential but tacit skills that challenge 
the objectivity, argument, distance and reason currently valued in HE, 
especially because it is difficult to assess and quantify. Thus, teachers 
may perceive DS as lacking rigour and “objectivity,” despite the sub-
stantiated evidence in the field of DS that question this idea. In DS, 
learning has the power to abolish indifference generated by faceless, 
student numbers and it invites teachers and students to embark on a 
new, unprecedented journey, but change is daunting. Our study, in line 
with Lambert, confirmed it is difficult to break out of the formal, well-
established educational discourse despite the proven value of DS. To be 
fair, we would probably react similarly if confronted with a novel and/
or unusual pedagogical practice that had the potential to challenge our 
deep-rooted beliefs and routines.

Conclusion

Our integrative, interdisciplinary and interpretative approach revealed that 
Digital Stories are puzzles. Authors and audience use Digital Stories to 
create consistency, clarification and coherence of the self, through a con-
tinual process of subjective interpretation. Each story presents one of the 
many possible self-representations, inseparably connected with the micro-, 
meso- and macro-context. Grumet (1991) summarises this idea by stat-
ing: “Our stories are the masks through which we can be seen, and with 
every telling we stop the flood and swirl of thought so someone can get a 
glimpse of us, and maybe catch us if they can” (p. 69).
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Our journey began within the field of education and, in seeking a 
deeper understanding of DS in HE, we travelled the path of identity devel-
opment and self-representation, student development as well as objectives 
and practices in HE.  We focus on the connection of identity, emotion 
and interpersonal relationships to DS as the basis to humanise HE and 
prepare our students for the world to come. Our own story intends to 
argue that although the three pillars—identity, education and DS—pres-
ent a real challenge to the dominant assertions in HE, when interwoven, 
may potentiate learning experiences.

Crafting a personal story is a complex and engaging activity for mean-
ing making that couples cognition and affection, and links the self to 
others. Stories are used to create consistency, clarification and coherence 
of the self, through subjective interpretation. Some criticise emotional 
and personal content in HE. However, research has demonstrated that 
the emotional content at the core of personal storytelling is connected 
to intelligence and higher cognition. It is a reflexive and recursive pro-
cess, which incorporates the essence of human development, identity 
and education. By adding the digital to personal storytelling, we are 
able to incorporate the technical aspects, which drive the information 
society we live in. While we perceive Digital Storytelling as chaotic, DS 
imposes rigour. The DS process cements interpersonal relationships and 
deep critical reflection, which leads to transformation, which lacks in 
Digital Storytelling.

HE today is not about transferring consolidated or developed knowl-
edge. There is a need for a range of generic skills that are relevant for 
society, essential for employability and overall citizenship such as apply-
ing knowledge in practice, adapting to new situations, information man-
agement skills, autonomy, team work, organising and planning, oral and 
written communication, without ignoring interpersonal skills. The Story 
Circle and the Story Show are about listening, promoting community, 
trust and closer emotional ties between teacher and student and among 
the students. The content is personal and emotional, and thus empower-
ing, motivating and engaging. Digital Storytelling offers more than an 
opportunity to incorporate technology. As a process, Digital Storytelling 
demonstrates the capacity to weave the essence of HE: human (personal) 
development, social relational development and technology, thus fostering 
Boyer’s integrated learning approach.
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Note

	1.	Full transcript of the focus groups can be found in Ribeiro (2015).
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CHAPTER 16

Reflective Information Seeking: Unpacking 
Meta-Research Skills Through Digital 

Storytelling

Brian Leaf and Karen R. Diaz

Introduction

Libraries are made of books, and books are filled with stories. These are 
stories of dreams, insights, ideas, and research. The uninitiated view librar-
ies as simply the repository for these stories; however, a deeper look reveals 
libraries’ active role in not only sharing these stories but also creating new 
ones.

Storytelling is not a term traditionally used to describe activities rele-
vant to the academic library or even the academy. But in fact, the academy 
is all about telling stories—to students, to researchers—for the advance-
ment of society as a whole. While department faculty and lecturers engage 
students with discipline content expertise and related discourse, librarians 
are tasked with helping students navigate this content and discourse across 
disciplines as well as within their majors. At times, this task requires a form 
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of teaching information seeking, gathering, and sharing, not based within 
disciplinary confines.

Studies such as Ethnographic Research in Illinois Academic Libraries 
(ERIAL 2012) and Project Information Literacy (PIL 2015) demonstrate 
that information-seeking behaviours observed in a variety of populations 
are complex and require more attention than is traditionally given in the 
classroom. Effectively teaching “the ability to find, use, and evaluate infor-
mation” requires thoughtful design that is best served when aligned with 
primary-course objectives and course assignments. Librarians facilitate 
successful instruction via classroom visits, short-term collaborations with 
faculty, and, at some institutions, through for-credit courses.

Furthermore, libraries provide many distinct disciplines a common 
support structure, which makes Boyer’s scholarship of integration (1996) 
a compelling frame for this chapter. Braxton et  al. (2002) state “the 
scholarship of integration often involves doing research at the bound-
aries where fields converge” (p.  47). Enabling this function has been 
for many years a growing trend among academic libraries, for exam-
ple, the development of spaces such as the “commons” in the early 
1990s, or subject librarians as facilitators of cross-campus collaborations 
(Daniels et al. 2010; Knapp 2011). Boundary erasure can also be seen 
in new library facilities and programming designed to bring research-
ers together to intersect ideas and expertise. Research commons create 
spaces for consultation, education, and collaboration space for novice 
and expert researchers across campus. The spaces and programming of 
research commons are mapped around the concept of a “research cycle” 
that is universal to all disciplines and thus provide a common ground for 
everyone (Research Commons n.d.). The research cycle is a story itself 
that we use to make the very chaotic and messy research process a bit 
more understandable and approachable.

Having already fulfilled the roles of non-disciplinary, cross-disciplinary, 
and interdisciplinary support around the finding, delivering, and creation 
of information in the past, libraries provide the ideal venue for the com-
munity building, collaborative, transformative, and cross-disciplinary work 
of digital storytelling and positions digital storytelling as a potential signa-
ture pedagogy in the libraries. The purpose of this chapter is to position 
digital storytelling within the developing and transformative literacy(ies) 
work of libraries by contextualizing it within Boyer’s ideas of scholarly 
integration.
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The Origins of Metaliteracy

Libraries encourage, develop, and, by their very nature, demand literacy. 
In a library context, literacy is not simply the ability to read content, but 
also the ability to find it, determine if it is the right content, and then to 
use it properly. In addition to the “back room” work of organizing con-
tent to make it findable, libraries also do “front room” work to help users 
decipher and understand those organizational structures. A brief review of 
this work will give better context to the values and perspectives librarians 
give to this view of literacy.

In the 1980s, libraries began teaching programmes called bibliographic 
instruction. Bibliographic instruction taught library users to locate infor-
mation quickly and effectively and often covered the library’s system of 
organizing materials. Such instruction made sense in a print-based world 
when most archival, especially scholarly, information was housed in librar-
ies. As information became digital, prolific, and began to “leave” the 
library, bibliographic instruction proved limiting and ineffective. Libraries 
then evolved instructional programmes into information literacy instruc-
tion: this method is a format and location neutral instructional approach 
to the skills of finding, using, and evaluating information. Information 
literacy focuses on conceptual notions of the information landscape, the 
information cycle, and various threshold concepts necessary to become 
truly proficient in our information-rich world. Information literacy is 
a concept and pedagogy that has gained international recognition and 
effort.

Information literacy is a global concept, with many international col-
lege and university library organizational definitions. In the UK, the 
Standing Conference on National and University Libraries (SCONUL 
1999) organization developed a framework called the Seven Pillars 
of Information Literacy. National Institute of Library & Information 
Sciences of Sri Lanka provides the Empowering 8, or E8 (Wijetunge and 
Alahakoon 2009). In the USA, the Association of College and Research 
Libraries (2015) has quite recently introduced the Information Literacy 
Framework document that stands alongside their Information Literacy 
Standards (ACRL 2000). The Council of Australian University Libraries 
and Library and Information Association of New Zealand published 
a position paper on information literacy that addresses the ability to 
access, process, and use information effectively as a key enabler for soci-
ety as a whole (Australian and New Zeland Institute for Information 

REFLECTIVE INFORMATION SEEKING: UNPACKING META-RESEARCH SKILLS... 



228 

Literacy 2004). Baro (2011) identifies several studies regarding the 
use of information literacy in various African libraries and universities 
although there is no continental or official African statement on infor-
mation literacy.

Beyond these regional documents and studies, the International 
Federation of Library Associations (IFLA 2015) produced guidelines on 
assessing information and its role in lifelong learning. UNESCO (2003, 
2006) has sponsored two meetings of experts from which were issued 
statements known as the Prague Declaration (Towards an Information 
Literate Society) and the Alexandria Proclamation (Beacons of the 
Information Society). These documents address the notion of informa-
tion literacy outside of the academy and focus on lifelong learning that 
affects societies.

Primary and secondary educational organizations also recognize the 
concept of information literacy. Two American educators, Mike Eisenberg 
and Bob Berkowitz (n.d.), devised the Big 6 model of information literacy 
that is used in many K–12 schools and much of which has been adopted 
in the USA in the educational programme known as the Common 
Core. Often at the primary and secondary levels, information literacy is 
referred to as either media literacy or Information, Communication, and 
Technology skills. This approach often conflates the notions of technology 
skills and information skills.

While information literacy is not always associated with libraries in 
mainstream contexts, the ability to find, evaluate, and use informa-
tion is generally recognized as an important competency. In Informing 
Communities: Sustaining Democracy in a Digital Age, a report of the 
Knight Commission on the Information Needs of Communities in a 
Democracy, the importance of information literacy is emphasized as an 
important component of democracy itself. The Executive Summary of this 
report states that it can only do so when “digital and media literacy are 
widely taught in schools, public libraries, and other community centers” 
(Knight Commission 2009).

Moving Towards Metaliteracy

Metaliteracy finds its foundations in Lippincott (2007) and Bobish 
(2011). Mackey and Jacobson (2014, pp. 21–22) define it as a meta-
cognitive approach to information literacy, stating that they both draw 

  B. LEAF AND K.R. DIAZ



  229

upon constructivism for framing this intersection. A theory of learning, 
constructivism was developed by Piaget (1973) and later defined by 
Gergen (1999, as cited by Talja et al. 2005; Oldfather and Dahl 1994) 
“as a view in which an individual mind constructs reality but within a 
systematic relationship to the external world” (p.  60). Psychologists 
Lev Vygotsky and Jerome Bruner refined the concept as social con-
structivism, which states that learning is a “mental process” that is 
“significantly informed by influences received from societal conven-
tions, history and interaction with significant others” (Talja et al. 2005, 
p. 80).

And, indeed, Bobish (2011) states explicitly that in constructivism, 
the “learning is in the doing” and “[doing] promotes active learning. 
Learners construct their own knowledge, individually, and in a social 
context” (p.  63). While he invokes the ageing term “Web 2.0” in his 
discussion, these principles are reflected in such platforms as Wikipedia, 
YouTube, Facebook, and other tools where users are able to collaborate, 
learn, and share information. This thread of constructivism is evident in 
the approach offered by metaliteracy. Its goals echo long-valued informa-
tion literacy principles but include new goals that reflect today’s evolving 
information environment—one that emphasizes and lends itself to social 
interaction made possible by today’s information technology infrastruc-
ture. Metaliteracy is defined as promoting:

critical thinking and collaboration in a digital age, providing a comprehen-
sive framework to effectively participate in social media and online com-
munities. It is a unified construct that supports the acquisition, production, 
and sharing of knowledge in collaborative online communities. Metaliteracy 
challenges traditional skills-based approaches to information literacy by rec-
ognizing related literacy types and incorporating emerging technologies. 
(Mackey and Jacobson 2011)

Metaliteracy recognizes that the information landscape has become 
increasingly participatory due to social media and the resulting sharing and 
collaborations happen in many formats and venues. One does not need to 
look much further than the popularity of apps like Vine or Snapchat that 
allow users to create and share short videos, or more significantly Twitter’s 
role as a communication channel for the Arab Spring. Thus, the infor-
mation landscape has become quite complex. Metaliteracy involves more 
than possessing the technical skills to navigate this complex territory, but 
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also requires deeper understandings to become active, productive, and 
contributing members of this landscape as well.

The metaliteracy framework can be represented as a series of goals and 
objectives. These goals include:

	1.	Evaluate critically, including dynamic online content that changes 
and evolves, such as article preprints, blogs, and wikis

	2.	Understand personal privacy, information ethics, and intellectual 
property issues in changing technology environments

	3.	Share information and collaborate in a variety of participatory 
environments

	4.	Demonstrate ability to connect learning and research strategies with 
lifelong learning processes and personal, academic, and professional 
goals (Metaliteracy, n.d.)

These goals can be parsed out for a total of 33 learning objectives. 
These goals and objectives account for a variety of literacies such as digital, 
visual, media, and information fluency. Focusing on these goals provides 
an adaptive model that does not suppose skill sets that are technologically 
dependent, but is instead one that is flexible in the face of technological 
innovation and changes in policy. It’s a framework that, like basic story 
structure, can remain fundamentally the same no matter future forms of 
technologies or interaction. See Fig. 16.1.

The model of metaliteracy provided by Mackey and Jacobson in 
Fig. 16.1 shows the complex levels of all that is included in this literacy. 
The outer ring highlights the outputs. Information is used, shared, incor-
porated, and produced. The second ring in the model highlights some of 
the tools that allow this work to happen, including social media, mobile 
technology, online access, and open education resources (OERs). The 
next ring indicates the cognition required to use the tools effectively—
accessing, determining, evaluating, and understanding. However, beyond 
these cognitive skills, metacognition is needed—the ability to recognize 
the cognitive skills which are being employed and the ability to use each 
cognitive skill appropriately. Because these layers of understanding are 
growing increasingly complex, collaboration must span all of this work. 
Complex technological and cognitive tasks, such as producing, sharing, 
using, and incorporating information, are best accomplished through col-
laboration. Just as building a house requires a complex set of skills and 
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collaboration, so does building truly literate outcomes require a complex 
set of skills and collaboration.

Furthermore, Mackey and Jacobson (2011) mapped each metaliteracy 
objective into domains of learning: behavioural, cognitive, affective, and 
metacognitive. Behavioural learning refers to the skills and competen-
cies students should gain after engaging in learning activities. Cognitive 
learning is the knowledge students should acquire. The affective domain 
encompasses the changes in emotions or attitudes that occur as a result 
of participating in learning activities. Metacognitive refers to what or how 
students think about their own thinking vis-à-vis reflection on their own 
learning and knowledge. While many aspects of metaliteracy are evident 
in digital storytelling workshops, it is the affective and metacognitive 
domains of metaliteracy that connect so well to its practice. And while 
metaliteracy is not yet an internationally recognized term, it is a recent 
evolutionary term with roots in a widely accepted international pro-
gramme of instruction.

Fig. 16.1  The metaliteracy model by Jacobs and Mackey
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Digital Storytelling as a Pedagogy 
for Metaliteracy

Digital storytelling is focused on process, evidenced by core components 
such as the story circle and the emphasis facilitating a community envi-
ronment in which individuals can safely voice their stories. Metaliteracy, 
as inherent in its key prefix meta, is intended to be a unifying concept 
“about” the ways people consume, share, and produce in the digital age. 
It’s not focused on any single product, but how people get there. Digital 
storytelling is, arguably, less about producing the final story and more 
about the journey to produce it.

Digital storytelling is a facilitated experience with a distinct pedagogy 
composed of four elements. These elements do not have to only take place 
in a workshop, but can be integrated into the classroom as well. These 
elements of community, storytelling, technology, and sharing have not only 
been successful in helping numerous participants produce impactful sto-
ries over the years, but they also contribute to the development of a met-
aliterate learner.

Community

One intentional practice of digital storytelling is the use of a story circle. 
Forming a literal circle of participants provides not only support for the 
storyteller, but security. It signals a closed and trusted group in which 
the storyteller can be vulnerable, explore emotions, and begin articulating 
what he or she deems important about the story. It provides a safe space in 
which to begin to hear the sound of his or her voice. The story circle is a 
time for making all voices equal. Circle guidelines, such as stepping up to 
speak if you have not yet spoken, or stepping back if you have spoken a lot, 
allow for every voice to be heard and signal that every voice is important.

The story circle also provides those who are listening the opportunity 
to practice active listening, empathy, and their own emotional and con-
nectional response to the story being shared. This give and take allows the 
point of the story to emerge and to uncover engaging elements. Listeners 
learn to provide feedback that honours the storyteller’s ownership of the 
story even as clarifications are made and new ideas emerge.

Finally, reflection on the effect on audience is an important component 
of metacognition, especially in regard to writing. The story circle is the 
beginning of building awareness of audience, and what parts of the story 
are important and will connect with audience. Storytellers need to reflect 
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on not only the emotion or idea that they want to convey but also the best 
way to reach the audience to whom they are speaking

Storytelling

When storytelling is practiced first through writing, the storyteller is engag-
ing in the most basic of literacies. The practices of organizing thoughts, 
economizing the text, developing tone, and tightening the narrative are 
each important writing skills. The act of writing engages the storyteller to 
reflect on what has been learned, or accomplished, or felt, that is, meta-
cognition. It is in this reflection that the storyteller develops insights. In 
academic contexts, the incorporation of content knowledge into experi-
ential writing requires even further synthesis and a deeper layer of under-
standing in order to communicate it effectively to any given audience.

Technology

As the storyteller moves from script to video editing, s/he engages with 
new literacies. First come visual literacies in selecting images that enhance 
or magnify the text of the story. Sometimes, the images are “found” 
objects that are literal reflections of the story. Often impactful moments 
that make up stories have not been documented visually, and the story-
teller must look for or create metaphorical images that enlighten, colours 
that enhance, or other even abstract images that enhance the tone or 
meaning of the text.

When the storyteller needs to search for images that can be used in the 
story, s/he must exercise skillfulness in searching through the use of appro-
priate terminology, locating images that comply with copyright restric-
tions, and finding images of high-enough resolution that keep integrity 
in both large- and small-screen viewing of the final video. This process of 
discovery requires creatively generating keywords for discovery in online 
environments and/or visual composition for those who take their own 
pictures. Even if the storytelling is relying on personal images or creating 
their own, it’s important to understand his or her legal rights. This stage 
also presents an opportunity to address issues such as personal digital asset 
management, even if it is a different scale than searching the larger web. 
Sustainable metadata (e.g. could be as simple as file naming practices) 
and version control of one’s own media are still important considerations. 
These are not trivial processes or skills easily learned; being unable to man-
age assets effectively or shallow search may result in frustration in later 
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stages that aren’t completed, or stories that look duplicative if multiple 
participants are using the same images from generic keyword searches.

Next the storyteller works on pacing the images appropriately in the story, 
recognizing when to slow down and spend time on an image, and when to 
rapidly move through images to match the tone and the emotion of the story. 
What transitions are needed and how can they be judiciously applied? Is it 
appropriate to zoom in or zoom out of a picture? And how can all of these 
video-editing techniques work together for a coherent and seamless flow?

Finally, the storyteller has the opportunity to go even a step further 
and find or create music that elicits the mood intended and that draws 
the listener in emotionally. What are the sounds that will provide the same 
emotional connection to the audience as exist with the storyteller? This 
technical versatility cannot be downplayed and addresses so many aspects 
of the literacies that make up metaliteracy.

Sharing

The beauty of digital storytelling is the flexibility and far reaching that 
digital media can have in our web 2.0 world. Storytellers can practice shar-
ing their stories in appropriate contexts. Does this story stand alone? Does 
it sit in a larger web context? How can it be embedded in the right place 
for most impact? What social media venue will host this story?

When stories are shared in publicly accessible ways, the storyteller needs 
to ensure not only that s/he is abiding by copyright restrictions but also 
that s/he is aware of her/his own rights as author of the work. Will s/he 
let others use her/his story? If so, in what contexts, for what reasons, and 
at what costs?

Each of the pedagogical elements of digital storytelling—community, 
storytelling, technology, and sharing—provides opportunity for storytell-
ers to develop and broaden both hard and soft skills. They are technical, 
and they are non-technical. They are the full circle of skills that make up 
what we know as “metaliteracy” and are modelled in Fig. 16.2.

Case Study of Affect and Metacognition in Digital 
Stories

In the fall of 2014 and the spring of 2015, a digital storytelling work-
shop was offered to Second-Year Transformational Experience Program 
(STEP) students. STEP is a co-curricular programme designed to redefine 
the student experience and, as the name suggests, transform their lives by 
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engaging in opportunities outside the classroom such as study abroad, 
service learning, and independent research. In addition to working one 
on one with a faculty member, one of the requirements of the programme 
is to report out on their experiences through a poster, presentation, blog, 
or other means. After the programme coordinator of STEP had attended 
a faculty/staff workshop with the OSU Digital Storytelling Program, the 
programme worked with her to develop a workshop especially for stu-
dents. The following STEP stories demonstrate how digital storytelling 
easily supports affective and metacognitive learning domains.

Filling a Gap in My Confidence

This student tells the story of her formative journey to become a doc-
tor. She recounts the lessons learned from spending two weeks abroad 

•Courage/Vulnerability
•Listening
•Feedback
•Emo�on
•Empathy

•Wri�ng
•Reflec�on
•Insight
•Tone

•Context
•Social media
•Copyright/Fair Use
•Author’s rights/Crea�ve

Commons

•Visual literacy/image 
selec�on

•Video/audio edi�ng
•Pacing
•Searching/Crea�ve 

Commons 

Community Storytelling
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Fig. 16.2  Pedagogy and skills of digital storytelling
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shadowing internal medicine and surgery doctors and what she discov-
ered about her own interests. Using the framework often taught in digi-
tal storytelling workshops, the context, crisis, change, and closure in this is 
evident. The student is seeking real-world experience in medicine because 
she is not sure if this is the right career path for her. The change is in the 
STEP experience itself during the time she spends in Iringa, Tanzania, and 
realizes that surgery fascinates her. The closure is in understanding that 
new possibilities have been opened up, and that she needs to continue to 
be active in pursuit of a specialty. The emotionally charged language and 
visual selections from the “Science Kills” sign to talking about the “peace 
of mind” she gained from the experience clearly represent a change in her 
attitude as well as reflection on this change in articulating it (OSU Digital 
Storytelling 2014b).

City Roots, Country Heart

A double major in environmental policy and agriculture, a Fall 2014 par-
ticipant tells of her time in Brazil and an eventual internship in Cleveland. 
Her views of the country and personal view of herself as a “city girl” 
changed after her STEP experience. The pictures and narration juxtapose 
urban and agricultural landscapes as she experiences new environments 
and begins to develop a passion for farming practices. The change in her 
story comes from an innate desire to go beyond seemingly natural divides 
between the city and the country as well as when her perceptions of Brazil 
change as she continues to study there. The closure comes from how 
small-scale farming practices could exist in the city, or as she says “her own 
backyard.” The initial view of the city and the country as being separated 
entities was transformed when she realized that they could be wedded. 
This was reflected in the images of crops located in vacant lots around the 
city. This student was able to reflect on how her learning abroad and in 
a summer job helped change her perspective  (OSU Digital Storytelling 
2014a).

Case Study of Metaliteracy in Digital Stories

In the fall of 2014, a digital storytelling course focused on the Medical 
Heritage Center (MHC) at OSU was developed. The MHC is the special 
collection of the Health Sciences Library, and contains over 16,000 items 
including rare books dating back to 1555 and medical artefacts from the 
1800s. Until the course was offered, this unique collection had been the 
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purview of primarily genealogists and visiting scholars. While other special 
collections may be used as primary sources to support classroom learning 
for student research, the MHC and its primary artefacts was used as the 
focal point for undergraduate engagement in its special collections.

Life in Moments

In the course, each student was asked to select from a curated set of MHC 
artefacts to research and eventually tell a digital story. They needed to 
complete broad research around the artefact, determine a specific story 
that could be told about that artefact based on deeper research, and then 
connect that story to a personal experience or their own unique experi-
ences. It was an open-ended project in which instructors would help guide 
the scope of a student’s research and try to ensure a cohesive story that 
embodied the elements of digital storytelling, but ultimately the student 
had to determine how they would hook their audience and what details to 
share in order to communicate the larger story (OSU Digital Storytelling 
2014c).

The author of Life in Moments selected a trephined skull to research. In 
her story, she explains the theories and myths surrounding the practice of 
trephination, and she also focuses in on one man’s theory and his inability 
to prove his ideas. The student uses her findings as a jumping-off point for 
waxing philosophically about identity and the peace she has made about 
never finding certainty even while she tries to seek out answers in her cho-
sen field as a pre-med student. The story ends as a celebration of life and 
all the questions it can bring about for someone like her.

One metaliteracy objective is to “use self-reflection to assess one’s own 
learning and knowledge of the learning process.” This story explicitly 
reflects on her research, the sources she explored, and gives them context 
with additional information she found in other sources:

though the learning of trephining practices interested me a lot, it wasn’t 
enough. I wanted to know more. So in hopes of finding further information 
on my anonymous friend, I decided to seek out clues from the other two 
skulls mentioned in Dr. Bartholemew’s letter. These skulls were different 
though.

[…]
With this newfound thread, I decided to dive further into researching 

this practice.
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Another objective is to “demonstrate the ability to think critically in con-
text and to transfer critical thinking to new learning.” By the end, one can 
infer she has taken what she has learned from this and transferred them to 
her own understanding of the world

His case helped me realize that many questions we have in life will go unan-
swered. And that’s okay. I may never know the name, gender, or age of the 
skulls I research. Just like I will never know why bad things happen in life or 
why I was put here on this earth. But all I can do is speculate, accept, and be 
at peace with the uncertainty of life.

Our Family’s Pacemaker

A three- to five-minute story is enough to tell a story, but not enough to 
deliver every piece of information a student might discover in the course of 
his or her research. For this reason, students were required to give an oral 
presentation on their research findings alone. This gave students a greater 
range of flexibility to choose a story of their own without the burden of 
having to prove that they had a deep understanding of the artefact at the 
same time. This was the case for a student who examined an old Medtronic 
pacemaker for his story. While he describes the function and some of the 
history of this pacemaker, he uses its function as a device to assist the 
heart as a metaphor for his grandma’s role in his family. This relationship is 
emphasized by the parallel phrasing the student uses when describing both

Even though they may be small, they are instrumental in the health of those 
who use them.

[…]
Coincidentally, my grandmother is quite the tiny individual, but she plays 

an instrumental role in my family (OSU Digital Storytelling 2014d).

The story is a very personally revealing one in contrast to Life in Moments. 
One can infer that being able to share this story with classmates as well 
as on a public platform helps meet another objective: “Demonstrate self-
empowerment through interaction and the presentation of ideas; gain 
the ability to see what transferable, translatable, and teachable (learners 
are both students and teachers).” The story circle process speaks to this 
objective as well as the objective to “participate conscientiously in collab-
orative environments.”
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It can be seen in both sets of stories how digital storytelling can be 
assessed according to metaliteracy goals and objectives while also support-
ing both the affective and the metacognitive domains of learning and that 
it can be used in any discipline. While the approach and content of each 
story varied, they each told a reflective narrative that was infused with 
emotion and honesty that were more than just a dry delivery of informa-
tion. Being able to do this required a multitude of processes beyond just 
introspection as well, such as effectively researching artefacts online, dis-
covering assets that adhered to intellectual property laws, and synthesizing 
all of this information into a coherent product.

Conclusion

So often disciplinary teaching assumes a set of skills around using infor-
mation that are not articulated. Disciplinary experts absorb information 
skills in implicit ways through a variety of academic experiences, mak-
ing it easy to lose sight of the fact that novice learners may not have yet 
absorbed these skills. Digital storytelling provides a process for uncovering 
many of these unspoken, unobserved, and yet critical skills for developing 
the meta-skills needed in our complex information environment. More 
importantly, it can do so in the most authentic of ways, by incorporat-
ing personal reflection and metacognition into the information creation 
process itself.

Academic libraries have sat between disciplines since their inception, 
and in a way, have served as untapped grounds for the scholarship of 
integration. Institutions such as the Ohio State University and Purdue 
Indiana University offer data management, geographic information 
system services, and provide collaborative spaces for researchers to work. 
Metaliteracy serves as yet another common practice that can be adopted 
into digital storytelling practice no matter the context. Information lit-
eracy in itself has its practices within every discipline and understanding 
how it functions in other fields would seem to be an important outcome 
when engaging in interdisciplinary work.

The academic library role has always been to facilitate scholarly com-
munication across time and distance. As the information landscape grows 
increasingly complex, libraries seek ways to not only facilitate the com-
munication, but to help researchers and learners navigate their own 
role  in  it.  Digital storytelling is an appropriate vehicle for these tasks, 
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similar in its neutrality while providing a pedagogically rich framework. 
These case studies are only a small sample of the possibilities, but they 
demonstrate the potential of digital storytelling as something that not 
only supports content learning, but a growing awareness of process and 
the time it takes to seek out quality information sources.
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CHAPTER 17

“Now I See”: Digital Storytelling 
for Mediating Interprofessional 

Collaboration

Grete Jamissen and Mike Moulton

Introduction

Boyer’s Scholarship of Integration is “the attempt to arrange relevant bits 
of knowledge and insight from different disciplines into broader patterns 
that reflect the actual interconnectedness of the world” (Boyer 2004 
cited in Jacobsen and Jacobsen 2004, p. 51). Scholarship of Integration 
often demands interdisciplinary collaboration and implies interpretation, 
“fitting one’s own research – or the research of others – into larger intel-
lectual patterns” (Boyer 1990, p. 19). It requires that the critical analysis 
and review of knowledge be followed by the creative synthesis of views 
and insights in such a way that what is known speaks to specific topics 
or issues.
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In this chapter, we describe and discuss the outcome of introduc-
ing digital storytelling (DS) as a tool to strengthen collaboration in an 
interprofessional faculty group from two Norwegian universities, the 
Norwegian University of Life Sciences and Oslo and Akershus University 
College of Applied Sciences, involved in developing an interdisciplinary 
Master of Science program in Public Health. After one year of planning 
of the Master’s program, the authors were engaged, as educational spe-
cialists, to design a process of continuous formative evaluation to support 
the collaboration. Two main steps were taken. We introduced time for 
reflection as part of the group meetings, and we introduced a DS work-
shop as an arena for developing and sharing professional understanding. 
Our hypothesis was that DS, based on the model developed by Center 
for Digital Storytelling (CDS), now Storycenter (Lambert 2013, p. 53), 
would give faculty the opportunity to express and share their engage-
ment and scientific understanding. In previous projects, we have found 
the process and products of DS promising as tools to negotiate profes-
sional identities (Jamissen and Skou 2010; Jamissen 2012). We wanted 
to examine the potential effect of DS as a boundary object to strengthen 
a mutual understanding of the program being developed and of collabo-
rators’ own contributions. The concept boundary object describes both 
physical objects, like treatment forms following a patient moving between 
hospital departments, and designed processes to facilitate interprofessional 
collaboration (Heldal 2010; Star 2010). We therefore consider this a rel-
evant analytic approach to discuss DS as a tool to strengthen an integrative 
scholarship understood as interprofessional collaboration and knowledge 
development.

The questions discussed in this chapter are whether it was possible 
to observe signs of a better understanding of the knowledge contribu-
tions of the self and others within the Master’s program development 
process and what role DS may have played as a boundary object in this 
process.

Boundary Objects and Challenges 
in Interprofessional Collaboration

In our discussion, we draw on concepts from several theoretical traditions 
to explore how they contribute to an understanding of DS as a tool to 
mediate interprofessional collaboration.
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Willumsen (2009, p. 21) suggests that the prefix “inter” (in interpro-
fessional) can be used when there is a large degree of interaction and inte-
gration of ideas and activities between collaboration partners. Partners are 
engaged in common decisions, which entail an integration of knowledge 
and skills across disciplines. Together, they create new knowledge, through 
the synthesis of the contributions of each partner, something partners 
cannot achieve alone. Almås (2009, p.  163) introduces the concept of 
interprofessional capability, stressing the ability to adapt to change and 
generate new knowledge and refers to WHO’s discussion of this concept, 
highlighting the need for “(…) a sense of identity, based on knowledge 
and insight of what the team is to do, and on a personal commitment by 
each member to the common goal” (WHO 1988, p. 8). Almås (2009, 
p. 166) identifies identity as something that evolves through social interac-
tion. Similarly, Goffman (e.g., 1971) argues that interaction with others 
creates and sustains identity.

