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Abstract 

This action research study examines the potential for utilizing digital storytelling in a Learning 

Support teacher role to better support students with Specific Learning Disabilities. Written 

output can pose a challenge for these students. The action research project explores digital 

literacy for 21st century learners in relation to digital storytelling. Qualitative data included a 

researcher’s journal, students’ digital stories, assessment rubrics, and semi-structured interviews 

with the participants.  Emergent themes included: enjoyment and engagement, technology and 

ease of access, organization and scaffolding, authentic ownership and audience, creativity and 

choice, and ensuring student confidence. The study concluded that participation in the production 

of digital stories can have a positive impact on the quantity and quality of written output for 

students with SLD. This action research study found value in the implementation of digital 

storytelling practices for supporting students with SLD and written output challenges, and 

suggests that it might be a useful strategy in other classrooms and contexts.   

  

 Key words: digital storytelling, written output, specific learning disabilities, action 

research 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

       The purpose of this study is to implement digital storytelling in my practice and consider 

how these strategies improve my support for developing writing skills for students with Specific 

Learning Disabilities. 

Overall Challenges: Education and Traditional Literacy 

Traditional education in schools places an emphasis on student literacy and it is the role 

of educators to teach students. Educational curriculums generally focus on tasks that involve 

demonstrating learning through oral or written forms.  Unfortunately, atypical learners may not 

thrive in schools because they perceive they lack the skills to succeed in traditional academic 

areas (Hen & Goroshit, 2014). This is especially apparent for learners with Specific Learning 

Disabilities (Hen & Goroshit, 2014). Individuals with Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) have 

“a single, overall diagnosis, incorporating deficits that impact academic achievement” and who 

have “shortcomings in general academic skills” generally in “the areas of reading, mathematics, 

and written expression.” (DSM-5, p. 107, 2013). Moreover, individuals with Learning 

Disabilities, according to the Learning Disabilities Association of Canada, have disorders that 

may affect the acquisition, organization, retention, understanding or use of verbal or nonverbal 

information. This is because learning disabilities result from impairments in perception, thinking, 

memory or learning processes. Learning disabilities range in severity and may interfere with the 

acquisition and use of one or more of the following: oral language, reading, written language and 

mathematics (Official Definition, LDAC, 2016). It should be noted cognitive disabilities include 

learning disabilities in addition to cognitive limitations due to a disorder such as autism (Kohen,  
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Uppal, & Guevremont, 2016). In 2007 the Learning Disabilities Association of Canada estimated 

that one in ten Canadians has a learning disability.   

Due to this perceived impairment, “students with learning disabilities are well acquainted 

with academic difficulty and maladaptive academic behavior. In comparison to students without 

SLD, they exhibit high levels of learned helplessness, including diminished persistence, lower 

academic expectations, and negative affect” (Hen & Goroshit, 2014, p. 116). In addition, 

students with learning disabilities are more than twice as likely to report high levels of distress, 

depression, anxiety disorders, suicidal thoughts, visits to mental health professionals, and poorer 

overall mental health than were persons without disabilities (Wilson, Armstrong, Furrie, & 

Walcot, 2009). Students with SLD have poor academic performance in school, earn lower 

grades, experience higher rates of failure and many experience school disciplinary action. 

Unfortunately, while the amount of time students with SLD spend in general education 

classrooms has “steadily increased due to inclusion, the academic achievement of these students 

continues to fall behind the general student population” (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2009, p. 21). 

Consequently, students with SLD have high dropout rates and experience more negative 

outcomes. Unfortunately, this also includes students diagnosed with autism (Jenkinson, 2013). 

According to the Canadian Human Right Commission (2012), adults with disabilities were only 

about half as likely to get their university-level degrees as adults without disabilities. Overall, the 

experience of students with special needs at schools is consistently less positive than it is for 

their peers without special needs. They miss more school, change schools, perceive themselves 

as not doing as well and are less likely to look forward to going to school. In addition, their 

parents believed that their children with disabilities are not being challenged to meet their full 

potential (Kohen, et. al, 2016).  It can be surmised that learners with SLD find learning in school 
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more difficult than their peers and this is especially apparent in traditional notions of literacy; 

reading and writing. 

Specific Challenges: Writing Literacy 

 This inability for individuals with SLD to not reach their learning potential is 

increasingly apparent in written expression. Overall, in academic, skills writing is particularly 

difficult for students with SLD (Graham, Harris & Larsen, 2001). In addition, the majority of 

students with SLD experience difficulties in multiple areas, including oral language and reading 

which is directly linked to the writing process (Dockrell, Lindsay,  Connelly, & Mackie, 2007). 

For most students with SLD, their writing difficulties are directly related to their disability 

(Mayes & Calhoun, 2005). In fact, it is the entire writing process that is difficult. Students with 

SLD have difficulties putting ideas in writing, formulating a topic, staying on the topic and 

remaining focused (Graham et al., 2001). They have problems with planning the writing, 

generating ideas, revising it and transcribing (Graham et al., 2001). The stories produced by 

students with SLD are usually shorter, less organized and unfocussed. They not only do not 

know how to write they do not know what to write.  

 Traditionally, writing instruction for SLD students focuses on the mechanics, such as 

handwriting and spelling, and not the process. Increasingly, in the 21st century this is no longer 

necessary. Students need to be taught writing skills and strategies to develop the content and 

quality of their writing. Ideally, writing instruction for SLD students should be individualized 

and focus on prevention and intervention (Graham et al., 2001). Unfortunately, the general 

writing support in schools is not adequate to meet their needs (Dockrell et al., 2007). Writing 

strategies specific for SLD students are needed. These should include the six principles designed 

to alleviate writing difficulties: providing effective writing instruction, tailoring writing 



4 
 

instruction to meet each child’s needs, intervening early to provide additional assistance, 

expecting that each child will learn to write, identifying and addressing academic and non-

academic roadblocks to writing, and deploying technological tools that improve writing 

performance (Graham et al., 2001).  In the 21st century there should be a focus on an “expanding 

array of technological devices, many of them electronic, which provides new options for 

minimizing the writing difficulties experienced by students with LD, allowing them to 

circumvent some problems and obtain support in overcoming others” (Graham et al., 2001, p. 5). 

Fortunately, technology tools can provide that little something extra that students with SLD 

require. In order to support students with SLD to achieve success in writing, teachers must 

broaden knowledge and skills in writing support, both theoretical and technological. 

Overall Solutions: Educational Practices 

                 In order to “address the atypical needs and often unresponsive nature of the students 

that it serves, special education has traditionally involved providing something “extra” and 

“different” (Cook & Schirmer, 2003, p. 2). In examining the effectiveness of the techniques used 

to instruct special education students Cook and Schirmer (2003) observed that although unique 

practices have been developed and can be successfully implemented, they are not used 

consistently or with any dependability. Historically, the practice of special education was 

developed for the needs of a small group of unique individuals. These smaller groupings allow 

these individuals to have access to the help they need and fundamentally motivate them to thrive. 

Fortunately, in today’s school students with learning disabilities are more likely to get extra help 

and special education they need (Hanvey, 2001). Effective teaching strategies and an 

individualized approach are some of the key ingredients in special education. However, criteria 

and models for determining if applied practices are effective must also be put into place. 
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Additionally, research based models need to be applied to actual teaching practices in a 

dependable and correct manner with support provided for implementation. In is essential that 

“(s)pecial education professionals initiate, support, and/or participate in research related to the 

education of persons with exceptionalities with the aim of improving the quality of educational 

services, increasing the accountability of programs, and generally benefiting persons with 

exceptionalities”  (Rumrill, 2011, pg. 12). All of these elements can be combined to effectively 

create a successful learning environment for children with specialized needs and further support 

their academic careers. Today, with the movement towards inclusion, diverse learners need to 

become independent learners; however, they need the necessary tools to function in main stream 

classes. It is through the judicious use of technology that this goal can be achieved. Exploration 

of how to combine writing support strategies and technology for students is important 

professional development for teachers. 

Student with learning disabilities, or atypical learners, can easily become discouraged so 

Cook and Schirmer (2003) also emphasize that teaching practice should be engaging, multi-

sensory and provide immediate tangible rewards. Ideally, all students should reach their potential 

and learn to the best of their ability. SLD students with difficulties in reading and writing require 

21st century solutions. This involves changing teaching practices and strategies and providing 

access to the tools available in the 21st century. It is “important to consider the wellbeing of 

individuals with SLD as society changes, as school transformation efforts are implemented, 

instructional technologies are adopted and assistive technologies are introduced.  Each of these 

will influence the reality of these individuals” (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2009, p. 46). 

