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Abstract: One of the challenges facing higher education institutions in South Africa is low throughput (throughput 
is the number of undergraduates who complete their studies in the prescribed time) of students. Although there is 
empirical evidence to support the view that enhancing students’ engagement increases student’s academic 
performance, little is known about effective approaches to create students’ sustained engagement with learning 
resources. In response to the above challenge, this study investigated  the potential of digital storytelling in 
enhancing student levels of engagement with their studies amongst 29 final year pre-service student teachers 
and their lecturers’ at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT), South Africa, as part of their final 
year professional development course. Using Andersons (2003) model of learning interactions, the researchers 
were able to understand and describe the potential of digital storytelling in enhancing student engagement with 
their studies. The study employed qualitative methods of collecting data. Focus group interviews were conducted 
with the students and the facilitators of the project to elicit whether the production of digital stories led to student 
engagement.  Findings of the study showed that the production of digital stories enhanced student levels of 
engagement with their studies, which led to a deep understanding of the subject matter. 
 
Keywords: student engagement, model of learning interactions, digital storytelling, digital stories, digital literacy 
skills 

1. Introduction 
Higher education institutions in South Africa are faced with low throughput rates (Swanepoel et al. 
2009) Scott et al. 2007), and the need to enhance students’ motivation, involvement,   participation 
and interest in their studies is a key objective.   Student engagement (the amount of physical and 
psychological energy that students devote to educationally purposeful activities) is one of the factors 
shown empirically to enhance student success at higher education institutions (Astin, 1985; Pike, Kuh 
& Gonyea 2003; Pike, Schroeder & Berry 1997). Student engagement is measured differently by 
different scholars.  Measures of student engagement used in this study were: interaction with staff; 
interaction with peers; time on task (in-class and out-of –class engagement in educationally relevant 
activities (Kuh 2009)); motivation; active learning; prompt feedback; respect for diverse talents and 
ways of learning (Chickering &Reiser 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini 1991). In response to the above 
challenge, this study investigated the potential of digital storytelling in enhancing student levels of 
engagement with their studies, amongst 29 final year pre-service student teachers at CPUT, South 
Africa, as part of their assessment in their final year professional course. The study was informed by 
Andersons (2003) model of learning interactions, which helped the researchers in understanding the 
potential of digital storytelling in enhancing student engagement with their studies. This model 
describes educational communication as being made up of student-student; student –content; 
student-teacher; teacher –content; teacher-teacher; and content-content interactions. All the 
aforementioned types of interactions, depending on the levels facilitated in the learning process may 
aid in the development of meaningful learning (Sims 1999). 
 
The study utilized qualitative methods of collecting data. Focus group interviews were conducted with 
the students and their facilitators to elicit whether the production of digital stories led to student 
engagement with the subject matter.  Findings of the study showed that the production of digital 
stories enhanced students’ level of engagement with their studies, which led to a deep understanding 
of the subject matter or deep learning. The researchers recommend that digital storytelling should be 
used more in pre-service teacher programmes because they expand learning beyond the traditional 
face-face methods of teaching and thus leading to high levels of student engagement with their 
studies.  

162

mailto:ivalae@cput.ac.za
mailto:Gachagod@cput.ac.za


 
Eunice Ivala et al. 

2. Literature review 

2.1 Digital storytelling and student engagement 
Digital stories are defined differently by different authors (Banaszewski 2005; Mills 2010). The working 
definition for this study is that, digital stories are short, first person video-narratives created by 
combining recorded voice, still and moving images and music or other sound. Digital stories have a 
variety of uses: telling of personal tales, recounting of historical events, or as a mean to inform or 
instruct on a particular topic e.t.c.  Digital storytelling use in education shifts the focus of the 
classroom away from the teacher, a model that has dominated education since the 18th century, to the 
student (Banaszewski 2005; Knapper 2001: 94). The shift is from an educational emphasis on people 
as recipients of information and knowledge to an emphasis on people as participants in the creation of 
information and knowledge (Freire 2001; Ohler 2006). The creation of digital stories involves 
incorporating multimedia components and narration, which is usually the author’s own voice (Barrett 
2008; Dogan & Robin 2006) and to deliberately make explicit their own thoughts and actions whereby 
fostering reflection  
 