Casto and Julia (1994, p. 20) refer to Kane (1983), who summarizes 
several definitions of interprofessional collaboration in three points, com-
mon objective, differential professional contributions and a system of com-
munication, which correlate well with Boyer’s Scholarship of Integration. 
The authenticity of research in Boyer’s view is dependent upon integra-
tion, developing connections across disciplines that place knowledge in a 
broader context (Boyer 1990, p. 18).

Heldal (2010) refers to common tasks or concepts receiving attention 
from a collaborative group as boundary objects. Within collaboration, with 
participants representing well-defined disciplinary boundaries, boundary 
objects invite boundary-crossing initiative from the group. The objects 
become interacting components of the system, and as Hislop (2005) 
states, they bring about or form relationships. Actors negotiate mean-
ing through the objects. Heldal (2010), however, warns that boundary 
objects, depending upon their nature, can both improve and impede pro-
fessional integration. Objects with plasticity, which invite different inter-
pretations in different situations, will tend to enhance interprofessional 
collaboration, while objects rigidly kept within one perspective are likely 
to hinder such collaboration. Star (2010), reflecting on the origin of the 
boundary object concept, describes how interpretive flexibility – how dif-
ferent groups may have a different use and understanding of the same 
object – has become the most frequent use of the concept. She emphasizes 
that a boundary object is not necessarily a physical object and that “what 
is important for boundary objects is how practices structure, and language 
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emerge, for doing things together” (Star 2010, p. 602). Both Star (1989, 
2010) and Akkerman and Bakker (2011) stress that the usefulness or aim 
of boundary objects does not lie in creating consensus but in finding pro-
ductive ways to build a working combination of diversity and unity (our 
highlighting).

The question arises whether or not we can consider a digital story or, 
more precisely, DS, inclusive of the process of constructing the story in 
a collaborative setting, as a boundary object. Interesting enough, orga-
nizations are now exploring the potential of storytelling as a method for 
knowledge sharing. Sole and Wilson (2002) point out the dichotomy of 
knowledge forms within organizations, those that are abstracted through 
classification, calculation and analysis, and those that synthesize through 
narrative and anecdotal information. Modern organizations have tradi-
tionally favored abstracted knowledge forms but are increasingly finding 
that knowledge conveyed in abstract forms is inadequate. They see sto-
ries as a means to synthesize, communicate and share knowledge (Gabriel 
2000). From a review of the literature, Sole and Wilson (2002) identified 
key knowledge-sharing goals for storytelling in an organization: (i) con-
veying norms and values, (ii) sharing tacit knowledge, (iii) building trust 
and commitment, (iv) facilitating unlearning and change and (v) generat-
ing emotional connection.

Reflection and Storytelling in Organizations

After analyzing stories in organizations, Gabriel (2000) describes how one 
incident can be reconstructed and recounted in different ways, either as 
“facts as information” or “facts as experience”. In each case, he says, story-
work leads to a different “reading” of the incident. “Story-work then 
involves the discovery of an underlying meaning to the events” Gabriel 
states (2000, p. 35), and he refers to these discoveries as poetic interpreta-
tions. In his elaboration of poetic interpretation, he states that interpreta-
tion is core to story-work in organizations and necessary to understand 
how events are “infused with meaning” or meaning is discovered in facts. 
He describes metaphors and other effects used to convey a specific inter-
pretation or meaning, what he calls poetic tropes of story-work. We see 
possible parallels to Heldal’s emphasis on the importance of boundary 
object plasticity and the possibility of adapting different meanings as a 
mediating factor for interprofessional collaboration (Heldal 2010).
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Knowledge sharing through storytelling, however, assumes a cognitive 
process of negotiation and interpretation for both the individual story-
teller and the group or organization in which the storyteller tells his story. 
Indeed, as Amulya (2004, p. 3) states, “The most powerful “technologies” 
for examining experience are stories (narrative accounts of experience) and 
dialogue (building thinking about experience out loud)”. This is in line 
with what John Dewey (e.g. 1997) insightfully pointed out: “We do not 
learn from experience. (…) we learn from reflecting on experience”.

In creating a digital story, the storyteller is both invited and challenged 
to use a broader means of communication. To understand the learning 
processes and outcomes of DS, Jamissen and Skou (2010) introduce the 
concept of poetic reflection characterized by the three dimensions of nar-
rativity, creativity and multimodality. We find this relevant also in the con-
text of reflection in interprofessional collaboration. As Bruner states, “a 
good story and a well-formed argument are different natural kinds” (1986, 
p. 11). Within academia, it is our contention that collaboration sooner 
adheres to a logical argumentation approach: seeking the truth, explain-
ing how things are and analyzing causal relations. This mirrors Sole and 
Wilson’s (2002) point that organizations tend to favor abstracted knowl-
edge forms. Stories, on the other hand, add a new and “poetic” dimen-
sion. Through the narrative process, attention is focused on meaning and 
how experiences can be understood and interpreted. Multimodal texts, in 
addition, involve our visual and auditive senses, and in combination, they 
affect our emotions (Tønnessen 2012). A large body of research indicates 
that visual cues, that unlike the abstract character of words, are concrete 
and help us to better retrieve and remember information. Kouyoumdjian 
(2012) remarks that these findings make sense considering that our brain 
is mainly an image processor and not a word processor. Ultimately, the 
goal is to tap creative energies that emerge in the meeting of different 
perspectives heightened through multimodal expression and interpreta-
tion. In this meeting, new perspectives, relationships and understanding 
are formed (Csikszentmihalyi 1997; Amulya 2004).

Clark (1994) stresses the importance of explicit training that would 
enable professionals to understand what he calls the “cognitive maps” and 
“value maps” of others, and to do so, they must master the skills that allow 
them to become reflective practitioners, according to the concept devel-
oped by Schön (1983). A central task of a reflective practitioner is to seek 
out connections between thoughts and feelings. As Amulya points out:
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By locating when and why we have felt excited or fulfilled by an experience, 
we gain insight into the conditions that allow our creativity to flourish. Now 
we can become more purposeful – not just about our learning but about 
how to work in more creative and sustaining ways. (Amulya 2004, p. 1)

The use of reflection as a tool for understanding and insight focused 
initially on personal application, where individuals could draw upon 
contextually related influences such as feelings and emotions and give 
these a place in the learning process. Reflective practice as a collective 
endeavor has grown with the acceptance of learning as a social construc-
tion. Learners construct their own knowledge within a social context 
(e.g. Engeström et al. 1999; Wenger 1998). In fact, individual and group 
reflection can be mutually supportive within the same learning process 
(Amulya 2004).

The Digital Storytelling Workshop

Our approach was explorative and heuristic with traits of action research 
(Carr and Kemmis 1986) and reflective practice (Amulya 2004; Boud 
et al. 2006).

We based our approach on two assumptions. Firstly, to capture the 
essence of integrative scholarship and to realize a holistic interprofessional 
program is easier if there is a mutual understanding among involved fac-
ulty members for one another’s subject areas as well as insight into each 
member’s professional motivations for their involvement. Secondly, to 
develop this kind of understanding requires room for a reflective process 
in addition, and parallel, to the discussions focused on program design and 
content. Enabling this reflective process was at the core of the project’s 
formative evaluation design.

The development process lasted for two years and the team of research-
ers represented Health Science, Physical Education, Social Geography, 
Horticulture and Animal Science, initially highly autonomous and weakly 
integrated disciplines. Thus the team may be understood as a loosely cou-
pled system (Heldal 2010; D’Amour et al. 2005), meeting on irregular 
intervals and with their primary professional identity in their respective 
faculties. Specific to this group was their shared ambition to build a foun-
dation for a holistic, interprofessional program where students experience 
a near seamless integration of disciplines across universities and university 
departments.
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In the reflection sessions, we gave feedback, based on participatory 
observation, intended to help the group stay aware of and take action 
according to identified collaboration issues. In the DS workshop, faculty 
members developed and shared a story about their personal and profes-
sional engagement in public health issues. Our approach to DS varied 
from the CDS model with regard to both process design and the role of 
the narrator. The actual workshop consisted of three half-day meetings. 
We chose to limit the demands on the researchers’ participation in the 
actual production of the digital stories to a minimum – without reducing 
the situations where the participants shared and listened to each other’s 
reflections. To relieve them from the technical production, we employed 
bachelor students from the University’s Media and Communication 
Program. We also engaged two consultants from Jazzmontør as process 
leaders.1

Data Collection and Analysis

The data underpinning this discussion come from three main sources.

	(i)	 We both followed the entire process as participating observers tak-
ing systematic field notes.

	(ii)	 All meetings, including the feedback sessions in the three DS 
workshop meetings, were audiotaped. These recordings were ana-
lyzed to support our field notes.

	(iii)	 Author one interviewed the six participants involved in developing 
stories in a semi-structured telephone interview that took place 
after the stories were finished and shared.

This chapter builds mainly on data from the process of producing and 
sharing digital stories. However, we also utilize observations from project 
periods before and after story development and production to inform our 
reflections on possible changes.

Our focus is on how the group communicated and worked together 
and how content and focus of the discussions developed. In analyzing the 
data, based on our theoretical underpinnings, we chose to operationalize 
these issues in the following points and looked for (i) signs of trust, com-
mitment and emotional connection, for example, engaged participation 
and expressions of disagreement (Sole and Wilson 2002), and (ii) signs 
that indicate a more in-depth understanding for their own and each 
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other’s contributions to the whole (Boyer 1990). Such signs could include 
participants referring to or using core concepts from each other’s subject 
areas or expressing recognition of the contribution of the others.

In addition, we were looking for referrals to experience with the stories 
and the storytelling process, and comments on the usefulness of this kind 
of approach.

Outcome and Impact

The most concrete result from the storytelling intervention was the pro-
duction of six digital stories, now published on the University website as 
part of the information available to potential students and others inter-
ested in the content of the Master’s program (Attachment 1). The partici-
pants commented on these stories in the interviews.

Communication and Collaboration in the Group

In the group meetings, we observed a change in the level of energy and 
the degree of participation in the group discussions after the storytelling 
process and production of the digital stories. We perceived participants 
as more active and informal in discussions, exhibiting a greater personal 
engagement. To illustrate this, we have chosen an example related to the 
story “Healthy Noise”. The storyteller was preoccupied with identify-
ing factors that characterize and support human health and well-being, 
rather than on factors that cause disease. His first draft was a theoreti-
cal recount of the salutogenetic perspective on public health as described 
by Antonovsky (1987). This theory stresses human capacity for mastery, 
health and well-being as opposed to pathogeneses that emphasize risk 
factors and causes for disease. Through an active feedback process, he 
produced his story introducing central principles of Antonovsky’s saluto-
genesis through children’s natural play. He replaced academic terms with 
references to children at play, a real-life activity – in the cosmos of the 
child – that is enjoyable, meaningful and fundamental for health.

Working with the story changed the way he communicated the concept 
to his colleagues. This, in turn, made an impact on the other participants. 
One of them, on listening to the draft story in a story circle process, 
exclaimed, “Do you really mean this? I totally disagree!” (Participant 1). 
When interviewed later, the participant in question said that prior to this 
she did not really know what his work was and that “working with the 

  G. JAMISSEN AND M. MOULTON



  251

stories brought forth the diversity in our work. It was very informative”. 
She adds that they still disagree when it comes to the relative meaning of 
health and illness: “The way I see it you can find something healthy in 
what is ill and work curatively from there”.

Reference and Recognition

In our field notes, we describe how the participants started referring to 
each other’s concepts. Salutogenesis and restorative context became shared 
concepts referred to in discussions around course design as well as in the 
daily organization of the group process as: “we need to find a restorative 
setting for the group to work in”. We also observed a stronger sense of 
curiosity about fellow participants’ contributions. Before the storytelling 
process, we sensed an uncertainty among the group for how the scientific 
contributions of certain members fit in. An example is the participant who 
had just finished her doctorate in therapeutic and prophylactic use of pets. 
Her story, “Furry Health”, made an obvious impression on the group 
and lead to a strengthening of her position. The group addressed her with 
more expressed understanding and inclusion. This story tells of a person 
suffering from depression and angst, links this person’s experience with 
the healing effect of dogs and relates to research findings supporting the 
importance of pets for psychological well-being.

Epidemiology with an emphasis on geographical information systems 
was another component that received little attention from the group, and 
we understood this to be due to a lack of understanding. The epidemiolo-
gist chose to tell a story tracing the discovery of the HIV-virus and com-
paring this to the Spanish disease epidemic in the early 1900s. He clearly 
defined geographical and spatial elements of public health in the story and 
this, in effect, placed Epidemiology firmly within the Master’s program. 
Both his personal engagement and the importance of this epidemiologi-
cal dimension became clear to everybody as he used all the dramaturgic 
effects of a crime plot to describe the search for the virus.

The Contribution of Digital Stories

We have seen the atmosphere change in the group meetings, participants 
becoming more active and expressing acknowledgment of the contribu-
tions of the others. The participants confirmed this in interviews although 
they would not attribute the change solely to the DS workshops. Two of 
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the participants confirmed our observations but point to the fact that they 
had been meeting regularly over a long period and that the time for the 
first cohort to begin the Master’s program was getting close, as important 
contributions to increased participation.

There were comments in the interviews, however, that support our 
observations that the DS approach in fact did matter. One says:

The group process was important, the way we touched on different dimen-
sions in the story (…) There was a lot to learn in the process when we all 
were unfinished. Through clarification and revisions of the text, I learned 
something very important: “what is the message, what do you want to com-
municate?” this was the most important breakthrough for me. (Participant 
1)

Another participant commented that working with the story had made 
her realize how her own professional focus was relevant for public health 
science.

I was not sure how my background was relevant, but I agreed to join 
because there was a good atmosphere in the group, and the field is interest-
ing. Making the story, and working with the students,2 seeing my contribu-
tion through their eyes, made me realize the relevance of my contribution. 
(Participant 3)

She added that it was challenging to look at herself from a public health 
perspective:

It took a while before I felt I could be associated with public health. Now 
I see that what I am doing has a lot to do with public health, both physi-
cally and psychologically. The production of the story was important in this 
respect. Otherwise, I would not have been provoked to look at my own 
research from the outside and think about it in other ways. (Participant 3)

The same researcher also attaches importance to the multimodal and nar-
rative approach: “It helps with another dimension, not just the verbal argu-
mentative form (…) that it involves feelings, not just talk”. (Participant 3) 
Other colleagues elaborate: “I definitely understood the other expert con-
tributions. I have seen the stories several times afterwards. It was very use-
ful to listen to the other stories in the process and to contribute to making 
the message easier for others to understand” (Participant 1). Yet another 
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participant states: “With the stories I experienced the others as experts in 
a different way. I see them as experts with a strong personal relationship 
to their area of research. I looked at the stories again and I recognize the 
persons in the stories” (Participant 2).

The group leader remarks in the closing interview that she has “no 
doubt that a lot happened in the process (…). It gave us another arena 
and we know each other better, in general and not particularly profession-
ally”. (Participant 4) She also comments that because of the DS process “I 
experience a better understanding, for instance of participant 2’s work. He 
does not say much in the meetings”. (Participant 4)

In spite of this realization, and a realization that “she feels she has 
learned more”, she expresses an uncertainty with respect to time invested 
compared to other methods they might have used.

Digital Storytelling: A Promising Approach

Our focus is on the potential of DS as a tool for mediating improved 
understanding and communication. Our postulate is that the creation of 
room for individual and collective reflection through DS will help improve 
interprofessional collaboration and be useful with regard to the scholar-
ship of integration.

According to Casto and Julia (1994) and Willumsen (2009), terms 
like common objective, differential professional contributions, and a system 
of communication are central themes in interprofessional collaboration. 
Clearly, our group of researchers had a common objective in establish-
ing a Public Health Master’s Program, integrating different professional 
contributions and perspectives. The integration of contributions would 
depend highly on how well the group could negotiate a system of com-
munication and a common understanding of terminology. We have seen in 
the comments above that not only did the group represent different aca-
demic disciplines; they also had varying personal views on important issues 
regarding public health. The question then is whether our intervention in 
general and the DS workshop in particular contributed to a more efficient 
system of communication and thereby led to a better understanding of 
each other’s contributions.

We find the small comments and the referrals to each other’s concepts 
are important signs of increased trust and shared tacit knowledge, in 
line with knowledge-sharing goals described by Sole and Wilson (2002). 
When two researchers, after more than a year of collaboration, through 
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the storytelling process discover they totally disagree on something 
as fundamental as the relative importance of prophylaxis versus treat-
ment or sickness versus health, the alternative approach clearly brought 
forth knowledge that had previously been uncommunicated. We find 
the statement “I totally disagree!” quite a strong and direct statement 
between professionals and an example of what Sole and Wilson (2002) 
describe as conveying norms and values. Although it may not be cru-
cial that they agree, understanding each other’s points of view on such 
important issues and being able to comment on the disagreement so 
directly influence the ability to build a trustworthy holistic program for 
the students.

Collectively, many of our observations and registered comments 
embody a process of identity negotiation and clarification, something that 
is vital to interprofessional collaboration (Almås 2009). We see identity 
negotiation on both the individual level and the group level. These efforts 
to form understanding exemplify how both personal and professional 
identities develop through social interaction. This is evident, for example, 
when a participant confides that she first realized the relevance of her own 
contribution with the help of feedback on her narrative from other par-
ticipants. As Boyer points out, connecting one’s own expertise to a larger 
context is vital for scholarly integration (1990, p. 18).

In “Noisy Health”, we see an example of how the producer’s pro-
fessional identity became clearer to the others. Within the story circle’s 
feedback loops of dialogue and interpretation, he transformed the way in 
which he communicated his scientific passion. This again transformed the 
way in which the others understood his passion. The digital story, both 
through the production process and as a product, contributed to a bet-
ter understanding of his professional contribution to the Public Health 
Program. These examples strengthen our belief that the conscious orga-
nization of processes for sharing, reflecting and developing knowledge in 
a collaborative setting will give more focus and transparency, and serve to 
improve the quality of both individual and collective identity development 
and disciplinary integration.

Using stories as focal points for individual and collective reflection, 
interpretation and understanding captures also the intension of Heldal’s 
(2010) boundary objects as mediators of boundary-crossing initia-
tives. Particularly, DS embodies the interpretive flexibility of boundary 
objects stressed by Star (2010, p. 602) and the necessary elasticity or 
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plasticity (Heldal 2010) that allows for, and in fact elicits, different 
cross boundary interpretations. The reflective room established through 
DS encourages collective learning through a multifaceted flux between 
the individual and the group and between academic and emotional 
reflection.

As a boundary object, DS should be perceived as both a process and a 
product. The role of the boundary object was not, as in the case discussed 
by Heldal, to create a mediating connection between health profession-
als in a process of treatment (2010, p. 21) but rather to contribute to 
increased consciousness and shared knowledge on professional and per-
sonal levels between group members. As we have described, the outcome 
of the DS process was not consensus in the sense of faculty adopting each 
other’s professional understanding or values (Star 1989, 2010; Akkerman 
and Bakker 2011). Instead, the process served as a catalyst to disclose and 
expand on diversity and enable a better foundation for building a “work-
ing combination of diversity and unity” (Akkerman and Bakker 2011). 
This, we feel, defines a dynamic boundary object that supports the negoti-
ation of scientific understanding and professional identity, and the expres-
sion of personal engagement.

From our observations, the “poetic” qualities found in DS, but often 
not explicitly targeted in academic and organizational collaboration, 
appear to have enhanced the facilitation of interpretation. This was par-
ticularly evident when researchers presented their final stories. Narratives 
that were subject to active story circle discussions and interpretations were 
now given their complete expressions through audio and visual represen-
tations. As Tønnessen (2012) points out, the storyteller has the opportu-
nity to build layers of meaning using images, voiceover, music and sound 
effects. “Whether it becomes a good multimodal story or not depends 
on our conscious considerations on how these resources best contribute 
to the whole – and how they interplay with each other” (2012, p. 62). 
Although media students were instrumental in producing the final stories 
and story authors were, in a lesser degree, involved with choosing images 
and sound effects, multimodal features clearly enhanced the message and 
personal engagement embodied in each story and thereby strengthen the 
integrative process. We sensed a collective feeling of pride and an emotional 
connection between colleagues. The digital stories took on the role of 
program metaphors or what Gabriel (2000) refers to as poetic tropes of 
story-work, signifying personal engagement and academic diversity within 
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the work group. The stories created an image of a working combination of 
diversity and unity, similar to what Akkerman and Bakker (2011) stressed 
as the primary aim of boundary objects.

Through the story circle process, we witnessed a negotiation of both 
individual and collective professional identities, which we do not believe 
would have occurred without the introduction of digital stories. The 
initial uncertainties we sensed with regard to professional roles within 
the collaboration seemed to be resolved with the presentation of the 
finished stories. A greater understanding of each other’s knowledge 
and experience prevailed. With the recognition of interprofessional col-
laboration as an evolving process, this is a good point of departure for 
the further development of the Master’s program, a program that in its 
form and content represents an example of scholarship of integration in 
practice.

Concluding Remarks

Based on our previous experiences, we envisioned DS, when understood 
as both a process and a product, as a potential boundary object for pro-
moting reflection and mediating interprofessional collaboration and a 
meaningful integration of disciplines. Our belief is strengthened after this 
project. We must be careful, however, not to claim a definitive causal rela-
tionship between DS and improved interprofessional collaboration. Our 
research design was not rigorous enough to defend such a conclusion. We 
are convinced, on the other hand, that many of the exchanges referred 
in this chapter and the understanding embodied in them would not have 
come forth without the DS intervention. Stories become focal points for 
individual and collective reflection, and the resulting interpretation and 
understanding capture the intension of Heldal’s (2010) boundary objects 
as mediators of boundary-crossing initiative. This initiative is stimulated 
by the inclusion of the “poetic” qualities of DS (Jamissen and Skou 2010) 
and by encouraging the expression of personal engagement. Within 
a long-term collaboration such as ours, we hypothesize that the effects 
of a DS intervention would be more pronounced if the intervention is 
introduced at the onset of the collaboration. From experience, devoting 
time to the involvement of participants in the creative or poetic process 
of choosing and implementing images and sounds engages authors and 
results in an even greater feeling of personal expression and ownership. 
We find reason, therefore, to continue our exploration of DS as a means 
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of addressing the broad specter of challenges involved in interprofessional 
teaching and learning.

Notes

	1.	Oslo University College has developed the DS workshop in coop-
eration with the company Jazzmontør. See https://jazzmontor.
squarespace.com/ Accessed 28 September 2016.

	2.	Students in this case refers to the students from the bachelor’s pro-
gram in media and communications that were hired to assist the 
participants in the visualization and technical production of the digi-
tal story.

Appendix 1: List of Stories from the Researchers 
Involved

The stories are all in Norwegian and presented at the University web-
site. The English titles are given by the authors. Two stories have been 
equipped with English subtitles. All accessed on 28 September 2016.

“Into the learning game”, background for and intentions with the 
pedagogical approach as flexible and based on asynchronous com-
munication over the intranet. https://video.umb.no/player/
folkehelse_laringsspillet/sd

“Furry health”, the use of pets in therapy and obviating mental health. 
https://video.umb.no/player/folkehelse_helse_med_pels/sd. with 
English subtitles: http://film.hioa.no/furry-health

“Text me well”, introducing a project where patients with chronic mus-
cle and skeleton issues are being followed up through sms and e-mail. 
https://video.umb.no/player/folkehelse_tekst_meg_frisk/sd

“Five minutes on the bench”, on the influence on our health of restorative 
surroundings. https://video.umb.no/player/folkehelse_benk/sd

“Health noise”, on a salutogenetic perspective on health illustrated by 
the meaningfulness of children’s naturally playful activity. https://
video.umb.no/player/folkehelse_helsetoy/sd. with English subtitles: 
http://film.hioa.no/helsestoy

“The enigmatic disease that became a world epidemic”, an epidemiological 
detective story on the detection of the HIV virus used to exemplify epi-
demiologic method. https://video.umb.no/player/folkehelse_owe/sd
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CHAPTER 18

Ageing Narratives: Embedding Digital 
Storytelling Within the Higher Education 

Curriculum of Health and Social Care 
with Older People

Tricia Jenkins

Introduction

In this chapter, I discuss the use of digital storytelling (DS) with older 
people within the context of the education and training of students in 
Higher Education who are studying to work with older people in health 
or social work settings. The application of Boyer’s scholarship of integra-
tion is well documented in applied subjects such as Health Sciences (e.g., 
Hofmeyer et al. 2007). I will discuss how the DS process and the stories 
that are consequently produced are effective tools to stimulate a multi-
focal perspective on teaching and learning, and on research. I will illus-
trate how DS serves integration well through presentation of case study 
material drawn from the European applied research project Silver Stories,1 
a two-year transnational study that took place between 2013 and 2015, 
augmented by the discussion of emerging data from my PhD research, 
which is investigating the evidence of the benefits of DS with older people.

T. Jenkins (*) 
Middlesex University, London, UK
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Underpinning this, I discuss the humanistic gerontologists’ focus on 
narrative-based methods as essential means to undertaking research into 
and learning about ageing and the effectiveness of DS as a tool to achieve 
this interdisciplinary approach that has been gaining traction within the 
field of Ageing Studies over the last 30 years or so. I also discuss the power 
of story-making in relation to issues of identity of older people, of voice, of 
listening, of being heard and how the integrative qualities of the DS pro-
cess can help to integrate the perspective of “patients” or “clients” into the  
training of health and social care professionals, and in their professional 
practice in the workplace.

The Ageing Agenda

We are all well aware of accelerated population ageing in most advanced 
democracies. The International Longevity Centre’s 2014 report Europe’s 
Ageing Demography states that “Europe as a whole must adapt to a new 
world where it is projected that almost one in three people will be over 65 
and more than one in ten will be over the age of 80” (Creighton 2014, 
p. 3). Rather than seeing this as a success story, though, the persistent 
narratives that dominate current media discourse focus on the degenera-
tion associated with growing older and “dealing” with the practical prob-
lems posed by ageing populations: health, pensions and the cost of care. 
The language of large-scale disaster dominates the representation of these 
stories of the “crisis” of ageing, the “demographic time-bomb” and the 
impending impact of the “silver tsunami”. Where are the voices of “older 
people” in these discourses? Do they tell us anything about the actual 
process of ageing? How is the experience of ageing articulated in Higher 
Education curricula designed for those who will become professionals 
working with older people?

Humanistic Gerontology: The Integration 
of Medical Science with Social Sciences 

and Humanities

So, when do we become old? As Anne Karpf points out in How to Age 
(2015, p. 3): “How absurd of us to envisage 40- or 50- or 60 – 100-year-
olds as a single cohort – no less ridiculous than conceiving of the ages of 0 
to 40 in such a way”. Numeric descriptions of age are seen to be necessary  
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in order to create appropriate policy and services and to direct resources via 
public and private funding agencies’ target-group focused agendas. Other 
definitions include the distinctions between the “young old, the old and 
the oldest old” (cited by Rooke and Slater 2012, p. 8; Neugarten 1974; 
Suzman et  al. 1992). The third age and fourth age (e.g., Baltes 1998; 
Laslett 1991) distinguish between the life period of active retirement, 
which follows the first age of childhood and formal education and the sec-
ond age of working life, and which precedes the fourth age of dependence, 
sometimes abbreviated to “active” older people and “frail” older people. 
The “Life Course” approach to ageing, preferred by the World Health 
Organization and the think tank on ageing, The International Longevity 
Centre, encourages discussions of ageing across all aspects of life, at all 
ages (including financial planning, social well-being and combating nega-
tive stereotypes of ageing), not just health (Age UK 2009). Educating 
people at all ages about the importance of looking to the future and plan-
ning for each stage of life is central to the life course approach. However, 
as Baars (2012, p. 7) points out, there is an underlying assumption in “life 
course” advocates that supposes that young people and adults are what is 
termed “prospectively oriented”, making plans for the future, whereas it 
is assumed that older people have “retrospective orientations” “as if they 
have lived their lives and should keep themselves occupied with memo-
ries”. This assumption runs deeply in the use of arts-based and therapeutic 
interventions with older people, hence the dominance of reminiscence as 
seemingly the only means by which to engage with the elderly.

What is missing in all of these predominantly technical, medical and 
objective approaches to defining and categorising age that is prevalent 
in professional gerontology – and in social and policy contexts – is a lan-
guage that takes account of non-scientific aspects of ageing, the individual 
experiences of ageing and the social, philosophical and spiritual contexts 
of those experiences. The scholarship of integration is central in this 
context, “because it is definitely best equipped to respond to contempo-
rary problems at both an individual and societal level … moving beyond 
the disciplinary silos to build interdisciplinary partnerships with capacity 
to respond to multi-focal, complex human problems” (Hofmeyer et  al. 
2007, p. 3).

Humanistic gerontology comprises not only interdisciplinary humani-
ties but also human sciences or interpretive social sciences, including 
anthropology, psychology and sociology, and it prioritises the use of qual-
itative research methods to re-appropriate “classic humanistic forms of 
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knowing – in particular interpretation, rhetoric and narrative” (Cole et al. 
2010, p. 9). The fundamental philosophical question for the humanistic 
gerontologists was the one that had never been asked: “what does it mean 
to grow old?” (Cole et al. 2010, p. 1).

In his keynote lecture at the 7th International Symposium on Cultural 
Gerontology, Jan Baars (2012, p. 143) speaks of ageing as being rooted in 
time, “yet time is usually reduced to chronometric time; a mere measure-
ment that has been emptied of the narratives that were traditionally part 
of it” (my italics). Narrative approaches to research are widely accepted 
ways in which to provide more expansive and deeper data and the impor-
tance of enabling research subjects to foreground their voice in the data 
capture process is central to many participatory approaches: they enable 
the articulation and sharing of experiences, emotions and feelings that 
are not made visible by quantitative methods that prioritise large sample 
sizes and measurable outcomes. DS focuses on empowering the individ-
ual to create and share personal narratives through the process of the 
Story Circle (with peers and with facilitators) and then through screening 
of the finished stories with a wider community (family, friends and com-
munity), online (if desired by the individual storyteller) and (potentially) 
within Higher Education or workplace settings as learning materials. This 
represents not only integration of disciplines and perspectives but also 
integration of recipients of the data that is gathered and shared through 
the DS process. It can have the effect of “placing knowledge in a larger 
context … illuminating the data in a more meaningful way” (Lindsay and 
Stroud 2013).

Voice, Listening and Identity

Many DS interventions state that their aim is to “give voice” to those 
whose voices are not normally heard (Dunford and Jenkins 2015, p. 30). 
We at DigiTales2 certainly made such arguments in our case for support 
of Extending Creative Practice (ECP)3 to the European Commission’s 
Grundtvig funding programme, in which we asserted that by providing 
older people with the desire to engage with computer technologies and 
the Internet and the skills with which to do so, through DS, we would be 
giving voice (Dunford and Rooke 2014) to digitally excluded older people. 
We certainly enabled a large number of “third age” people to use computers 
for the first time, to create their own personal digital stories and to upload 
them to social media and the project website. Through the continuation 
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of collaboration with ECP partners in subsequent research projects, we 
also know that some of those original participants continue to make stories 
and use Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). We have to 
ask, though, are the personal micro-narratives produced by older people 
through DS projects enough to achieve voice amongst the plethora of per-
sonal narratives that pervade the Internet through social media?

DS interventions are often one-off, dependent upon the next round of 
project funding, partly because the practice recognises the importance of 
facilitation to the process, which is resource-heavy and difficult to fund 
long term. DS as a “movement” has been consistently criticised for miss-
ing the boat in terms of reaching large audiences (Hartley 2008; Hartley 
and McWilliam 2009). Digital stories do not tend to go viral and some-
times they remain offline, depending on the wishes of the storytellers. 
Dreher (2012) discusses “voice” as a key indicator in international debates 
around social inclusion. She applauds participatory media – in particular, 
DS – as an excellent way in which to provide opportunities for margin-
alised communities to tell their stories; however, she goes on to argue for 
greater “political listening” if the promise of voice is to be even partially 
fulfilled. This echoes Nick Couldry’s work on the value of voice, in which 
he argues that there are many opportunities for voice but not necessarily 
for listening. “A system that provides formal voice for its citizens, but fails 
so markedly to listen, exhibits a crisis of political voice” (2010, p. 50). 
What is the power and possibility provided by “voicing”? Is telling your 
story automatically transformative – personally and/or publicly? We still 
ask, what is the potential for the stories to effect change in policy and 
practice in which older people are centre stage yet generally have no voice 
in their construction? In this case, as Couldry (2010, p. 146) states, “The 
issue is what governments do with voice, once expressed: are they prepared 
to change the way they make policy?”