Specific Solutions: New Writing Practices 
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 According to Canadian Council on Social Development report on Children and Youth with 

Special Needs (Hanvey, 2001), the majority of Canadians with disabilities require some type of 

assistive aid or device related to their disability. The likelihood of requiring an aid or device is 

51% for children aged five to fourteen with mild disabilities; it increases to 89% among those 

with very severe disabilities. Among children with learning disabilities, the most commonly 

required device is a specialized computer. Unfortunately, 20% of school-aged children with mild 

disabilities having an unmet need (Hanvey, 2001). Sadly, “far too few students are provided with 

the necessary assistive technology devices and services as part of their special education 

program. It seems “strangely ironic that sophisticated technologies…. have advanced the 

understanding of learning disabilities yet those struggling with the disorder are not being 

provided the benefit of using even the most basic technology tools to support their learning” 

(Cortiella, 2009, p. 30). Fortunately, many school districts and governments supported programs 

such as Special Education Technology British Columbia (SET-BC) are recognizing this need and 

putting the necessary technology in place. 

 In the area of written output “technological tools can provide support for planning 

and revising through the use of outlining and semantic mapping software, multimedia 

applications, and prompting programs. In addition, text production processes can be supported or 

even circumvented in some instances by using spell checkers, word prediction programs, 

grammar and style checkers, and speech synthesis. Additionally, the use of computer networks 

allows children to collaborate and communicate easily with audiences that extend beyond their 

classroom.” (Graham et al., 2001). Technology can provide the necessary tools for students with 

SLD to thrive but they still need to learn how to use these tools effectively. Technology is 

becoming increasingly present in all teaching and learning, including that of students with LD 
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(Courtad & Bakken, 2011).   A conceptual framework for teaching and learning is required that 

embraces diversity and allows for the prudent use of technology. 

 

21st Century Solutions: Conceptual Framework 

Universal Design for Learning encompasses a theory of multiple intelligences which 

differentiates intelligences into "modalities" rather than seeing intelligence as a single general 

ability (Gardner, 1983). Each individual learner has a distinctive combination of intelligences 

that should "empower learners" not restrict them to one modality of learning. Therefore, 

information taught needs to be presented in several ways and learning should be assessed 

through a variety of means. Furthermore, “insights from recent brain research and the power of 

new technological tools continue to help meet the challenges posed by learner diversity in a time 

of heightened emphasis on standards, in the framework we call Universal Design for Learning” 

(Rose & Meyer, 2002, p. 7).  

Technology can level the playing field to help all learners, atypical or not, reach their full 

potential (Rose & Meyer, 2002). The judicious use of technology, combined with the principles 

of UDL, is a strong combination that addresses the needs of diverse learners. I believe 

technology can provide a means to deliver remediation programs tailored to the individual child 

for optimum success while preserving individual pride and protecting the child from humiliation. 

Children need to acquire self-advocacy skills and become experts at their own learning 

competencies and be acknowledging for their own expertise. Technology is especially relevant in 

the 21st century because it allows all learner equal access to education and opportunities. Text 

readers and speech recognition technology advances allow for greater accessibility. The concept 

of gradual release teaches students how to eventually do it for themselves. Commonly used 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_ability
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_ability
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computer programs such as Microsoft Word and PowerPoint provide accessibility options that 

include all of these adaptations. These accessibility options not only include print adaptations but 

voice recording options and visual image drop-ins. It is interesting to note accessibility options 

are now available on all tablets and computers and can be adjusted to individual student need. 

For students with writing or print disabilities, utilizing a computer program, such as Kurzweil or 

Microsoft Word Talk, can allow them to reach their potential. In addition, students can then use 

the read-a-loud function, spell check, word prediction and synonym options to develop their 

writing. The synonym or thesaurus function is an excellent way to include or find descriptive 

words.  Students can record their voice using programs such as Audacity. Pictures and voice can 

be incorporated using programs such as Chatter Pix. Individual students will be able to express 

themselves well if they are given options for their expression. Technology allows for a wide 

array of digital options. For example, teachers can encourage students to present their learning 

using a variety of media; creating stories using Photo story and Moviemaker or using apps such 

as Book Creator.  This provides a guided release towards independence or graduated scaffolding. 

Lastly, final presentations can be shown on the Smartboard to celebrate stories. Special needs 

students need to become tech savvy, so they may become independent learners. Assistive 

technology is an important consideration for all students with disabilities, but can be especially 

important for students with learning (Bakken, J. P., Obiakor, F. E., & Rotatori, A. F., 2013). 

Further research into the validity and effectiveness of assistive technology maybe warranted.  

In order for SLD students to be autonomous all personnel must work collaboratively 

including; teachers, specialists, administrators, paraprofessionals and parents. As such, the 

student’s skills toward independence through technology should include a team approach with 

support from all of the individuals invested in the child’s educational plan. Specialist teachers 



9 
 

and classroom teachers working together in classrooms can share their knowledge of inclusive 

instructional practice within the framework of UDL. Specialist teachers require consultative 

skills and a positive attitude towards teamwork and collaboration. Classroom teachers must be 

knowledgeable about curriculum, disabilities and strategies, and have a sense of responsibly to 

all learners. All teachers are responsible for students learning, not just specialists, diverse 

learners themselves need to become independent. Teachers, leaders, students and parents can 

build learning communities together with an “unwavering commitment to the ideal of a school 

and society that welcomes and celebrates all of it children” (Katz, 2013, p. 181). To support 

students with SLD to become independent learners in the 21st century communities a new form 

of literacy needs to be taught that includes technology. Students support leaders, therefore, have 

a responsibility to explore and implement technologies to contribute to these collaborative teams 

of support. 

21st Century Solutions: Towards a New Literacy 

Students now need fluency in information literacy, visual literacy, digital literacy, global 

literacy and media literacy. These are multiple skills that are now allied with technology and 

referred to as “Twenty-first Century Literacy,” collectively (Brown, Bryan & Brown, 2005).  

Digital Literacy is the ability to communicate with an ever-expanding community to discuss 

issues, gather information, and seek help.  Global Literacy is the capacity to read, interpret, 

respond, and contextualize messages from a global perspective. Technology Literacy is the 

ability to use computers and other technology to improve learning, productivity, and 

performance.  Visual Literacy is the ability to understand, produce and communicate through 

visual images.  Information Literacy is the ability to find, evaluate and synthesize information. 
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(Brown et al., 2005) Digital storytelling encompasses all of these literacies which are necessary 

for 21st century learners. 

Digital storytelling is the use of technology to tell stories using a diversity of multimedia 

tools, including graphics, audio, video, and Web publishing. Digital stories can also include 

embedded pictures, art or computer-based images. The story can be told visual or include text, 

recorded audio narration, video or even music. The content of digital stories can be any subject 

as the possibilities are endless. However, even though the content is limitless the structure of 

digital stories has some commonalities. Digital stories maybe also be categorized into three 

major types, the first is personal narratives or stories that contain accounts of significant 

incidents in one’s life. Next, there are historical documentaries that tell stories about dramatic 

events in the past. Lastly, there are stories that are designed to inform or instruct the viewer on a 

particular concept or practice (Robin, 2006). This study will explore how to implement 

technological writing support with students with SLD creating digital stories in a narrative form. 

Digital storytelling is an effective tool for both educators and their students.  They can be 

used to foster engagement and motivate students to tell stories using their own individual and 

unique ways of expression. Teacher-created digital stories may also be used to augment current 

practices and facilitate learning. The process digital storytelling: 

(c)an capitalize on the creative talents of students as they begin to research and 

tell stories of their own as they learn to use the library and the Internet to research rich, 

deep content while analyzing and synthesizing a wide range of content. In addition, 

students who participate in the creation of digital stories may develop enhanced 

communications skills by learning to organize their ideas, ask questions, express 

opinions, and construct narratives. It also can help students as they learn to create stories 
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for an audience, and present their ideas and knowledge in an individual and meaningful 

way (Robin, 2006, p. 4).  

The format for digital stories is ideal for presentations. Students can present their stories 

to a variety of audiences and gain confidence in their abilities. Digital Storytelling can be used 

for diverse learners in individual or in groups in inclusionary setting. Digital storytelling is the 

new form of 21st century literacy. 

Personal Context 

I am a Learning Support teacher currently working with a variety of students with SLD. 

In my practice, I have observed many students not only struggle with reading but also written 

disabilities. In my experience this discourages students with SLD to express themselves in 

written forms. Through the research process I hoped to increase my understanding of atypical 

learners and how meaningful teaching practices impact learning. In my current teaching practice, 

I have found it useful to explore the concepts of Universal Design for Learning, both in theory 

and in practice. In fact, UDL represents a paradigm shift from traditional models of teaching and 

learning. It is based on the premise of multiple intelligences and builds around the framework of 

UDL. These are my ‘conceptual frameworks’ that supported my ideas and helped form my 

theories that informed my practice and drove my research. While involved in SET-BC project 

about UDL I became interested in the many beneficial applications to atypical learners. 

Previously, I was questioning how to inspire students in the classroom and utilizing multiple 

means of representation, presentation and engagement are strong motivational forces. UDL helps 

facilitate and strengthen intrinsic motivation for all students not just atypical learners. This is 

especially true for those students with SLD who are struggling in a mainstream classroom 

environment. Furthermore, I felt I can expand my understanding of how adaptations can work in 
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a classroom as a whole and how technology can be used to compliment these accommodations. 