If well integrated, digital storytelling in universities can enhance facilitation of a wide range of 
substantial educational benefits: acquisition and consolidation of knowledge and skills; heightened 
engagement, motivation towards learning activities, and also acquisition of digital literacy skills (Blas, 
Garzotto, Paolini &  Sabiescu 2009). Digital storytelling allows students to develop their personal and 
academic voice, present knowledge to a community of learners and receive situated feedback from 
their peers. Due to their affective involvement with this process and the novelty effect of the medium, 
students are more engaged than in traditional assignments. These factors can create a “spiral” of 
engagement, drawing students into deeper and deeper engagement with their topics or studies 
(Coventry & Oppermann 2009). The multi-modality of digital storytelling  creates an environment 
where students become deeply invested in their topics or subjects under study. Digital storytelling 
increases engagement through interactivity. It improves students’ teamwork capabilities through the 
thick social interaction students engage in during the production, than other school activities do (Blas, 
Garzotto, Paolini &  Sabiescu 2009). Digital stories mediate the academic conversations students 
conduct with their peers and with staff, management of their learning, how they document, distribute 
and apply their knowledge, or the time they spend trying to understand a topic. Furthermore, creating 
digital stories increases students’ motivation and engagement levels (Dogan & Robin 2008), 
especially the director’s chair effect, self expression and opportunity to utilize technology as a key 
factors in captivating and motivating students (Banaszewski 2005; Dogan & Robin 2008).  
 
Despite growing recognition of the importance of student   engagement and the potential impact of 
digital stories on student engagement, little research has been done internationally and in South 
Africa into how the adoption of digital storytelling as a vehicle for expanding learning is creating new 
patterns of engagement.  Additionally, the adoption of digital storytelling in conventional educational 
setting is currently limited; most reported educational projects are largely based on episodic, short-
term experiences involving a limited number of teachers and students for a short period (Blas, 
Garzotto, Paolini & Sabiescu, 2009). In teacher education specifically, there is limited research on 
digital storytelling for teacher education, which mainly focuses on the use of digital stories to develop 
digital literacy’s (Skinner and Hagood, 2008) and for promotion of student reflection (Barrett, 2006; 
Kearney, 2009; long, 2011; Renda, 2010). As a result, only limited research is available to guide best 
practice. Thus, the reason why the researchers in this study set to investigate the potential of digital 
storytelling in enhancing student levels of engagement with their studies in an African context,  
specifically amongst 29 final year pre-service student teachers at CPUT, South Africa. The study aims 
to further research in this field, to contribute an effective approach to enhancing student engagement 
with their studies, and is guided by the following question: what is the potential of digital storytelling in 
enhancing pre-service teacher students’ levels of engagement with their studies?  

3. Theoretical framework 
This study was guided by Andersons (2003) model of learning interactions. This model describes 
educational communication as being made up of student-student; student –content;  student-teacher; 
teacher –content; teacher-teacher; and content-content interactions.  See figure 1 below for a graphic 
presentation of the above learning interactions.  
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Source: Veletsianos (2010: 25) 
Figure 1: Learning interactions.  
According to Anderson (2004: 46-48) and the researchers experiences, a detailed description of the 
six learning interactions and pedagogical imperatives are as follows: 
 
1. Student-student interactions may involve: peer learning, collaborative and cooperative learning, 
which are crucial for students development of a community of learning where students learn from 
each other’s point of view and value the multiple perspectives held by diverse learners in the learning 
environment. It allows for learner control of the learning process.   
 
2. Student-content interactions comprise students acquiring knowledge through study using texts, 
library resources, reading from the internet, simulations, micro worlds and computer assisted 
instructions, which in most cases are provided by the teacher. In this type of interaction, students are 
involved in searching and interacting with subject contents to enrich what is provided by the teacher 
and is involved in creation of content in the learning process.   
 
3. Student –teacher interactions entail students communicating with the teachers and vice versa  via 
written post, e-mail, telephone tutoring, conferencing, discussion forums, audio, video  e.t.c. This type 
of interaction may facilitate programme adaptations based on learner input.   
 
4. Teacher-content interaction requires teachers to find, use and create content and learning 
activities/objects, and to continuously monitor and update resources and learning activities.  
 
5. Teacher-teacher interaction emphasizes teachers learning from other subject specialist in their field 
of expertise through virtual conferences, illuminate, skype, through peer to peer document sharing. 
Teachers are able to get advice on subject matter, and teaching and learning from colleagues close at 
hand and other contexts. This type of interaction encourages multiple perspectives in an issue, which 
may enrich the teachers teaching skills and creation of learning communities (Lipman 1991; Wenger 
2000).  
 