However, as our experience through the research we undertook in both 
ECP and subsequent studies, notably Silver Stories shows, the impact of 
DS on individuals should not be underestimated (Shea 2010), and listen-
ing to and viewing digital stories as contributors to change may be effec-
tive on a range of levels: from the personal (stories providing a means 
to deeper understanding of individuals by family, friends, neighbours 
and peers) and by those who have professional caring relationships (for 
instance, nurses, social workers and therapists). The latter moves such lis-
tening into other territories, such as Higher Education and the work-
place, as the stories of many individuals that are shared and discussed can 
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influence the ways in which professional practice is developed, simply by 
presenting perspectives that go beyond the scientific or the medical. As 
these discussions – and those individuals’ digital stories – make their way 
into research as well as into teaching and learning in Higher Education, 
then those original voices can become amplified and make an impact on 
service provision or even policy.

Using Digital Storytelling as an Integration Tool: 
Silver Stories

Background

Silver Stories was an action research partnership spanning nine organ-
isations across six countries between 2013 and 2015. It was funded by 
the European Commission Lifelong Learning Programme: Transfer of 
Innovation and built upon the results of our award-winning ECP project, 
referenced earlier, which ran from 2010 to 2012.

One unexpected finding illuminated by the evaluation report was that: 
“by uniquely combining storytelling, which uses resources from the past 
(such as memories, stories, images and photographs) together with digital 
technology, which is very much of the present, the project has offered 
older people an opportunity to think about the ways they may wish to 
narrate their experiences into the future and the means of doing so” 
(Rooke and Slater 2012, p. 21). Following the success of ECP, the part-
ners wanted to continue to promote the use of DS with older people but 
in a more sustainable way.

An Integrative Partnership

In order to do this, we extended the partnership to bring together 
Higher Education Institutions providing training to students and exist-
ing professionals working with older people in community, education 
or healthcare settings, with smaller organisations with expertise in DS 
facilitation with a view to integrating the practice of DS into the cur-
riculum through the designing and testing of modules that could be 
accredited in Higher Education. By undertaking this project collabora-
tively, across nations, across disciplines and across institutional conven-
tions and boundaries, we were, in effect, applying Boyer’s integrative 
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research, in which we would move or remove “rigid walls of disciplinary 
paradigm and researcher exclusivity … allowing for a different light to 
be shed on areas of interest and concern: a synthesis of experience and 
understanding, and ‘educating nonspecialists’” (Starr-Glass 2011, p. 34) 
(Table 18.1).

Silver Stories was 75% funded through the European Commission’s 
Lifelong Learning Programme, under the Leonardo da Vinci Transfer of 

Table 18.1  Silver Stories integrative partnership

Country Silver Stories partner Local partner Notes

Denmark Digital Storylab University of Aalborg DS facilitator training with 
healthcare trainees

Finland Laurea University of 
Applied Science

Villa Tapiola (home 
for elderly people with 
mid-stage dementia) 
and local Elderly Care 
Centres

Piloting of modules with 
social counsellor students

Portugal Instituto Politécnico 
de Leiria (IPL)

Alcobaça & Alcobaça 
Evora Homecare 
nursing homes, Santo 
Andre Hospital, São 
Martinho do Porto 
Nursing Home

Piloting of modules with 
nursing and occupational 
therapy students

Portugal Media Shots/
Trapézio

As above DS facilitator training of 
staff and students at IPL

Romania The Progress 
Foundation

National Library 
Networks

Also working with National 
University for Political 
Studies and Administration 
using DS

Slovenia Mitra Alma Mater University DS with social gerontology 
students

UK CUCR, Goldsmiths, 
University of 
London

N/A Evaluators

UK DigiTales Ltd. Salvation Army 
Housing Association 
(SAHA)

Delivery of workshops in 
SAHA managed housing 
schemes for older people in 
Essex

UK University of 
Brighton

SAHA Project lead and 
collaboration with digital 
storytelling workshop 
delivery (Transfer 3)
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Innovation sub-programme. The “transfers” were designed to adapt and 
transfer learning methods from ECP across the partnership and to two 
new countries. Whilst the main focus of the activities was within the con-
text of the training of students and professionals in the caring professions 
with older people, one of the “transfers” was to extend the use of DS with 
other marginalised groups. This element enabled partners with DS exper-
tise but without experience of working with older people, to share their 
experience with partners (such as The Progress Foundation in Romania) 
and in exchange gain insight and experience of DS with older people from 
those partners with that expertise. In this chapter, however, I will only 
focus on the “older people” context.

Silver Stories Methodology

The main objective of Silver Stories was to develop and test quality-
assured modules to be used in Higher Education institutions in the train-
ing or professional development of students or professionals working 
with older people, both “active” (e.g., within education or community 
settings) and “frail” (e.g., in residential care homes). The modules were 
to be developed to test the use of DS as (a) a reflective learning tool for 
students and (b) as part of their “professional toolkit”, to be used with 
older people as part of their working practice. A facilitation handbook 
was also produced as a learning resource. The action research elements 
of Silver Stories were preceded by a period of desk-based research, con-
sisting of a Needs Analysis4 that would provide an overview of relevant 
DS interventions from around the world, to inform the design of the 
modules that were to be piloted. Partners with expertise in DS facilita-
tion provided facilitator training for staff and students within Higher 
Education institutions in each partner country, who would then use DS 
with older people in the various settings. Silver Stories culminated in a 
touring exhibition and a final conference to promote the modules to 
other institutions.

It is not necessary in this chapter to provide a full account of Silver 
Stories: the evaluation report, the modules and the facilitation guide 
can all be downloaded from the website. Instead, I will present a case 
study that combines the Silver Stories digital stories interventions with 
my own PhD research, in Portugal, bringing into focus the impact of 
using DS as a truly integrative approach to teaching and learning and 
to research.
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Case Study: Digital Storytelling at Instituto 
Politécnico de Leiria, Portugal

Research Methods

DS was introduced to the Department of Health at IPL through the Silver 
Stories partnership. Lisbon-based Media Shots/Trapézio,5 a creative com-
munications company inspired by and specialising in DS, provided facili-
tator training for teachers at IPL, for professionals already working with 
older people (social workers, nurses and occupational therapists), some of 
whom were either IPL graduates or Master’s students. Facilitator training 
consisted of running a DS workshop to enable participants to know not 
only the steps and techniques involved, and some aesthetic considerations, 
but also to raise awareness of the sensitivities that could be sparked by the 
process. The one variation on a “standard” DS workshop was that partici-
pants were asked to consider making stories relating to age. The Media 
Shots/Trapézio team brought many years’ experience from professional 
broadcast journalism and documentary film-making, and this is evident 
through the high aesthetic qualities of the finished stories that emerged 
from the facilitator training.

Once the facilitator training was complete, new facilitators, supported 
by Media Shots/Trapézio, ran a DS workshop for active older people, who 
were students taking part in the IPL 60+ programme,6 which is designed for 
students aged 50 and above to access Higher Education, to promote well-
being, “contribute to changing attitudes and ideals about the ageing pro-
cess and reform the role of older people in contemporary society” and “to 
contribute to the research, development and innovation of gerontology”.

Finally, some of these new (student) facilitators piloted DS in their 
workplaces, at nursing homes in Alcobaça, Alcobaça Evoria and at São 
Martinho do Porto, supported by the newly trained IPL staff. I also joined 
the team at the two Alcobaça homes to provide additional support and to 
gather additional, comparative data for my PhD research through partici-
pant observation and interviewing IPL staff and students, and staff at the 
nursing homes.7

Reflections on the Facilitator Training Workshops

The newly trained facilitators described the importance of making 
their own digital stories before beginning to work with their clients or 
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patients, not only to be familiar with the techniques – both facilitation 
and technical – but also to understand the impact of sharing personal 
potentially sensitive or emotional stories with others and committing 
them to digital media. “We need to do this to understand what we teach. 
We can understand how, when asked to tell your own story, you can feel 
exposed, so we know that we have to be skilled as facilitators to prevent 
possible emotional harm”, said an associate professor who had under-
taken the training at IPL. Facilitators also learnt the power not only of 
the process but also of the impact of the stories themselves on others. 
One trainee facilitator’s story (in this case, a graduate of IPL) focused 
on the loss of her grandfather. Fazes-me falta e eu não sabia8 enabled her 
to share with her mother what they had not discussed. “It did not need 
any further word … we became more united in that moment regarding 
the loss of our loved one”. Another spoke about needing to go through 
the process to foresee both the potential of digital storytelling and the 
difficulties that were likely to present. “We made our stories about a sig-
nificant person in our lives and many of us chose people who had died: 
it was a strong and emotional load on us, so we were able to experience 
how to deal with that”. A number of trainee facilitators spoke about 
their preconceptions, that the workshop would focus mainly on the tech-
nical aspect of DS and how the realisation of finding and sharing a story 
were challenges that they would encounter themselves, when they were 
to apply their learning to running DS interventions with older people. “I 
did not focus on the story until I came into the room and we were told 
you have to write your story and I thought, Oh God, what am I going 
to do? What do I have to tell?” Others spoke about the process enabling 
them to develop the empathy that would be needed to support their 
older storytellers: “If I hadn’t built my own story, I would not have the 
same care, the same love, to help the lady I worked with to tell her own 
story; I would not have been able to give her the same motivation neces-
sary to go ahead and fight against all the difficulties she had in doing it”. 
Another reflected on learning about the impact of sharing stories with 
others: “I think it’s very important ... especially listening to our inner 
voice. Sometimes we don’t know really what we think about something 
unless we stay very quiet and let the inner voice come out … I think it’s 
very important to look at the others and see the impact in their eyes, in 
their faces, to see what they think about what we tell, how we tell our 
story: it’s very important to see ourselves in others”.
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Supported Facilitation: Working with Older Students in IPL’s 60+ 
Programme

Media Shots/Trapézio supported the newly trained facilitators to run a DS 
workshop with older students who participate in IPL’s 60+ programme. 
The workshop was presented as being a creative way to engage with ICT 
and an opportunity to produce a personal story. The Story Circle was seen 
to be the most important element of the process, with the technology as 
simply the tool by which to create and share; however, it also presented 
significant challenges, in that the process awakened memories and emo-
tions that were painful in the first instance. One participant made a story of 
separation from her family as a child, that she had never shared even with 
her own husband or children until she created her digital story – a family 
secret finally revealed. Negotiating this painful territory took considerable 
facilitation skills and underlined the importance of not only expertise in 
creating stories but also in having sufficient professional experience (clini-
cal or therapeutic in this instance) to support the storyteller to take the 
brave step to make the story, share it with family and upload it to the 
Internet, without causing harm to the storyteller.

Another 60+ student lives with a degenerative disease and was initially 
discouraged by her family from participating in the workshop on the 
grounds that her lack of experience with computers and her medical con-
dition would prevent her from succeeding. However, she was determined 
to make her story and when it was screened publicly, the family changed 
their perception of her capabilities and became instead proud of her 
achievement. The use of DS with 60+ students, then, demonstrated that 
facilitators can enable their participants not only to use the technology to 
tell their story but also give them the structure and support they need to 
do so. Because the stories are drawn from their own lives and the story 
circle approach is collaborative and co-creative rather than curriculum-led, 
this moves the intervention beyond providing ICT skills to generating 
their own self-representations which are consciously constructed with the 
intent of sharing in public (rather than with only the teacher).

Although the mastering of the technology was seen to be important 
for this group of students, what was acknowledged, both in the feedback 
of the students themselves and in interviews with senior staff within the 
School of Health and the facilitators, was the impact of the story circle 
process in demonstrating that everyone has a story that is important to 
tell and to share. The sharing of the stories through one or more events 
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was said to have a very positive impact on well-being and self-esteem. A 
staff member of the School of Health said: “One student told me that she 
felt an important person, with her life similar and different from all other 
lives: she felt that her life was important and that what she has done was 
important”. Although the 60+ students initially experienced some stress 
particularly with the technology, learning how to put together a multi-
modal story was also described as ‘positive anxiety’ and the challenge was 
described as a benefit in terms of motivating them to improve and com-
plete their stories before sharing them at public events. In terms of voice 
and listening, the 60+ students did see the recording and dissemination of 
their own stories as an important recognition of their lives, their feelings 
and their achievements. The sharing of the stories at events hosted by IPL 
shifted perceptions of family and friends, and the group itself felt a greater 
bond, knowing more about one another, identifying with similar experi-
ences and learning from differences.

Adapted Facilitation: Working with Older People in Residential 
Care Homes

After the testing of DS with the active older people through IPL 60+ 
programme, newly trained facilitators who were already working in care 
homes piloted the use of DS in their respective institutions. I provided 
some support and attended workshops in two of these. At Alcobaça 
Homecare, we worked with three participants, each of whom had good 
cognitive capacity but were unable to construct a written script because 
of other impairments. In the Story Circle, we did not use games, exer-
cises or explain the “7 steps” approach; instead, we focused on helping 
the participants to describe an important element of their lives that they 
wished to tell and to share. They were encouraged to bring photographs 
or objects to the Story Circle, to help to identify the elements of what they 
wanted to share. Each participant shared fairly lengthy stories, which were 
recorded and transcribed. From these transcriptions, the facilitators were 
able to help participants hone their stories and, through use of agreed 
prompt questions, construct and record their stories without requiring 
the participants to read from a script. The stories varied in their form and 
content, one, for example, focusing on a 25th wedding anniversary party, 
another on working life in glass-making and a third, made by our oldest 
participant, a sad but beautifully told story of unrequited love. All of the 
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stories were screened to staff, residents and visiting relatives at the home, 
and there was a special screening of Casa Comigo9 (Marry Me) at our old-
est storyteller’s 101st birthday party.

At Alcobaça Evora, we worked with four participants who had greater 
physical and cognitive impairments (advanced multiple sclerosis, demen-
tia and blindness) which required further adaptation of the process to 
enable them to construct their stories. In both cases, the technical and 
interpersonal skills and dedication of the facilitators who were also staff at 
the nursing homes were key to the success of the intervention. Because 
of the physical and cognitive barriers to full participation in the process, 
facilitators had to edit audio to produce a coherent story (from the open-
question techniques described earlier) and, in the case of working with 
one participant who was in the advanced stages of dementia, recording 
short sentences whilst using pictures and music as memory prompts. They 
would then edit the final stories to present to each participant for their 
approval prior to a final edit and celebration screening.

Addressing questions of voice and listening within the context of 
the nursing home setting, though, is possibly even more important. 
Even though there are greater challenges in incorporating DS in this 
environment, in which the various schedules and routines are already 
crowded with nursing and caring tasks, the benefits were seen far to 
outweigh the problems. One facilitator commented, “When people 
go to a nursing home, they sometimes feel that they lose their iden-
tity – they re-find their identity through digital storytelling”. Another 
observed that “people who work in nursing homes try to work well 
but sometimes they are disconnected from the person … they see the 
list of tasks to do: taking them to the bathroom, helping with meals, 
doing medication. When those people see the digital stories they value 
the person more and understand more about the ways in which people 
act at certain moments”. The power of the stories to promote deeper 
listening within the nursing home environment is hugely beneficial in 
terms of improving the care of residents, simply through the humanis-
ing effect of articulating and sharing personal stories. “They are able 
to look at themselves again as a person with feelings, with qualities, 
with expectations, with good moments and bad moments … it can also 
help others, [who are watching the stories] to be able to face some dif-
ficulties, or grief in their life because they are sharing the same experi-
ences”.10 In the case of using DS with people with chronic illness, it 
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was felt that placing importance on the personal stories, showing an 
interest in them, was hugely beneficial in terms of attending to the 
person rather than to the illness. As one of the facilitators described, 
“We were not talking about oxygen, or wheelchairs, or incapacity or 
disability … They need to share everything …. So it was important for 
them because we were telling them that we are here for you – we are 
interested in you”.

Although most of the participants chose to tell a story from their past, 
one of the residents at Alcobaça Evora was very clear that he wanted to 
make a story about how the poor state of the roads makes it impossible for 
him to use his mobility vehicle to do the everyday things he needs to do 
and maintain some level of independence. At the time of writing, he was 
planning to take his finished story to show to the head of the local author-
ity; he fully understood the potential of his story to effect change at a local 
political level. It is evident from this work in Portugal that participants 
felt that they had been able to ‘voice’ something of themselves and that 
they were being listened to within the context of their peers, families and 
professional carers.

Visible Voices?

Stories made across the partnership are all available on the  Silver 
Stories website, and many have also been shown at the final interna-
tional Silver Stories conference at IPL in 2015, and they have been 
screened at academic conferences in Brighton, Northampton, in the 
USA and Romania, to name a few. They also featured in a very success-
ful Silver Stories festival in Maribor, Slovenia and a touring exhibition 
around Europe.

Across the Silver Stories partnership, as recorded by the Silver Stories 
evaluation, “there is good evidence of positive change in self-perception 
by older participants and their families … partners are finding innovative 
ways of reaching mainstream audiences and academic modes of dissemi-
nation… that will help to contribute to addressing fixed perceptions of 
older people…[who are] being given new platforms for communicating 
directly with wider audiences” (Levy et al. 2015, p. 20). Getting the voices 
of older people listened to beyond the audiences generated by specific 
project dissemination activities, though, remains problematic: if you don’t 
know about the project, you can’t find the stories.
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Some Conclusions

The take-up of DS in Higher Education, specifically in this field of train-
ing people who will be working with older people, is an important step 
forward to a more sustainable practice. At IPL, one new facilitator, who 
worked with the 60+ students, will be focusing on DS for her Master’s 
research. There is a growing number of practitioners and researchers 
who have completed or are currently in the process of PhD research 
into DS. DS is clearly gaining traction within Higher Education research 
communities and collaborations between community-based practitioners 
and universities are also increasingly prevalent (Dunford and Jenkins and 
Jenkins 2017 forthcoming). Embedding DS into the health and social 
care curriculum within Higher Education is an embodiment of Boyer’s 
scholarship of integration. The process of story-making together as a stu-
dent group, whilst undertaking facilitator training, enables each student 
to reflect on their own practice as caring professionals; using DS in the 
field (whether as placement activity or in the workplace) enables clients 
or patients to be seen as more than a series of symptoms; the sharing of 
older people’s digital stories with wider audiences rebuilds identity and, in 
so doing, contributes to well-being. The use of digital stories created with 
older people as teaching resources also integrate the personal and experi-
ential with the medical/scientific/professional.

Whilst there are debates to be had about the potential impact of ‘insti-
tutionalising’ DS as a practice within academia, and the value of the con-
tinuation and development of digital storytelling through distinct projects, 
large and small (although the influence of the commissioning or funding 
agency could also be seen to be a kind of institutionalisation), the conti-
nuity afforded by the resources available within higher education (both 
in terms of teaching facilitation skills and drawing on research council 
resources) could be an answer to the development not only of voice but 
also of listening to the stories of older people in order to place them centre 
stage in terms of policy, service provision and, perhaps most importantly 
of all, to provide the diversity of representations of age and ageing that is 
so necessary to challenging perceptions of old age.

Notes

	 1.	 http://arts.brighton.ac.uk/projects/silver-stories/silver- 
stories-home
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	 2.	 www.digi-tales.org.uk
	 3.	 www.extendingcreativepractice.eu
	 4.	 Available at: http://arts.brighton.ac.uk/projects/silver-stories/

about-silver-stories
	 5.	 http://mediashots.org
	 6.	 http://60mais.ipleiria.pt/
	 7.	 Interviews took place at IPL, Alcobaça and Alcobaça Evora 

between June and August 2015.
	 8.	 Available at https://vimeo.com/102936597 (copy the link into 

search bar).
	 9.	 Available at https://vimeo.com/129659891 (copy the link into 

search bar).
	10.	 Observation by IPL teaching staff following the pilot in the nurs-

ing homes.
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CHAPTER 19

The Scholarship of Integration and Digital 
Storytelling as “Bildung” in Higher 

Education

Yngve Nordkvelle, Yvonne Fritze, and Geir Haugsbakk

Introduction

John Dewey, at the age of 70, in a talk given for a newsreel, stated that: 
But going to college is not the same as getting an education; although the two 
are often confused.1 Over the years, we have drawn attention to Dewey’s 
remark to illustrate that the problem of going to school is not one merely 
of gaining access to education but of becoming engaged in, and enthused 
by, what the opportunity to learn contains. While for obvious reasons digi-
tal storytelling (DS) is an entirely modern phenomenon in higher educa-
tion, its elements are, singly, well rooted in its history. DS fits well the 
“Scholarship of Integration” especially when we consider the importance 
of using all our senses on the path to wisdom. In this chapter, we explore 
the roles DS plays in study programmes—from a simple boot camp stand-
alone element to becoming the central piece of a “signature pedagogy” for 
the entire institution. We will position DS as a didactic method, with the 
potential to play a vital role in the formation of the future generation of 
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higher education students. The gap between being a method and being a 
principle for a liberal education programme or, in a continental European 
tradition—the ideas of “Bildung”—is vast, and the need to showcase it—
both in theoretical and practical terms—has never been greater.

The US filmmaker James Cameron referred to his endeavours in the 
movie Avatar as an experience of “digital storytelling”, and in the film 
industry, the term is most often associated with special effects produced 
with visual digital means (McClean 2007). A daring parallel would be 
to consider how close to the ordinary life of film-making—and higher 
education—digital storytelling can move. While increasing attention is 
being paid to “special effects studies” in audiovisual training (film and TV 
schools and multimedia production), it is worthwhile considering what 
position working with DS might gain in higher education at large. Will 
conventional professional and disciplinary studies be receptive to audiovi-
sual expressions of teaching and learning?

The Separated and the Integrated

When we relate these matters to the Scholarship of Integration, the ques-
tion of how the “scholarship of separation” evolved is implicitly addressed. 
All the reasons that brought about and made the separation between top-
ics and ideas throughout the history of higher education should be taken 
into consideration. In the medieval university, no more than the seven arts 
were taught—Grammar, Rhetoric, Logic, Arithmetic, Geometry, Music 
and Astronomy. Western university curricula grew out of these academic 
disciplines. However, the need for skills that were useful outside of the 
learned societies gradually won ground. This change is exemplified in the 
art of handwriting and the composition of texts. The need for this “new” 
skill was articulated by the merchant class of Genoa to the university as a 
potentially useful and commercially viable qualification. “Ars Dictaminis” 
(the art of writing) was an important stage in the renewal of the humanistic 
curriculum of the reforms in the coming years. The “doxa” of higher edu-
cation changed as merchants, military, urban classes, lawyers, “curiales” 
and doctors sought an arena for developing relevant knowledge, whether 
in universities, academies or monasteries.

The inherent divisions of forms of knowledge in Ancient philos-
ophy, such as those espoused by Aristotle, between episteme, phro-
nesis and techne, or between theoria and praxis, are still challenging 
for the academic world. This complexity was compounded by René  
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Descartes, who added the puzzle about the division between mind and 
body. The religious beliefs and ideas about what constitute trustworthy 
knowledge became a key to understanding how images and texts could 
provide evidence in different ways. This was a battle where “the audio-
visual” lost.

In recent decades, there have been a number of initiatives put forward 
to curb the tendency to create new specialties and divisions in academic 
subjects. Initiatives to promote interdisciplinary and integrative studies are 
now commonplace but seldom effective. In order to solve the problems 
caused by an accumulated complexity in society, we tend to solve this with 
yet more complexity!

The problem in higher education concerns the exponential growth of 
new research areas that constantly spawns vast amounts of new knowl-
edge, which will either renew older curricula or prompt new areas of stud-
ies. This may be seen as a mishmash of modules and ideologies jostling 
for attention, mushrooming from an intense competition and quest for 
new knowledge. Such a tendency is exemplified by University College 
London, which offers 61 Master’s programmes of Education.2 However, 
programmes for teaching can never truly reflect a research field. In any 
given research area, there are conflicting paradigms, conceptions and 
interpretations that constitute its borders and limits (Mulkay 1979). When 
the specialists of a given academic area meet and try to draw up or revise 
a study programme, the modules compete for space and time in the cur-
riculum, so the professors negotiate and make compromises. When the 
students arrive, they are faced with an amalgamation of the various repre-
sentations of how the senior stakeholders in the academic community view 
their field of study and research. First-year students often find themselves 
confronted with a confusing curriculum—and gradually have to accept its 
premises. If not, the students reject and start anew in a different area. If 
they persist and complete the course of study, they become immersed in 
the many aspects and peculiarities of the subject until they reach a level as 
a Bachelor, a Master or as a Doctor of Philosophy. If they still “feel” like 
being a “geographer”, a “sociologist” or a “dietician” after completing 
their training, they will probably have a great sense of “integrated iden-
tity” of being at the core of their subject, even if they accept the variety of 
sub-disciplines.

An overview of degrees in the USA showed that academic subjects are 
losing ground to professional degrees. The latter increased from 7000 in  
1970 to 36,000 in 2005. These degrees comprise of different subjects,  
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the aim of which is to train students for an existing profession. In 
Europe, for a three-year BA programme, a typical nursing school will 
provide practical training in about half the time. However, the real 
challenge of such programmes is to integrate insights from the various 
disciplines into a single body of knowledge, skills and ethically founded 
dispositions for action.

Integration Through Teaching

Barnett et al. (2001) investigated a large number of programmes for under-
graduate education and found them to be poorly written and presented. 
These programmes generally portrayed fierce competition for attention 
and representation in the group, having devised the programme. There 
was relatively little focus on what students might expect to find regarding 
preconceptions, experience and hopes for their future or how they were 
meant to progress during the programmes. What students would find 
most challenging in understanding a cohesive and meaningful integration 
of modules, courses, units, whatever the names or nomenclature, was hav-
ing to assemble the teaching and learning elements themselves.

In a European tradition, the art of planning a curriculum is called “didac-
tics”—or in German “die Lehrkunst”—the art of teaching (Nordkvelle 
2003). While nearly all teachers in primary and secondary education are 
familiar with, and incorporate insights from, the art of teaching when 
planning and performing their teaching, higher education has paid only 
limited attention to training their teachers for their professional activities 
as teachers.

Didactics implies that the teacher or teachers plan their activities after 
taking a large number of contexts into consideration. They decide on 
the aim for the lesson, establish what students know from previous stud-
ies, consider the content, the appropriate types of learning activities, the 
material conditions for the teaching and how are they going to assess the 
learning the students are embarking upon. They do this by considering 
each lesson as part of a module, semester or programme, and in line with 
the ideas or values of the institution or higher education policy (Handal 
1984).

Planning a session on DS where the expected learning outcome for 
19-year-old first-year students is to understand, for instance, the social 
origin and context of DS will require a different content, working method 
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and assessment than for a session about DS for an extension programme 
for mature students. In a media education programme, importance of 
linking DS to understanding media in society demands a certain degree of 
theoretical input, such as teaching about DS and how media affects stu-
dent’s lives. A quick workshop for an extension course will require teach-
ing with DS.

Three aspects are crucial to an understanding of the versatility and 
complexity of DS: (a) how it can help us understand the ways media affect 
people, (b) how Digital Stories demonstrate the ways we can help students 
learn about media and last (c) how learning DS can be used to teach and 
learn about other matters.

If we reduce the complexity of a system like teaching a class or a semi-
nar, we may reduce them to six factors: aims, frame factors, content, 
assessment, learning activities and students.

But then we need to increase the complexity again when we set these 
factors up in an ecological model, where all factors are connected to each 
other (Fig. 19.1).

This figure demonstrates how the elements of a didactical planning 
scenario are connected (Bjørndal and Lieberg 1978). Any given corner of 
the “diamond” holds a place for a selected element that is worthwhile 
considering. Changing any values in a corner affects decisions about the 
other elements. The interactive nature of relations between the elements are  

Fig. 19.1  Model of didactical relations
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clearly displayed. Some versions add more elements, while others operate 
with fewer. Copeland and Miskelly (2010) give an interesting account of 
how these variable factors alter a single course on DS in profound ways.

In the Anglo-American literature, a simpler model designed by Biggs 
has focused largely on the process of joining up the dots between types 
of evaluation, presentation of content and the learner’s involvement, or 
what Biggs has called Constructive Alignment (1996). What unites these 
models is their focus on the process teachers go through when designing 
a learning environment and on how successful this design is for making 
students active in constructing their personal and enriched meaning of 
a subject. Both approaches emphasize that in higher education the out-
line of the assessment method is the strongest single element influencing 
how students go about learning their subject. If the teacher’s aim is to 
ensure students learn several new concepts, quickly and efficiently, sim-
ply, the content and learning activities need to be selected accordingly. A 
fair assessment should then measure what has been taught: several con-
cepts learnt swiftly and with limited emphasis on practice. This promotes a 
learning style that provides students with shallow knowledge.

Digital Storytelling as a Deep Approach

Teaching and learning in higher education is about (both) getting into 
stuff quickly and defining beginnings and ends, open and closed fields 
and opportunities and problems, as much as it is about encouraging deep 
reflection, critical appraisal and innovative and creative thinking. The 
point is how the ability to detect valuable knowledge as it first appears as 
“surface” transforms to a desire to study seriously until deeper levels of 
understanding are attained. The process of assimilating new information 
and then possessing it as integrated knowledge has been called, inter alia, a 
“construction of knowledge”. The quality of learning increases with every 
inch of movement of acquired knowledge from the “surface” or atomistic 
level towards being elaborated and processed to a deep or “holistic level” 
(Pettersen 2005; Biggs 1996).

Marton et al. (1993) have described this as a process where students 
initially think studying is a matter of “filling my head”. Then comes a 
phase when they replace it with “swotting for exams and reproducing it”, 
and then, “turning it around and making use of it in other ways”, “finding 
out lots of ways of thinking about things”, “opening your mind for new 
perspectives”—and finally “changing yourself as a person”. This ladder of 
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increasing value for the person finds confirmation in many other realms of 
learning theory, such as Bloom’s taxonomy.

Integration of knowledge has at least two meanings. One is the per-
sonal learning trajectory from the beginning to end of a degree and the 
question of how the personal and public meanings, for example, what the 
programme intended to convey, has been processed. The second meaning 
is how the programme has managed to teach in such a way as to promote 
the integration of knowledge in the person, so that the student, as Dewey 
put it, has not simply attended a college but also got an education.

The potential role of DS in promoting integration rests on several 
premises. First and foremost, it values the personal as a point of departure 
for any learner’s trajectory. Further, it entertains the various steps from an 
alienated perspective on new information towards a personally interpreted 
version of public knowledge. It is not a matter of “filling my head” but 
rather of finding out “what do I have in my mind, and how can I explore 
it further?” The second is the value DS places on the narrative. Having 
to present a story means that all the mechanisms of trying to understand 
the spectator, and how she or he might interpret and understand the mes-
sage, are inculcated in the mental processes of the producer. The third is 
how the presentation appeals to several senses and how the emotions are 
stimulated by the engagement of sound, voice and images as well as texts. 
The fourth is how storytelling requires the engagement of skills as well as a 
physical dimension engagement and, last, how it rests on the contribution 
of a group to develop and validate knowledge and the representation, that 
is, the collaborative.

The importance of creating a culture for teaching and learning that 
encourages the personal voice, the audiovisual and emotional aspects will 
be highlighted in the next section. Making knowledge “personal” implies 
that the learner needs to connect emotions, experiences and values to 
information. As the French philosopher Merleau-Ponty wrote, “All my 
knowledge of the world, even my scientific knowledge, is gained from 
my particular point of view, or from some experience of the world with-
out which the symbols of science would be meaningless” (Quoted from 
Friesen 2012, pp. 40–41). Most students experience higher education as 
a place where “the personal” is jettisoned, where they are told to read 
and adjust to the world of knowledge and ignore the self. Merleau-Ponty 
addressed the need to “…. [reawaken] the basic experience of the world 
of which the science is the second-order expression” and thereby connect 
the learner’s “I” to the intersubjectivity of “we”.
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DS has claimed that it is a method with great benefits for “joining 
up the dots”, in other words, how it enables students to transform the 
epistemic and accumulated storage of knowledge into wisdom—or inte-
gration. In adult education, this is often referred to as “transformative 
learning”, of which adult educators like Jack Mezirow, Oskar Negt and 
Paolo Freire in particular were exponents for (Illeris 2014). Since teachers 
in higher education appear to be very dependent on being in control, it is 
hard for them to assimilate this insight. Leaving so much up to students, 
and using narratives and images, puts many enthusiastic teachers to the test.