Applied research offered me the opportunity to accomplish this and expanded my teaching 

practice as a Learning Support Teacher in Special Education. It enabled me to improve my 

existing educational programs for students with special needs within an inclusive classroom. I 

believe “Universal Design for Learning incorporates the insights, tools, and resources …into a 

framework that can help teachers respond effectively to 21st century challenges” (Rose & Meyer, 

2002, p. 173). This research experience has also enabled me to provide guidance to other 

teachers and team members in collaborative work within inclusive classrooms. 

I perceive UDL as an ideal learning framework but needed to pose this question; can 

teachers deliver differentiated instruction utilizing technology while teaching collaboratively to a 

diversity of learners in an inclusionary classroom?  How can this be effectively accomplished for 

students with SLD? Partially, this can be accomplished through the use of assistive technology 

such as text to speech and speech to text options. In my current practice, I have participated in a 

variety of collaborative action research projects, some involving technology. My current school 

team’s collaborative action research project engaged students in reading through a BYOD (Bring 

Your Own Device) project. This inspired me to question my teachings practice in regard to the 

writing practices of students with special needs students. I became interested in the practice of 

digital writing through the medium of storytelling.  

Overview of Study  

The purpose of this study was to implement digital storytelling in my practice and 

consider how these strategies improved my support for developing writing skills for students 

with Specific Learning Disabilities. The issue for students with SLD is often they are not able to 

produce enough quality writing to meet the needs of the classroom expectations. This may lead 
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to a number of negative outcomes and possible frustration and perceived failure on the part of the 

student. As educators, we are responsible for leading students to become their best possible 

selves. Teachers need to provide the guidance, direction and tools for our students to become 

independent, confident learners. 

 In order to do this, specifically in the area of writing, the research question for me as an 

educator was: 

How can I improve my practice to better support students with Specific Learning Disabilities as 

they write narratives using digital storytelling? 

 Therefore, to better support students with Specific Learning disabilities, especially in the 

area of writing, I utilized digital storytelling to assess its usefulness and value. Through the use 

of technology students were able to increase the quality and quantity of their written work in the 

form of narrative writing. The methodology involved action research and engaged students with 

Specific Learning Disabilities as participants. A variety of technologies were employed using 

different programs readily available to students. A research journal was used to collect 

observational data on strategies utilized, reflections on their implementation and student 

learning. Student data related to the quality and quantity of work, using writing rubrics was 

analyzed. The triangulation of the data sources gave a more reliable picture of the results. As the 

nature of action research is cyclical, activities were revisited. The content of their writing 

improved and the amount of writing produced increased as well.  The intention of this study was 

to improve my practice in supporting writing with students with SLD. After its completion, I 

intend to alter my practice to better meet the needs of the students. The findings of the study 

were limited by the individual, subjective nature of action research. However, this project may 

be significant to other educators with similar concerns regarding SLD students. Ultimately, it 
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may allow some SLD students to achieve their potential and be successful in current educational 

settings. As a researcher in education I think practitioners have a social obligation to address 

these inequalities and provide SLD students with the necessary tools to reach their full potential.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 This chapter will review the current knowledge in the field of digital literacy, writing and 

storytelling, with particular attention to the value of these literacies for supporting SLD learners. 

The chapter will include: digital literacy, writing and storytelling in relation to education with 

specific emphasis on learners with SLD. In order for learners to thrive in the 21st century they 

must become digitally literate, this new knowledge can be created in educational settings. Digital 

writing is becoming an increasingly necessary skill. It also offers a good alternative for students 

with SLD and enables them to become equal citizens in the 21st century. Digital storytelling 

provides an engaging means for students to tell their stories in the digital age. The conclusion of 

the chapter will address gaps in the research related to digital storytelling in education. 

Digital Literacy 

Digital literacy is the knowledge, skills, and behaviors used in operating a broad range of 

digital computing devices. Digital literacy requires competency in a range of digital skills, such 

as: knowledge of the basic principles of computing devices, skills in networking in online 

communities, finding and evaluating information, and understanding of the societal issues raised 

by digital technologies. Digital information can be defined as a symbolic representation of data 

while literacy refers to the ability to read for knowledge, write coherently, and think critically 

about the written word. Digital literacy is “usually conceived of as a combination of technical-

procedural, cognitive and emotional-social skills” (Aviram & Eshet-Alkalai, 2006, p.1). Aviram 

and Eshet-Alkalai (2006) proposed a new conceptual framework for digital literacy. This 

framework comprises five types of literacy skills: (a) photo-visual literacy; (b) reproduction 

literacy; (c) information literacy; (d) branching literacy; and (e) socio-emotional literacy. The 

framework comprises the skills required for user to be considered literate while working in 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_data
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literacy
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digital environments. Photo literacy refers to the ability to understand information and 

instructions in visual-graphic forms. Reproduction literacy is the ability to create new meanings 

or interpretations by combining pre-existing media in the form of text, graphics or sound. A good 

example of this would be writing which involves rearranging text to create new meanings. 

Branching literacy, or hypermedia, requires multiple domain thinking in a multidimensional 

spacial world. It is the ability to remain orientated while navigating hyperspace which is a 

complex knowledge domain, such as the Web. Information literacy is the ability to access 

information from multiple sources while sorting out subjective, biased or false information. This 

has become an increasing necessary skill in the 21st century. Socio-emotional literacy is the 

ability to share formal knowledge as well as personal information by means of digital 

communication. It requires necessary mature judgement to navigate the social aspect of online 

communication. A prime example of this would be sharing on social media sites such as 

Facebook. Socio-emotional literacy is important because it sees the “socio-emotionally literate 

users as being willing to share their own data and knowledge with others, and possessing the 

capabilities for evaluating data, abstract thinking, and designing knowledge in collaboration with 

others” (Aviram & Eshet-Alkalai, 2006, p. 5). Digital literacy also requires users to be competent 

users.  

Digital literacy has also been commonly referred to as Digital Competence. Digital 

Competence is the “set of knowledge, skills, attitudes, abilities, strategies, and awareness that are 

required when using ICT and digital media to perform tasks; solve problems; communicate; 

manage information; collaborate; create and share content; and build knowledge effectively, 

efficiently, appropriately, critically, creatively, autonomously, flexibly, ethically, reflectively for 

work, leisure, participation, learning, and socialising” (Ferrari, 2013, p. 30). Being digitally 
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competent today implies the ability to “understand media (as most media have been/are being 

digitalized), to search for information and be critical about what is retrieved (given the wide 

uptake of the Internet) and to be able to communicate with others using a variety of digital tools 

and applications (mobile, internet)” (Ferrari, 2013, p. 5). Digital Competency is a “21st century 

skill which should be acquired by all citizens, to ensure their active socio-economic participation 

in society and the economy” (Ferrari, 2013, p. 30). Among the required 21st century skills that 

individuals need to master in order to be digitally literate the following are included; 

information, media, and technology; learning and innovation skills; and life and career skills 

(Warshauer & Matuchniak, 2010). However, the concept of Digital Competence is ever changing 

in complexity as it seeks to cover many areas and literacies and progress as new technologies 

appear. There are, however, core competencies or essential elements that remain constant. 

Digital Literacies can be divided into eight essential elements required for an individual 

to be considered digitally literate. The eight elements are Cultural, Cognitive, Constructive, 

Communicative, Confidence, Creative, Critical and Civic (Belshaw, 2011). Cultural literacy 

requires that technology be used in different contexts with an awareness of the values and 

concepts specific to the contexts. Next, there is the cognitive component which requires mastery 

of the use of technological tools, software and platforms. The constructive element requires re-

using, remixing or adapting existing resources so the user can create new data and share their 

creations with others digitally. There is also a communicative component which requires 

awareness about different communication devices. This is because digital literacy requires 

confidence by gaining skill with digital technologies. Digital learners are creative risk-takers and 

generate new data in digital environments based on personal interests. Digital learners are critical 

thinkers who can develop various perspectives while actively taking part in digital environments. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=21st-century_skills&action=edit&redlink=1
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Lastly, developing digital literacy involves a civic element involves developing and acquiring the 

concepts of democracy and global citizenship through digital technologies. As well, part of 

digital literacy is the ability to form communities online. Digital literacy involves individuals 

participating in the digital world and the democratic process, and engaging knowledgeably 

online. From a pedagogical standpoint, digital literacy aspires to gain knowledge and an 

understanding of the applications and implications of digital technologies. 

Overall, digital literacy is an emerging skill that will be necessary for the 21st century 

citizens. Digital literacy has been emphasised for a variety of reasons. First, a digitally literate 

population is more innovative and creative. Digital literacy increases adoption, development and 

productive use of technology. Also, a digitally literate population makes good organizational 

sense. Digital literacy supports public participation and promotes economic and social inclusion.  

It also promotes empowerment and engagement. Lastly, it avoids online risks because it requires 

user to become technically savvy (Premier’s Technology Council, 2010). Becoming digitally 

literate is a requirement for the 21st century and is why it is important to teach competency to the 

new generation through the education system.  

Digital Literacy in Education 

The new vision of a 21st century K-12 education system is “rooted in personalised 

learning. It focuses on providing students the skills they need to participate in a knowledge-based 

society, while also allowing them to explore an educational path that is best suited to their 

interests, their capabilities and their chosen career” (Premier’s Technology Council, 2010, p.8). 

