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With the push to widen access to higher education (HE), the face of our student population has changed 

radically. So-called ‘non-traditional students’ are often first-generation HE students from a disadvantaged 

or disrupted educational background and a lower socioeconomic status. They struggle with English as 

medium of instruction and encounter complex challenges with regard to conceptual development, 

academic language proficiency, approaches to learning, subject knowledge and so on (Scott, Yeld & 

Hendry 2007).  

This study focuses on a cohort of first-year human resource management (HRM) students in the extended 

curriculum programme (ECP) at a university of technology in the Western Cape; these students battle to 

meet the demands of traditional literacy, which are central in entry-level subjects such as business 

communication skills, personnel management and business management. One part of traditional literacy is 

academic writing, which is key to student success in this programme (Van Schalkwyk, Blitzer & Van der 

Walt 2009).  

Problem statement 

Current teaching and learning challenges include the following (Van Schalkwyk et al 2009): general under-

preparedness for higher education, academic readiness, an inability to read and write in a critical and 

analytical manner, and difficulty to grasp the discourse of the discipline. In addition we have found that 

students do not recognise the importance of academic literacy for their studies. This is even clearer among 

ECP students. 

Similar to their mainstream counterparts, ECP students are selected for the HRM programme based on 

their performance in three subjects in the National Senior Certificate (Grade 12) namely English, 

mathematics and any business subject. However, during the collective screening of applications, students 

are sorted into higher achievement (mainstream) and lower achievement (ECP) cohorts. As an enabling 

mechanism the traditional first year is extended by a year and thus ECP students have more contact time 

than mainstream students.  

Although they are selected on the basis of their latent potential to succeed in their academic studies, ECP 

students are significantly challenged to cope with the demands of academic writing and information 
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literacy skills. As a result, this project investigated the use of digital storytelling as a scaffolding technique 

to improve the academic writing skills of first-year ECP students in the HRM department.  

Description of intervention 

This collaborative project commenced in the first semester of the 2013 academic year and initially involved 

an integrated approach across three subjects: business communication skills, end-user computing and 

personnel management. Digital stories are usually short movie clips, created with off-the-shelf equipment 

and techniques, combining text, images, videos, music and narration (Lundby, … 2008). Digital stories 

either focus on personal stories (emphasising the personal voice of the student) or on academic content, 

so-called ‘digital narratives’ (Clarke & Thomas 2012). In this project, students first created individual digital 

stories on the topic ‘Myself’ to familiarise themselves with the digital storytelling format. Then they created 

group-based digital narratives on topics such as ‘Workplace diversity’ and ‘Occupational health and 

safety’. These topics are covered in the personnel management and business communication skills 

curricula.  

While digital storytelling has proven successful for developing a wide range of digital literacy skills (Hull 

2003),this project focuses on the development of academic writing, as emphasised in the development of 

the script that forms the backbone of a digital story or narrative.  

To determine the level of students’ academic writing skills, a pre-test in the form of a three-paragraph short 

story was administered before students started with their digital stories. This was followed by several 

workshops which guided students in developing their digital stories. Particular emphasis was given to a 

variety of scaffolding techniques and activities to develop students’ academic writing skills, such as pre-

writing activities (Stille 2011), story mapping, story circles (Lambert 2007) and various feedback cycles 

(Ohler 2005/2006). 

The script of the second digital storytelling project was used as a post-test. To assess the impact of this 

intervention, a rubric was developed for marking the pre- and post-tests based on the five elements of 

good writing: audience, purpose, clarity, coherence and cohesion (Cleary 2008). The research team 

consisting of two language and two content experts and they marked these writings to guarantee validity 

and coherence of findings. Furthermore, three focus groups (two with a total of 12 students and one which 

included the four lecturers) were conducted. Following the approach of qualitative data analysis outlined 

by Miles and Huberman (1994), the interviews were transcribed, searched and organised around 

emergent themes. Ethical clearance was obtained through the faculties of education and social sciences 

at the institution, and the faculty of business where the project was implemented gave the researchers 

permission to conduct the research. 

Preliminary findings  

Since this is an ongoing project, the data collection has not been completed yet. However, preliminary 

findings show the following: students’ engagement in the development of these digital stories was high 

based on the mutlimodality and digital nature of this project; the scaffolding techniques led to a distinct 

improvement in academic writing of the students; by embedding this writing into the digital storytelling 



process, students felt less threatened to write; the transition from personal to content-based stories 

increased students’ confidence concerning digital literacies; and the digital storytelling project improved 

their confidence to write across the curriculum. Preliminary feedback from lecturers reveals that our 

secondary outcome, namely greater collaboration between content and communication skills lecturers, 

has also been achieved. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

We expect that this ongoing project will have a myriad of benefits for both lecturers and students. These 

benefits are expected also contribute specifically to the development of graduate attributes, which are 

sought-after skills in industry. Moreover, it would be wise to capitalise on opportunities for interdisciplinary 

and student collaboration afforded by digital storytelling. 
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