“The narrative is everywhere” is a much used quotation from 
Richardson (2000). In recent decades, the ability to create narratives has 
come to be seen as a fundamental feature of our mind. Jerome Bruner has 
claimed that memory depends on the ability to organize happenings in the 
form of narratives (1991, p. 4). Narrative has been described as a form of 
everyday theorizing (van Manen 1994). In keeping with empirical studies, 
many theorists have described how methods such as “learning journals”, 
learning partners, learning contracts and self-assessment schedules are 
used to promote reflection in professional study. “Learning exchange” is 
described as the most powerful method to encourage reflection and learn-
ing from peers (Boud et al. 1985; Sampson and Cohen 2001). Learning 
from peers is a strong source for learning. The personal narrative is fun-
damental in presenting cases or problem-focused tasks. Teachers who tell 
stories, both in the immediate sense, for example, for each class and in the 
way that they are also able to link them together for the entire duration 
of a course or term, are generally deemed to be first-class teachers (Egan 
1989). Narratives are prerequisites for integration of ideas and therefore 
crucial for the Scholarship of Integration.

Learning which involves several senses is often termed learning via mul-
timodalities. Educational psychologists argue convincingly that the human 
mind provides a complex set of intelligences, with different abilities to 
absorb, organize and store impressions, information and knowledge. 
Theorists of learning styles advocate that different ways of working with 
learning material will support more learners in diverse ways and facilitate 
the learning process for a greater number of learners. Kress and Leuwen’s 
(2001) theory of the importance of acknowledging the many modes of 
perception and orientation and, the various interplays of sound, images, 
film, texts with its shifting formats has contributed to our understanding 
of how complex the media have become, as well as the importance of 
mastering more formats. It has been argued that this change has already  
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taken place. The term “visual turn” indicates that communication in higher 
education depends on visual expressions to a far greater extent today than 
in the past, but the battle between images and text is by no means over 
(Fritze et al. 2016). However, this “turn” calls for more programmes and 
content that rely in equal measure on the “sayable” and the “seeable”.

The case for engaged and collaborative teaching and learning as a key 
dimension of DS has been made by numerous educational psychologists 
and learning theorists. A common feature is that telling stories for critical 
friends leads to more reflection than interaction with staff or by written 
assignments handed in (Boud and Knights 1996, p. 25). The combined 
efforts of telling and showing have in many instances shown that self-
awareness increases, sensitivity to the environment improves and con-
ceptual perspectives are more prone to change. Critical thinking skills 
and confidence in a student’s own knowledge are more likely to develop 
through engaged and collaborative processes (Lam et al. 2007).

When the Narrative Is Visual and Auditive

Liz Anderson and Dan Kinnear describe how sceptical male medical stu-
dents were when they embarked on a DS workshop. However, their com-
ments after the experience were revealing: “Medical students who don’t 
want to do this should be made to do it as they are probably the ones who 
it would have greatest effect on. It certainly has on us”. These students 
reported that making a Digital story provided the students with unique 
experiences to reflect on stories and those of their fellow students: “cathar-
tic and emotional” (2014, p. 118). Kaare and Lundby have argued that a 
high-quality workshop will potentially produce a connection between “…
the authentic “I”—the reflexive “I” who connects its life and its narratives 
to a community and collective values which give meaning to the life of the 
individual” (2008, pp. 119–120). Composing a message for broadcasting, 
even for a small group of classmates, generates higher-order thinking skills.

Media theorists have argued forcefully that most students already make 
extensive use of media technology for consumption, while an increasing 
number of students produce media content themselves: from simple social 
media contributions to webpages, blogs and newsletters for personal or 
community purposes. Visual and auditive media has therefore gained a lot 
more interest in the academic community. First and foremost, they claim 
that we, both students and teachers, are in the state of becoming “medi-
atized” (Hjarvard 2009). Since, today, people can communicate across  
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time and space, thereby replacing many actions which previously were 
conducted face to face with virtual activities on electronic media, and that 
these activities invade our daily activities, we have come to realize that new 
media set new parameters for what is said, done, felt and communicated. 
All this is what we mean by “mediatized”.

Curriculum Construction and the “Method” 
of Digital Storytelling

We often take it for granted that students already possess a basic compe-
tence in elementary use of digital media. In our programme for general 
education, a student will encounter one assignment in year one for a digi-
tized presentation of a particular instruction. In year three, they will learn 
the formal structure and intention of a digital story as an assignment for 
a module of media education. During the Master’s programme they will 
produce a digital story as an assignment for a module on “Globalization 
and upbringing”. Those who aim to complete a PhD will learn to apply 
digital stories for the purposes of research dissemination.

In film school, the making of a three-minute film containing a voice-
over, a series of still photos or movies, music or other sounds will be the 
typical format of the introductory genre any student will need to master. A 
TV- student will learn to expand a three-minute piece into a documentary 
for the duration of 25 minutes. This is what the students hand in as their 
final assignment after three years of study, and graduation will allow them 
into a labour market for film and TV production.

In a continental European context, DS in accordance with the Center 
for Digital Storytelling-model will be presented as a “method” for teaching 
and learning. The method does not change substantially whether it is 
applied to fit a 10-year old pupil, an elderly person or an academic. Any 
method used may be a recurring element in the curriculum or a vital or 
structural element of the programme, such as the term “signature pedagogy”, 
as discussed by Shulman (2005). The influence the method has on the 
curriculum is decisive for the effects it may have on the bigger picture. In 
keeping with “constructive alignment”, the most important and obvious 
factor is that it counts towards the standard assessment of the course or 
programme. According to this principle, if you train a student to learn a 
skill or knowledge, you must assess how it is learnt and how far the student has 
mastered it. The challenge for many enthusiasts of DS in higher education  
is that it risks being presented by teachers as an interesting alternative  
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or exploits the opportunity to come up with a new and exciting activity, 
but fails to understand, or tries its potential in a more holistic sense.

The chief didactical idea of a given curriculum has an impact on the 
whole professional training. Most programmes employ a variety of meth-
ods for different modules yet can still be said to have elements in common. 
Over the years, many medical schools and nursing programmes, as well as 
other programmes in the health professions, have adjusted to a “problem 
based curriculum”. In many countries, law education is associated with 
“case studies” while musical education is often equated with a “conserva-
toire” model. We are a long way from seeing the successful implementa-
tion of DS in mainstream disciplinary or professional fields in similar ways.

To return to film and TV studies: the growing influence of visual effects 
and of recounting telling stories via digital tools, which are becoming even 
more affordable, will have a profound impact on training students for the 
media profession. Newly enrolled students possess personal equipment 
that, in some instances, is more advanced than the industry standards were 
five years ago (Fritze and Nordkvelle 2015). The changes that the authors 
of this book seek are unlikely to be straightforward. Neither will these be 
directly linked with the technological development of digital technologies, 
but there will be similar tendencies. Let us explore some of the arguments 
for a yet deeper change—changes that would ultimately take the way we 
teach and learn with digital means from the margins to the centre of our 
activities. This will be a move from a “method” to a “pedagogy”, from 
an activity supported by enthusiasts to a “signature pedagogy” as defined 
by Lee Shulman. As he specifies, “the types of teaching that organize the 
fundamental ways in which future practitioners are educated for their 
new professions” (Shulman 2005, p. 52). Another way of expressing the 
change in a discipline has been expressed by Gurung, Chick and Haynie. 
Likewise, they ask, “What does our pedagogy reveal, intentionally or 
otherwise, about the habits of head, hand, and heart as we purport to 
foster through our disciplines?” (2009, p. xii). So, why do we think DS 
will play such an important role?

The Existential Meaning of Education

The Scholarship of Integration was a theoretical construct based on a 
broad empirical investigation. Its philosophical reasoning is quite implicit 
and aimed at a diverse group of readers. Philosophy of higher education, 
however, draws more direct links to its roots in continental philosophy. 
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Ronald Barnett, one of the most influential British exponents for the field, 
has written about the context of present-day higher education, which he 
describes as “supercomplex”:

The key problem of supercomplexity is not one of knowledge; it is one of 
being. Accordingly, we have to displace knowledge from the core of our 
pedagogies. The student’s being has to take centre stage. Feeling uncer-
tainty, responding to uncertainty, gaining confidence to insert oneself amid 
the numerous counter-claims to which one is exposed, engaging with the 
enemy, and developing resilience and courage: these are matters of being. 
Their acquisition calls for a revolution in the pedagogical relationships 
within a university. (Barnett 2000, pp. 170–171)

Here he addresses the long-standing discussion concerning the relation-
ship between knowledge in higher education and an individuals’ learning 
and understanding of the knowledge offered. In continental educational 
theory, this discussion goes back to the German philosopher Immanuel 
Kant (1724–1804), who asked the same fundamental question in his 
essay published in 1784, “What is enlightenment?” Obviously, the pile of 
books, the lectures, lab experiments, fieldworks and practice sessions and 
simulations students encounter during any course of study are symbols of 
typical traditions with which one must be familiar before embarking upon 
a life in the profession and discipline. Undoubtedly, compelling without 
a doubt the job of coercing students to adapt to, and accommodate, this 
knowledge has been the most important aspect for teachers in higher edu-
cation as well as for the institutions they serve. Kant’s criticism of this 
position was similar to that of Barnett, an argument for addressing the 
individual and personal acquisition of that knowledge. This prompts the 
question whether the process was one of simply adjusting to the tradition 
or whether it was a renewal and authentic reinterpretation of the present 
conditions. Barnett describes in detail what “the present” demands from 
students: developing courage, engaging with “the enemy”, wrestling with 
difficult questions and finding solutions.

A Revolution in Pedagogical Relationships?
The post Kantian tradition in continental educational theory defined the 
overall aim of education as the attainment of a state of “Bildung” (Solberg 
and Hansen 2015). In English, this means a state of mind in which the 
balance between being a knowledgeable and capable person—in terms of  
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your specific education—has been found by means of critical thinking and 
reflection as expressions of a profound and authentic engagement. The 
objective and subjective dimensions of the material learned have reached 
a balance.

Barnett’s statement above gives us an impression of the significance of 
reaching a state of “Bildung”. He implies that in higher education this 
goal is seldom reached. The Norwegian philosopher, Lars Løvlie, defines 
“Bildung” as an attitude, disposition, characteristic or a virtue possessed 
by the individual. He says that these qualities always are in relation to the 
knowledge and skills one uses in the workplace or in personal life, but it 
will also be a trait ascribable to the individual. In such times, which he 
calls “late modernity”, individuals are only authentic and consistent if they 
can have control over their own lives and are able to make decisions that 
maintain their autonomy. Therefore, to maintain the position as a gebildete 
Mensch of Bildung, the task is largely one of “self-authoring”—to create 
and constantly recreate—one’s autobiography (Løvlie 2009). As we have 
argued elsewhere, this autobiographical “Bildung” should also benefit 
from being audiovisual (Fritze et al. 2016).

Much of the criticism of higher education today concerns how—due 
to financial and political constraints—higher education institutions are 
constantly drawn into serving societal needs as expressed by the ambi-
tious representatives of the political and business elite. Thus these poli-
cies reduce the potential for education while changing the purpose from 
educating subjects to “producing” objects (Readings 1996; Bok 2003). 
This results in what the German exponent of “critical theory”, Theodor 
Adorno, has called “Halbbildung” or “half-educated” (“the possession 
of a smattering of knowledge”), that is, someone with excellent techni-
cal skills but lacking an ethical or social compass to direct his/her actions 
in everyday life. A “halbgebildet[e]” person indicates the typical mental 
ability that fitted most of the German intellectual elite that chose to fol-
low the fascist, authoritarian leaders and that would fit any student who 
fails to become considerate, mindful, reflective, and skilled and techni-
cally proficient in a discipline or profession (Fritze et al. 2016). The crisis 
in higher education is that too many students have become compliant, 
uncritical and market-oriented, without the ethical judgements that criti-
cal professional work demands. This is exactly, in our interpretation, what 
the Scholarship of Integration is the best remedy for.

Mariann Solberg has coined this three-pronged approach in the fol-
lowing advice for following a path towards a state of “Bildung”: “Think with,  
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think against, think for yourself” (2010, p.  61). It is of paramount 
importance that students learn to use their voice to find a “self in aca-
demia”. Since academe is a community, this voice will need to be devel-
oped in a social space of communication, with fellow students and their 
teachers as “the significant others”.

This synthesis of care, sensitivity, knowledge, empathy and wisdom 
can be described in various ways and is certainly represented differently 
by a geologist and a nurse. In health professional education, Ballat and 
Campling (2011) call for an “intelligent kindness” as a much-needed value 
in health care as one example of what is required to extend a half-fulfilled 
process to a full-fledged “Bildung”. In their study of public health care and 
students’ reflection on placement experiences, Jamissen and Skou (2010) 
demonstrated that digital stories gained strength and impact when they 
emphasized the student’s personal journey through learning their mate-
rial. Hence, they coined “the poetic reflection” as the tool that elevated 
student’s thinking of subject matter to a critical and personal engagement.

At the outset, we suggested that DS and its underlying principles of 
personal, narrative, multimodal, engaged and collaborative dimensions 
is in itself a sound framework for an education, with the potential for 
a rounded formation of the personality according to a philosophical 
“Bildung”. Exploring the notion of “Bildung” has brought up many simi-
lar ideas to what a Scholarship of Integration ideally deals with, and we 
suggest that it is worthwhile to use DS as a method to realize such a schol-
arship, on many levels, in higher education.

Notes

	1.	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SGjSMqwlP3E&list=PLmgRv
T3J00_mtSuIeFVOutpAX_aQ_ax2G (Accessed 15 November 2016).

	2.	https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/courses/graduate-taught (Accessed 
19 September 2016).
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CHAPTER 20

Critical Story Sharing: A Dialectic Approach 
to Identity Regulation

Mari Ann Moss

Introduction and Background

Higher education is challenged to help students integrate knowledge across 
professions while building professional identity and relationships with 
others. Boyer (1990) reclassified the identity of scholars from research-
ers and teachers to researchers, teachers, collaborators and integrators of 
knowledge. “By integration, we mean making connections across the dis-
ciplines, placing the specialties in larger context, illuminating data in a 
revealing way, often educating nonspecialists, too” (Boyer 1990, p. 18). 
One key aspect of integration, which is sometimes overlooked, is the need 
to develop, integrate and sustain personal and professional identity. In 
order to successfully negotiate the world beyond the academy, students 
need to know who they are and understand how their personal identity is 
shaped. As they move through their studies and enter the wider world, the 
development of professional identity assumes greater importance, and the 
ability to bridge these two identities will be crucial to survival in both the 
personal and professional contexts.

This chapter thus considers the use of digital storytelling as a way of 
investigating personal and professional identity, through a different lens 
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that helps to make sense of the challenges and opportunities of digital sto-
rytelling in organisations. It focuses on an exploratory digital storytelling 
intervention within an organisation and draws lessons that are pertinent 
to higher education.

Digital storytelling has previously been used to capture the essence of 
brand identity, but it has not been used to explore how personal identity 
is entangled with organisational identity. This chapter introduces critical 
story sharing (CSS) (Moss 2012) as a way to approach the challenges 
described by Boyer in relation to the scholarship of integration and con-
siders how the process of developing digital stories in a group contributes 
to clarifying an integrated personal and professional identity. Such clarity 
of identity is crucial both for higher educational institutions as organisa-
tions existing in a competitive world and also for their clients—the stu-
dents who will engage with multiple organisations during their working 
lives.

Stories and Identity

Digital stories, described by Lundby (2008) as mediatised stories, self-
representations in new media, have enabled the age-old practice of sto-
rytelling to transcend space and time through the particular constraints 
and affordances offered by the digital storytelling genre. The “self” is not 
fixed but inherently social, shaped in relationships and through the stories 
we tell. “The authenticity of the digital story is not a given. To play with 
narrative is to play with identity” (Lundby 2008, p. 5).

Narrative and identity are shaped by the processes of management, 
facilitation and mediation. Digital storytelling can be introduced into 
an organisation for a number of different purposes, including the need 
to understand others’ identity when multidisciplinary approaches are 
required for problem solving and innovation.

Lambert (2006) states:

So our approach to an organization’s story always starts with a person con-
necting their life experience to the organization’s mission or branding. It 
may not be the story that makes it into your next speech, organizational 
website, or broadcast publication, but until you create it, you probably will 
not do as good a job of representing other people’s stories for the same 
organization. (2006, p. 105)
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When interviewed by Joe Lambert in 1998, Dana Atchley explained how 
brand identity can be developed:

I think the important point is that the concept of brand cannot always 
develop from the top down. People, either as employees or consumers, may 
invest in brand identity values that you never intended, and allowing their 
stories to trickle up to the top is what expands and truly defines the brand. 
(Lambert and Atchley 2006, p. 167)

Brand shapes the identity of organisational men and women.

Identity and the Organisation

The intervention was undertaken with WISE Management Services and 
Women’s Wellness, which was composed of The Monastery and Iris, in 
Hamilton, New Zealand, in 2007, to investigate how digital storytelling 
could add value to the organisation.

Julie Nelson, Chief Executive of WISE Management Services, chose 
Women’s Wellness to introduce digital storytelling into the WISE Group 
because of a sense that this organisation was new and evolving. An 
organisation is a group of people with a common purpose. In this case 
study, knowledge is integrated across three organisations and multiple 
professions.

The case study is illuminated by focusing on two participants who 
were becoming digital storytelling facilitators. This focus highlights 
the opportunities and challenges of using digital storytelling as a 
tool to integrate knowledge and build identity across professions and 
organisations.

The WISE Group was implementing Peak Performance (Gilson, 
et al. 2000) and Sustainable Peak Performance (Pratt and Pratt 2010), 
and this underpinned their ethos. Women’s Wellness brand identity was 
captured in their “Peak Performance Organization’s (PPO)” dream, 
focus and spirit which regulated their inspirational women. Women’s 
Wellness organisational dream was “To create transformational well-
ness services and experiences for women”, their focus was “Nurture 
RICH relationships” and their spirit was “Connections for living well” 
(Pratt, M., 2007. wise purpose. [email] (Personal communication, 9 
July 2007)).
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At the time of the intervention, they delivered services through 
The Monastery and Iris. The Monastery provided retreats for women 
experiencing stress, trauma or depression. The Monastery women were 
nurturing and holistic in supporting their clients’ health and well-
being. From 2011 to 2015, The Monastery supported more than 700 
people affected by the Christchurch earthquakes with free wellness 
retreats. Iris was a mobile service for women and acted as advocates for 
their clients in securing mental health support. They continue to offer 
their free service as Women’s Wellness through Pathways (Women’s 
Wellness 2014).

Based on my experience with this intervention, I became interested in 
how the digital storytelling process might be used in working with identity 
within an organisation and how the process of creating a digital story and 
the product of a digital artefact might be understood in terms of a dialectic 
relationship between self and organisation.

Identity Regulation

Higher education institutions regulate the identity of scholars, and organ-
isations regulate the identity of team members through multiple reward 
systems. Identity regulation was explored within organisations by Mats 
Alvesson and Hugh Willmott (2002). They critiqued and described iden-
tity regulation as a dialectic process of organisational control and micro-
emancipation to produce the appropriate organisational man and woman.

… we are here concerned primarily with how organizational control is 
accomplished through the self-positioning of employees within manageri-
ally inspired discourses about work and organization with which they may 
become more or less identified and committed. (Alvesson and Willmott 
2002, p. 620)

Organisational men and women embody the characteristics that define 
the organisation. They think and act from the organisation’s perspective 
in their day-to-day practice in subordination to their professional and per-
sonal values and beliefs. Within this dialectic process of identity regula-
tion also exists the seeds of micro-emancipation expressed as small acts 
of freedom. These act to resist control of identity on a day-to-day basis, 
as individuals can choose to think, communicate and act based on their 
professional and personal beliefs and values.
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Tempered Radicals

Identity regulation can also be seen as a process that produces “tempered 
radicals”—persons who challenge professional identity and culture based 
on their personal beliefs and values (Meyerson 2001, 2004).

Tempered radicals push and prod the system through a variety of subtle pro-
cesses, rechanneling information and opportunities, questioning assump-
tions, changing boundaries of inclusion, and scoring small wins. (Meyerson 
2004, pp. 17–18)

Tempered radicals shape their professional identities within the constraints 
of their organisations, and they have the power to leave if they feel they 
can make a greater contribution elsewhere. Tempered radicals can use 
storytelling to share their lived experience, personal beliefs and values. 
Storytelling can also be a tool to engage in identity regulation.

The Digital Storytelling Intervention

The intervention consisted of eight critical-emancipatory action research 
steps. Due to the potentially sensitive nature of the study subject and the 
sensitive nature of sharing lived and personal experience at work, care 
was taken to draft ethical guidelines as the first step. This was done in 
partnership with the Waikato Management School’s ethics representa-
tive, the subject organisation and in discussion with the Center for Digital 
Storytelling (CDS).

Step two was the first intervention in the form of a three-day digital 
storytelling workshop intended to teach people how to listen to and share 
alternative experiences.

Step three was creating a digital storytelling community of prac-
tice (Wenger 1999; Wenger et  al. 2002) to maintain the knowledge of 
a discipline through an informal network based on the participation of 
volunteers.

Step four was a second intervention in the form of a seven-day train-
the-trainer’s workshop (including a three-day workshop for colleagues). 
The aim was to build organisational competence in the area of digital 
storytelling because organisational storytelling was part of their approach 
and they wanted to see how a digital approach could add value to their 
practice.
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Step five was an interview with the sponsor in order to gain the organ-
isation’s perspective.

Step six, which was undertaken after this intervention ended, involved 
interviews with digital storytelling practitioners to learn from their diverse 
experiences and to add empirical detail.

Step seven was critical discursive analysis (Broadbent and Laughlin 
2008) of the literature to abstract my theoretical framework, which is 
based on a dialectic conversation that embraces contradictory perspectives 
to create new knowledge and support the evolving self.

Step eight was more (non-digital) storytelling, which is analytic in 
itself (Smith and Sparks 2006, p. 185), to illuminate the meaning of my 
framework.

How Did I Approach the Research?: Reflexivity

When adopting a critical research methodology, it is important to 
acknowledge the subjective perspective of the researcher and the influ-
ence of the historical and social context that influenced his or her think-
ing. This acknowledges that the lens taken on reality will be shaped by 
the researcher’s theoretical and political views and language (Burrell and 
Morgan 1979) and that human agency is historically and socially situated 
(Alvesson and Deetz 2000). The observer focuses his or her attention and 
interpretation of observations based on individual underlying assumptions 
and beliefs.

My role as a participant observer within the research project shaped my 
research question, the data I collected and my analysis. I identified as a 
tempered radical and embraced digital storytelling based on my belief that 
an individual’s self-representational story of lived experience can make a 
difference to understanding oneself and to others and that embracing dif-
ference can lead to new knowledge.

I was a mature doctoral student with significant management and organ-
isational change experience. I had been involved in several technology-
based research and development organisations and in the start-up and 
sale of an information technology company. I practised participative man-
agement and encouraged individuals to lead in their areas of passion and 
expertise. I had experience of using action research and face-to-face sto-
rytelling to uncover issues and support change. I applied a “beginner’s 
mind” (Suzuki 1970) to digital storytelling theory and practice. The data I 
collected and that underpins the discussion in this chapter includes website  
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profiles, digital stories, interviews, personal communication and online 
posts.

Reflecting on the Women’s Wellness Digital 
Storytelling Exploration

Six people participated in a three-day digital storytelling workshop and 
two people, Karen Lund from The Monastery and Tania Rossiter from Iris, 
participated in a seven-day digital storytelling train-the-trainers’ workshop 
facilitated by the author. Eleven Women’s Wellness digital stories were 
completed. A little over a year after the completion of the intervention, an 
interview was conducted with the sponsor to reflect on the impact of the 
intervention on the organisation.

In revisiting the Women’s Wellness case study for this chapter, I focus 
back on Karen and Tania’s participation in the intervention because they 
were becoming digital storytelling facilitators. They were invited to partic-
ipate, believed they could make a difference to their organisation through 
the use of storytelling and were both empowered and constrained in their 
ability to take digital storytelling forward in Women’s Wellness. This case 
study is important because it highlights some of the opportunities and 
challenges that digital storytelling brings to organisations.

The storytelling prompts chosen by Karen and Tania were “What led 
you to the organisation and how has the organisation changed the direc-
tion of your life?” The prompts acted as catalysts for the participants to 
engage with who they were in their personal and organisational lives. They 
shared their stories and images with their colleagues who actively listened 
and bore witness, asked questions and gave feedback as they co-created 
stories of lived experience.

Thesis, Anti-thesis and Synthesis

A new critical lens based on the dialectic process of thesis, anti-thesis and 
synthesis (Fichte and Breazeale 1993) is used in this chapter to reflect 
on the experience. In this case, the thesis is the dominant discourse of 
organisational identity: how the organisation saw the professional identity 
of the participants was published on their website. The anti-thesis is the 
alternative discourse of self-representations in new media by Karen Lund 
and Tania Rossiter. The digital stories were shared face to face with Julie 
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Nelson and the manager of Women’s Wellness to see how they could add 
value to the organisation. And the synthesis was the need for a balanced 
and integrated personal-professional identity as well as a larger critical con-
versation to support evolving identity at work.

Karen Lund’s website profile before the digital storytelling intervention 
stated:

Karen is delighted to be a member of The Monastery team and, as house-
keeper, she is passionate about delivering truly exceptional service to guests. 
(Women’s Wellness Ltd. 2007)

Karen’s website profile changed after the woman responsible for Women’s 
Wellness branding participated in the second digital storytelling inter-
vention, where Karen facilitated a digital storytelling circle. Here is her 
updated profile:

Karen is The Monastery’s house manager. She considers her position from a 
spiritual as well as practical perspective, believing that a caring and nurturing 
environment enhances healing. Her life experiences include motherhood, 
special needs teaching, owning and managing a luxury holiday accommoda-
tion in South Africa as well as travelling and experiencing diverse cultures. 
Karen is passionate about delivering truly exceptional service to guests. 
(Women’s Wellness Ltd. 2008, 2009)

Tania Rossiter’s website profile, before and after the digital storytelling 
intervention, stated:

I believe we are all unique and talented and we are all pupils and teachers. 
I bring this philosophy to my role at Iris. I feel privileged to be working in 
such a warm environment, where I get to combine my interests of people, 
holistic health and well being, and social justice. (Women’s Wellness Ltd. 
2007, 2008, 2009)

Extracts from the digital stories created by Tania and Karen are included 
here to exemplify how the digital stories captured the ways in which indi-
viduals saw themselves: this forms the anti-thesis in my argument. Writing 
about and sharing momentous life events led Karen to view herself dif-
ferently and to represent herself differently via her profile, revealing a 
more integrated personality; Tania’s profile remains the same before and 
after the intervention but similarly reveals a more integrated, personal-
professional identity.
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Travelling Light by Karen Lund

In Fig. 20.1, Karen Lund shares “Travelling light”. Her story script cap-
tures the essence of her journey to The Monastery and her reflections on 
identity and purpose after working there for one year.

After 30 years with the man I had always thought of as my partner for life, 
the universe intervened. An excruciatingly painful, but necessary, series of events 
unfolded. The removal of my wedding band obliterated vast chunks of my former 
life. Nothing would ever be the same again. Slowly emerging from the detritus, 
this child of Africa began to remember, to learn, about travelling light, about 
healing.

I found myself in New Zealand, reading a newspaper advertisement for a 
position in the foundation team at The Monastery, a wellness retreat for women 
experiencing depression or trauma. I marvelled at the synchronicities which had 
brought me to this time and place. I had to explore this opportunity to work in 
an organisation embracing a vision of a programme for healing which I wanted to 
contribute to. After my first year at The Monastery, I wrote a poem entitled “One 
Year On”.

One Year On
One year on there is deep gratitude for the learning, for the shared wisdom of 

souls who touch this life. Easing this soul along its path to recognition of serenity. 
The gift in every perfect moment. I look to the year ahead taking each day as it 
unfolds. Relishing the opportunities for living, loving and learning. It is my privi-
lege to be of service to the souls who serve me daily abundantly.

K.L., Dec. 2006
I continue to learn and I now know there is nothing quite like travelling light.
“Travelling Light”, written and produced by Karen Lund, July 2007. Credits: 

Photography and assistance with compilation: Mari Ann Moss.

Fig. 20.1  Travelling light by Karen Lund. Copyright 2007 by Karen Lund. 
Used with permission
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Postcard to Myself by Tania Rossiter

In Fig. 20.2, Tania Rossiter shares “Postcard to myself”. Her story script 
captures the essence of coming to a crossroads in her professional life and 
the infinite possibilities it could represent which was illustrated by the 
quote she used from Deepak Chopra (2003, p. 21).

Dear Tania, thought you might like this as you’ve talked about being at a cross-
roads in your life; when I took this image it was to capture the sense of considering 
what direction to head in and if I’m on the right track. Now I see that the railway 
line could be a barrier to get across rather than travel along. What is that barrier? 
I wonder. Does the house signify safety and security? If I come from there across 
the track, I will be on the open road. From safety on to a main highway, and what 
if there’s a train coming? They say nothing happens by coincidence. Good luck on 
your journey.

Love Tania
“When you live your life with an appreciation of coincidences and their mean-

ings you connect with the underlying field of infinite possibilities. This is when 
magic begins …” Deepak Chopra—by Tania Rossiter with gratitude to: Karen 
Lund, Maree Maddock and Wise Management Services and special thanks to Mari 
Ann Moss.

“Tania also captured Wise Trust’s purpose, inspirational dream, 
spirit and beliefs around the essence of possibilities. This was also 
reflected in the Deepak Chopra quote that Tania used at the end of 
her story” (Pratt, M., 2007., PhD supervisory discussion. [email] 
(Personal communication, 9, July, 2007)). Tania continues making a 
difference within Pathways and can be seen as a tempered radical who 
stayed engaged with the organisation.

Fig. 20.2  Postcard to myself by Tania Rossiter. Copyright 2007 by Tania 
Rossiter. Used with permission
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Learning from the organisation’s perspective was shared by Julie 
Nelson and Mike Pratt and contributed to my understanding and to the 
synthesis of my argument. Julie Nelson, the sponsor of the intervention, 
highlighted a number of things that she learnt:

… so, being a bit clearer around when we are doing the ‘digital storying’ 
about anchoring it back to the organisation. So I think that was really a 
significant learning for us. (Nelson, J., 2009. Reflection on organisational 
learning. [conversation] (Personal communication, 1, April, 2009))

“Digital storying” was valuable to the Wise Group for promoting the 
organisation’s services, people and recruitment.

…yes there is a place for staff (stories) … they were personal to the people 
they weren’t personal to the organisation. And … I think if we wanted to 
promote the work of the organisation then we have to actually … find that 
balance. (Nelson, J., 2009. Reflection on organisational learning. [conversa-
tion] (Personal communication, 1, April, 2009))

She felt that promoting services from the point of view of the people 
who had experienced them could be powerful. People who had accessed 
and used the services might need more time, independence and support 
through the “digital storying” process than staff. Three days was a signifi-
cant amount of time to invest and she didn’t know if organisations could 
afford that time. She decided to continue to support one day for people 
to think about how they wanted to present themselves and what they had 
to say. She reflected that “digital storying” connects to Peak Performance 
and could capture founder and instigator stories as living memory. She saw 
this anchoring of “digital storying” back to the organisation as key.

The pilot’s focus on personal experience helped Julie connect to 
employees but she felt participants got more out of digital storytelling 
than the organisation. She was looking for a balance that represented all 
stakeholders.