The system’s transformation requires a flexible educational path that contains a blended system 

of a mixture of face-to-face classroom and online learning. The new vison allows for access to 

new learning objects and teaching tools and it is technology that allows this access. This could be 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Networked_society&action=edit&redlink=1
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accomplished by open access information systems, such as the internet. This would require 

students to be competent in digital literacies. This requires more than access to technology 

because “digital literacy includes, but goes beyond, simple technology skills. Just as traditional 

literacy goes beyond comprehension to include the more complex skills of composition and 

analysis, digital literacy includes a deeper understanding of, and ultimately the ability to create a 

wide range of content with various digital tools” (Media Awareness Network, 2010, p. 5). 

However, for students in the 21st century to gain proficiency using digital tools they need to meet 

set criteria.  

There are a number of criteria needed to be digitally proficient. Students must be able to 

use digital tools to identify and represent the information needed. They must be able to collect 

and retrieve information in digital environments. They need to manage using digital tools to 

apply an existing organizational or classification scheme to collect information. Students should 

be able to interpret and represent information by using digital tools to synthesis, summarize, 

compare, and contrast information from multiple sources. Proficiency also involves judging the 

degree to which digital information satisfies the needs of an information problem by determining 

authority, bias, and timeliness of materials. Students need to be able to create new work by 

adapting, applying, designing, or constructing information in digital environments. Lastly, 

proficiency involves communication by disseminating information relevant to a particular 

audience in an effective digital format (Premier’s Technology Council, 2010, p. 107). All of 

these skills in digital proficiency need to be taught in 21st century education by integrating 

technology into the curriculum. 

As a pedagogical approach in education, teaching digital literacy by integrating 

technology into the classroom involves multi-literacies which create new knowledge which is 
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constructive. This methodology embraces the constructivist theory of learning (Bruner, 1978) 

where learners use their existing knowledge to construct new learning. Integrating technology 

includes the use of computers and tablets in the classroom, educational software to teach 

curriculum, and online course materials. Some classrooms use smartboards and smart tables. 

These are all new technologies and require new cohesive learning.  

The integrated use of technology can be particularly advantageous for students with 

learning and academic disabilities in remediating or compensating for literacy problems 

(Peterson-Karlan, 2011). In addition to integrating technology, teachers need to teach digital 

literacy skills to SLD students, thus creating new ways a knowing. These “shifts in the digital 

realm are inviting and provoking shifts in thinking about literacy practice for teachers, and 

perhaps will lead to eventual changes in what literacy educators understand as necessary or 

important” (Laidlaw & O’Mara, 2015, p. 11). Nowhere is this need for constructing new ways of 

knowing more evident, for students with SLD, than in the area of digital literacy. This is most 

apparent in digital writing, an area in which students with SLD can become proficient with 

teachers learning to facilitate successful instructional strategies.   

Digital Writing in Education 

Digital writing is not simply using technology to create writing; it is a pedagogy focused 

on technology's impact on writing environments. Digital writing enables students to use 

technology and learn how different writing spaces affect meaning, influence an audience, 

and alter the readability of text. Teachers in support of digital writing claim it is essential 

because "technology fundamentally changes how writing is produced, delivered, and received" 

(Hart-Davidson, B., nd). Ultimately, the goal of digital writing is to increase a student’s ability to 

produce a quality piece of writing. Fortunately, students with serious writing difficulties have a 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smartboard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pedagogy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Audience
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Readability
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better chance of learning to read and write if they have access to a variety of media to support 

their work with text (Paiute, & Morse, 1994). Furthermore, time spent on exploring, creating, 

and producing digital texts is “important even for the children who, for reasons relating to 

specific disabilities or challenges, will never be able to master printing without sacrificing more 

significant literacy aims such as conveying meaning, flow of ideas and critical thinking within 

composition” (Laidlaw & O’Mara, 2015, p. 11).  

Digital writing encompasses the use of assistive technologies such as word processing, 

spell checkers, speech recognition, text-to-speech, and word prediction technologies. These 

technologies are often used as options to compensate for the writing challenges of students with 

SLD (MacArthur, Ferretti, Okolo, & Cavalier, 2001). Assistive technology is “an efficacious 

intervention to be used by educators …in the school setting to improve abilities and rate of 

progress of students with LD and a need in the academic area of writing” (Olson, 2006, p. 34). 

This includes word processors and writing software programs which are supportive in 

accommodating students with LD in writing. Word prediction software is often requested for 

students with LD and a need in the academic area of writing (Olson, 2006). Assistive technology 

tools act as aides in difficult skills, such as spelling and keyboarding, allowing students with 

SLD to concentrate on higher order cognitive processes of synthesizing ideas (MacArthur et al., 

2001). The text-to-speech tool uses a computerized voice to convert words from a written 

document into audible speech. The speech-to-text tool allows student who have difficulties with 

the writing process to convert their speech to typed text. This is proven in an early study (Silio, 

2008) which was designed to increase the understanding of the effects of word prediction and 

text-to-speech alone and in combination on the writing skills of students with SLD. The study 

concluded that word prediction and word prediction with text-to-speech seemed to be most 
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effective tools for improving writing fluency and overall organization. In general, it had a 

positive impact on the writing of students with SLD. It also helped students with SLD write 

narrative compositions that were quantitatively and qualitatively better than simply using word 

processing alone. It recommended that “teachers of students with SLD should consider word 

prediction or word prediction with text-to-speech as a writing support to facilitate the production 

of a narrative first draft as part of the text generation phase of the writing process” (Silio, 2008, 

p. 97). Another study (Lee, 2011) also investigated speech recognition (SR) technology as an 

assistive tool for learners with LD. The research question dealt with by the study was whether 

struggling writers with LD could produce text with higher quantity/fluency and/or better quality 

using different assistive technologies. A dictation mode using normal speech-to-text technology 

was compared to a dictation mode using a digital voice recorder which was compared to a 

traditional paper-pencil mode. The results showed that both speech-to-text and digital voice 

recorder modes generated text that was superior to the handwriting mode for these children with 

LD. The dictated narratives were greater in terms of length, and production rate with less surface 

errors. Many students with learning and academic disabilities could benefit from the use of 

assistive technologies to perform the writing activities required in school alongside their peers 

without disabilities.  

In fact, a variety of assistive technologies have the capacity to support students with 

learning and academic disabilities throughout the stages of the writing process during 

planning/organizing, transcribing, and editing/revising for extended writing activities (Starks, 

2015). Starks proposes that Technology to Support Writing (TSW) as Assistive technology (AT) 

must be considered for students with learning and academic disabilities that have difficulties 

with the writing process and require adaptations that may increase, maintain, or improve 
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performance in writing. In fact, “with the availability of WP (word processing) and free to low 

cost word prediction and speech-to-text applications in schools, the research base that supports 

use of WP as an effective practice, and a generation of learners who have grown up around 

technology, it is vital to capitalize on these factors to provide undergraduate and in-service 

teachers with training to facilitate change in their practices for use of TSW during the writing 

process for students with learning and academic disabilities” (Starks, 2015, p. 251). In essence, 

digital writing uses different forms of assistive technology that can assist struggling learners in 

the writing process.  

 In one study a web-based environment was used that provided scaffolds for the writing 

performance. This was then compared to traditional paper-and-pencil print formats. The results 

of the study found writing in the web-based scaffolding environment produced writing of more 

quantity and quality. The study concluded that web-based software can be designed to offer 

supports to improve the performance of struggling writers (Englert, Zhao, Dunsmore, Collings, 

& Wolbers, 2007).  

Current studies on digital video compositional research, which is similar to digital writing 

and digital storytelling, have also been examined. For example, in a recent research study by Di 

Cesare, (2015) he explored multimodality in the compositional process for students with high-

incident disabilities with writing skills deficits. This study proposal was to extend the research on 

digital video in relation to students with disabilities. It explored the process, outcomes, and 

compositional quality of digital video composing. This was done through analysis of the 

experiences students with high incidence disabilities. It explored how students with disabilities 

perceive print and digital video composing and compose in digital video. The study examined 

the impact of digital video composing on compositional quality, on task behavior during the 



24 
 

compositional process, and emergent skills when students moved between digital video and print 

composing. Results of the research found students with disabilities benefited from digital video 

composition by writing high quality pieces with depth and complexity. The study proved 

students with high incidence disabilities, who struggle with written expression, can experience 

success in composing using a variety of modes in non-traditional mediums (Di Cesare, 2015). 

Digital storytelling is a form of Technology to Support Writing (TSW) and acts as Assistive 

technology (AT). It supports all assistive technology functions and can support SLD student in 

the process of digital writing. 