6. Content-content interaction include creating content or teaching and  learning resources that 
continuously improve themselves, and content expressed in different formats and contexts. For 
example, content is programmed with other sources, automated information sources so as to refresh 
itself constantly and acquire new capabilities; semantic web supports the re-use and adaptations of 
content by supporting the construction, distribution, and dissemination of digital content; and  
Delicious filters content for perceived value and allows users to selectively mine the activities of 
thousands of individuals.  Content-content interaction allows people, in this case, learners and 
teachers, to benefit from the traces, tracks, recommendations and activities of others. 
 
All the above types of interactions, depending on the levels facilitated in the learning process may aid 
in the development of meaningful learning (Sims 1999). In this regard, Anderson (2003) put forward 
that learning activities that promote low levels of student-teacher interactions; low levels of student-
student interactions and medium to low levels of student-content interactions may not lead to deep 
and meaningful learning. While  Anderson and Garrison (2003) and Anderson (2003) interaction 
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equivalency theorem, argue that learning activities that support high levels of student-student 
interaction; student-teacher  interaction; and student-content interactions can lead to deep and 
meaningful learning. Therefore, the model of learning interactions guided the researchers in this 
study, in understanding the potential of digital storytelling in enhancing student levels of engagement 
amongst 29 final year pre-service student teachers at CPUT, South Africa. 

4. Context of the case study  
The project was carried out in 2010, with final year pre-service students in the Faculty of Education 
and Social Sciences at CPUT, South Africa. The lecturer considered using of digital storytelling in the 
professional development course in order to help students acquire reflective skills. The course was 
structured into two block sessions, a face-to face and teaching practice sessions. Students produced 
their digital stories during the face-to-face sessions whereby they were provided an environment 
where facilitators actively encouraged them to speak their minds, were interested to hear what the 
students had to say about the subject matter, responded respectively to students’ ideas and treated 
them as knowledgeable members of the class. It is in this kind of environment that 60 pre-service 
student teachers were introduced to the art of digital storytelling. Before embarking on their own 
stories, students were shown a model story developed by their lecturer as they were not familiar with 
the digital story genre. The seed story shown was on the lecturer’s reflection on her thirty years of 
being a teacher. After seeing the model story, 31 students opted to write a paper-based portfolio for 
their assessment, leaving 29 students to embark on the journey of digital storytelling for their final year 
assessment in the professional course. In this assessment, all the 60 students were required to 
reflect- on-action (reflecting and contemplating on issues after the issues had taken place) on the 
seven roles of a teacher (the seven roles are:  mediator of learning; interpreter and designer of 
learning programmes and materials; leader, administrator, or and manager; community, citizenship 
and pastoral role; scholar, researcher and lifelong learner; assessor; and learning 
are/subject/discipline/phase specialist). 
 
The project took eight weeks, commencing with students writing a script (maximum 500 words) for 
their stories. Students worked in groups (self-selected) mostly based on language and race and within 
and across these groups, students gave feedback on each other’s script. After writing the script, 
students turned their written script into digital audio files by recording their voices as they read their 
stories using a software programme called Audacity. They then located, scanned or took digital  
photographs to accompany their words, found images on the Internet to enrich their stories, recorded 
background songs or downloaded songs from the Internet. They ended the process by bringing these 
multiple media together (using MS Movie Maker) to make a short (around 5 minutes long) powerful 
and personally meaningful digital stories that clearly and movingly spoke to the other members of the 
class. The final story was presented to staff of the Faculty of Education and Social Sciences, students’ 
parents and the students themselves.  

5. Methodology 
The study utilized qualitative methods of collecting data, because of the methods strength for 
identifying values, assumptions, expectations and behavior (Goetz & LeCompte 1984).   

5.1 Participants and context 
The study was conducted in 2010, with 29 final year pre-service students in the Faculty of Education 
and Social Sciences at CPUT. The study was located in this faculty and subject (fourth year 
professional course), because of the lecturer’s, facilitators and students’ willingness to paricipate in 
the study. Three staff members from Fundani Centre for Higher Education and Development, the 
academic development unit at CPUT, facilitated the project.  Convenience sampling was therefore 
used for this study. 