…one of the … lessons for us was … that … people … got more out of it 
personally … than … the organisation.… people talked … about a very per-
sonal story to them, … but it wasn’t necessarily talking about the organisa-
tion and what the organisation could do in terms of changing lives. (Nelson, 
J., 2009. Reflection on organisational learning. [conversation] (Personal 
communication, 1, April, 2009))
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As a result of participating, some people felt motivated to retrain; this 
supported the organisation’s recognition of the need to engage in the 
conversation looking at both the organisation’s and the individual’s 
needs.

…one example … the housekeeper … decided that she wanted a change of 
title, … decided that she actually didn’t really want to be a housekeeper any 
more that she wanted to go on and be … a wellness consultant … because 
she feels that she had a lot to contribute … I think that’s fine but the organ-
isation still needs a housekeeper. … so it’s actually about … the need for the 
organisation to have good supports in and for …... management to be … 
clear around … that’s absolutely fine for people to explore in their journey 
where they might want to go. … but let’s engage in the process that allows 
people to … do that but also looking at both the organisational and … the 
person’s … need. (Nelson, J., 2009. Reflection on organisational learning. 
[conversation] (Personal communication, 1, April, 2009))

Finally, Julie reflected that exploratory studies require a considerable 
amount of time to support and it was important to get the entire manage-
ment team on board and to agree on the purpose for introducing digital 
storytelling. After the pilot, she assigned “digital storying” to strategic 
communications to link to PPO, promotion, recruitment and to anchor 
it back to the organisation. Wise Management Services modified digital 
storytelling practice as they felt was appropriate for their organisation. 
The process was modified to one day, storytellers were given time to think 
about what they wanted to say and they were filmed and edited by strate-
gic communications.

Mike Pratt was on my PhD supervisory panel and on the WISE 
Trust board. Mike reflected on the longer term consequences of the 
intervention,

“…the big potential learning from this story is how personal stories can 
relate to the organisation and with what consequences. … personal digital 
stories are akin to a personal purpose journey. Wise has committed as part 
of its wellbeing policy to enabling all staff to develop a personal purpose. … 
The connection between personal and organisation purpose is I think a rich 
field of enquiry.” (Pratt, M., 2011., PhD supervisory discussion. [email] 
(Personal communication, 2, September, 2011))
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Understanding Karen’s perspective also contributed to my understanding 
and the synthesis of my argument.

Karen’s personal and organisational stories were intertwined and deeply 
connected. Karen’s personal values and beliefs shaped her professional 
identity. Karen contributed her reflections on participating in the inter-
vention and the potential use of digital storytelling within the organisation 
in the online community of practice as detailed below:

… After viewing my first stories, the CEO of Wise Management Services 
asked me to train as a Digital Storytelling Trainer. A colleague and myself 
have recently completed a thoroughly enjoyable and very practical train-
er’s workshop run by Mari Ann Moss. This is a really exciting develop-
ment in terms of my role at work and I hope the digital storytelling 
project will gather momentum next year. Those of us who have been 
involved so far are very keen to develop the project in whatever ways 
it can be useful within Women’s Wellness Ltd and Wise Management 
Services.

Feedback I have received to date reinforces my sense that digital story-
telling can be used in any number of ways within the organisation. A group 
of us are currently working on developing a story around “Sustainability” 
allied to the PPO ideals.

We live and work in exciting times!
Thanks to all who support our efforts! (Lund 2007)

Karen highlighted how she felt supported in her desire to learn how to 
become a digital storytelling facilitator and saw opportunities to take digi-
tal storytelling forward in her organisation. Karen’s stories highlighted 
the essence of her identity and her personal experience which led her to 
support The Monastery’s services. Karen left The Monastery in 2009 to 
pursue special education teaching.

Karen can be seen as a tempered radical who dis-engaged from the 
organisation. Tempered radicals can help organisations engage in reflexiv-
ity and communicative action (Habermas 1984) based on a strong and 
integrated sense of both personal and professional identity.

Critical Story Sharing

My experience and synthesis of these insights led me to create CSS 
(Moss 2012), a dialectic conversation that embraces both the dominant 
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discourse of organisational identity and the alternative discourse of per-
sonal identity to synthesise an integrated personal and professional iden-
tity to support an ongoing larger conversation about evolving identity at 
work. CSS is a form of narrative mediation (Winslade and Monk 2000, 
2008). Narrative mediation resolves a story of conflict by identifying 
instances of collaboration and developing them into a new way of inter-
acting overall. It builds on the work of the CDS (Now StoryCenter) and 
their ethical approach (Harding and Hill 2011; Lambert 2013; Lambert 
and Hill 2006, 2013) to authoring identity and supporting transfor-
mation (Davis and Weinshenker 2012; Lambert 2006, 2013) and on 
critical management studies to guide critical, autonomous thinkers to 
participate in identity regulation.

CSS recognises that digital stories need to be shared in a larger con-
versation outside of the original story circle to include others who did 
not participate in the co-creation of the digital artefact. CSS as a dialectic 
approach to identity regulation is affected by the self-identity of the medi-
ator who can limit and empower the participants based on their beliefs 
about them.

Organisational men, women and tempered radicals need CSS skills to 
actively listen to each other and share how they see themselves and how 
others see them and to mediate the difference between their personal and 
organisational identity. Individuals and organisations can engage in iden-
tity regulation through the use of digital storytelling within a larger critical 
conversation. CSS guides organisational men and women to engage with 
tempered radicals to co-create evolving identity at work. Developing stu-
dents as tempered radicals will allow them to move confidently between 
organisations with a clear sense of self. Encouraging higher education staff 
to act as tempered radicals and challenge the “status quo” supports inno-
vative thinking.

I have been on more than one university campus where rather heavy-handed 
provosts and deans were imposing definitions of scholarship articulated in 
Scholarship Reconsidered and found resistant faculty members complaining 
of being “Boyerized.” (Rice 2002, p. 10)

CSS as a guide to identity regulation mediates the difference between 
how we see ourselves and how others see us within an organisational con-
text, with the purpose of evolving personal and organisational identity. 

  M.A. MOSS



  309

The evolving self (Kegan 1982) has been described as a psychological 
process that favours independence and inclusion.

What a workplace or organization actually looks or feels like when it can 
culture interindividuality as well as institutionality … We can imagine that 
it creates opportunities to reflect together on “the way we are working,” or 
“the point of our goals,” or “how we went about making that decision” as 
well as insuring that the work gets done, the goals get achieved, the deci-
sions get made. (Kegan 1982, p. 247)

Digital stories make these aspects of identity accessible and can support a 
larger critical conversation about evolving identity at work. In the context 
of CSS, identity regulation becomes a reflexive practice based on the dia-
lectic process of thesis, anti-thesis and synthesis.

(Reflexivity) … is fundamental to managing organizations in responsive, 
responsible and ethical ways … And it’s reflexivity that is key to under-
standing management in terms of who managers are. (Cunliffe 2009, 
p. 817)

The philosophy of the interventionist shapes the outcome of the interven-
tion. A traditional communications management approach controls iden-
tity and story. A facilitator’s approach helps the storyteller make meaning 
of their lived experience while a mediator’s approach helps the storyteller 
to embrace and resolve the difference between their organisational and 
personal identity to recognise their natural authority to make a difference 
at work.

I see myself as a “tempered radical”. There is a photo of me, inspired 
by M.C. Escher’s 1935 “Hand with Reflecting Sphere” (Ernst 1994), 
that captures how my identity is created in relationship with others, in 
this case, the photographer who is also captured in the background and a 
painting by D. Meiring which represents how “I” see myself in relation-
ship with how others see “Me”, co-creating my evolving “Self” (Mead 
2010).

I regard this photo as a visual metaphor for co-creating an inte-
grated, personal and professional identity in relationship with others (see 
Fig. 20.3).
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Implications for Higher Education Institutions

I see a close connection between higher education and organisations in 
the opportunities and challenges they face. Universities in New Zealand 
commercialise their knowledge by engaging in innovation parks and spin-
ning out new businesses ventures. I experienced that transformation as 
the manager of the Waikato Innovation Centre for eEducation at the 
University of Waikato when we were spun out and successfully sold (as 
ECTUS) to Tandberg ASA after 18 months of operation. I needed a 
strong sense of self during the process and it led me to undertake a PhD at 
the Waikato Management School to make sense of my journey.

The digital storytelling intervention described was the first step in a 
shared journey between a student, an organisation and the digital story-
telling community to bridge the gap between personal and professional 
identity, purpose and transformation. Although the case that I have pre-
sented does not relate directly to higher education, the findings are rel-
evant to the challenges students, academics and administrators meet in 
their journey to co-create an integrated, personal and professional identity.

Finding the balance between professional and personal identity is spe-
cific to a group and to individual members and hence will change over 

Fig. 20.3  Topping, M., 2011. Co-creating an integrated identity. [photograph] 
(Mari Ann Moss’s own private collection)
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time as individuals move from one organisation to another. In a group, it 
is necessary to understand how others see you as well as how you see your-
self in order to engage in identity regulation and consciously support who 
you are becoming. Digital storytelling can be used to co-create integrated, 
personal and professional identity stories in a group. However, the same 
integrated professional identity story can feel balanced to the members 
of the story circle that co-created it and unbalanced to people outside 
the original story circle. A larger critical conversation that involves more 
members of the group will uncover this discomfort, while a CSS media-
tor can guide others to engage in identity regulation to support evolving 
professional identity.

In addition to a participatory process that can support personal and pro-
fessional identity development and regulation, digital storytelling can also 
add value to organisations through the digital artefacts that are created.

Digital storytelling can be used as a tool within a larger CSS conversa-
tion by organisations, including those in higher education, who believe 
their competitive advantage lies within the evolving identity of the critical, 
autonomous individuals who compose it, while the individuals who create 
those digital stories benefit from the opportunity to explore, develop and 
integrate their personal-professional identities. If these individuals happen 
to be students setting out on a journey that is likely to involve membership 
of a number of organisations, the opportunities afforded by digital story-
telling to integrate not only knowledge across disciplines but also various 
aspects of themselves are invaluable.

References

Alvesson, M., & Deetz, S. (2000). Doing critical management research. London: 
Sage.

Alvesson, M., & Willmott, H. (2002). Identity regulation as organizational con-
trol: Producing the appropriate individual. Journal of Management Studies, 
39(5), 619–644.

Boyer, E.  L. (1990). Scholarship reconsidered: Priorities of the professoriate. 
New York: Jossey-Bass.

Broadbent, J., & Laughlin, R. (2008). Middle range thinking. In R. Thorpe & 
R.  Holt (Eds.), The Sage dictionary of qualitative management research 
(pp. 130–133). Los Angeles: Sage.

Burrell, G., & Morgan, G. (1979). Sociological paradigms and organisational 
analysis: Elements of the sociology of corporate life. London: Heinemann.

CRITICAL STORY SHARING: A DIALECTIC APPROACH TO IDENTITY... 



312 

Chopra, D. (2003). The spontaneous fulfilment of desire: Harnessing the infinite 
power of coincidence. New York: Three Rivers Press.

Cunliffe, A. L. (2009). A very short, fairly interesting and reasonably cheap book 
about management. Los Angeles: Sage.

Davis, A., & Weinshenker, D. (2012). Digital storytelling and authoring identity. 
In C. C. Ching & B. J. Foley (Eds.), Constructing the self in a digital World 
(Learning in doing: Social, cognitive and computational perspectives) 
(pp. 47–74). New York: Cambridge University Press.

Ernst, B. (1994). The magic mirror of M.C. Escher (J. E. Brigham, Trans., 25th 
Anniversary ed.). New York: Barnes & Noble.

Fichte, J.  G., & Breazeale, D. (1993). Fichte: Early philosophical writings. 
New York: Cornell University Press.

Gilson, C., Pratt, M., Roberts, K., & Weymes, E. (2000). Peak performance: 
Business lessons from the world’s top sports organizations. London: HarperCollins.

Habermas, J.  (1984). The theory of communicative action (Vol. 1). London: 
Heinemann.

Harding, L., & Hill, A. (2011). Silence speaks digital storytelling—Guidelines for 
ethical practice. In J. Lambert (Ed.), Digital storytelling: Capturing lives, creat-
ing community (pp. 191–198). New York: Routledge.

Kegan, R. (1982). The evolving self: Problem and process in human development. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Lambert, J. (2006). Digital storytelling: Capturing lives, creating community (2nd 
ed.). Berkeley: Digital Diner Press.

Lambert, J. (2013). Digital storytelling: Capturing lives, creating community (4th 
ed.). New York: Routledge.

Lambert, J., & Atchley, D. (2006). Emotional branding: A conversation with Dana 
Atchley Digital storytelling: Capturing lives, creating community (pp. 161–168). 
Berkeley: Digital Diner Press.

Lambert, J., & Hill, A. (2006). When silence speaks: A conversation with Amy 
Hill. In J. Lambert (Ed.), Digital storytelling: Capturing lives, creating com-
munity (pp. 151–160). Berkeley: Digital Diner Press.

Lambert, J., & Hill, A. (2013). Silence speaks: Interview with Amy Hill. In 
J.  Lambert (Ed.), Digital storytelling: Capturing lives, creating community 
(pp. 140–149). New York: Routledge.

Lund, K. (2007). Reflections on sharing my stories outside the workshop. CP2 
Course blog. [blog] 10 November. No longer available. Accessed 10 Nov 
2007.

Lundby, K. (Ed.). (2008). Digital storytelling, mediatized stories: Self-representations 
in new media. New York: Peter Lang.

Mead, G. H. (2010). The self: The ‘I’ and the ‘me’. In M. J. Hatch & M. Schultz 
(Eds.), Organizational identity: A reader (pp.  30–34). Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

  M.A. MOSS



  313

Meyerson, D. E. (2001). Radical change, the quiet way. Harvard Business Review, 
79(9), 92–100.

Meyerson, D.  E. (2004). The tempered radicals. Stanford Social Innovation 
Review, 2(2), 14–22.

Moss, M. A. (2012). Critical story sharing as communicative action in organisa-
tional change. The University of Waikato, Hamilton. http://hdl.handle.
net/10289/6726. Accessed 10 Oct 2016.

Pratt, M., & Pratt, H. (2010). Sustainable peak performance: Business lessons from 
sustainable enterprise pioneers. North Shore: Pearson.

Rice, R. E. (2002). Beyond scholarship reconsidered: Toward an enlarged vision 
of the scholarly work of faculty members. New Directions for Teaching and 
Learning, 90(Summer), 7–25.

Smith, B., & Sparkes, A. C. (2006). Narrative inquiry in psychology: Exploring 
the tensions within. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(3), 169–192.

Suzuki, S. (1970). Zen mind, beginner’s mind. New York: Weatherhill.
Wenger, E. (1999). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning and identity. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Wenger, E., McDermott, R., & Snyder, W. (2002). Cultivating communities of 

practice: A guide to managing knowledge. Boston: Harvard Business School 
Press.

Winslade, J., & Monk, G. (2000). Narrative mediation: A new approach to conflict 
resolution. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Winslade, J., & Monk, G. (2008). Practicing narrative mediation: Loosening the 
grip of conflict. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Women’s Wellness Ltd. (2007). The monastery—A luxury wellness experience not to 
be missed I meet the team. http://web.archive.org/web/20081014042057/
http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monastery_24.php. Accessed 10 Oct 
2016.

Women’s Wellness Ltd. (2008). The Monastery—A luxury wellness experience not to 
be missed I meet the team. Retrieved from. http://web.archive.org/
web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monas-
tery_24.php. Accessed 10 Oct 2016.

Women’s Wellness Ltd. (2009). The Monastery—A luxury wellness experience not to 
be missed I meet the team. Retrieved from. http://web.archive.org/
web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monas-
tery_24.php. Accessed 10 Oct 2016.

Women’s Wellness Ltd. (2014). Where we began—Women’s Wellness. http://
www.womenswellness.co.nz/history. Accessed 10 Oct 2016.

CRITICAL STORY SHARING: A DIALECTIC APPROACH TO IDENTITY... 

http://hdl.handle.net/10289/6726
http://hdl.handle.net/10289/6726
http://web.archive.org/web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monastery_24.php. Accessed 10 Oct 2016
http://web.archive.org/web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monastery_24.php. Accessed 10 Oct 2016
http://web.archive.org/web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monastery_24.php. Accessed 10 Oct 2016
http://web.archive.org/web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monastery_24.php
http://web.archive.org/web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monastery_24.php
http://web.archive.org/web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monastery_24.php
http://web.archive.org/web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monastery_24.php
http://web.archive.org/web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monastery_24.php
http://web.archive.org/web/20081014042057/http://www.themonastery.co.nz/page/monastery_24.php
http://www.womenswellness.co.nz/history
http://www.womenswellness.co.nz/history


PART 4

The Scholarship of 
Engaged Collaboration



317© The Author(s) 2017
G. Jamissen et al. (eds.), Digital Storytelling in Higher Education, 
Digital Education and Learning, DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-51058-3_21

CHAPTER 21

Introduction to the Scholarship of 
Engaged Collaboration

Heather Pleasants

“Engaged scholarship” is an umbrella term used to describe university/
community partnerships oriented toward creating social change. Since 
Boyer’s seminal publications (Boyer 1990, 1996), engaged scholarship 
has been defined and operationalized in a number of ways—definitions 
and practices associated with engaged scholarship exist within service 
learning, community-based research, community-based participatory 
action research and public scholarship (NERCHE 2016). Engaged schol-
arship, as embodied in a range of practices and key concepts developed 
over the last 25 years, has become a central component across the teach-
ing, research and service missions of many institutions of higher learning 
(Fitzgerald et al. 2012). Leaders of colleges and universities have increas-
ingly recognized that the challenges facing our world demand that we 
bring the knowledge based in the academic community together with 
knowledge gained through the lived experience of people in diverse places 
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and spaces. Boyer presciently identified the necessity of moving toward a 
systematic approach to addressing the civic missions of many public and 
private colleges and universities:

But at a deeper level, I have a growing conviction that what’s also needed 
is not just more programs, but a larger purpose, a larger sense of mission 
… Increasingly I’m convinced that ultimately the scholarship of engage-
ment also means creating a special climate in which the academic and civic 
cultures communicate more continuously and more creatively with each 
other, helping to enlarge what anthropologist Clifford Geertz describes as 
the universe of human discourse and enriching the quality of life for all of 
us. Boyer (1996)

Building on Boyer, others have continued to think deeply and reflectively 
about how we might create this climate; see, for example, Strum et  al. 
(2011). As articulated early and throughout this volume, it is our thought 
that digital storytelling provides a unique means by which we might bring 
together many aspects of the work of higher education—including out-
reach or engagement. As the following chapters illustrate, digital story-
telling provides us (scholars, researchers and community members) with 
opportunities to enact concepts that are at the core of successful engaged 
scholarship processes and projects. These concepts include but are not 
limited to communication, critical reflection, reciprocity and personal and 
community transformation. Digital storytelling, as a set of coordinated 
practices, has the ability to serve as a kind of glue that holds the often 
very fragile enterprise of engaged scholarship together, given its ability to 
keep simultaneous focus on our role(s) within our teaching, research and 
outreach; what students are learning in their making/doing/interacting 
processes; the ways in which we support and enable reciprocity within 
university/community partnerships; how we communicate and negotiate 
problems and processes for addressing them; and how we represent the 
process and outcomes of our work, including the way each can be used to 
support those within university and community contexts. In the chapters 
that follow, each author attends to a variety of issues manifested through 
the use of digital storytelling work involving researchers, students and 
community members.

In Chap. 22, Elaine Bliss weaves together longitudinal data from a digi-
tal storytelling project conducted over five years, within the community 
context of a non-profit organization focused on meeting the needs of peo-
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ple with disabilities in order to explore how digital storytelling provides a 
rich example of collaborative practice (Rice 2003). Further, Bliss uses the 
concepts of performance spaces and embodied performances to under-
stand how digital storytelling practices reveal the emotional and affective 
geographies of disability.

In Chap. 23, Darcy Alexandra draws from longitudinal research with 
asylum seekers in Ireland in order to examine how the process of co-
created scriptwriting facilitated and sustained a community of practice for 
members of the digital storytelling group. In doing so, Alexandra reveals 
how this group participated in engaged inquiry about asylum and migrant 
labor regimes, as well as how the group process produced opportuni-
ties for multi-layered narrative exchange. In inviting the reader to “listen 
deeply” (Lambert 2013) to the stories of two participants in particular, 
Alexandra also highlights the challenges within participatory knowledge 
production through the new media/new literacies practice of digital sto-
rytelling (Lankshear and Knobel 2011).

In Chap. 24, the section shifts from considering the work of individual 
researchers who are using digital storytelling as an engaged scholarship 
practice to the work of scholars operating within different levels of the 
higher education space. In his chapter on digital storytelling within the 
Greek Context, Michael Meimaris provides details and outcomes from 
two projects originating from the Laboratory of New Technologies in 
Communication, Education, and Mass Media at the University of Athens 
and undergraduate and graduate programs associated with it. Meimaris 
highlights both the development of a new media tool, Milia, which sup-
ports online community-based digital storytelling practices, and the bene-
fits of using digital storytelling to provide mutual benefits to young people 
and elders as they work together to create multimodal intergenerational 
narratives centered around the concept of work.

In the final chapter of the section, Beverly Bickel, Bill Shewbridge, Romy 
Hübler and Ana Askoz present multiple perspectives from faculty who use 
digital storytelling as a central component of their civic engagement work 
at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC). Over the past 
decade, UMBC has woven digital storytelling into ongoing efforts to create 
meaningful change in communities, authentic and agentive learning oppor-
tunities for students and nuanced research/impact outcomes for faculty. 
Through exploring faculty perceptions of UMBC’s use of digital storytell-
ing, Bickel et al. illuminate the possibilities and challenges inherent in using 
digital storytelling as an engaged scholarship practice at the institutional 
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level. Further, they discuss how engaged story work has been a critical com-
ponent of ongoing work to change the campus culture and provide a broad 
perspective and suggestions for developing, sustaining and promoting pub-
licly engaged digital storytelling work in higher education.

Taken together, these chapters extend an invitation to the reader to 
consider where the process of digital storytelling begins and ends and to 
explore the ways in which digital storytelling practices hold us accountable 
to one another. The chapters also invite us to consider both the limita-
tions and possibilities of digital storytelling as a means by which boundar-
ies between universities and communities can be made more malleable, 
as multiple sources of knowledge are used to create reciprocal benefits 
for individuals and groups of people invested in working toward positive 
change and addressing issues of social justice.
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CHAPTER 22

Engaged Scholarship and Engaging 
Communities: Navigating Emotion, Affect 
and Disability Through Digital Storytelling

Elaine Bliss

Introduction

In 2010, Joseph participated in a digital storytelling workshop and created 
a digital story about his life. It provided the inspiration for Joseph to tell 
his story.

I was born and lived in Rakanui, near Kawhia, in a tin house with no power 
and candles. I’ve been to many schools around Te Kuiti. Now I live in 
Hamilton. I would like to write a book and a poem to let people know what 
I’m talking about. (Joseph 2010, Hamilton)

The workshop was part of a research collaboration between myself, a PhD 
student in Geography at the University of Waikato, and Janelle, Quality 
Practice Manager at Interactionz, a community benefit organisation in 
Hamilton that works with disabled persons, one of whom is Joseph. In 
2011, Joseph presented his digital story as part of a conference presentation 
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by myself and Janelle at the University of Waikato. Joseph’s expression of 
pride in his digital story, the inspiration he gained through his experience 
of the workshop and his desire to share his story publicly demonstrate 
an emotional and affective geography of digital storytelling workshops. 
In this chapter, I discuss a community-based research collaboration that 
involved four digital storytelling workshops between 2010 and 2015 that 
I co-facilitated with Interactionz; disabled and non-disabled participants1 
responded to the question “what would a “good life” look like to them?” 
to create digital stories.

Collaborative practice is part of a scholarship of engagement where 
the focus is on “concrete, protracted community-based problems” (Rice 
2002, p.  5). I begin by describing the development of this collabora-
tive research and how Janelle and I identified digital storytelling as an 
appropriate, emotionally embodied methodology for exploring the lives 
of disabled people. Next, I identify and discuss the scholarly contributions 
that inform my analysis of emotion and affect in digital storytelling work-
shops. I then offer vignettes of three of the workshop participants whose 
co-created digital stories demonstrate workshops as performed spaces of 
care and empathy. Three points structure my empirical discussion. First, 
digital storytelling workshops are important collaborative research spaces 
for conceptualising the lived experience of disability. Second, attention to 
digital storytelling workshops as performance spaces illustrates the ways in 
which emotion and affect shape understandings of disability. And finally, 
the workshop participants’ embodied performances created an emotional 
and affective atmosphere of care and empathy where alternative under-
standings of disability were constructed.

Space and place is important for understanding how emotion and 
affect are performed in digital storytelling workshops. According to Rice, 
“community-based research is of necessity local – rooted in a particular 
time and setting” (2002, pp. 14–15). As part of this community-based 
research collaboration, data was gathered and interpreted from the four 
workshops whose aim was threefold: to explore digital storytelling’s 
capacity as a spatialised, workshopped methodology for understanding 
the emotional and affective geographies of disability; to capture and 
evaluate the impact of person-driven practice (PDP)2 on the quality of 
life of disabled persons through digital storytelling and to create through 
the digital stories an empowering community narrative for persons with 
disabilities.
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Making Connections and Creating Collaboration 
Through Digital Storytelling

I begin this section by explaining how a mutual recognition of the value of 
digital storytelling contributed to the development of a research relation-
ship between myself and Interactionz. Digital storytelling workshops as 
a method for creating meaning of “a good life” was the focus of the col-
laboration, and in this section, I outline our research focus and objectives. 
I also discuss how we framed the research theoretically within emotional 
geographies of care work and why this is germane to disabled persons and 
their communities.

The collaborative research relationship developed between myself and 
Janelle by way of a personal connection. At the time, I was conducting 
research on digital storytelling for my PhD, and Janelle was exploring 
methods for evaluating Interactionz’s methods of practice with the people 
it serves. We arranged to meet and Janelle explained to me that Interactionz 
was looking at techniques for evaluating its model of PDP. PDP advocates 
for people with disabilities to have choice and control over the supports 
they receive and the lives they lead as valued and contributing citizens in 
their own communities (Bliss and Fisher 2014). Through this approach, 
Interactionz “endeavour[s] to make long-term, positive and sustainable 
difference in the lives of the people they serve and the communities they 
belong to” (Bliss and Fisher 2014, p. 99). As a result of our conversation, 
Janelle concluded that digital storytelling could provide a valuable method 
for people with disabilities to create and share their personal stories that 
have remained largely untold or, at best, communicated by a third party.

We embarked on a collaborative research initiative that involved con-
ducting a series of digital storytelling workshops between 2010 and 2015.3 
We titled the project “The Journey to a Good Life: a longitudinal evalu-
ation of person-driven practice from the perspective of people with dis-
abilities and a community organisation”. We had five research objectives: 
(1) to capture and evaluate the impact that PDP has on the quality of life 
of the people served by Interactionz, (2) to develop best-practice guide-
lines of the principles and application of PDP from the research findings, 
(3) to document and analyse the organisational transition of Interactionz 
from a service-driven model to a PDP, (4) to facilitate the creation of an 
empowering community narrative for people with disabilities and (5) to 
understand the usefulness of digital storytelling as a research method in 
this context and for possible application in other contexts (Bliss and Fisher 
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2014, p. 102). The specific methods used in the research project were (1) 
the creation of digital stories by the participants in a facilitated workshop, 
(2) interviews with participants and facilitators, (3) focus groups and/or 
interviews with Interactionz’s stakeholders and viewers of the screened 
digital stories and (4) participant observation by the researchers. These 
methods are particularly appropriate as social relationships, beliefs and 
meanings, and critical reflection were the main focus of the research.

Interactionz recruited the workshop participants and asked them to 
consider what a “good life” would look like to them. The intention of the 
workshops for both researchers was to map a journey of meaning for each 
individual with a disability and those who support them, either as fam-
ily, community or the organisation that would be represented in digital 
stories. Included in all of the workshops were a variety of people from 
the Interactionz’s community: people with intellectual disabilities, people 
with physical disabilities, literate and non-literate people, people who are 
verbal and non-verbal, family/whānau, staff, board trustees, people with 
advanced technological skills and people who had never used a computer 
before in their lives (Bliss and Fisher 2014).

The workshops were structured on the Center for Digital Storytelling’s 
(CDS) practice of three-day workshops. The inclusion of people with dis-
abilities and people who support them in the same workshops facilitated 
an approach to disability that demonstrated the importance of relation-
ships in achieving qualitative outcomes for the people that Interactionz 
serves. I was particularly interested in how digital storytelling could pro-
vide a complementary methodology to other forms of outcome measure-
ment because it offers a relational means for exploring the emotional 
and affective dimensions of disability. Bondi (2008) argues the impor-
tance of attending to the emotional dynamics and geographical contexts 
of caring and care relationships. Through digital storytelling as a unique 
methodology, the emotional and affective dimensions of lived experience 
with disability from a variety of perspectives can be captured and this was 
important for evaluating PDP within the community and the social jus-
tice context of Interactionz’s values and vision. The workshops provided 
a timespace4 in which the theme “the journey to a good life” could also 
be explored by the persons they serve. Furthermore, the participation of 
people who support the disabled persons made the emotional dimensions 
of care work visible, and the emotional labour of “giving and receiving 
[of] care is experienced as a deep and deeply rewarding expression of love, 
pleasure and vocation” (Bondi 2008, p. 250) was expressed.
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We recognised that the practice of digital storytelling workshops was 
in alignment with Interactionz’s organisational philosophy of PDP, in 
other words, putting persons with disabilities in the driving seats of their 
own lives. Caring for self and others is integral to Interactionz’s values 
and digital storytelling practice. Through the application of emotional 
and affective geographical theories, we identified the potential of the 
relational space of digital storytelling workshops for rich meaning-mak-
ing about how persons with disabilities can lead good lives. In the next 
section, I examine further the theoretical framework that supports my 
analysis of emotion and affect in the digital storytelling workshops with 
Interactionz.

Workshops as Performance Spaces of Engaged 
Research on Disability, Emotion and Affect

In this section, I introduce the theoretical foundations that support the 
digital storytelling workshops carried out with Interactionz. I begin by 
citing geographers who acknowledge the importance of storytelling and 
performance as means of giving voice to persons with disabilities. Voice, 
in this sense, is a practice of meaning-making and knowledge production 
about disability. I draw primarily on Wood and Smith (2004) and Wood 
et al. (2007) to argue that the emotional work that takes place in musi-
cal performance spaces can be usefully compared to digital storytelling 
workshops. Like musical spaces, the digital storytelling workshops with 
Interactionz represent spaces of enhanced emotion where, through their 
staging and performance, opportunities were created for the researchers 
to go beyond traditionally disembodied understandings of disability to 
examine its emotional and affective dimensions.

Smith (2012) highlights the importance of giving voice to people with 
disabilities, individually and collectively. He argues that stories can provide 
a personal, inside look at what life with a disability is like and offer alterna-
tive understandings to the epidemiological models of disability that favour 
knowledge at a collective, population level. Digital storytelling also offers 
an embodied approach to knowledge production about disability, disabled 
persons and the people that support them in their lives. Digital story-
telling is an embodied practice and part of an emerging “performative 
tradition” (Perkins 2009, p. 128) in geography; social and spatial mean-
ing is conveyed via a range of practices—narrative, gesture, movement, 
sound, visual and voice—through which discourses can be reproduced or 
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subverted by way of performance. Wood and Smith (2004) explore musi-
cal paths to emotional geographies and argue musical settings can help 
social scientists understand the emotional dimensions of social relations.

Wood and Smith (2004, p. 533) argue that the settings of musical 
performance spaces where emotions are “deliberately and routinely 
enhanced” (Wood and Smith 2004, p. 533) provide a space for social 
scientists to explore emotional dimensions of human life. Emotional 
knowledge created through musical performance, they suggest, might 
be relevant for understanding empowerment and the promotion of social 
well-being and a “good life”. Geographies of musical performance are 
“actively contextualised” (2004, p. 536), being deliberately set through a 
range of acts on an emotionally charged stage, comprising a performance 
“infrastructure”. Furthermore, geographies of musical performance are 
improvisational; despite their “infrastructure”, musical performances are 
not fixed and finite. Performances move and sway, expand and contract 
and, although they are a way of “doing” emotions, musical performances 
are a way of life in the making. Musical performances that work best are 
those that create intimacy and emotional bonds, and the spatiality of 
the performance setting, whether it is “private” or “public”, can also 
have a bearing on how performances “work” emotionally (Wood and 
Smith 2004).