Digital Storytelling 

Digital storytelling is the practice of using digital tools to tell a story. It is the “art of 

telling stories with a variety of digital multimedia, such as images, audio and video” (Robin, 

2006, p. 1). The tools can be computers, tablets, or handheld devices such as phones, digital 

cameras, or digital voice recorders. It also includes both hardware and software, such as apps 

like iMovie or downloads like Windows Movie Maker. The stories can then be shared either with 

individuals, groups or even the world. Distribution can be accomplished using the internet 

through online means such as posting using popular sites, like YouTube. Alternatively, 

individuals can access social media sites or create podcasts, wikis or blogs. The media used may 

include text and/or audio, video, animation, stills, or any of the other forms of non-physical 

media. Digital stories are a form of multimedia presentation that combine photographs, video, 

animation, sound, music, text, and often a narrative voice. Digital stories allow for engaging 

formats and can be also be interactive (Robin, 2006).  

Digital stories are similar to traditional storytelling in that they are thematic and have a 

specific point of view. Digital stories are categorised into three main types; personal stories, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IMovie
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Windows_Movie_Maker
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/YouTube
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Podcast
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historical documentaries and informative stories. Personal stories contain significant incidents in 

a person life. Historical documentaries are a recounting of historical events. Lastly, there are 

stories used as a means to instruct or inform (Robin, 2006). Digital stories often have a 

combination of story elements including the following: 

1. Point of View – what is the perspective of the author? 

2. A Dramatic Question – a question that will be answered by the end of the story. 

3. Emotional Content – serious issues that speak to us in a personal and powerful 

way. 

4. The Gift of your Voice – a way to personalize the story to help the audience 

understand the context. 

5. The Power of the Soundtrack – music /sounds that support the storyline. 

6. Economy –limited content in telling the story 

7. Pacing –how slowly or quickly the story progresses (Lambert, 2005). 

Digital stories may contain all of these elements whether they are narratives, historical 

documents or used to instruct and inform. These elements are common in all storytelling 

traditions. Storytelling is still important in the digital age for both adults and children alike 

because we as people want to tell our stories, our stories have impact (Jorstad, 2013). Digital 

stories change people, perceptions and lives (Jorstad, 2013). 

Digital Storytelling Origins 

Modern digital storytelling originates from the tradition of oral storytelling. However, 

digital stories do not follow the traditional conventions of storytelling because they may combine 
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images, sound, voice, text and interactive features. The origins of modern digital storytelling are 

credited to Ken Burns (1990) who created his documentary called The Civil War. In his 

documentary, Burns employed a first-person point of view to unveil the emotional trauma of a 

tragic event in American history. He then added historical images, modern cinematography, and 

music to his narration to create a digital story (Sylvester & Greenidge, 2009). Following 

this, Dana Atchley in collaboration with Joe Lambert, were instrumental in creating Story 

Center. Story Center began during the 1970s and 80s, and its conception gave voice to powerful 

stories of harm, healing, and hope in the midst of social and political conflict (Story Center, 

1993).   Access to digital technology provided the opportunity to create emergent forms of 

storytelling that used digital tools for personal empowerment. Dana Atchley developed an 

autobiographical historical narrative entitled the Next Exit (1990). This became the benchmark 

for modern digital storytelling. Joe Lambert (1991) collaborated bringing the piece into 

production and together they discovered that people with little or no prior experience in 

multimedia could create powerful personal stories using the new digital media technology 

(Lambert, 2014).  They, along with other collaborators, develop a curriculum based on a new 

concept, “digital storytelling." The model constructed by Lambert for creating digital stories is 

based on the seven previously mentioned elements. First, the point of view which defines the 

specific realization the author is trying to communicate within the story. It is usually from a first-

person point of view make it more personalized. Next, it contains a dramatic question which sets 

up a conflict from the beginning that will hold viewers' attention. It contains a plot which is 

developed in the digital story. It has emotional content dealing with the fundamental emotions 

and evokes an emotion from the audience. The digital story also economizes language in direct 

relationship to the narrative. The pacing of the digital story is gauged to sustain an audience's 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ken_Burns
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Civil_War_(TV_series)
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Dana_Atchley&action=edit&redlink=1
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interest. It contains the gift of voice employing the pitch, inflection, and timbre of one's own 

voice to narrate the story. It may have a soundtrack and use music to enhance the story. Not all 

of these elements need to be present but they often come together to form a digital story in the 

storytelling tradition. In the words of Dana Atchley (2016), "storytelling is how we define who 

we are - as a culture and individually. It's how we define what we care about, where we're going 

and where we've been. Storytelling has always been an important way of embodying knowledge" 

(Adobe Motion Centre, 2016, p. 1). 

Digital storytelling was next incorporated into public broadcasting by the BBC in projects 

such as Capture Wales (2001) and Telling Lives (2004).  Other public television stations 

worldwide followed suit and began to develop digital storytelling productions. Since then it has 

evolved to promote causes, entertain and to educate 21st century learners. Most recently in the 

digital world, Berajean Porter (2005) has been instrumental in creating the web based Digi Tales: 

The Art of Telling Digital Stories. Here digital storytelling is “an emerging art form of personal, 

heartfelt expression that enables individuals and communities to reclaim their personal cultures 

while exploring their artistic creativity. While the heart and power of the digital story is shaping 

a personal digital story about self, family, ideas, or experiences, the technology tools also invite 

writers and artists to think and invent new types of communication outside the realm of 

traditional linear narratives” (Porter, 2005, p. 1). 

Digital Storytelling in Education 

Digital storytelling incorporates the principals of Universal Design for Learning as it 

allows for multiple means of engagement, expression and representation. It is an effective tool 

for diverse learners as it is both a visual and auditory medium. The “individualized nature of the 

process makes it suitable in the framework of Garners multiple intelligences theory for a cross-

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_broadcasting
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section of curriculum-based projects” (Frazel, 2010, p. 12). In an inclusionary classroom, it can 

support atypical learners by providing individual project-based learning. Digital stories may be 

used within the classroom to integrate previously known subjects or to generate new creations. 

Digital stories are versatile because students can work individually or collaboratively to produce 

their own digital stories. The format is limitless with a vast array of choices or platforms. In the 

classroom, digital storytelling has advantages for both educators and students. Digital 

storytelling can be used as an anticipatory set or as an enhancement for a lesson. This practice 

can enhance lessons taught by teachers or be used to facilitate discussions or as a means to make 

concepts more understandable and aid comprehension (Robin, 2006). It can help support student 

skills in a variety of areas including research, writing and organization. In addition to enhancing 

technology skills it can improve interview and presentation skills. Students can cultivate 

interpersonal and problem solving skills with their peers.  Digital storytelling can also develop 

better peer and self-assessment skills. Students can share work and gain experience critiquing 

others (Robin, 2006). 

 Digital storytelling appeals to diverse learning styles and motivates students in the 

classroom. It builds on the creative talent of students and allows them to publish their work a 

variety of audiences. Digital storytelling generates interest, attention and motivation for the 

“digital generation” (Robin, 2011). It also provides an active instructional format for diverse 

learners and can be individualized. It is an active process that creates an atmosphere of fun. It 

creates a bridge between subjects and across the school into the community (Frazel, 2010). 

Students who create and present digital stories increase their literacy skills in research, writing, 

organisation, technology, presentation, interview, interpersonal, problem solving and assessment 

(Robin, 2006). Making content and connections relevant to students' lives helps bring meaning 
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and purpose to instruction in all content areas. “More than a century ago, Dewey (1902) 

challenged educators to meet students where they are. Digital storytelling connects students to 

content in ways that they are accustomed to consuming information. The digital story, which 

dials into digital natives and connects them with the curriculum, represents one of our most 

powerful instructional tools today” (Dreon, Kerper, & Landis, 2011, p.4). 

Digital storytelling challenges educational content. It challenges the relationship between 

teacher and student, as traditionally teachers provide the knowledge and the student passively 

accepts it. However, by focusing on personal voice and agency student become active learners. It 

challenges the epistemic orientation in school based learning since “knowledge in not defined as 

something given, but something to explore and enquire in different ways” (Erstad, 2013, p. 187). 

It engages students in a collective way even though it is based on individual voice. Students 

collaborate on the creation and presentation of their stories thus supporting the collective 

learning process. It is multimodal because it combines various media. It challenges the explicit 

relationship between contexts of learning. Students tell about their personal everyday 

experiences and make them relevant in the context of the school setting (Erstad, 2013). Creating 

digital stories invites students to employ old and new literacies, and through the process of 

creating …. they erect, explore, and exhibit other literacies” (Sylvester, & Greenidge, 2009, p. 

1). Digital storytelling “facilitates the convergence of four student-centered learning strategies; 

student engagement, reflection for deep learning, project-based learning, and the effective 

integration of technology into instruction” (Barrett, 2006, p.1). 

It is important to collect data on the impact of digital storytelling in relation to student 

learning, motivation and engagement as well as the impact on teaching practices and technology 

integration. Barrett (2006) investigated how digital stories impact deep learning and how they 
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can successfully support assessment for learning. The benefits and obstacles and under what 

conditions student take ownership and how the quality of paper-based reflection differ from 

digital stories was also examined. Data was generated through surveys, on site observation, on 

line discussion journal and aggregation of student performance–based data.  