5.2 Data collection and analysis 
Data was gathered from three focus group interviews with the students (comprised of 6 students 
each) and one focus group  with the 4 facilitators (including the lecturer) of the project to elicit whether 
the production of digital stories led to student engagement. The follow question and sub-questions 
guided the focus group interviews: did digital storytelling enhance student engagement with their 
studies as perceived by the students and the facilitators of the project? Sub-questions included: 
where did you develop and use your digital story for learning?; did you participate actively in the 
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production of your digital story?; has the use of digital storytelling in your learning encouraged you to 
create content or participate in content creation and understanding of the subject matter?; and did the 
use of digital storytelling in your learning enhance collaboration between students and students; and 
between students and lecturers? Same sub-questions were framed differently and posed to the 
facilitators of the project.    
 
Focus group interview data was recorded on tape and transcribed verbatim. The interviews were 
analyzed focusing on the identification of conceptual themes and issues emerging from the data, 
using techniques such as clustering, and making contrast and comparisons (Miles & Huberman 
1994). The researchers were especially interested in moments in the project that could be construed 
as the focal points for students’ engagement with their studies.  

5.3 Trustworthiness  
The trustworthiness of information gathered in this study was ensured by members of the research 
team discussing the research process, the congruency of the emerging findings with the raw data, 
and tentative interpretations which promoted validity. 

5.4 Statement of ethics 
Activities carried out during the study were negotiated with the participants and informed consent was 
sought from every participant participating in the study. Participants were also assured anonymity 
(numbers of the alphabet are used to identify participants in this paper). Furthermore, ethical 
clearance was obtained from Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Education and Social 
Sciences, where the project was implemented. 

6. Results and discussion 

6.1 Digital storytelling and enhancement of student engagement 
Based on the analysis of the data, both the facilitators and the students who participated in this 
project, reported that digital storytelling enhanced students’ engagement with the subject matter at 
hand. Students engaged deeply with the production of their stories and hence the subject matter both 
at home and on campus, as indicated in the following staff and student quotes:  

Staff B: …there were some students who would use every Wednesday (8:30am to 
12.00pm-[the normal timeslot for the lecture])   and sit the whole day … from 8: 00 to 5: 
00 pm in the lab on campus and work on their stories … and looked for pictures during 
the week… and then I think there were a lot who just came in the morning, got their 
information and did it on their own time at home or on campus. 
Student E: … I got a lot help at home. So people at home and friends of mine outside 
campus, they knew quite a lot about the programs I was using. So they were able to help 
me in that respect. But as far as editing my story and saying maybe include this, maybe 
take out this, that’s where my colleagues helped me [on campus]. 

The above results demonstrate that literacy demands and practices of college life infiltrated home life 
and that students spend considerably more time (than when doing the usual paper based portfolios or 
assignments) on campus, outside of class time and off –campus to work on their stories. These 
results are in line with Kuh’s (2009) in-class and out-of-class engagement in educationally relevant 
activities measure of student engagement. In this project, the digital storytelling production process 
(writing the story, directing their own digital story, illustrating and collecting images, selecting images, 
combining images, music and voice and sequencing them to make the story) appeared to stimulate 
students’ emotional connection, effort and interest in the subject matter; widened the students 
exposure; reasoning and meaningful reflection on the subject matter and hence student deeper 
engagement with their subject matter. Dewey (1913) pointed out the relationship between effort and 
interest and how this interacts in producing good results. The researchers agree with Carroll and  
Carney’s (2005) argument that giving students’ a chance to communicate their personal stories 
prompted them to invest much more time and effort in the project than it may be required (see 
Coventry &Oppermann 2009). Thus, the above experiences may have resulted in a deeper 
understanding of the subject matter. Additionally, findings showed that the digital storytelling project 
motivated students to interact with the content on the seven roles of the teacher:  
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Student B: ...it [producing a digital story] was so much exciting than rather doing …all 
the paper based assignments that we always have to do…you know it actually was 
something that we wanted to come, we wanted to do it and we loved every minute of it. 
It’s not often that you get an assignment that you actually really enjoy doing.  

Based on the above results, the lecturers choice of using digital stories for assessment influenced the 
motivational goal these students adopted in order to handle the task in question (Ames1992; Blas, 
Garzotto, Paolini &  Sabiescu 2009). These results support Astin’s (1985) argument that institutional 
practices influence levels of students’ engagement.  As a result of this practice, the students were 
deeply involved in their learning. Furthermore, students revealed that the production of digital stories 
gave them control of their learning and enabled them to tell their stories in their own voice: 

Student D: …its [producing of digital stories] is very personalized. It comes from your 
perspective and then other people can relate to that…whereas when you write 
something [paper based assignment] it comes out very factual especially at this 
university level…people read something that you’ve written and they have a slightly 
different interpretation as you do in your head. Whereas this [digital story] …The mood is 
set and the pictures are there to show things from how you experience it and how you 
see it.  