Digital storytelling workshops, like musical spaces, are performances in 
which participants, infrastructure and those who view the digital stories are 
all critical to gain understanding of how emotions “work” and what emo-
tions “do”. Workshops are deliberately set timespaces (Wood and Smith 
2004) through which emotional experience and relations may be explored 
and studied, and emotional knowledge may be scrutinised. Digital story-
telling provides access to emotion and affect in social life because emotions 
are both “played up” and “worked on” to create meaning. The digital 
storytelling workshop performances with Interactionz incorporated a 
deliberate infrastructure based on the CDS model. They become improvi-
sational when the model’s infrastructure was challenged and made flexible 
to accommodate the range of practical strategies necessary for all par-
ticipants. The diverse practical requirements of the participants and their 
unique subjectivities required that the workshops remain living and fluid 
timespaces that were open to improvisation. Facilitating the digital sto-
rytelling workshops with Interactionz required a complex set of skills to 
manage what I refer to as “guided improvisation”, a practical, negotiated 
strategy within the infrastructure of digital storytelling that acknowledges 
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digital storytelling as “part of a conversation of practices… not a fixed, 
finite, discreet or finished thing” (Wood and Smith 2004, p. 537).

Wood and Smith state “there is more to emotional geographies than 
performances which are contextualized, well prepared and rehearsed” 
(2004, p. 537). The digital storytelling workshops included improvised 
performances that extended the practical strategies of digital storytelling 
infrastructure. Wood and Smith (2004) and Wood et al. (2007, p. 872) 
identify the performing body, “with its own markings, its instrumental 
extensions, its wiring into technology, and its physical capabilities” (Wood 
et al. 2007, p. 873), as a site through which to explore the art of “doing” 
musical performance. Most of the participants in these workshops had a 
range of cognitive and physical disabilities, and the infrastructure of digital 
storytelling had to be modified to accommodate these uniquely embodied 
timespaces.

Wood and Smith’s (2004) and Wood et  al.’s (2007) geographical 
analyses of infrastructure and improvisation in musical performance is 
important for understanding how emotion and affect in digital story-
telling make meaning for persons with disabilities and create knowledge 
about disability. “Guided improvisation”, a strategy adopted during the 
workshops, characterised the ways in which the model workshop infra-
structure was modified to facilitate each participant’s distinctive capabili-
ties. This flexible approach embraced by the researchers was necessary in 
order to honour and uphold Interactionz’s philosophy of PDP.  In the 
next section, I demonstrate how guided improvisation enabled one of 
the digital storytelling workshops to become a space of care and empathy 
as participants performed their stories variously to accommodate their 
respective needs.

Digital Storytelling Workshops as Spaces of Care 
and Empathy, Agency and Empowerment

In this section, I reflect on examples from one workshop to illustrate how 
the researchers improvised aspects of the workshop to accommodate par-
ticipants. These improvisations were necessary to realise the purpose of 
creating digital stories with disabled participants as PDP. These examples 
illustrate ways in which the improvised nature of the participants’ per-
formances enabled emotional meaning-making. I also examine the sig-
nificance of the support received from Interactionz’s staff to enable the 
disabled participants to “voice” their stories verbally and non-verbally 
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through body language. This provoked affective encounters amongst 
participants that were enlightening and instructive for both researchers’ 
respective but complementary interests.

Joseph is a middle-aged man with an intellectual disability. He has never 
learnt to read and write; his oral language, however, in English and Te Reo 
Māori (the Ma ̄ori language), is well developed and he is a talented orator 
and singer. Joseph’s special needs created a facilitative challenge because 
he told his story powerfully in the story circle but was unable to write his 
story script afterwards, which is the conventional workshop sequence of 
events. My co-facilitator and I decided we would illustrate Joseph’s story 
as a way to prompt him to tell the story again so that it could be audio 
recorded. Janelle did this by “picturing” Joseph’s story as told in the story 
circle onto a large sheet of paper that was then used to prompt Joseph to 
retell and audio record his story for use in the creation of his digital story. 
The improvisational “picturing” became a necessary technique for per-
forming Joseph’s digital story.

The methodological challenges that Wood et al. (2007) discuss were 
met through improvisation and flexibility in Joseph’s digital storytelling 
performance. Joseph’s inability to “write” his story into a script that he 
would later read and record as the audio track for his digital story, which 
is standard practice in digital storytelling, required the researchers to exer-
cise empathy and active listening to help Joseph determine his story and 
represent it, pictorially, in preparation for him to perform it as an oral 
narrative. Emotional meaning and cognitive knowledge, therefore, was 
co-created improvisationally between Joseph and the researchers. The 
question for the digital storytelling workshop, “what does a good life look 
like?”, resulted in an embodied story that Joseph performed, interpreted 
and shared. New meanings were made for Joseph, and new knowledge 
about Joseph was realised by Interactionz.

The importance of body language in communication is well known 
and researched in the social sciences (see, e.g., de Gelder 2006). In digi-
tal storytelling workshops, body language is important for interpreting 
emotional knowledge that can then be performed by participants in their 
digital stories.

A storyteller needs their whole body to relate a story, their voice may 
be primary to the telling, but the eyes are necessary to the relating. It is 
through their eyes that the telling becomes a consensual mutual act, for the 
voice works in tandem with what the eyes are taking in. They sense with 
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their skin the emotional atmosphere, its intensity, temperature, energy and 
mood. Hands mark out the space that together teller and listener populate 
with characters, and come to inhabit with the story presence. (Cross 2009, 
p. 100)

Body language is particularly important in the story circle. The spatial 
arrangement of the workshop infrastructure allows participants to notice 
corporeal gestures and expressions of emotion that might influence the 
collective performance of digital storytelling. For example, when Joseph 
finished telling his story in the story circle, he moved his hands to his face 
and rubbed his head and his eyes. I could see that his eyes were watery, and 
the performance of his story had provoked an emotional response in him. 
Alex, who was sitting next to him, reached over and stroked Joseph’s arm 
to comfort him. Alex’s bodily comforting of Joseph demonstrates how 
digital storytelling can be “heard” socially, generate empathy and prompt 
emotionally embodied reactions from other workshop participants (Wood 
and Smith 2004; Wood et al. 2007).

The verbal feedback Joseph received from the other participants in 
the story circle, however, provoked an empathetic response from him. 
Not only had Joseph been listening to other people’s stories but also had 
embodied them and, relating them to his own, this contributed to his 
corporeal actions. Joseph’s body language and his verbal reactions to com-
ments and gestures from other story circle participants on his story reflect 
the “consensual mutual act” of storytelling and how the “emotional 
atmosphere, its intensity, temperature, energy and mood” are embodied 
in digital storytelling (Cross 2009, p. 100).

Well, it made me sad, to think about my family’s life, and my parents. And 
inside me I’ve got a good heart. I’ve got good energy. Listening to some 
of the people in this room here, it make me, I want to cry about it. I don’t 
want to cry. I listen to people and what they’re saying. Tegan, she’s got 
a good story. She’s got a good life, of her own. I like to listen to people. 
(Joseph 2010, Hamilton)

Like Joseph, Pam’s and Colleen’s experiences in the workshop also exem-
plify the emotionally embodied nature of their digital storytelling perfor-
mances. Colleen and Pam are both illiterate, and their oral skills not as 
developed as Joseph’s. For Pam and Colleen, their lack of oral and written 
skills, and the extent of their intellectual disabilities, required a different 
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form of improvisation to enable them to perform their digital stories. 
Two members of Interactionz’s staff who supported Pam and Colleen in 
the workshop conducted conversational interviews with each of them in 
order to help voice their stories. Other support staff were present at these 
interviews to operate recording equipment so as to capture their stories 
improvisationally. Iterations from the story circle were picked up by the 
interviewers. These contributed to the development of a linear narrative 
in the recording process; however, significant editing was conducted one-
on-one between one of the workshop facilitators and Pam and Colleen in 
order to compile their respective audio tracks.

Two examples illustrate the improvisation that was performed in the 
workshop with Pam and Colleen. Janelle sat with Pam and prompted 
her with questions and comments about her experience as a person that 
Interactionz serves and how those experiences have impacted on her 
“journey to a good life”. Janelle typed Pam’s “story” into the computer 
and ended up with a written script that she later used to prompt Pam’s 
digital story during audio recording. The raw recording of approximately 
six minutes was subsequently co-edited by Pam and a workshop facilitator 
to one-third the length of the initial recording.

Colleen’s storytelling performance was also improvised. Bronwyn, who 
worked closely with Colleen and prompted her story in the recording ses-
sion, explained that unlike Janelle and Pam, they did not feel the need to 
work from a written script because Colleen “knew exactly what she wanted 
to say” in her story and just needed some encouragement to speak her 
story (Bronwyn 2011). Wood et al.’s (2007) argument that the perform-
ing body can be seen as a site through which to explore the art of “doing” 
musical performance is applicable to Colleen’s digital storytelling experi-
ence. In digital storytelling, however, the boundaries of the performing 
body are often extended to other bodies as “instrumental extensions [of] 
its physical capabilities” (Wood et al. 2007, p. 873) to create “art” out of 
a collective, embodied performance, as Colleen’s story demonstrates.

The digital storytelling workshop was a performance whereby Joseph’s, 
Pam’s and Colleen’s body language, mood and emotions were interpreted 
collectively by storyteller and listener in a co-creative process.

These cues [promptings] mean a teller begins to follow as well as lead in 
a kind of dance. This dance involves reading the emotional weather whilst 
one continues to contribute to its creation. Some of the words of the tale 
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are constant but much, much is open to the promptings of the mutual 
interpretation that the teller senses is possible from the gathered listening. 
Both teller and listener hold a story, therefore creating the space into which 
it is told. (Cross 2009, p. 100)

Joseph, Pam and Colleen worked closely with others in the workshop 
to help them perform their digital stories. In order for this to happen, a 
caring and empathetic timespace was established and maintained by all 
participants, and improvisational techniques were applied in the moment 
to help illuminate the emotionally embodied geographies of disability 
amongst the workshop participants.

Improvisation in the performance of the digital storytelling workshop 
was instrumental in enabling Joseph, Pam and Coleen to create their sto-
ries. As participants in the workshop, the researchers witnessed the cir-
culation of emotional and affective energies that were captured in stories 
about what makes a good life for people with disabilities. The embodied 
nature of digital storytelling that was experienced amongst participants in 
the workshop enhanced Interactionz’s understandings about the people 
they serve and their support of PDP. Meaning-making about the emo-
tional and affective knowledge production in digital storytelling work-
shops contributed to geographical understandings of disability and care 
relationships.

Conclusion

Digital storytelling workshops as spaces of emotion and affect are impor-
tant for making meaning of, and knowledge about, the journey to a good 
life for people with disabilities. Spatiality was also important in terms of 
the collaborative nature of researchers who shared a common problem-
based interest on how to understand and improve the everyday life of 
people with disabilities in their shared community. Both Janelle and myself 
furthered our knowledge and appreciation of the power of digital story-
telling to enable the embodiment of previously disembodied discourses of 
disability through the workshop participants’ digital stories. Hegemonic 
power relations were challenged as diverse participants at all levels of 
Interactionz created and shared their stories in the same workshop space. 
This created new knowledge about established power relations in the geo-
graphic context of institutions as different voices, able and disabled, made 
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individual and collective meaning about the diverse experience of disabil-
ity within the same discursive and physical space.

The importance of the improvisational capacity of digital storytelling to 
create flexibility in expressing the emotional work of disability was empha-
sised. Examples of three participants’ stories illuminated several ways in 
which the deliberately set infrastructure of digital storytelling workshops 
must be improvised to allow for different voices of disability to be heard. 
The digital storytelling workshops became affective spaces of care, empa-
thy, agency and empowerment for participants. Digital storytelling work-
shops were recognised by the collaborative researchers as safe spaces for 
knowledge creation about the emotional dimensions of disability.

Attention to emotion and affect in the digital storytelling workshops 
provided both researchers a unique insight into disability’s “entangled ter-
rains of the neurological, personal, familial, cultural and political” (Smith 
2012, p. 343). The emotional and affective experiences of the workshop 
participants enabled alternative care relationships to emerge and contrib-
uted to Interactionz’s self-evaluation of PDP. Both researchers benefitted 
from bearing witness to the disabled persons’ performances as experts of 
their own lived experience.

The traditional gap between researchers, community practitioners 
and people with disabilities was upset in this collaborative research proj-
ect. Collaborative community-based research recognises that knowl-
edge creation is multidirectional and expertise is shared (Rice 2002). 
The digital storytelling workshops provided a methodology, situated in 
a particular time and space, for individuals to voice their own stories. A 
fluid interpretation of disability and “expertise” into the personal, cul-
tural and political landscape of disability emerged amongst all partici-
pants in the digital storytelling workshops. The workshop participants 
explored individually and collaboratively the “journey to a good life” 
and the researchers advocated an enabling geography (Chouinard 1997; 
Kitchin 1997) whereby technical skills, knowledge and resources were 
shared. The researchers also included workshop participants in reporting 
research outcomes at meetings, seminars and conferences, as Joseph’s 
experience illustrates. Finally, the engaged, collaborative, community-
based scholarship demonstrated in this research project demonstrates 
how the expression of a good life is navigated through emotion and 
affect and how (dis)abling geographies of difference can be challenged 
through digital storytelling.
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Notes

	1.	Participants in the workshops included disabled persons that 
Interactionz serves, the Interactionz’s staff and Board of Trustees. 
My co-facilitator and I are both trained in the CDS model of digital 
storytelling.

	2.	Interactionz’s staff researched models of practice that would enable 
them to achieve their vision and developed a customised model 
called person-driven practice (PDP). PDP is a facilitative model of 
service delivery based on the citizenship model of disability in which 
people with disabilities have choice and control over the supports 
they receive and the lives they lead as valued and contributing citi-
zens in their own communities. It is based on a number of principles 
that recognise that life is different for every person and every situa-
tion. The aim of Interactionz’s staff is to facilitate decision-making 
rather than making decisions for the people they serve. Interactionz’s 
staff actively supports the personal capacity of individuals rather 
than employing an institutional deficit model; they recognise peo-
ple’s gifts and capacities and those of their natural supports (see 
http://www.interactionz.org.nz/).

	3.	Four workshops were conducted at the University of Waikato in July 
2009, February 2010, August 2010, February 2011 and a fifth at 
Enderley Community Centre in February 2015.

	4.	Wood and Smith (2004) draw on Thrift (1996) in their use of 
timespace, a term which suggests that spatial and temporal processes 
are impossible to separate.
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Introduction

In political asylum proceedings, the way a story is told determines whether 
one will be granted refugee status or not—or as Evelyn, one research par-
ticipant whose monologue is discussed in this chapter, has written, “whether 
you are in, or out” (Crossing Over 2009). Often what matters is not the 
veracity of the story, or the ability to communicate it, but the “plausibility” of 
the story, and the “believability” of the storyteller. The research presented in 
the chapter draws from a longitudinal (2007–2010) ethnography of media 
production with political asylum seekers and labour migrants in Ireland 
(Alexandra 2015).1 Said research aimed to develop an exploratory and criti-
cal practice of inquiry that responded not only to the ethical complexities 
of research with refugees, asylum seekers, and undocumented migrants, 
but also to create opportunities for research subjects to interpret, analyse, 
document, and publicly screen their experiences as newcomers to Ireland. 
Within a community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991), participants pro-
duced their own media to explore and document their lives as workers, 
parents, “cultural citizens” (Coll 2010; El Haj 2009; Rosaldo 1994), and 
artists simultaneously adapting to, and transforming, a new environment.  
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By centring participants from diasporic communities as the primary authors 
and co-producers of their audio-visual narratives, the research sought to 
extend and deepen the public discourse of migration. The precarious cir-
cumstances of research participants living in the asylum system and/or 
living without legal documentation, together with the goal of developing 
digital storytelling as a research method, necessitated a slowing down of the 
production process. Instead of the standard CDS (StoryCenter) model of a 
three-day workshop (Lambert 2013), the seminars were constructed as col-
lege courses for emergent media producers. Classes were held every week 
for 2–4 hours over a period of five months with a follow-up phase of approx-
imately four months for collaborative post-production. Great care was given 
to mentoring participants as emergent media practitioners and to critically 
exploring the diverse elements of their documentary essays—visual montage, 
sound design, script development, and video editing.2 The audio-visual pro-
duction process—the opportunity to be creative in new ways—contributed 
to unprecedented engagement among research practitioners who rarely 
missed a seminar. The development of a longitudinal space for creativity, 
and, in particular, the act of scriptwriting facilitated relationships of caring 
and trust. It provided opportunities for dialogue, solidarity, and recogni-
tion. Valuing the story that each participant selected through adequate time 
to develop not only a monologue but also an audiovisual landscape; provid-
ing engaged feedback in an affirmative manner; and encouraging each sto-
rytellers’ practice as author, scholar, and emergent documentarian provided 
key elements to building a dynamic community of practice (Cammarota 
2008; Fine et al. 2000; Freire 1998; Greene 1995; Moll 1992).3 Through 
the process, research practitioners—seven women and six men from African, 
Asian, Eastern European, and Middle Eastern countries—interrogated their 
daily circumstances negotiating migration policy and revealed the structural 
violence of asylum and migrant labour regimes.

A scholarship of engagement necessitates collaboration, analysis, and 
creativity across domains. As a co-creative (Spurgeon et al. 2009) prac-
tice, digital storytelling (Gubrium 2009; Nuñez-Janes 2016) can render 
these domains—the nexus of aesthetic, ethical, political, institutional, and 
research considerations and questions—tangible and open to consider-
ation. As both researcher and educator in this participatory research and 
media project at the Dublin Institute of Technology, I ethnographically 
documented and analysed this production process. It led me outside the 
seminar to collaborate individually and collectively with research practi-
tioners. Documenting group interactions and one-to-one discussions sur-
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rounding the development and production of the audio-visual and written 
story elements provided concrete in-roads for analysis across domains. In 
this context, script development emerged as a generative and complex 
site for knowledge sharing, learning, and production. In contrast to the 
rules of storytelling enforced in asylum proceedings, the monologues cre-
ated by research practitioners are more akin to poetic meditations than to 
legal testimony or political confession. The development and co-creative 
editing of the monologue served as a vehicle for learning from and about 
research subjects in new ways—ways that did not entail formal interviews 
or legalistic questioning. Of equal importance for consideration is the nar-
rative time of the stories that practitioners developed, in terms of the time 
it took to think through and compose them, and the lifespan and relation-
ships they reveal.4

This chapter invites in-depth consideration of co-creative script5 writ-
ing. Following the ethical commitments and methodological contour of 
the research, the process is slowed down in the chapter, and the analytical 
assets are opened up for public reflection. The reader is invited to take 
their time with the work of two research collaborators, and their audio-
visual productions. In this way, through the development of New Ways by 
Ahmad and Crossing Over by Evelyn, one can observe the emergence of 
actors toward a framework of engaged scholarship.

New Ways

In the development of their monologues, some participants, like Ahmad, 
wrote exclusively during the workshop seminars while others, like Evelyn, 
wrote from the asylum centres and sent in successive drafts via email. 
Once participants had the sense their script was ready to share with the 
group, they chose when to present it. By that time, practitioners had had 
the chance to work alone with their images and ideas, collaborate in the 
workshop setting, discuss their potential storylines, and examine issues 
of audio-visual representation through workshop discussions. When par-
ticipants shared their draft during seminar, they would read the script out 
loud, and their colleagues and I would discuss different moments in the 
story, make observations, ask clarifying questions, and suggest possible 
edits. Some participants welcomed suggestions about possible changes to 
their monologues, and others were clear about not wanting to make any 
revisions. I respected this clarity—offering suggestions when they were 
requested, and within an ethos of supporting the agency of the storyteller.
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To demonstrate two different, yet equally co-creative script devel-
opment and editing processes, we now turn to the work of Ahmad 
and Evelyn. The following section begins with field notes from the 
workshop site. The writing situates the reader at the seminar, is 
arranged in chronological order, and documents how script devel-
opment unfolded along a circular route of reflection—knowledge 
sharing—dialogue—reflection.

September 29, 2008

Ahmad arrived early before workshop today. He hasn’t decided which 
story to tell. I assured him he would have time to figure it out. I asked if 
any of the in-class writing activities had given him ideas.

“No, not really,” Ahmad answers.
“But you’ve been doing the group writing activities?”
“Yes, but there’s too much to say, like”.

I asked how he learned English. He explained that he had attended courses, 
but learned most of his English from his ex-girlfriend. He told me that when 
his application for asylum was refused, he learned his girlfriend “did not value 
him without refugee status.” He felt “inferior.” The relationship became 
“impossible.” Eventually they broke up. I asked if I could write down his 
words, explaining that this might give him some leads, and help him to deter-
mine what story he wanted to tell. Ahmad agreed, and I wrote down his 
complete sentences and fragments of ideas. He talked about his struggles to 
deal with other people’s assumptions about him, and where he comes from.

When I tell them where I’m from, they assume they know what I think, 
who I am.

He tells me he is ashamed of his country’s politics. He doesn’t agree with 
them, yet people assume he does. I tell him I understand how that can 
feel. He tells me he grew up Muslim and now identifies as a Christian.

Which God do I pray to now?

I stop what I am doing and listen. He talks about the Direct Provision 
Centre where he is “accommodated” in a rural area in Ireland. He shares 
one room with four other men. Four unrelated people living in one 
room. He has limited to no control over all aspects of his living quarters. 
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He can’t adjust the thermostat; it’s controlled from outside the room. 
He can’t turn off the lights when he wants to sleep. Like in prison. I ask 
if he has friends outside the hostel, if he is able to get out. He knows 
some people from church. To keep busy, he volunteers at the hostel 
repairing washing machines. In Iran, he studied mechanical engineering. 
Ever since arriving in Ireland, he’s been volunteering. It’s been three 
years now. He “hates” the hostel manager. I note the intensity of the 
word. Ahmad is gentle in his demeanour, careful with his words, con-
siderate of the others in the workshop. The situation with the hostel 
manager must be unbearable.

Mona, Susan, and the others  begin to arrive, and we shift gear. I hand 
Ahmad the notes. He looks at his sentences in quotation marks, and sets 
the paper into his folder.

October 27, 2008

Ahmad hasn’t shared a script with the group yet, but often stays on after 
the workshop is over, writing in Farsi, and editing his library of images in 
Photoshop.

Last week, he came to the workshop with his arm in a sling. Everyone 
noticed, but when Mona asked him what happened, Ahmad shook his 
head, smiled, and said nothing. No one insisted. Even during lunch, a 
more informal time when people often talk and catch up, Ahmad said 
nothing. Throughout the day, he looked withdrawn, but he listened closely 
to other people’s scripts, and asked questions about their photographs.

November 4, 2008

Tonight, Jimmy, the college porter, knocks on the door like every week—
reminding us it’s time to leave the building: they’re locking up for the 
night. We know he’ll give us those extra ten minutes. Just as I begin turn-
ing off computers, Ahmad tells me.

“I punched a wall.”
“You punched the wall,” I answer back.
“Yeah. I worry about myself.” Ahmad alludes to wanting to jump out a 

window. I listen fast. I hold still. I am conscious of my breathing.
“How did I get here?” he tells me. It is not a question. It is something 

else of which I am uncertain. It is the third time in two weeks I have heard 
people in this research project say those words out loud–how did I get here?
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We walk downstairs to the media centre where I photocopy the notes I’ve 
taken from his ideas and our conversation. The director of the centre asks 
Ahmad what happened to his arm.

“I don’t want to lie, but I feel ashamed to tell the truth,” Ahmad answers.
“In that case,” the director replies, “just say: ‘It’s a long story: I’ll tell 

you some other time.’”

I look at Ahmad. I wonder what he will decide to say now. Which story 
he will choose? As we walk out the front entrance, I ask if he can speak 
to a counsellor at the centre, or a friend, someone he trusts. He answers, 
“not really.”

He is visibly upset. I tell him not to internalize something that is 
outside of his control, not to blame himself for a system that is failing 
him, and many others who have done nothing wrong. I say I’m wor-
ried. I know he has endured a great deal. I know he is a capable man. 
I am also worried. I want to hug Ahmad—to hug someone in pain, 
someone who I have come to know and respect, seems the “right” 
response. But I stop myself. Ahmad is formal, and this relationship of 
“student” and “teacher,” “researcher” and “research participant” is 
formal. Yet, these roles do not convey the care and kindness that has 
developed during the workshop. Of course, I am not Ahmad’s friend 
in the traditional sense of the word, but I have come to know him, 
and I do not know what to do. I feel responsible, and implicated in 
this practice. We stand outside the building in our silence. The sound 
of seagulls. The scent of malt from the Guinness factory. A group of 
adolescents has gathered on the corner talking loudly, laughing. I say 
I look forward to seeing Ahmad in the workshop next week. He says 
he will be there. I tell him to call if he needs to talk. We shake hands. 
He walks north towards the bus station, and I walk south towards my 
apartment.

November 11, 2008

Mid-way through the workshop tonight, Ahmad told me he had finished 
his script, and wanted to share it with the group. Reading the final mono-
logue before workshop participants often provided moments of solidarity, 
recognition, and debate. This was the case with Ahmad. When he read his 
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monologue, people listened closely. I imagine they were curious about this 
intense, quiet man. He was one of two participants—among nine—who 
did not have children, and no family members in Ireland. He was one of 
two participants who did not come from an African country. Although he 
discussed images and ideas, he talked little about himself. Why exactly was 
his arm in a cast?

When he read his description of the living conditions at his hostel, the 
emotions in the room shifted. He read,

At night when I want to sleep someone is watching television, someone else 
is snoring loudly and someone else is smoking.

Mona, Marie, and Abazu laughed out loud in recognition. Other partici-
pants nodded their heads knowingly.

“That’s it! That’s what we live with! That is it. That is it,” Ogo asserted, 
nodding his head in affirmation.

Other participants nodded in agreement. Ahmad observed his colleagues’ 
appraisal of his words. He seemed pleased but did not reply. Following is 
the monologue that Ahmad read to the group, and later developed into 
his documentary essay:

New Ways by Ahmad  What’s going on? What’s happening to me? I’m rid-
ing in an ambulance. My hand is broken. I’m wondering about the Ahmad 
I was and the Ahmad I am now! I never expected myself to do something 
like this.

In Tehran I worked as an engineer. I had a good position in a factory as 
a tool and mould maker. I belonged to a happy, loving family. I was very 
patient, a healthy person, always optimistic about the future!

But life became difficult, it was unsafe for me and I had to leave Iran.
Man be in dar na pay heshmato jah amadeham.
(I have not come here seeking prestige or recognition).
Az pase hadeseh inja be panah amadeham.
(Rather, I have come in search of shelter).
Three years ago I came to Ireland seeking asylum. I was placed in the 

Birchwood House hostel in Waterford City. I live there with about 160 
other people. We are not allowed to work, not allowed to study. We are 
given meals and 19 Euros 10 cent a week.
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After a few months, I met a lovely girl. We understood each other 
well; we had a lot in common. I fell in love with her. We planned to get 
married.

To get married she said I had to get refugee status. When my appli-
cation for asylum was refused, I realised she did not value me without 
refugee status. I felt inferior. It was a very painful period and the continu-
ation of the relationship was unbearable. Finally, we broke up. This had a 
terrible impact on my already miserable situation.

At the Birchwood House I have to share a room with 4 other men. 
At night when I want to sleep someone is watching television, someone 
else is snoring loudly and someone else is smoking. Sometimes the tem-
perature is too hot and sometimes it’s too cold. It’s impossible to sleep 
soundly (Fig. 23.1).

I have no one who understands my own language to talk to. I find it 
really hard to express myself in English. No one is willing to listen.

Fig. 23.1  Screen shot from New Ways (2009) written and directed by Ahmad. 
In his digital story, Ahmad’s photograph of an external view of his “accommoda-
tion centre” is animated with a slow pan, and lights that turn on and off as Ahmad 
narrates the psychologically stressful living conditions of the asylum centre where 
he lived in rural Ireland
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That night I couldn’t sleep. The lights were out. But the guy next 
door had been talking loudly all night. Suddenly we heard water over-
flowing from the sink. It smelled terrible. It spilled all over our room, 
destroying all my books, photographs and documents. I went to ask for 
help from the Centre’s reception, but nobody would help us. Burning 
with frustration and out of control, I punched the wall and broke my 
hand.

For a while I looked after my hand and it healed. Now, I need to look 
after my heart and my life. As an asylum seeker I know my situation won’t 
change quickly. It is difficult, but I have to keep going. As I let go of the 
old way, a new way is shown to me.

Too Much to Say

As the field notes document, ongoing reflection, knowledge sharing, 
and dialogue between the storyteller and me, and between the sto-
ryteller and a “community” of emergent practitioners animated the 
script development. Over time, and across this dialogical engagement 
of reflection—knowledge sharing—dialogue—reflection, Ahmad devel-
oped his final monologue, New Ways. The collaborative development 
process that undergirds the monologue illustrates aspects of Ahmad’s 
practice. It materialises his undertaking of reflection, deliberation, and 
discernment. His observation that there was “too much to say,” speaks 
to the demanding and creative task of conceptualising and editing a 
brief and purposeful composition. More precisely, it speaks to the chal-
lenge of disclosing and analysing a series of traumatic events in Ahmad’s 
life that are both personal and political. What to reveal? What to omit? 
Where to focus? What might be the repercussions and potential impacts 
of disclosure? These questions were central to the scriptwriting pro-
cess—and key to the research process, as well. They are questions that 
become urgent when a life story unfolds within a broader context of 
institutional violence, vulnerability, and trauma. As Ahmad examined 
the “Ahmad (he) was and the Ahmad (he is) now,” his monologue 
reveals the psychological impact of not receiving refugee status and the 
anxiety of living in legal, professional, economic, and emotional limbo. 
Who will “value” him without refugee status? Where is the Ahmad he 
once was? His fear and sadness are tangible. Located in his broken hand, 
Ahmad’s anger is set down in the narrative arc of the story. The physical 
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healing becomes a vehicle for his will to live, his desire to heal invisible 
wounds—as he writes, “to look after my heart.”

The production process of New Ways, and the artefact of the mono-
logue raised new points of contact between Ahmad as an engaged scholar 
and the community of practice, and new questions for consideration. For 
example, does the “old way” refer to his change of faith, the life decision 
that set him on a path “seeking shelter?” Or might it represent the col-
lection of moments, family members and friends, daily routines, and site-
specific experiences and competencies that have shifted place in relation 
to his daily existence in Europe? As he wondered during our workshop 
conversation, where would he find the courage and strength to re/envi-
sion his life? Or as he asked, “which God (does he) pray to now?” Where 
are his lines of continuity and connectivity within a new set of identities, 
and a new country? Finally, within a community of practice, the field notes 
document the affective labour of the research—the considered hesitancies, 
the potential for secondary traumas, as well as solidarity, and the intimacy 
of the mentoring relationship. They underscore the need for thinking 
across domains. The monologue—as well as the self-authored images and 
the final composition—offers multiple pathways for reflection, learning, 
and engagement.