In a more recent study (Chun-Ming, Gwo-Jen, & Iwen, 2012) on digital storytelling, a 

project-based learning approach was used to improve the learning performance of students. In 

this study, which was quasi-experimental, the digital storytelling was applied to a learning 

activity using a web-based information-searching system and a computer program to develop 

movies for storytelling based on the collected data. The results showed that the project-based 

learning with digital storytelling enhanced the students’ motivation, problem-solving 

competence, and learning achievement. 

Digital Storytelling and Writing 

An integral part of digital storytelling is the writing process. Although some digital 

stories are oral, many stories have a large written component; this is because good script makes a 

story more effective (Gakhar & Thompson, 2007).  In traditional paper and pencil formats of 

story writing, time is spent on searching for images and audio files rather than on the story itself. 

Digital writing emphasizes selecting a meaningful topic and writing the story because the topic is 

the most important process in digital storytelling (Robin, 2007). During the digital writing 

process learners are motivated and engaged in the process of digital storytelling. Digital 

storytelling creates opportunities for learners to write creatively and organize thoughts in 

coherent ways, by designing and producing realistic artifacts. In fact, digital storytelling can 

improve students' writing skills as well as critical thinking skills (Gakhar & Thompson, 2007). 
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 In Ballast, Stephens & Radcliffe (2008) digital storytelling was used as a means of 

improving students' writing. The study examined the effects of digital storytelling on students’ 

writing and their attitudes toward writing. Students creating digital stories were more engaged 

and paid more attention to revising their writing when compared to the traditional writing group 

who only edited their writing by checking spelling and counting words.  A more recent study 

(Xu, Park, & Baek, 2011) examined the effects of writing for digital storytelling on writing self-

efficacy and on flow in virtual learning environments. Through statistical analysis they 

concluded that digital storytelling on-line is more effective than digital storytelling off-line. In 

addition, they discovered writing self-efficacy and flow can be improved while actively engaging 

in writing for digital storytelling in a virtual-reality learning environment. They concluded that 

their findings have implications for teachers of writing as digital storytelling can be used in 

classroom settings as a means of teaching writing (Xu et al., 2011). It is likely that if digital 

writing has a clear effect on learners it will have a positive impact on student with SLD as well.  

Digital Storytelling Writing and Students with SLD 

 Digital storytelling employs a form of digital writing and employs a variety of assistive 

tools. Current studies suggest that digital storytelling is an effective tool for struggling writers. 

Creating digital stories may help struggling writer compose more strategically. The process of 

organizing digital stories into storyboards requires the events to be in a logical sequence. Also, 

the addition of images such as photographs, clip art, or other graphics may visually compensate 

for the details that the struggling writer omits. “Digital storytelling has the capacity to not only 

motivate struggling writers as they experience the enjoyment of creating stories enhanced by 

multimedia, but also to reposition themselves from struggling writers to competent writers.” 

(Sylvester & Greenidge, 2009, p. 5) Also, struggling writers may be motivated by digital 
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technologies because they are more literate in new literacies and employ these to scaffold 

traditional literacy. Writing and presenting a digital story to a wide audience may also encourage 

struggling writers to improve their final production pieces. “Recognizing most students' 

attraction to new technologies, creating stories of any genre using digital storytelling may be a 

viable solution for struggling writers” (Sylvester & Greenidge, 2009, p. 10). Candreva’s (2011) 

study on digital storytelling in a Kindergarten Readiness class explored the impact of technology 

on young children. The study focused on how students’ print-based and digital literacies, 

multimodal meaning making, and engagement were impacted by their participation in the 

production of a digital stories. In direct relation to writing the research inquiry question asked 

what role does digital storytelling play in facilitating digital and print-based forms of literacy. 

The findings suggested that emergent learners benefitted from digital storytelling in a variety of 

ways. They also demonstrated academic growth and increased personal agency, indicating that 

new pedagogical practices such as digital storytelling may be advantageous for students 

considered as “at risk.” Students with diverse learning needs benefitted from the alternate 

pathways to learning afforded by the digital story’s multiple modes of meaning. Students who 

“struggled with print literacy, fine motor control, and English became more confident and eager 

to participate since they were not restricted to communicating in print” (Candreva, 2011, p. 58). 

The study found students labeled as “at risk” should not be limited to traditional “skill and drill” 

instruction but be provided with opportunities to use technology to construct multimodal and 

multimedia texts (Candreva, 2011).  

Scholars have identified that storytelling is an effective instructional strategy for 

promoting learning motivation and improving the learning performance of students (Schank, 

1990). In addition, recent research suggests digital storytelling practices have a positive effect on 
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the writing practices of struggling or at risk students (Candreva, 2011; Sylvester & Greenidge, 

2009; Chun-Ming et al., 2012).  However, there is limited research on the effectiveness in direct 

relation to students with SLD and how it impacts the quality and quantity of their writing. 

Digital Storytelling Writing and Students with SLD: Research Gaps 

In a recent review of the current literature it has been stated that “while there may be just 

enough applied research to establish ‘promising’ technology practices and, in a few cases, 

perhaps even ‘evidence-based practices,’ there are major gaps at all levels of the writing process 

in the applied research base. Of perhaps greatest concern is the fact that the trends in amount or 

research published ….is decreasing as digital tools…are increasingly present in school settings” 

(Peterson-Karlan, 2011, p. 55). The review goes on to state that, “we need more and better 

research on current technologies that support compositional writing by students with learning 

and academic disabilities and we need it now!” (Peterson-Karlan, 2011, p. 55). Furthermore, this 

research is increasingly necessary because “such research will systematically expand our 

knowledge and establish effective technology-supported instructional practices for students with 

learning and academic disabilities who struggle to write in a digital age” (Peterson-Karlan, 2011, 

p. 55). 

The research on the effectiveness word prediction and text-to-speech combined on the 

writing skills of students with SLD is even more limited and particularly dated (MacArthur, 

2000, 2001). Further research is needed before determining the effectiveness of these assistive 

technologies, particularly with students with significant writing problems such as those with 

SLD. MacArthur (2000, 2001) suggests that to explore the potential of these assistive 

technologies as writing supports for students with SLD, future research should include students 

of varying writing abilities and the software used should have more sophisticated prediction 
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capabilities. Assistive technologies may provide support to students with SLD to help them 

compensate for the mechanical demands of writing, freeing up their higher-order cognitive 

processes to concentrate on content. However, little research has been conducted to make a final 

judgment (Silio, 2008). Silio (2008) states, “students with SLD have difficulty with all the 

phases of the writing process and future research should explore the use of word prediction and 

text-to-speech during different phases of the writing process” (Silio, 2008, p. 113). Future 

research should explore its efficacy with diverse participant populations. Furthermore, future 

research can investigate at which phase of the writing process these technologies can provide the 

most support and how it can support diverse learners (Silio, 2008).  

 In another study (Candreva, 2011) on digital storytelling, the impact of technology on 

young children and writing was explored but the study found that there is limited research in this 

area as well. Batorowicz, Missiuna & Pollock (2012), reviewed evidence regarding the use of 

technology to support written productivity in children with learning disabilities. They conducted 

a systematic search of seven databases, plus a manual search and retrieved 864 papers. They 

concluded, “the outcome of using technology on the writing of children with learning disabilities 

has not been reviewed critically, and this knowledge is necessary for evidence-based practice.  

The available research is encouraging, but high-quality investigations with newer technologies 

are needed” (Batorowicz et al., 2012, p. 89). A study on digital storytelling activities using iPad 

concluded further research on kinds of software applications, processes, and teacher supports for 

successful implementation are needed (Ostashewski & Reid, 2012).  

In a recent review of studies within the last 10 years by Stark (2015), only one study was 

located that specifically addressed Assistive Technology for writing for students with LD (Olson, 

2006). Olson recommended studies be undertaken to determine effectiveness of AT on inclusion 
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and success of persons with disabilities. In addition, more studies related to effects of word 

prediction programs were also needed. Olson recommended developing a universal taxonomy for 

classifying AT devices as well. Olson noted many studies related to AT outcomes include a 

relatively low number of subjects since large study trials are often difficult or unethical for 

people with disabilities, therefore new studies should be completed. Moreover, based on the 

current literature review, “we do not know enough about effective PD on use of Technology to 

Support Writing TSW or best ways in which to integrate TSW into writing activities on an 

ongoing basis for students with learning and academic disabilities” (Stark, 2015, p. 93). 

In the most recent study, Di Cesare (2105) notes “students with high-incidence 

disabilities often struggle in academic areas, particularly with the compositional process. With 

technology use in the classroom on the rise, current research has explored multimodality in the 

compositional process for students with disabilities who exhibit writing skills deficits. 

Additionally, the body of digital video compositional research has been found to be beneficial 

for struggling and at-risk students, but few published studies have included students with 

disabilities” (Di Cesare, 2015, p. 11). It is interesting to note even standardized tests which 

measuring school-based outcomes; 

(d)o not even attempt to assess the broad thinking and learning skills associated with 

advanced uses of digital media. Though technology-related access, use, and outcomes are 

difficult to measure, all available evidence suggests they are critically important factors 

in shaping social futures. As we rethink how to measure evidence of equitable resources, 

conditions, and outcomes of student learning, continued close attention to the role of 

technology in both school and out-of-school environments is urgently needed. 