These results shows that through the production of digital stories, students actively engaged (had 
internal interactions with themselves) in making sense of their experiences (Chickering & Reisser 
1993; Pascarella & Terenzini 1991) and reflected more deeply about the design process (McKillop 
2005) and the subject matter. This internal interaction is important since it is the process of 
intellectually interacting with content that results in changes in the learner’s understanding, 
perspective, or the cognitive structure of the learners mind (Moore 1989) and initiates learners’ 
internal interaction about the information and ideas they encounter in a course and constructs it into 
knowledge with personal application and value (Dewey 1916).  
 
Additionally, students benefited immensely from the influence and expertise of peers, as shown in the 
following quote:  

Student E: … Because like [student] C knew exactly what was going on with all the 
programming, whereas with writing and stuff, I would be fine on my own. Just like 
[student] A, but without C my movie would have been very different and without sort of D 
saying this sounds good, that sounds bad, we bounced ideas off each other. 

The above findings revealed that students learned enormously from each other by advising and giving 
feedback to each other. According to Bruce and Lin (2009), this kind of students’ dialogues 
constituted an intellectual layer of meaning making, one that inspired the students to think seriously 
about effective communication and the quality of their stories (Blas, Garzotto, Paolini &  Sabiescu 
2009). Furthermore, the results also indicate that the project helped students to create a learning 
community which did not exist before.  Wenger, McDermott  & Snyder 2002) argue that peer 
interactions is critical to the development of communities of learning that allow students to develop 
interpersonal skills, and to investigate tacit knowledge shared by community members as well as a 
formal curriculum of studies. Students also benefited from the high levels of interaction with their 
lecturers promoted by this project. Facilitators of the project, who were themselves lecturers at the 
university assisted students by giving continuous feedback when needed,  on all the steps needed for 
the production of the digital  stories. 

Staff C: … interpersonal relationships with the students. That was really interesting 
because initially we showed them a video and they tried to copy what they saw. And in 
the first instances you had to basically get them away from what they saw and get them 
to be busy with the seven roles of the teacher and that took a bit of confrontation….the 
moment they realized what they had to do, then they allowed me in and there was an 
incredible mix, … a linkage between me and the students. 
Student F: I also did most of my work at home like writing the story and …asking the 
lecturers maybe to edit and just check if my story is according to how it’s supposed to 
be… is it according to the criteria.  

The above results suggest that digital storytelling supported a learning environment rich with student-
student, student-teacher and student-content interactions,  which according to Anderson and Garrison 
(2003) and Anderson (2003) interaction equivalency theorem, can lead to deep and meaningful 
learning. According to the interaction equivalency theorem (Anderson, 2003), deep and meaningful 
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learning is supported as long as one of the above three forms of student interactions is at a higher 
level. These results are also in agreement with the student engagement measure of interaction with 
peers and student interaction with staff (Chickering &Reiser 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini 1991). 

6.2 Summary of findings 
Based on the overall results of this study, the digital storytelling project enhanced student levels of 
engagement with their studies. Factors which contributed to the heightened engagement as 
evidenced in the results were: extended opportunities for study beyond the classroom time; motivation 
to interact with the subject content; student control of their own learning; peer learning and increased 
student-lecturer interactions. Additionally, derived from the findings of the study, the researchers 
deduce that the production of digital stories provided expanded opportunity for the students to plug 
deeper into the subject matter. The researchers echo Herrington’s (2003) finding that student 
engagement is paramount to learning success as the provision of expanded opportunity to interact 
with the subject matter in the course understudy, led to high student levels of engagement with the 
subject matter which enhanced student motivation and interest in the subject matter and hence deep 
understanding of the subject matter.  

7. Conclusion and recommendation 
Findings of this study demonstrated that digital storytelling is an effective approach for enhancing 
students’ engagement with their studies.  As a result, the researchers in this study argue for 
recognition of and support for digital storytelling as an alternative method of learning and  assessment 
in teacher education, which extends teaching and learning beyond the classroom and hence high 
levels of student engagement with their studies.   
 
While the study demonstrates the potential of digital storytelling for students engagement in teacher 
education, a major question of sustainability and replication to other disciplines remains. The 
researchers suggest that there is need to implement digital storytelling in other disciplines other than 
education in order to establish whether the results are replicable or not. The abovementioned 
questions with be addressed in phase two of this project.   
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