Due to the unacceptable living conditions described in his monologue, 
Ahmad requested an accommodation transfer. Nearly a year after filing his 
request, he was moved to an asylum hostel in Limerick—a former hotel 
in what he determined to be a violent neighbourhood. Shortly after the 
transfer, there was a stabbing in the hostel, and Ahmad was transferred from 
shared accommodation to the newly vacant room. Finally, after so much 
waiting, accommodation services had responded to his request to live alone, 
but due to the violent circumstances that led to his transfer, Ahmad did not 
feel at ease in the new room. When I visited him in the new accommoda-
tion centre, he told me he was trying to keep his spirits up; he volunteered 
for odd jobs through his Iranian social networks, and occasionally travelled 
to Dublin for different church activities. Nevertheless, two years after the 
conclusion of the research project, exhausted by the uncertainty of waiting 
for a response to his claim for humanitarian leave to remain, Ahmad decided 
to leave Ireland. He moved to London where he enrolled in an English 
for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) course, began an apprenticeship 
through a job-training programme, and continued volunteering with his 
church. He hoped London would provide greater possibilities for economic 
and educational integration as an asylum seeker.
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Crossing Over

Evelyn is from the Ibibio Clan of Akwa Ibom, Nigeria, and came to 
Ireland in 2005 seeking asylum. In Nigeria, Evelyn worked as a com-
munity journalist. Before participating in the workshop, she was involved 
with a university-based immigrant women writers’ group in Dublin. She 
had read her prose publicly, and identified as a writer, but noted that she 
only began to consider herself a poet while developing her audio-visual 
composition in the college seminar. She is the mother of three sons (aged 
12, 9, and 4 at the time of the workshop in 2009). At her accommoda-
tion hostel, Evelyn provided counsel to her fellow residents as an active 
member of the residents’ committee. Every week, she travelled several 
hours by train from County Mayo to Dublin to attend the workshop at 
the college. These train journeys provided time alone and time to write. 
She rarely wrote during the workshop sessions; instead, she mentored col-
leagues with their writing, edited images from her phone, and participated 
in workshop discussions. Unlike Ahmad, Evelyn had a developed idea 
about the story she wanted to create—perhaps because of her experience 
and confidence as a writer. I followed her lead and provided feedback on 
successive drafts as she sent them via email—entering into editorial dis-
cussion with her about potential edits and storylines for further work. In 
developing her monologue, each draft that Evelyn wrote provided new 
and detailed information about the asylum system, her experiences of liv-
ing in direct provision, and the strategies she developed as a community 
leader. In her writing, she raised a series of questions about asylum policy, 
institutional brokers, and the complex circumstances that lead people to 
seek asylum in the first place. She wondered how governments and insti-
tutions could be held accountable. She asked which problems, among so 
many, should be the focus of campaign attention—the boredom arising 
from social isolation and economic exclusion? The “violent storms and 
hurricanes of raising children in one room?” The enforced marginalisa-
tion and poverty of the direct provision system, and its daily and poten-
tially long-term health impacts on the men, women, and children who 
seek protection? In making her story, she faced the challenge of how to 
audio-visually convey the ongoing stress of living with the threat of trans-
fer from one hostel to another, and the often unspoken and pervasive 
fear of deportation. In her reflections and observations, Evelyn also raised 
concern about the ways in which Nigerians are stigmatised, and disbe-
lieved, and how the fact of Nigerian citizenship alone can block the path-
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way to legal status. Evelyn’s final monologue takes the reader into her 
asylum hostel. The narrative is organised around one day of life in the 
direct provision system. It is the story of one moment that encapsulates 
many of her questions and observations—the moment of receiving leave 
to remain, or as Evelyn cinematically recounts in her story, the moment of 
“crossing over.” The monologue highlights the strength of Evelyn’s writ-
ing. Through her composition, the listener learns about the psychological 
impact of direct provision and how Evelyn intercepts a failing system by 
counselling her peers and providing leadership beyond the bounds of her 
institutionalisation as an asylum seeker. Crossing Over developed and grew 
over several drafts, co-editing sessions, and consideration of the feedback 
Evelyn received from her community of practice. The following is Evelyn’s 
final monologue, which she recorded and developed into her digital story:

Crossing Over by Evelyn  I woke up this morning with a bit of ‘hot head’ 
and shivers, even though the room was heated. It is one of those days in 
Ireland when the sky empties her icy grains. Going to the GP is out of the 
question. I have seen him five times in one month. I know this is the pulse 
of frustration–whose height cannot be measured, nor bounds determined 
by a mere stethoscope.

This is my third year in the direct provision6 hostel and I have learned 
that asylum seekers visit the GP four times more frequently than normal 
Irish people. The pressure in here is so high that everybody seems to be 
furious over little things. If you ask me, I would say that most of our ail-
ments are stress-related (Fig. 23.2).

I look up; it’s Funmi. Not again. It is her 5th year in the hostel so she’s 
a ‘bag of trouble.’ Being a member of the residents’ committee, I am 
confronted with all kinds of situations. Most times, I get so furious about 
whom to direct my anger at. Is it the asylum system that piles up people 
together for years of idleness? Or, our greedy country leaders who send 
their youth scrambling for safety?

Despite my headache, I counsel Funmi. Just then, Carolyn bursts into 
my room, raging, swearing and cursing, “What again?” I ask. “Do you 
know that my solicitor said my case would be great if I wasn’t a Nigerian?”

I stare at her, wondering how my country got to be a ‘sinful nation’ in 
the eyes of the world.

“Funmi! Funmi! Funmi!” I can hear the lady in room 10 calling out, 
“You have a registered post!” There is a drop-pin silence. This is one 
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moment that every asylum seekers dreads, it is the decider–either you are 
in, or you are out.

We all cluster around Funmi. Her heartbeat vibrating like a Nokia 
phone. After five stressful years Funmi received her leave to remain. What 
a situation! Five years of being on the waiting line, and one minute of 
crossing over.

How Did We Get Here?
Evelyn and Ahmad developed monologues about the human cost of asy-
lum policies and the mental health impacts of an institutionalised life in 
the direct provision system. Ahmad outlines the critical incidents that 
landed him in the hospital, while Evelyn writes about her headache as 
“the pulse of frustration–whose height cannot be measured, nor bounds 
determined by a mere stethoscope.” Evelyn wrote her monologue in a few 
afternoons on the train and while living in a one-room apartment with her 

Fig. 23.2  Screen shot from Crossing Over, (2009) written and directed by 
Evelyn. The image is in conversation with the following moment in her mono-
logue, “The pressure in here is so high that everyone seems to be furious about 
little things. If you ask me I would say that most of our ailments are stress related.”
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three sons—her fourth year in the direct provision system while Ahmad 
wrote his script away from his accommodation centre, in the safety of the 
workshop setting, and over a period of seven weeks. Evelyn’s story ends 
on a hopeful note—the possibility of receiving leave to remain, the chance 
to “cross over.” The ending of Ahmad’s story is also hopeful—“a new way 
will be shown” to him. However, his conclusion comes so quickly it leaves 
the reader wondering. How exactly will this “new way” appear? What 
might it mean to “let go of old ways?” Ahmad is, of course, like Evelyn, 
writing into an uncertain future.

Evelyn played a key role in framing the discussions regarding impact 
and dissemination of the documentary essays. Along with the other 
research practitioners, she expressed interest in screening the essays at the 
Irish Film Institute (IFI) in Dublin—a preeminent institution for national 
film. In May 2009, Living in Direct Provision: 9 Stories screened as the 
first collection of short films authored and co-produced by asylum seek-
ers and refugees living in Ireland. There, Crossing Over and New Ways 
premiered before an audience of family members, policy makers, immigra-
tion scholars, and community activists. The seminar group asked Evelyn 
to introduce the collection, and she welcomed the audience with a short 
essay she had written on the train. Living in Direct Provision: 9 Stories was 
well received. One member of a national non-governmental organisation 
present at the screening told me that Evelyn’s story had conveyed in three 
minutes what their advocacy organisation takes years to convey. An article 
in the local paper reviewed the videos as a testament to the “scholarship 
of listening.” The collection was invited to the Guth Gafa International 
Documentary Film Festival and Evelyn and I accompanied the series to 
Northwestern Ireland for a screening and public discussion. From the 
seminar, seven of the nine participants released their essays for public view-
ing and their stories are currently available online.7

In 2010, Evelyn and her three sons were among a group of 35 peo-
ple taken into custody, and deported on a late-night Frontex8 flight. 
Approaching Athens, the airplane encountered mechanical failure, and 
was forced to return to Dublin (Smyth and Mangan 2010). The next day, 
Evelyn and her family were back in Dublin. Evelyn’s friends in Ireland 
called the technical mishap the “Christmas Miracle.” Upon return to 
Ireland, Evelyn decided to continue building a future there; her sons 
attended school, she continued writing, she volunteered with a local 
church, and participated in  local and national organising efforts for the 
rights of asylum seekers. She maintained hope that her case would be 
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positively reviewed and that she and her family would receive humanitar-
ian leave to remain. When I talked with Evelyn in person in 2012, she 
spoke only briefly about the traumatic deportation and her uncertain legal 
status. We talked instead about her writing, and the collaborative script 
writing and editing process. I wanted to know how Evelyn had perceived 
the process in hindsight. The conversation revealed how Evelyn concep-
tualised her documentary essay, Crossing Over as a means “to tell every-
body’s story.” She saw the workshop as a platform and the production 
process as one that the participants led as well. Like Ahmad, Evelyn had 
wrestled her monologue from a place of overwhelming in-articulation, of 
“too much to say.” Through deliberation and discernment, of “knowing 
what is most important,” she shaped her perspective in conversation with 
a larger collectivity. When I asked her what she took away from the experi-
ence, she replied:

For me it’s a stepping stone that in the future could put things down, that is 
what I hope for because it’s a kind of reflection. Maybe in the future things 
are going to change for individuals, for the country, for everybody, but it’s 
a stepping stone that could document things that happened and people 
will look back at it, to what Ireland was, or what individuals went through. 
Positively, it’s a kind of strength. I know that I have a story somewhere 
(Conversation with Evelyn, February 12, 2012).

When asked about how she would describe herself to audiences now, she 
said:

I would say this is one individual that the situation in Ireland, the situation 
I find myself in, has made me a better writer because yes, I never knew I was 
a poet. So, some bad situations turn out positively. There is a book, and in 
the synopsis my name is mentioned besides (a prominent Irish politician), 
you can imagine! It says, (I am) an ‘African Irish writer.’ If I can now be 
qualified as an African Irish writer then I should look forward to being one 
(Conversation with Evelyn, February 12, 2012).

Despite her legal status in relation to the state, Evelyn developed a soci-
etal and cultural status as an African Irish writer. Her writing has been 
published, and her documentary essay, Crossing Over has screened at 
migration and refugee policy meetings, and before Irish legislators and 
activists. Without having been granted the rights and entitlements of Irish 
citizenship, she has acted as a “cultural citizen” (Coll 2010; El Haj 2009; 
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Rosaldo 1994), contributing to the public discourse on migration and 
asylum policy.

In a complex turn of events, when it became clear that Evelyn would 
not receive humanitarian leave to remain in Ireland, she made the difficult 
decision of accepting a “re-location offer” from the Irish government. 
She returned to Nigeria with her sons. Despite tremendous challenges, 
Evelyn has recreated a life for herself and her family. At time of publication 
(2016), her eldest son is beginning studies at a prestigious British univer-
sity and her two younger sons are excelling in school, as well. Some might 
conclude that since Evelyn was able to re-build her life in the country she 
had once fled, her life was never truly in danger. This conclusion would 
deny the complexities of migration and the continuum of political, social, 
environmental, and economic reasons that inform the decision, and an 
urgency, to take flight. The fact that Evelyn has been able to support her 
family and thrive is testament to her capacity and her courage to build and 
re-create anew—despite the odds.

Conclusion

Developing a longitudinal, inquiry-based seminar approach provided 
research practitioners with more points of entry to reflexively engage 
with, and interrogate, their circumstances. Through this method of 
engagement, script writing became a form of inquiry. Practitioners had 
time to consider what they would reveal and to enter into dialogue with 
one another from the foundation point of their written words and their 
images. The restriction of the format—the framework of a 3- to 5-minute 
composition—provided a challenging and useful limitation, a kind of con-
tainer for practitioners to determine what they know and envision. As 
Evelyn noted, short-form, creative writing served as a means of telling 
“your story the way it is for you” (Conversation, February 12, 2012). 
But as I have aimed to remind us, the telling occurs within both a multi-
mediated site of production and learning, and a broader political context. 
In this way, I have implicitly argued for the benefit of cultivating a reflexive 
curiosity about one of the most pivotal aspects of our work—its collabora-
tive, dialogical essence. Instead of conceptualising the role of the educa-
tor, media mentor, or “story specialist” as a “hands off” position in which 
one “leaves no fingerprints,” we would benefit from recognising the ways 
in which we influence, shape, and inform the process, as well. To this end, 
the multi-mediated endeavour of digital storytelling offers a rich landscape 
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of inter-subjective (Jackson 2013) moments as the researcher/educator 
responds to and interacts with the concerns, interests, and demands of a 
“community” of practice. Attending to these interactions can make this 
“implicated” (Stoller 1997; Fletcher and Cambre 2009) endeavour more 
visible and open to nuance—a potential strategy to counter epistemic vio-
lence in the ways in which scholarship can reduce—through reification 
and/or simplification—human “experience.” In this vein, to conceptu-
alise participants as engaged scholars, and emergent media practitioners, 
could serve to more adequately support the production of heterogeneous 
stories—stories that express diverse moments shaping diverse lives; sto-
ries that might most productively be understood not as “representational” 
but rather as “embodied.” By following the development of two different 
monologues, and the trajectories of Ahmad and Evelyn, we can observe 
the emergence of participants as engaged scholars acting within legal and 
political frameworks beyond their immediate control, and socio-political 
environments hostile to migration—particularly of Muslims, poor people, 
and people of colour. Through this slowed down consideration, we begin 
to glimpse the ways in which Crossing Over and New Ways are embodied 
with the heterogeneous, complex, and nuanced experiences of being alive 
in the world.

Notes

	 1.	 Sincere thanks are due to the research practitioners who partici-
pated in the project, and to the Forum on Migration and 
Communications (FOMACS), Integrating Ireland, Refugee 
Information Service, and the Dublin Institute of Technology 
(DIT). An ABBEST Doctoral Fellowship, and a Fiosraigh Research 
Scholarship supported this research.

	 2.	 The research design included discussion and engagement with 
professional photographers and filmmakers who talked with practi-
tioners about their visual concepts and storyboards, reviewed 
rough cuts of their videos, and shared their audio-visual expertise. 
Thanks are due to Aodán O’Coileáin, Siobhán Twomey, and 
Veronica Vierin.

	 3.	 The ways in which I have interpreted Lave and Wenger’s original 
concept are informed by my graduate coursework at the University 
of Arizona including studies in critical pedagogy and funds of 
knowledge with mentors Julio Cammarota and Luis C. Moll.
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	 4.	 Many thanks to Elena Moreo for her keen observations and com-
ments that influenced my thinking about how the artefacts perform.

	 5.	 What is called a “script” in digital storytelling practice and litera-
ture might be more accurately defined as a “monologue” since it 
refers to a first-person narrative that is subsequently performed and 
recorded as the voiceover, which is one element among many in an 
overall script for video and film production.

	 6.	 See Loyal (2011) for research on the Direct Provision regime in 
Ireland.

	 7.	 Please view New Ways and Crossing Over, Available at: http://www.
darcyalexandra.com/practice/living-in-direct- provision-9-stories/

	 8.	 The European Agency for the Management of Operational 
Cooperation at the External Borders of the Member States of the 
European Union. The simplified term, “Frontex” is derived from 
the agency’s name in French: Frontières extérieures. See Feldman 
(2012).
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Introduction

During the past eight years, the Laboratory of New Technologies in 
Communication, Education and Mass Media of the University of Athens 
(NTLab UoA, www.media.uoa.gr/ntlab) that I direct has offered a num-
ber of Digital Storytelling (DST) courses. These have been situated within 
master’s degree programmes at the University of Athens, the University 
of the Aegean and the University of Fribourg in Switzerland, as well as 
within an undergraduate seminar in the Department of Communication 
and Media Studies at the University of Athens.

In addition to the bibliographical research that students are required 
to do as part of their studies, they are asked to create digital stories in 
different contexts, such as educational, intergenerational and personal or 
community-based media projects. Moreover, some of them participate 
in the research activities on DST undertaken by the NTLab, which, in 
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many cases, have resulted in contributions to journal articles and con-
ference proceedings. It is within this academic context that we consider 
DST as an engaged scholarship practice. Building on Boyer (1996), we 
define engagement as Welch (2016) does, as “activities benefitting society 
that are integrated into academic purposes to generate new knowledge 
through research and to educate in programs of study” (p. 35).

Based on recent publications from the NTLab, and in particularly on 
the papers by Spanoudakis et al. (2015), Mouchtari et al. (2015) and 
Meliadou et al. (2012), in this chapter, we focus on two examples that 
highlight how our work1 offers a perspective on DST as an engaged schol-
arship practice, in that our NTLab activities promote the interrelationship 
of teaching, research and service through theory, action and reflection in 
response to community needs. Before expanding on these examples, we 
provide a research context and brief description of a tool that was pro-
duced in our laboratory.

Milia (AppleTree): An Online Platform for DST
Non-linear storytelling techniques have become much easier to use with 
the evolution of inherently non-linear media like Web 2.0 DST platforms 
(see, e.g., Pageflow, Twine). Web 2.0 stories are broad in scope; they can 
represent history, fantasy, a presentation, a puzzle, a message or some 
combination of multiple genres of communication. Current online tools 
for DST often use open structures in order to help users create or launch 
stories. A major issue in this endeavour, then, is how to design a platform 
that integrates the storyteller’s activity into a framework that respects the 
basic constituents of traditional narrative, namely, a person or people fac-
ing a challenge, trying to overcome it through a sequence of events and, 
eventually, reaching a resolution (Ryan 2002).

We assert that even if storytelling in general, under the influence of 
digital media, moves increasingly towards a non-linear model, such a 
trend does not imply that this sort of narrative coherence should be 
left out of the equation. Narratives flow through games, platforms and 
other digital tools widely accessible via the internet, while listening to 
and reading stories move a “reader” forward from a static activity to an 
interactive, dynamic process in which the lines between the author and 
the audience can become blurred. It is within this context that we have 
attempted to deploy an open platform for socially interactive DST called 
Milia.2
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The core intentions of this platform are to provide users with the abil-
ity to create and share personal stories via social media and to experiment 
with the possibilities of non-linear stories offered by the branching struc-
ture of the platform. By integrating the creation and reading of stories in 
a non-linear way, the user of the Milia platform is meant to be at the same 
time a reader and a creator, as (s)he imports personal data and also reads 
the stories of others. A further objective of Milia is for the platform to 
be flexible and powerful enough to support the representation, presenta-
tion and collaborative creation of any sort of story in digital format, with 
intended applications in storytelling, education, publishing and, more 
generally, in the creation and publication of collaborative digital works. 
The vision behind the development of the Milia platform has been the 
ability to offer to everyone interested the means to “plant” a story and see 
it grow into a fruitful tree and to provide an online space where creators 
can make stories by planting their own trees in publicly accessible “digital 
fields” or in their own, private, “digital gardens”. In this way, the Milia 
platform is intended to enable the creation and curation of a data bank 
of interactive stories, which readers will have the capability to extend and 
enrich with their own ideas and alternative versions. Milia is thus offered 
in the spirit of free expression, knowledge and creativity.

Finally, apart from its educational and creative aspects, Milia is also 
intended to afford a medium for preserving stories and narratives from the 
past, thus safeguarding the collective creations and memories of a com-
munity. The challenges, goals and ambitions that sparked the conception 
and guided the design of the Milia platform can be considered, in a sense, 
to comprise a gap in DST research and applications that this platform is 
intended to address.

Features and Capabilities of the Milia Platform

Milia is an open platform for social interactive DST. Its implementation 
is based on the Spiral Model (Boehm 1986), a software development 
process combining elements of both design and prototyping in stages. 
Milia consists of two main sub-systems: the Storytelling Viewer (Fig. 
24.1), where internet users may view posted stories (called Milia stories) 
and the Storytelling Editor where authenticated users create Milia sto-
ries (Fig. 24.2).

Additionally, in order for Milia to be accessible to a wide range of audi-
ences, care has been taken to comply with the Web Content Accessibility 
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Guidelines 2.0 provided by the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C 
2008). Examples include the presentation of non-text content of the Milia 
interface with text alternatives, audio control, text resizing capability, key-
board shortcuts and other similar features. A more detailed description 
of Milia features and functions can be found on the platform’s website, 
which is also available in English.3

Fig. 24.1  Storytelling viewer interface of the Milia platform

  M. MEIMARIS



  359

Milia, as an online digital space for interactive storytelling, can also 
serve—among other functions—as a useful educational tool. In the 
domain of education, constructionists emphasize that young users can 
benefit from systems that are open ended and support creativity and self-
expression, given that children (and adults, we may add) “learn by mak-
ing” (Papert 1991). Schoolchildren can use Milia, for example, to create 

Fig. 24.2  Storytelling editor interface of the Milia platform
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their own stories or read and process their classmates’ stories. As simple 
as they may seem, however, such activities can have important learning 
implications and outcomes. For example, story-making activities provide a 
way to practice and develop language skills (grammar and syntax), become 
familiar with the art of mythmaking and narration as well as provide an 
opportunity to learn and appreciate teamwork, given that students are 
required to work in teams in order to invent, create and share their sto-
ries. At the same time, students can enhance their digital literacy skills 
through hands-on experience with computers, the internet and multime-
dia applications.

Last but not least, young people and adults alike can best learn the basic 
structure of a story by creating one, as well as learning how to present a 
subject by organizing the main and secondary ideas around it upon the 
branches of a tree.

Intergenerational Learning and Communication 
Through Digital Storytelling

We have embarked on research that uses DST and other activities as 
ways to bring together primary school-age children with retired elderly 
people, with a view to discovering what the participants learn. For 
this project, we took stock of learning theories such as constructivism 
(Vygotsky 1986) and situated learning (Lave and Wenger 1991) that 
emphasize the creation of an active learning environment in formal 
education and used DST to establish a framework in which the people 
involved can actively learn. According to Frazel (2010), DST combines 
narrative with digital content, including images, sound and video, in 
order to enrich a basic narration. Digital stories can be historical, per-
suasive and/or instructional (Robin 2006), promoting communication 
in all these contexts.

Communication is also a core objective of intergenerational interac-
tions (Winston 2001). On this basis, we have tried to combine DST with 
intergenerational communication, building on the premise that intergen-
erational exchange constitutes one of the oldest ways of learning. This 
project investigates how two different groups, that is, primary schoolchil-
dren and elderly people, attempt to reduce the generation gap through 
activities that provide knowledge to either group through interactions/
communication with the other. At the same time, though not an explicit 
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research goal, this research provides supportive evidence of the way elderly 
people from local communities can be integrated within the education 
processes and formal curriculum of primary schools.

The theme we chose for the project was “Jobs of Yesteryear”. 
Computers and automated systems have replaced many traditional jobs, 
leading entire trades and professions to extinction. Extinct, endangered 
and so-called old-fashioned everyday jobs, from milkman to iceman, can 
become better known to children by listening to stories told by elderly 
people, and they, in turn, are able to maintain their ability to participate 
in social and cultural interchanges by sharing their stories.

More specifically, this research has investigated the learning exchanges 
between schoolchildren aged six and seven and elderly people aged 
70–80 from local communities, resulting in digital stories made by the 
schoolchildren. The research project took place in the 15th Primary 
School of Piraeus, in Athens, Greece, during the 2011–2012 and 
2012–2013 academic years. It involved a six-month empirical study and 
focused on skills such as reading literature, story and song composi-
tion and comprehension, painting, digital story creation and improvis-
ing through theatrical games. The evaluation tools for the outcomes of 
this project comprised a questionnaire, participant observation, infor-
mal interviews and a video rubric for evaluating the digital creations of 
the schoolchildren, adapted from the work of Smaldino et al. (2011). 
Twenty-one primary school students and four elderly people of the local 
community (members of the first Open Care Centre for the Elderly of 
the municipality of Nikea, Athens) formed the core participants of the 
entire project, with many more schoolchildren participating in interim 
project activities.

The elderly participants in this research were recruited on an ad hoc 
basis, through existing contacts and networks that the researchers had 
established with the local community during previous projects on inter-
generational communication and learning. This, however, should not be 
considered as a limitation of the potential of this research design to work 
in more general contexts since, in all cases, DST and intergenerational 
communication research requires preliminary work, the establishment 
of rapport and time devoted to coaching the participants prior to enter-
ing the core research activities. In this way, our methodological approach 
remains consistent with common engaged scholarship practices within 
higher education (Franz 2009).
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Design and Implementation of 
the Educational Intervention

The project was structured in four phases. Phase I included preparatory 
activities for familiarizing schoolchildren with the project. Phase II focused 
on the initial interchanges between the schoolchildren and the elderly 
people, using the creation of a digital story as an overarching objective. 
Phase III of the project was driven by the expressed interest of some 57 
more students to participate in a theatrical performance that would take 
place at the end of the first school year of the project. Finally, Phase IV was 
the climax of the project: the schoolchildren involved in that phase created 
a digital story from scratch, through intergenerational interchanges with 
the elderly people of the local community.

Phase I encompassed activities that prepared children through school 
lessons according to the school curriculum. Children read about contem-
porary jobs in their books, then wrote short essays about their parents’ 
jobs and finally dramatized their knowledge through theatrical games, 
role-playing and pantomime. Later on, the children read a book that ref-
erenced traditional jobs of yesteryear in order to compare them with con-
temporary jobs.

In Phase II, the schoolchildren and the elderly had their first intergen-
erational contact through DST. Each group of participants was involved 
in DST from a different angle. The elderly people created short scripts 
about jobs of yesteryear, bearing in mind that they would be working with 
primary school students. They chose a place for filming a video based on 
the script and dressed appropriately. A short film was then shot for the 
schoolchildren to watch.

In order to motivate children to participate in the creation of a digital 
story, it was decided that children would only have access to an audio track 
of the short digital narrative. They were asked to listen carefully and to 
write down the yesteryear jobs they heard from the audio track. After that, 
they were divided into four groups. Each group was assigned a specific 
task. Two groups selected photographs from a readily available digital file 
of yesteryear jobs that matched the descriptions provided by the elderly 
people. Another group of children listened to four music tracks in order to 
select the one that could be used as a soundtrack in the short digital nar-
rative. The last group presented the whole digital story to the other classes 
of the school. In this way, all the steps of digital story-making (Frazel 
2010; Lambert 2009) were accomplished across the work of the groups.
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The main objective of Phase III was to create a theatrical performance 
as a way to end the first school year of the project. The performers were 
students of the school and the elderly people involved in the project. 
There were three activities in this phase: firstly, through theatrical games, 
children chose the character they would portray. Numerous rehearsals 
were organized in order to have the best possible result for the school 
performance about yesteryear jobs. The children, with the help of their 
parents and their teacher, created the scenery for the performance. So, in 
fact, three generations were involved. Secondly, a meeting was organized 
between the elderly people and the schoolchildren in order to agree on 
each group’s parts in the performance. This meeting was followed by a full 
rehearsal of the entire performance.

Finally, the performance took place in the school hall. The performance 
started with a presentation of the digital story, then the elderly people 
came in and presented their parts and, at the end, the children presented 
the scenes they had rehearsed. Students from other classes joined the per-
formance and helped the junior schoolchildren: they danced and sang 
together.

Phase IV was the concluding and most important part of the proj-
ect. It was held during the second year of the research. As a motivational 
activity, the class visited the Benaki Museum4 in the heart of Athens. The 
schoolchildren saw old tools and traditional objects that were used in the 
past. After that, the children formed groups and made paintings of their 
favourite yesteryear job.

Concurrently, the schoolchildren returned to the idea of creating digi-
tal stories. They decided to create a new digital story as a way of thanking 
the elderly people for participating in the project and to facilitate discus-
sions about yesteryear jobs, the evolution of technology and the changes 
that are taking place in today’s world. The children were divided into 
groups in order to create the digital stories.

StoryCenter describes “emotional content” as a key component of a 
digital story. In our research, this was achieved when children decided to 
use their personal photos from the summer performance in order to make 
their own digital story. They personalized the story using their voices to 
help the audience understand the context. For simplicity, they recorded 
their voices without overloading the viewer with too much information. 
They also employed a soundtrack that was used in the summer perfor-
mance as a background to support the storyline. The final digital story 
lasted approximately three minutes.
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The elderly people returned to the school and watched the digital sto-
ries with enthusiasm. They thanked the schoolchildren and talked about 
their experiences when they were young. This led to the last and most 
important digital story created during this project. All the participants 
agreed to create an intergenerational digital story with their own sponta-
neous storyboard about yesteryear jobs. The actors of that story would be 
one group of children and the elderly participants.

The children used the school hall for shooting the story scenes. In the 
first group of children, one student used the video camera, another took 
backstage photographs from the filming and four more students starred 
in the digital story, together with two elderly participants. The result was 
an independent digital story that was ready for editing. A second group of 
children selected photos that would fit with the newly created story. In this 
way, and keeping in mind guidelines for digital story-making such as the 
ones provided by Ohler (2008), the digital story was generated, step by 
step, by the schoolchildren with their own personal touch. A third group 
of students selected audio effects to recreate a natural outdoor environ-
ment and a song to enhance their digital story. The last group of students 
used Windows MovieMaker to edit the final digital story.

Project Results

DST, combined with in-class activities, was used in the context of this 
project as an experiential and experimental way of learning. The children 
successfully completed a digital story; they competently employed digital 
tools and digital media and were quite excited by their work on the over-
all project. Collaborative storytelling increased the students’ interest in 
the topic of yesteryear jobs. The activity of creating narratives helped the 
children develop the power to articulate their own opinions and become 
heroes and heroines of their own stories. In addition, significant progress 
was observed in the students’ interpersonal relations, whereby their sense 
of mutual acceptance and esteem was increased.

In this respect, DST was successfully used as a means of communica-
tion in a formal education setting. It helped young students become more 
active and use technology in a more efficient way, within a society that 
constantly exposes them to numerous media sources from a very young 
age. At the same time, this effort led to an improved sense of intergenera-
tional solidarity, giving rise to a much more positive view of the elderly by 
schoolchildren and vice versa.
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Through this project, it has been possible to experiment successfully 
with DST as a mechanism with positive outcomes in terms of digital lit-
eracy and in terms of intergenerational acquaintance and understanding.

Observations of participants yielded one other piece of important feed-
back. Both the schoolchildren and the elderly people were enthusiastic 
about the project and their participation in it. The schoolchildren cooper-
ated successfully with each other and made good use of the digital tools 
they were offered. As expected, a number of technical issues came up 
during the final editing process, but all of these were addressed without 
disruptive delays. On top of project outcomes related to working with dig-
ital media and digital tools, through this project, the schoolchildren used 
improvisation and dramatization strategies to express their ideas, which 
enhanced their ability to be creative within a specific context.

Let us now present another example of the implementation of DST in 
intergenerational communication.

Stars and Producers of Digital Memories

This project workshop was part of a series of activities concerning 
Intergenerational Communication and Learning, realized by members of 
NTLab between 2011 and 2013. Students and elderly participants came 
together to produce videos in pairs. The workshop was designed around 
the concept of creative learning, which meant that all participants would 
play an active role in the project and would be encouraged to develop their 
full potential. In this workshop, technology involved shooting and editing 
a significant life experience of the elderly people. The added value of this 
process was the creation of a digital archive of memories available to all.

It was important to observe the part of this process in which partici-
pants developed meaningful dialogues with one another. The variety of 
techniques used in the editing process supported their mutual interest 
in creating the final video. The workshop was organized in five consecu-
tive sessions in order to provide the participants with a clear idea of the 
process. First, there was a pre-production session where students became 
familiar with the use of digital editing tools before the workshop. The first 
discussion session that took place between the participants involved dis-
cussions about the story, the filming and the editing session. Finally, at the 
viewing session, all participants were able to share their video creations.

Half of the elderly people chose to tell a story from their childhood as 
presented in the video: Amalia5; two of them narrated their life stories as 
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immigrants in foreign countries and the other three narrated their own 
favourite classic tales. During the filming session, the narrator (one of 
the elderly people) talked directly to the camera while the young person 
remained silent and did not ask any questions. The editing process was 
especially creative for both as they cooperated to transform their material 
into a digital story, by selecting scenes from the footage, scanning photos, 
downloading music from the internet and composing a cohesive creation. 
Students accomplished their goal and expressed a sense of pride in having 
contributed to a piece of work that was very different from their usual 
assignments. They acquired a growing sense of responsibility through-
out the workshop as they interacted with their elderly collaborators. The 
14-year-old students admitted that it was only when they actually met the 
elderly and heard their stories that they changed their attitude towards 
them and felt connected.