 (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010, p. 41). 
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In conclusion, in the study of digital storytelling there has been no direct research with 

regards to the quality and quantity of writing produced by learners with SLD. It has been stated 

“it would be interesting to investigate the learning performance of the students with different 

cognitive styles or learning styles” (Chun-Ming et al., 2012, p. 376). It is anticipated this study 

will add to the knowledge about writing digital stories using assistive technologies to develop 

effective teaching practices for improving written output for students with SLD. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

Methodology 

This study explored a purposeful question: How can I improve my practice to better 

support students with Specific Learning Disabilities as they write narratives using digital 

storytelling? In order to investigate this question, I, as a special education teacher needed to 

participate in action research in my own school. Initially, the overall plan or design of the 

research project was formed, action was taken and data gathered.  Criteria and standards were 

identified and evidence was generated and a claim to knowledge was examined. It was then 

compared to existing knowledge and tested for reliability. When this knowledge was found my 

current teaching practices needed to be modified to enable me to improve my teaching practice 

to enhance student learning. This was followed by a cyclic process of learning through repetitive 

actions. This is because “action research is about taking action based on systematically collected 

data,” (Sagor, 1993, p. 66). The action plan involved revisiting the issue to ensure the conceptual 

base and the data supported the implementation of new plans of initiative.      Furthermore, action 

research should be conducted with in the researchers “sphere of influence” to effect positive 

change. This is because “(t)he participants of the research study are the people who affect or are 

affected by the issue under investigation. Their actions, behaviors, or perceptions should 

contribute valuable information that will enable you to answer your research question” (Efron, 

2013, p. 61).  

The goal of this action research was to improve my practice and become a co-creator of 

knowledge in order to create living theories to improve student learning. This differs from 

traditional research in that “action research is conducted from an insider perspective, thus 

generating living theories of practices” (McNiff & Whitehead, 2009, p. 24). Action research 
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integrates pragmatic critical realism and follows a subjectivist epistemology but with an 

objectivist ontology (Cohen, Manion & Morrison,1993). Action research focuses on knowledge 

in action. In fact, the knowledge created through action research, is particular and situational. In 

action research the data are contextually embedded and interpreted. In action research, the basis 

for validation is the research cycle. It is by nature subjective because the action researcher as 

participant is absorbed in the research setting. Thus, action research is beneficial to practicing 

teachers because it can be directly used in a variety of areas. In this case, it led to new learning 

strategies, such as using a UDL approach to learning to improve writing opportunities for 

students with SLD. Utilizing digital storytelling as a scaffold produced better quality pieces of 

writing. This encouraged more positive student attitudes to work and modifying my current 

methods of teaching writing. I further reflected on how to improve my teaching practice and 

developed new strategies for teaching SLD students writing. 

Action research is value based and so requires deconstructing one’s thinking and 

decentring. Action research demands high order questioning which may not conform to the norm 

and so becomes intentionally political (McNiff & Whitehead, 2009). For example, current 

teaching does not take into account new technologies, such as digital storytelling, that maybe 

used to assist SLD students. The current change to technology based assistance for atypical 

learners in special education has contributed to a social and educational transformation. Action 

research is living theory in practice that can transform society when performed by responsible 

practitioners who are accountable. When this transformational potential is reached then influence 

others (McNiff & Whitehead, 2009). Action research requires a commitment to educational 

improvement that creates a generative transformational view of change, in which “you have the 

capacity to influence the future through acting intentionally in the now.” (McNiff & Whitehead, 
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2009, p. 36).  Ideally, this generated a new methodology for teaching SLD students with socio-

political ramifications that can be legitimately received in the public sphere. Therefore, more 

practitioners will utilize technology, and digital storytelling in particular, to support writing as a 

regular part of their practice. 

Participants 

The research was conducted at a small urban elementary school in B.C. which is part of a 

larger School District in B.C. The school has a population of diverse needs and the Learning 

Support program focuses on appropriate supportive interventions using a Response to 

Intervention model. There is a proportionally larger than average percentage of diverse special 

needs students currently attending the school. Many of these students have deficits in reading 

fluency and written output. While there have been a variety of intervention programs focused on 

improving reading scores, little has been done to address issues with written output specifically 

for the students with learning difficulties. In recent years, there has been a targeted effort towards 

providing better access to the technology necessary for all students to be successful thus the 

school district has upgraded computer technology in all district schools. However, students with 

Specific Learning Disabilities still required training in accessing assistive technology to meet 

their individual needs. This combination of students requiring accessible technology and the 

large percentage of at risk students attending the school created a unique opportunity to address 

the research question and focus on data collection to analysis my current teaching practices.  This 

real school situation, according to Miles and Huberman (1994), contributed to the strength of the 

data “as it focuses on naturally occurring, ordinary events in natural settings, so that we have a 

strong handle on what “real life” is like. It creates a ‘local groundness’, as the data is collected in 

close proximity to the situation and captures the ‘richness’ and ‘holism’ of a situation” (p. 10). 
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 The participants in this action research study included me, the action researcher, 

examining my teaching practices in relation to the writing practices of student with Specific 

Learning Disabilities. I am currently providing services to students with SLD in a pull-in/out 

Learning Support Model at the school. The focus of the study was with SLD students who are 

presently in grades four to six. As their Learning Support Teacher, I identified students with SLD 

that have difficulties with written output and invited them to be part of the digital storytelling 

project. As a researcher recruiting possible respondents involved providing details of the 

intended project, goals, research methods, benefits, and risks in order to request permission for 

research from the parents/guardians. This entailed sending home a letter, with all potential 

participants for their parents/guardians, informing them about the digital storytelling project. 

This was to ensure the parents/guardians were informed of the study and provided consent if they 

wished (details are contained in Appendix A). Recruitment involved obtaining cooperation from 

the potential SLD students themselves as well. This required a student script, at their level of 

understanding, outlining the research project and how they were involved (Appendix B). These 

forms ensured the participants and their parent/guardians were informed of any potential risks 

before consenting to the research project. Most importantly parental consent and student assent 

was voluntary. However, students were still part of the project if they choose not to volunteer. 

During the course of the study participants’ identities were concealed from me the researcher to 

ensure impartiality. Ultimately, there were six consenting participants, both male and female. 

The assenting student recruits were identified with pseudonyms to maintain their anonymity 

when the study concluded. My observations of their experiences were discussed using the 

pseudonyms Alice, Bill, Jack, Bonnie, Riley and Gail. When the project was completed the 

consenting participants’ data was collected to analyze and interpret.  
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The possible student recruits were selected because they could provide valuable insider 

information and they fit the criteria. They were chosen because, as stated by Efron (2013), “(t)he 

participants of the research study are the people who affect or are affected by the issue under 

investigation. Their actions, behaviors, or perceptions should contribute valuable information 

that will enable you to answer your research question” (Efron, 2013, p. 61). As an action 

researcher in education I, as the Learning Support teacher, was familiar with all the participants 

as students as well as their teachers and parents or guardians. In addition, I am aware of what 

school and district based services are available, such as Speech and Language or Occupational 

Therapy. Having knowledge of the participants enabled me as the research to determine if they 

met the criteria as designated students with SLD as determined by Ministry of Education 

standards. This also allowed me to make the most informed choice of participants by 

determining who was best suited for the study. As such, this was a qualitative action using a 

purposive sample in which the participants were chosen according to a predetermined purpose. 

This was because in qualitative research, “one must consider the multiple “realities” experienced 

by the participants themselves—the “insider” perspectives” and “natural environments are 

favored for discovering how participants construct their own meaning of events or situations…. 

people construct their own personalized worlds” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 3). The possible 

participants were also selected because they were “information rich” as they were a selection of 

students with SLD who are currently experiencing difficulties in the writing process as 

documented by their Individual Learning Plans. This group was also selected because they had 

been taught the necessary technology skills required to create digital stories. They were familiar 

with the operation of the equipment to be used and the programs it required.  
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However, the subjective relationship between me as the Learning Support Teacher and 

the participants could have compromised the credibility of the findings. I have personal 

experience and am actively engaged with the subjects of my research on almost a daily basis as I 

am their Learning Support Teacher. Fortunately, as a researcher my direct contact with the 

participants metaphorically allowed me a front row seat to explore the situation. As an action 

researcher, my personal experiences and insights become an important part of the inquiry into 

my teaching practice. This may have led to subjectivity but “realistically, objectivity cannot be 

achieved as the practitioners are intimately involved and building relationships with their 

students, colleagues, administrators, and parents… in action research there needs to be a balance 

between objectivity and subjectivity.” In conclusion, by “(r)ecognizing these connections 

personally and publicly” I hoped to mitigate my “subjectivity and prevent bias from creeping in 

and influencing the study” (Efron, 2013, p. 57). 