The elderly people were not familiar with the digital artefacts and appli-
cations or with computers in general but were eager to learn and connect 
to the digital world. Their interest was maintained throughout the process 
and they did not abandon the projects. Their engagement in and commit-
ment to the process was assured by keeping the technology simple; respect 
for their memories and experiences encouraged them to participate even 
when technology was involved. There was also enough evidence to con-
clude that the elderly people enjoyed and acknowledged their double role 
in the new digital environment as both beneficiaries and contributors; this 
represents a departure from previous approaches, focusing only on new 
media literacy as a means of bridging the digital intergenerational divide. 
In conclusion, technology provides a significant role for elderly users, 
especially when it is integrated in a meaningful and engaging programme 
with a clear goal.

Concluding Remarks

The conclusions of this research are promising. We detected an impor-
tant change in the children’s attitudes towards the activities blended with 
DST. DST was taken up by students as a tool to create their own stories 
and develop their narrative skills. In addition, students who participated 
in the creation of digital stories developed enhanced communication skills 
by learning to organize their ideas and express opinions. Students’ prog-
ress in developing interpersonal relationships was clear, with DST activities 
operating as a framework that fostered collaboration and led students to 
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work together in groups. At the same time, this resulted in a significant 
increase of mutual acceptance and self-esteem, through a feeling of shared 
ownership and collective accomplishment, since schoolchildren were co-
creators of the final digital stories.

DST worked as a whole class activity that increased the groups’ socia-
bility. It also created a friendly environment in which both the elderly 
and the younger people could actively participate. This project actually 
helped the school open its doors to the local community, interact with 
groups of elderly people and foster intergenerational literacy that could 
lead to improved intergenerational solidarity. Both generations had mul-
tiple opportunities for success and could experiment with the tools and 
knowledge they were offered.

As a concluding point, our work within these two projects helps to 
demonstrate that the rapid development of technology has created new 
learning opportunities for many different groups. DST, in particular, 
seems to lend itself to intergenerational communication, especially when it 
includes elderly people who are ageing actively. It is, therefore, possible to 
achieve a deeper sharing of knowledge between elder and younger people. 
In-school educational activities can be used to bridge the gap between 
generations and create enhanced opportunities for co-operation and cohe-
sion between school and family.

The Way Forward

Presently, within the Laboratory, research is being completed that aims to 
record, in the form of digital stories, the experiential relationship between 
Greek citizens and the media (newspapers, radio, TV and digital media). 
Approximately 300 participants, coded according to gender, age, educa-
tion, occupation and place of residence, have created digital stories that 
we have analysed using qualitative methods, such as Constant Comparison 
Analysis and Content Analysis (Meimaris 2015), as well as a multimodal 
approach using the Atlas.ti software.

As far as the Milia platform is concerned, although much has been 
achieved, there is still more to be done in the future. Many new ideas 
are being discussed for a future updated version of the Milia platform. 
In light of current developments in online social media and online social 
networks, it is clear that the Milia platform lends itself to a number of 
social extensions. These include enabling content-centred social actions 
such as the ability to “like” and comment on Milia stories, as well as 
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sharing these stories via social media outlets such as Facebook and Twitter; 
we also envisage extensions that enable user-centred social actions, namely 
the ability to “follow” Milia story creators as well as subscribe to Milia 
story channels.

Concerning the undergraduate and postgraduate DST courses men-
tioned above, they are very popular with students and we intend to develop 
them further. We have adapted the DST model developed by StoryCenter 
to work with large groups of students (20–40), for instance, by dividing 
them into smaller groups for the story circle exercise. After sharing stories 
produced by former students and from other sources, such as StoryCenter 
and Patient Voices, we invite students to create their own digital stories. 
We have found that, to really understand what DST is about, it is neces-
sary to create one personally. The first story is a personal story about a cri-
sis, a dramatic situation or a happy event in their life. The second story is a 
thematic, subject-based story but still connected to their personal experi-
ence or motivation related to, for example, mathematics or media studies 
or social issues such as bullying.

The students who are aiming to become teachers are the ones most 
likely to follow up the engaged scholarship tradition. They involve the 
children in their placement schools in creating digital stories that the stu-
dents bring back to the University; this strengthens the understanding 
that what Brecht referred as the “historification” of facts enhances their 
meaning and is part of the construction of knowledge.

Storytelling has a long tradition dating from long before the introduc-
tion of digital media and digital tools, and classical oral narrative practices 
are important sources of inspiration for us. At the same time, we must take 
into account that our students are digital natives (Prensky 2001), and we 
have to use the tools of the twenty-first century. We have also seen, as illus-
trated by the projects and examples discussed in this chapter, how DST has 
specific qualities enabling it to fulfil the scholarship of engaged collabo-
ration by creating learning communities involving universities, schools, 
families and communities.

Notes

	 1.	 This work has been developed and conducted by NTLab UoA 
with the support of the University Research Institute of Applied 
Communication.

	 2.	 http://www.media.uoa.gr/ntlab/milia
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	 3.	 http://www2.media.uoa.gr/medialab/milia/index.php?lang=en
	 4.	 The Benaki Museum ranks among the major institutions that have 

enriched the material assets of the Greek state. Its collections 
encompass icons, oil paintings and wood carvings, ceramics, every-
day life objects, textiles as well as historical archives. Further infor-
mation is available on the Benaki Museum’s website at http://
www.benaki.gr

	 5.	 Link to the video Amalia. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1
9nEWDbQDP0&feature=youtu.be
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Introduction

Educational reformer John Dewey argued in 1916 that democracy requires 
multidimensional knowledge born of “free interaction” of people from 
diverse experiences. He proposed that education “must present situations 
where problems are relevant to the problems of living together and where 
observation and information are calculated to develop social insight and 
interest” (Dewey 1916, p. 192). Dewey anticipated what neuroscientists 
are now arguing is the “natural state” of the human mind where play, 
flexibility, curiosity, telling stories, and daydreaming open our minds to 
learning and fuel innovation. This “free play of the mind” was nurtured, 
Dewey believed, through reflecting on diverse experiences and was critical 
to imagining democratic communities.

Almost a century later, Ernest Boyer (1990) called on higher educa-
tion to grow beyond a fragmentation of research, teaching, and service 
towards a scholarship of discovery, integration, application, and teaching. 
The discussion initiated by Boyer has evolved into commitments to civi-
cally engaged public scholarship that can inspire diverse publics in address-
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ing complex, messy, ill-structured problems in our communities. People 
across communities now draw on powerful digital narrative tools that 
support knowledge production and connect people from diverse commu-
nities. Connected knowledge, when employed to promote participatory 
democracy as understood by Dewey (1916) as “primarily a mode of asso-
ciated living, of conjoint communicated experience” (p. 101), can sustain 
relationships critical to envisioning solutions to our most stubborn social 
justice problems.

In this chapter, we report on University of Maryland, Baltimore 
County (UMBC), faculty members’ reflections on experiences extend-
ing digital storytelling to community projects about pressing social and 
cultural issues. Our inquiry has been theoretically informed by sociocul-
tural understandings of transformative democratic and dialogic learning 
and identities (Bakhtin 1981; Dewey 1916; Freire 2003; Weedon 2004), 
mediatized stories (Couldry 2008; Drotner 2008; Lundby 2008), medi-
ated narratives using material and psychological tools (Vygotsky 1978; 
Erstad and Wertsch 2008), and story-based agency (Hull and Katz 
2006). Our guiding question was this: how are faculty experienced in 
digital storytelling using and reflecting on story-based projects that sup-
port an emerging campus culture of publicly engaged scholarship and 
democratic, civic agency efforts on campus and beyond? We wanted to 
hear reflections on challenges and possibilities of using stories in project, 
place-based community work. We will discuss three emerging themes: 
(1) how digital storytelling allows faculty, students, and community 
partners to develop collaborative and inclusive knowledge that extends 
beyond academic experts; (2) how dissemination of these stories nur-
tures public scholarship; and (3) how engaged story work is contribut-
ing to changing campus cultural practices. We end with suggestions for 
developing, sustaining, and promoting publicly engaged, digital story-
telling in higher education.

Engaged Digital Storytelling

Since early work of the Center for Digital Storytelling, now Storycenter, 
led by Joe Lambert and colleagues, story practitioners have understood 
the potential of stories for personal “transformation through the cre-
ative power of biographical story making and storytelling” (Ferguson in 
Lambert 2013, p. 5) as well as in and with communities telling their own 
stories for their own purposes in particular historical moments and places 
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(Davis and Foley 2016). Lambert (2013) and his colleagues understood 
that story work in higher education could “provide participants with a 
synthesizing series of metaphors for the continued exploration of human 
development through the assessment of their own life experience” 
(p. 160) and that many scholars would extend story work to communi-
ties beyond campuses.

Digital storytelling can be “Citizenship-in-Practice” that develops 
agency among storytellers who recognize the centrality of voice in insti-
tutional and community contexts (Erstad and Silseth 2008). As students 
engage in dialogical activity and take responsibility for knowledge-building, 
they develop “epistemic agency” which, the authors argue, “might display 
itself in the student’s ability to compose digital stories that consist of dif-
ferent and divergent voices” (p. 219). Couldry (2008) writes that such 
storytelling can contribute to “a democratization of media resources and 
widening the conditions of democracy itself” (p. 54).

Scholarship of Public Engagement

Decades of scholars have described an expanding scholarship of engage-
ment (Boyer 1996; New England Resource Center for Higher Education 
n.d.) and publicly engaged scholarship (Post et al. 2016). In 1982, Derek 
Bok called for the engaged university to “help address basic social prob-
lems, better prepare more teachers, and play a role in societal moral 
development” (Fisher et al. 2004, p. 4). Ernest Boyer (1990), called on 
higher education leaders to reconceptualize scholarship and support fac-
ulty in “stepping back from one’s investigation, looking for connections, 
building bridges between theory and practice” (p. 16). Recently, scholars 
have become increasingly insistent about the need for changing domi-
nant cultural practices of knowledge production, and the structures and 
policies of higher education (Ellison and Eatman 2008; O’Meara 2011). 
Sturm et al. (2011) proposed that “full participation” in higher education 
is critical to the integrated success of students, diversity initiatives, and 
civic engagement missions:

Full participation incorporates the idea that higher education institutions are 
rooted in and accountable to multiple communities … Campuses advancing 
full participation are engaged campuses that are both in and of the com-
munity, participating in reciprocal, mutually beneficial partnerships between 
campus and community.

FACULTY REFLECTIONS AT THE INTERSECTION OF DIGITAL STORYTELLING... 
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Such engaged public scholarship recognizes and contributes to collabora-
tive, multi-vocal narratives that address problems and envision new futures 
(Sanchez 2004) and “seeks the public good with the public and not merely 
for the public as a means to facilitating a more active and engaged democ-
racy” (Saltmarsh et al. 2009, p. 9).

Background and Methodology

Opened as the first racially integrated university in Maryland, the 
UMBC campus has a history of engagement and innovation that 
welcomes social entrepreneurship, cross-campus collaborations, and 
innovative technologies with public purposes. Since 2006, UMBC’s 
New Media Studio has facilitated digital storytelling workshops for 
faculty, some of whom were among the first to receive course rede-
sign grants, supported by the Provost’s Office and offered through 
BreakingGround, a civic agency and engagement initiative. With addi-
tional campus support from the Hrabowski Fund for Innovation, faculty 
members started a broader initiative, Baltimore Traces: Communities in 
Transition, involving multiple, cross-disciplinary projects in Baltimore 
communities.

We talked with these pioneering digital storytellers (who agreed to be 
identified) and videotaped an interview and then edited transcripts for 
clarity as we thematically coded and recursively revised for meanings, 
convergences, and divergences. Our interpretive process drew on other 
evidence including notes from discussions among faculty and staff story-
tellers who have gathered at least once a semester since 2006; related events 
and community viewings; our own reflections as storytelling practitioners; 
and publicly available stories online through community partners, other 
public sites, and our Digital Stories @ UMBC website (DigitalStories@
UMBC 2016). We worked to understand the impact of engaged story 
projects (described below) on faculty members and their scholarship; the 
development of relationships, collaborations, and public dissemination; 
and the intersections of story work with the developing culture of civic 
engagement on campus.

Explore Baltimore Heritage

Denise Meringolo, director of the Public History MA and associate pro-
fessor of History, was an early adopter of public digital storytelling. Her 
students used digital storytelling techniques to create short videos, high-
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lighting West Baltimore history (http://tinyurl.com/jh3542) that were 
integrated into the Explore Baltimore Heritage mobile walking tour app 
(BaltimoreHeritage 2016).

Mapping Baybrook

Nicole King, chair and associate professor of American Studies and Steve 
Bradley, associate professor of Visual Arts, collaborated to create Mapping 
Baybrook (MappingBaybrook 2016), focused on two industrial neigh-
bourhoods in South Baltimore. Highlighting residents’ concerns and 
aspirations, it contributed to fundraising events, exhibitions, and other 
activities.

Mill Stories

Michelle Stefano, visiting assistant professor in American Studies, and 
Bill Shewbridge, professor of the practice in Media and Communication 
Studies, led an effort to protect and publicize the living cultural heritage 
of steelworkers from the recently closed Sparrows Point mill. Students 
partnered with former steelworkers to produce over 30 stories about the 
human side of industrial decline and disinvestment featured on Mill Stories 
(MillStories 2016).

Baltimore Traces

Multiple faculty members collaborated on Baltimore Traces: Communities 
in Transition (BaltimoreTraces 2016a) and were awarded a UMBC 
Hrabowski Innovation Grant in 2014. The Mapping Dialogues project 
(BaltimoreTraces 2016b), supported by Maryland Humanities, uses maps 
to launch discussions on the past, present, and future of industrial spaces 
and local economies. Across projects, faculty members’ learning outcomes 
for students include developing multiple narrative approaches, learning 
digital production skills, practising deep listening, engaging in dialogues 
across diverse cultures and communities, developing agency, thinking 
strategically about public dissemination, and examining how story work 
can reveal complex, messy problems while imagining and contributing to 
hopeful futures.

Listening to the faculty storytellers and reflecting on a decade of 
story work on our campus led to three overarching themes discussed 
below.
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Developing Collaborative and Inclusive 
Democratic Knowledges

Reflecting on fostering democracy in universities, von Wright (2002) 
writes, “One of higher education’s greatest challenges is to avoid letting 
facts and knowledge lead to irony, indifference, and detachment. Instead 
we need to arouse and nurture students’ curiosity and interest in the lives 
and perspectives of other people” (p. 415). Nicole King talked about how 
she taught the ethics of working with community members during the 
Mapping Baybrook oral history story project:

Just because someone says something and you find a theme, you have 
to think critically about how you’re going to portray that. Do we need 
larger context to be able to hear these stories? Are you respecting the 
agency and the voice of the people’s stories, that they are giving to you 
essentially?

Throughout the work of producing Mill Stories, students talked with 
Michelle Stefano about how the stories of recently unemployed steel-
workers affected them and resonated in their own lives. Michelle 
reported:

Just going off campus and engaging with real people and real issues that 
are occurring outside of the UMBC campus really opens their eyes. Most 
importantly my colleague and I really believe that we’re helping students 
develop empathy and compassion to connect with people.

As students reflect on lived experiences and their own stories and cul-
tural knowledge as meaningful assets (Velez-Ibanez 1988; Heath 1983; 
Ladson-Billings 1994; Moll et al. 1992), they may also be better equipped 
to recognize the value of engaging with diverse communities. Over the 
years, digital storytelling practitioners have talked about the challenges 
and generative relational work of developing deep listening skills and 
empathy—what Nicole has come to call radical listening and radical 
empathy. Scholars across disciplines describe the power of affect or emo-
tion when participating in communities of caring (Ahmed 2004; hooks 
1994; Lambert 2013; Noddings 2012) and how reading others’ stories 
and taking others’ perspectives can lead students to become citizens of 
the world as they develop narrative imagination based on compassion, 
critical thinking, and self-reflection (Nussbaum 1998). Faculty members 
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have focused on empathy in encounters with complex living communi-
ties. Michelle described her students’ surprise when empathy came back 
to them from steelworkers concerned about students’ struggles to get 
an education, graduate with loans, but be facing futures without the 
promise of the union jobs they had relied on:

It was great to have these rich engagements between the students and the 
steel workers. The steelworkers were relating their own experiences to the 
younger generations … They [were] able to convey these larger processes 
of global capitalism, deindustrialization, and their impacts not only on their 
lives, but on the students’ lives as well.

Storytelling work in communities under stress can change how students, fac-
ulty, and community partners see themselves as they refocus from what they 
know to how they are “coming to know” and learning to respect different 
“ways of being.” Steve Bradley described his art students who worked with 
high school art students in the Baybrook project. “The biggest measure-
ments of success are the bonds that happen with my students and the high 
school students, and some of those relationships continue!” Faculty mem-
bers agree that empathy is essential for deep listening and learning about 
challenges and aspirations of people living in disinvested communities.

Nicole described her students’ learning as they listened to diverse voices 
and previously ignored perspectives from communities not often found in 
traditional texts.

The past is not something that is objectively out there that we have to 
find. The past is something that we negotiate with one another, with our 
voices, with our memories, with other people’s voices and memories. 
The historical record can, frankly, be wrong. Someone’s story can be 
more precise and tell us more about the research questions or historical 
questions that we’re asking. Often times, working in the communities 
that we often do with digital storytelling there are people who haven’t 
had a voice.

Like Nicole, Denise reflected new approaches to teaching history:

My students and I regularly struggle to identify and amplify the desires and 
interests of people and communities whose stories have not yet been told. 
We seek balance between the development of practical, marketable skills 
and the performance of a kind of historical practice that is grounded in a 
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philosophy of service and collaboration … developing interpretations that 
are forward looking and political rather than strictly grounded in the past 
and “objective.”

This story work in and with community members stretches beyond tra-
ditionally valued forms of expertise and objectivity where “social science 
research must be detached, impersonal and ‘objective’” (Mander 2010, 
p.  252) and instead invites practitioners to expand their epistemologi-
cal assumptions about what is considered valued and legitimate human 
experience, who produces knowledge, and how knowledge can be shared 
widely (Rice 2003).

Michelle explained how students learnt about deindustrialization from 
steelworkers—“people that they wouldn’t generally meet in their lives”—
while working at the United Steelworker Local 9477 hall on Dundalk 
Avenue. “They were able to meet with many steel workers over the course 
of a couple of days. These interactions were really unbelievable and really 
valuable for the students, they’ve told me afterwards.” Conversations 
like those in the union hall highlight von Wright’s belief that in order to 
avoid presumptions about others’ lives, “we actually have to be with oth-
ers” (2002, p. 415). Faculty members believe that this proximity to oth-
ers might provoke a transformative and connected social hope. As Ganz 
writes, “Hope inspires us and, in concert with self-efficacy (the feeling that 
you can make a difference) and solidarity (love, empathy), can move us to 
act” (2010, p. 518).

Disseminating Digital Stories and Nurturing 
Publicly Engaged Scholarship

While these storytellers may recognize the power of participatory, public 
media, and stories for inclusive, democratic communities, most people 
in higher education work in contexts with the “continued dominance of 
written text as an academic product” and an underdeveloped appreciation 
for public scholarship (Gubrium and Harper 2013, p. 198). Revitalizing 
the humanities, Jay (2011) argues, relies on combining project-based, 
engaged scholarship with digital media dissemination tools such as those 
used in this story work.

Faculty members note that using participatory visual methods like 
interactive mapping with archived and contemporary photos and videos 
can help academic colleagues recognize their work as legitimate pub-
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lic scholarship while enabling the storytelling faculty to simultaneously 
disseminate work to broader audiences. Bill Shewbridge explained, “In 
addition to thinking of our community partners as collaborators and our 
primary audience, we’re constantly surprised about how these stories reso-
nate with a wider audience and how they contribute to broader conversa-
tions.” Denise described the multiple purposes of Preserve the Baltimore 
Uprising 2015 Archive Project (BaltimoreUprising 2016), where she and 
her students created an accessible digital public archive that invited people 
from around the city to contribute stories, photos, and films from diverse 
perspectives:

The idea was, here are people who are protesting. Everybody’s got a cell 
phone. They’re taking photographs. They’re making videos. They’re record-
ing their own memory and impression of these events. This is an unusual 
opportunity and eventually we could create digital stories from this material 
… and interpretive exhibitions.

The digital archive reveals a collection of different stories lived at one time 
in diverse sites around the same city that can now be seen, heard, and 
curated by anyone with an internet connection. The archive website reads 
in part:

Share your stories. Upload photographs. Show us what you’ve seen. Show 
us the sign you carried. Tell us what you witnessed. When were you there? 
Where did you stand? Together, we will tell a more complete story.

Nicole imagined how future institutionalization could be significant for 
wide dissemination and students’ learning to be public scholars. “Students 
are really good at thinking about ways to leverage this work, they want 
people to see their work. They want to be out there. It’s important work.”

As public resources for communities and education continue to erode, 
communities on and beyond campuses are calling for more equitable par-
ticipation in public life including the recognition of diverse knowledges 
and media narratives. Couldry (2008) describes a “crisis of voice” in three 
dimensions of modern global life across three interconnected domains: 
weakening democratic politics, neoliberal market-centred economics, and 
“mediated public culture” (p. 57). This “crisis of voice,” he argues, is nur-
tured through unequal social recognition, unequal access to mainstream 
media and self-representation in the public domain, and the inequities of 
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the public “distribution of narrative resources” that include our human 
stories (p. 9). Yet, Nicole and her colleagues are extending public narra-
tive resources using a “collaborative engagement paradigm” (Post et al. 
2016). Through Baltimore Traces, students, community members, pro-
fessors, and journalists have worked together to shape, produce, and dis-
seminate stories through public community events, online sites, and radio 
podcasts including Stories of Deindustrialized Baltimore (BaltimoreTraces 
2016c). Nicole explained:

The long-term potential is building something that brings the work that fac-
ulty and students do, related to digital storytelling, out to a wider audience. 
We’re working with building websites to share, going to conferences to 
share, and putting the work that we do on the radio with The Marc Steiner 
show through the Center for Emerging Media.

She hopes that one day the university will create a centre to support dis-
semination of public scholarship and strategically leverage work to the 
local public media “because things get picked up from local public radio, 
and go national.”

Changing Institutional Cultures

Boyer (1990) called on higher education to recognize that “theory 
surely leads to practice. But practice also leads to theory … The time 
has come to … give the familiar and honourable term ‘scholarship’ a 
broader, more capacious meaning, one that brings legitimacy to the full 
scope of academic work” (p. 16). Yet, despite public universities having 
a public good mission, many infrastructures, policies, traditions, and 
practices of disciplines are not yet fully aligned with the public aspira-
tions of most campuses (Moore and Ward 2010). Traditional academic 
practices and structures are stubborn when it comes to scheduling 
hour-long classes on campus and behind closed doors, relying solely 
on textbooks and other traditional academic sources of expertise, and 
directing students’ work to a single instructor. Discourses about “the 
community” too often construct it as a homogeneous place sepa-
rate from the campus and treat it as a passive recipient of knowledge. 
Faculty addressed the distance between the university’s public engage-
ment aspirations and the expectations of disciplines; promotion and 
tenure policies that do not recognize integrated or public scholarship; 
constraints and ethical concerns of single semester courses for sustain-
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ing community partnerships; lack of workload recognition for team 
teaching; and inadequate infrastructures for taking students off cam-
pus. Nicole described her needs:

We need to have access and time to think critically about how to get stu-
dents out of the classroom. Logistically that can be difficult. We need more 
infrastructures to get the students out, to make it work for them, to make it 
work for the professors … We need flexibility from a university perspective 
to be able to get students where they need to be …actually if you’ve done 
it, it’s quite complicated.

While there is growing understanding about the importance of interdis-
ciplinarity to developing new knowledge—especially knowledge that can 
help us address society’s messy, complex challenges—Nicole discussed the 
challenges of working across disciplines:

Students coming from Media and Communication have technology 
training and background … They come with a rigorous education in my 
department[American Studies] on oral history, ethnography, and the meth-
ods involved in those disciplines … If you’re coming from different per-
spectives, and you’re blending different methodologies, you have to have 
some way to bring students from different disciplines together, which in the 
university structure and silos can be quite difficult to do.

Her experience also echoes scholarship critical of a traditional focus on 
individual detached knowledge (Hartley and Harkavy 2011) that mini-
mizes self-reflexive, experiential, and collaborative approaches to inclusive 
knowledge production (Eatman and O’Meara 2015; Ellison and Eatman 
2008).

Integration of faculty scholarship depends on how faculty efforts are 
incentivized, recognized, and rewarded through workload and promotion 
and tenure policies. Nicole explained:

We’re working with students in some of the research that we do … and we 
publish it, and we take students to conferences to present that research. It’s 
something above and beyond [service]. It needs to be quantified in a way 
that we can better understand it, and better support it.

In spite of constraining institutional structures and practices, collaborating 
faculty members remain hopeful that their work is slowly shifting campus 
cultures. As Kezar (2014) argues, “The more that change agents can build 
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upon existing relationships for a change process, the more likely they are 
to be successful with implementing the change” (p. 99). Steve explains, 
faculty have relied on relationships developed through networks of digital 
storytellers and, more recently, the BreakingGround civic agency initiative:

Two, three years ago I would only hear rumours about people doing proj-
ects, but now I’m hearing about the actual work … It’s in a different disci-
pline but we really need one another to be aware of what we’re doing to be 
able to address these very complex problems.

Denise also discussed collaborating:

I was trained in American Studies and I’m accustomed to interdisciplinary 
work and collaboration. I think that the university is committed to that, but 
it’s challenging for departments. It just is. Being part of the digital storytell-
ing collaborative has been a vehicle for me to maintain those relationships, 
to have people who are working on similar things, to make connections 
across classes.

These faculty members are grassroots change-makers whose work contrib-
utes to ongoing campus transformation efforts that include shared gover-
nance, innovative teaching programmes, and initiatives addressing urgent 
social concerns on and off campus. While faculty can now see their work 
reflected in the campus’ recently reinvigorated vision statement, they con-
tinue to innovate and push the boundaries that constrain deeper, sustained 
engagement (see recommendations below).

Kezar et al. (2011) argue that institutional change is a complex pro-
cess that often focuses on senior academic leadership and results in little 
knowledge about faculty as change-makers. However, as UMBC President 
Freeman Hrabowski and Psychology Professor Ken Maton (2009) write:

At the heart of institutional transformation are a campus’ culture and the 
relationships among and within the various groups on campus. To the 
extent that this culture and these relationships are empowering, institutions 
will succeed in helping students, faculty, and staff from all backgrounds to 
excel. (p. 15)

Meyerson (2003) argues that empowered change agents not in positions 
of formal campus authority can lead change. These “tempered radicals” 
(Kezar et al. 2011; Meyerson 2003; Meyerson and Scully 1995) are not 
silent about their objections, do not alter their identities, or leave their 
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institutions but rather temper their actions to change existing norms by 
working within the university and with its people. Tempered radicals claim 
the right to create or change their institutions by asserting agency, that 
is, they “assum[e] strategic perspectives, and/or tak[e] strategic actions 
toward goals that matter to him/her” (O’Meara 2013, p. 2). When our 
faculty storytellers expand their projects despite structural barriers, they 
are not naive. To the contrary, they acknowledge real constraints while 
finding ways to alter realities, knowing that there is no guarantee of suc-
cess or sustainability (O’Meara 2013). They come together to share strat-
egies and tools while laughing about quixotic goals and unanticipated 
outcomes, yet they find deep meaning in the work for themselves, their 
students, and our communities. They collaborate in a new “third space” 
beyond their departments, disciplines, campus roles, and the campus itself 
(O’Meara and Stromquist 2015; Whitchurch 2013). While none of them 
expect to single-handedly change structures or policies, all of them believe 
that they are contributing to more participatory, visionary and democratic 
learning and cultural practices on campus and beyond. Nicole writes:

When research, teaching, and service in urban history are grounded in 
civic engagement, the potential for connections are limitless and the pos-
sibility for justice enhanced. In the “Preserving Places” course, we look 
to the past, act in the present, and contemplate the future. (King 2014, 
p. 439)

While an ability to “imagine otherwise” remains constrained by ineq-
uity and segregation, disciplinary compartmentalization, and traditional 
knowledge paradigms, faculty, staff, students, and community members 
are going about the work of telling their stories and imagining and enact-
ing new cultural practices.

Recommendations

From the last decade of experiences, we offer the following suggestions for 
storytelling within collaborative, community engagement projects.

Nurture an Active Community

Bring people from across campus together for storytelling workshops that 
offer unique opportunities to interact across departments and roles and 
build new relationships and collaborations. Gather previous workshop par-
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ticipants and storytellers to share resources, consider challenges, explore 
new ideas, and think together about needed support through meetings, 
working groups, public websites, active listservs, social media, collabora-
tive publications, and public events with community partners.

Institutionalize Efforts

Support faculty in seeking grants and developing their work as public 
storytellers. Revise promotion and tenure policies and staff evaluations 
to recognize public scholarship. Offer credit for students. Recognize and 
reward high-quality work. Regularly invite community partners to campus 
as speakers, mentors, and facilitators, and recognize their time and efforts. 
Provide resources including transportation; support for websites and 
other dissemination; cameras, recording booths, and portable production 
gear; staffing for technical questions; technical support from skilled digi-
tal storytellers; and experienced practitioners serving as co-instructors or 
student mentors.

Plan to Plan and Assess

Provide time to prepare with community partners. Help students antici-
pate unusual scheduling and transportation challenges for work outside of 
normal class time and spaces. Involve partners and students in assessment 
planning. Discuss community partners’ and students’ concerns before, 
during, and after community work.

Assure Full Community Participation

Allow time for multiple meetings with potential community partners. 
Build relationships of mutuality and trust. Discuss goals, outcomes, dura-
tion, assessment, and possibilities for sustained work. Include critical feed-
back opportunities with community partners on products and processes. 
Seek compensation or other recognition for partners’ efforts.

Go Public!

With storytellers’ permission, find multiple ways to disseminate stories and 
reflections through websites, campus and community events, academic 
gatherings, and formal and informal publications.
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Seek Funding, But Be Creative

Applying for grants is helpful in conceptualizing collaborations and public 
impact. But even without fundraising success, creative and flexible think-
ing in the planning process can move projects forward.

Connect Regionally and Nationally

To sustain the work, connect with others beyond the campus through: 
national and international digital storytelling conferences and networks, 
ongoing training, other story initiatives and websites, and collaborative 
projects that span communities and institutions in a region.

Align with Campus Mission and Plans

Align and narrate the work to support campus values and plans while con-
tinuing to imagine otherwise and innovate.

Conclusion

Reflections from experienced faculty digital storytelling practitioners who 
are working intentionally with collaborative, publicly engagement story 
projects speak to collective knowledges and “epistemic agency” on and 
beyond campuses. At once playful and serious in “third spaces” outside 
of their disciplines and beyond university classrooms, faculty innovators 
are generating storied public knowledge. Disseminating and legitimating 
publicly engaged story projects remain central concerns for faculty who, in 
spite of constraints, are slowly but steadily changing campus practices and 
students’ expectations for their educations.

While this chapter focuses on faculty experiences, we encourage future 
inquiry focused on the stories themselves and with the storytellers. Clearly, 
faculty members do not engage in story-based teaching or public scholar-
ship in isolation from students or community partners, so knowing more 
about student and community partners’ reflections on their experiences 
will enrich our future understanding of the power of engaged storytelling.

Community-engaged story work is slow and requires “care-full” build-
ing of trusting relationships grounded in deep listening, empathy, and 
openness to each other’s diverse stories, knowledges, and skills. When sto-
rytellers have learnt to be first person knowledge producers nurtured by 
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serious play, innovation, collaboration, and honest feedback, they want 
to know that their voices will be heard, that their stories will be useful in 
public spaces on and beyond the campus. Requiring ourselves to develop 
equity-based ethics and democratic practices can create storytelling as a 
potential bridge across decades of distrust between universities and com-
munities too often ignored or misused by academics.

We all live in spaces where we know only incomplete, single stories 
about each other. Thomas King (2008) reminds us that once a story is 
heard, it is ours, and our individual stories can become collective stories 
and new community knowledge. He writes that we may choose to believe 
a story or not, tell it to a friend, or forget it, “But don’t say in the years to 
come that you would have lived your life differently if only you had heard 
this story. You’ve heard it now” (p. 29). The questions become, what are 
our civic responsibilities beyond engaging with diverse digital stories or 
being informed by them? How can social action and sustained change 
be facilitated by publicly engaged story work that is anchored by strong 
university-community partnerships and democratic commitments?
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