Research Process 

In order to improve my practice to better support students with Specific Learning 

Disabilities as they write narratives using digital storytelling, a certain process needed to be 

followed. When creating digital stories in a classroom setting, the students went through the 

writing process of composing a story by a method known as storyboarding. The topic was 

generally chosen by the students but fell within certain parameters. The students began by 

creating images inspired by personal drawings, images, pictures, photographs, artwork and even 

toy figures. The images were arranged in a story sequence which was accompanied by limited 

hand written or digital text. Some students used traditional pencil and paper; others preferred a 

digital version that utilized frames (i.e. PowerPoint) utilizing the word-processing and image 

functions of a computer to create a storyboard. The choices, according to principles of UDL, 
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were up to the individual students. This composition later became embedded with the digitized 

speech-to-text narration. Once the storyboard was completed, further image frames that 

complement the narration were added onto a storyboard. Frames were sequenced from the 

storyboard to form a story composition. Next, the images or graphics that portrayed scenes 

represented on the storyboard were embedded into the story. The stories contained digital 

speech-to-text but were also orally recorded. Music or sound effects were also added to enhance 

the narration. Finally, a title frame, transitions between frames, and rolling credits to cite sources 

or any acknowledgments were added as the finishing touches and completed this stage of 

production (Frazel, 2010). Once the digital stories were created they were shown to an audience 

of the students’ choice. The students were also given the option to show their productions to the 

class as a whole or even downloaded and e-mailed them for parents and/or guardians to view at 

home. In the final stage of the project the student presented the story to their selected audience 

and received feedback. They showed the story to others and gathered feedback about how the 

story could be improved, expanded, and used in the classroom. If well received, the students 

taught others how to create their own digital stories. During this process, it was clear digital 

storytelling had the potential to facilitate teaching and learning for students in the 21st century 

(Xu, Park, & Baek, 2011). Every step of this process needed to be evaluated by the teacher as 

researcher to examine how effective the teaching methodology was and what needed to be 

modified in the practice. 

It should be noted there are a vast variety of digital story making tools, for the purposes 

of this study they were limited to those capable of speech-to-text technology. It should be further 

noted students were given a choice of platforms; either tablets or computers (Education 

Technology Team, 2016).  
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Table 1: Technology Instruments 

Technology 

Instruments/Programs 

Computers Tablets 

Speech-to-Text Programs Talk-Typer 

Dragon Dictation 

Google Dictation 

Apple Notes 

Dragon Dictation 

Notability 

Storyboards Programs Power Point 

PhotoStory 

Storyboard That 

ToonDoon 

Story Bird 

Story Creator Pro  

Little Bird Tales 

StoryBuddy 

Book Creator 

 

Data Collection and Types of Data 

The data collected for this action research project showed how I am exercising my 

educational influence on my student participants learning so that they could use their learning to 

inform new actions. It, in turn, informed the kind of actions that they took, as influenced by their 

learning, and informed their feedback that I have influenced their learning (McNiff & 

Whitehead, 2009). The data collection included three steps: 

1. Collecting data about the digital storytelling project which describes the process 

2.  Interpreting the data to explain the resulting digital stories 

3. Evaluating the outcome and its significance; re-planning for further action 

Data was collected from the school environment which has an abundant of data sources. 

This is because as an action researcher it has been proven that there is not one but multiple 

sources which ensures the data will be reliable, valid and generalized.  
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Student artifacts such as digital stories were collected as part of the projects. As a teacher, 

my aim is to develop narrative writing skills and teach SLD students strategies to improve their 

writing. Data included existing sources which were in the form of current student work, 

primarily the digital stories, created during the course of the project. The digital stories were 

personal artifacts which were physical documents that allowed me as teacher researcher to 

construct a layered and contextual understanding of their projects (Efron, 2013). In addition, I 

collected a variety of other related student artifacts including: the graphic storyboards that the 

students completed, samples of the speech-to- text that was prepared for inserting into their 

digital stories and any images of object or creations that were embedded into the stories. When 

the final digital story was produced, it was evaluated using a teacher created digital storytelling 

writing rubric (Appendix D). The students completed self-evaluations as well as peer evaluations 

using the rubric. Rubrics evaluations were completed by the teacher as the researcher and the 

student participants. The collection of the rubrics data from different points of view helped 

confirm the results. 

 In addition, I, as the researcher, examined my practice for the duration of the project and 

made observational notes in the form of a researcher journal.  These observations yielded a 

detailed, "thick description" which provided a more in-depth understanding of the data (Efron, 

2013).  I digitally record my ideas and actions, and evaluated them systematically at a later stage.   

Additionally, I asked the student participants to digitally record their experience in semi-

structured interviews about the digital storytelling process (Appendix C).  The student interviews 

provided an explanation for the actions taken and showed the effectiveness of teaching practices 

leading to the development of the digital writing process. The reflections acted as a live 

interview, frequently used within an action research design. Also, because action research always 
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aims to be educational, the semi-structured interviews were informal discussions rather than 

formal interviews which led to conversations which enhanced insights for all participants (Efron, 

2013). This multimedia data enabled me to record the live action as it happened and it showed 

the transformational actions and reflections involved in how learning influences new actions and 

how those new actions then became the site for new learning. The multimedia technologies 

provide the means for developing powerful data archives that contained the evidence base of 

claims to knowledge (Di Cesare, 2015).  

Table 2: Data Summary 

Data Summary 

Teacher researcher  

digital journal 

Student artifacts; 

• storyboard/graphics 

• speech-to-text draft 

• 3D creations 

• images of 

objects/creations 

• digital story 

Student semi-

structured digital 

interviews 

Rubrics;  

• teacher/ researcher 

• student/participant  

 

The data summary (Table 2) outlines data collection from multiple sources that involved 

multiple contexts, participants and methods. This triangulation of the data established and helped 

provide validity. In action research validity is achieved by data collection and a careful analysis 

of the data. The validity of qualitative research is also referred to its credibility, trustworthiness 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Qualitative analysis involves utilizing many sources of information 

to satisfy the principle of triangulation and increase trust in the validity of the study. Therefore, 

the study analyzed transcribed semi-structured interviews along with observational researcher 

field notes, rubrics and student artifacts. The purpose of these multiple sources of data was to 

provide corroboration and converging evidence (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
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Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 The data analysis or the process of sorting, organising and cataloguing the information, 

revealed common themes that were repeated although some were unique. First, these common 

themes were identified. Next, the data was further interrogated to provide support or proof. This 

was accomplished by skimming through the data then using a codification process to interrogate 

the data. The multiple entries from the semi-structured interviews needed a coding process to 

organize data. However, it should be noted the data triangulation compensated for imperfect 

multiple means of data gathering instruments. Triangulation of the results from the researcher 

field notes, student artifacts, and rubrics identified similarities. The results indicated that 

teaching methods used in creating digital stories through a digital writing process had a positive 

impact on the quality of the student writing. Additionally, some new conclusions were formed. 

Analysis and interpretation of the qualitative data was based on the Miles and Huberman 

(1994) model which involves; data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing/verification. 

Data reduction was the process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting and transforming 

the data from the field notes and interview transcriptions.  Data reduction, a form of analysis in 

which the relevant data that emerges after the process, was used to make final conclusions. The 

data display included tables and summaries. The purpose of data display was to organise 

information in order to observe patterns or irregularities and form conclusions. This is because 

“connections between ideas that form a whole often reveal themselves via visual aids such as… 

tables” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.10). The qualitative data analysis used an inductive 

approach in that the data results tended to “speak for themselves” as descriptive embedded 

themes emerged. Lastly, conclusions were drawn to explain the findings so that verifications 

could be made.  The credibility of the research project depended on the data quality, its analysis, 
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and resultant conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In summary, the qualitative data analysis 

involved “recording data via a variety of methods (interviews, observation, field notes, etc.), 

coding and categorizing (using a variety of clustering and classification schemes), attaching 

concepts to the categories, linking and combining (integrating) abstract concepts, creating theory 

from emerging themes, and writing an understanding” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 7).  

In addition, the data was also assessed for its validity or credibility using a methodology 

known as a consistency check. As an independent coder I, the researcher, examined and 

categorized the data consistently. Next, validity was also established using stakeholder checks. 

The stakeholders included not only the researcher but also all the participants in the study. The 

research participants also evaluated the explanations from the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

In this action research the researcher and student participants were evaluating the data results in 

the form of rubrics results. These stakeholders made up a validation group of student participants 

who commented fairly on the research. This, in turn, led to personal validation for the researcher. 

Ideally, this will provide social validation as well when the findings can be shared and accessed 

by the learning community who desire school improvement. 

Data Evaluation and Conclusions 

Action research results were presented in a variety of formats. This included a description 

of the research process, an analysis of the data and an on-going action plan. It was important to 

report results to validate a claim to new knowledge. It was important to share the results with 

other practitioners and not become isolated in teaching practice. This action plan was essential to 

improve and expand the practices of myself and collaborative team members in my environment 

and to possibly influence other practitioners. The result should improve student learning as well.  
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The data evaluation plan relied on collected evidence that included a data analysis, or the 

process of sorting, organising and cataloguing the information. This revealed common themes 

that were either repeated or perhaps even unique. First, these common themes were identified. 

Next, the data was interrogated to provide support or proof. This was accomplished by skimming 

through the data using a codification process to interrogate the data. As there were a number of 

participants with multiple entries a coding process organized the data. This allowed for data 

triangulation to compensate for imperfect multiple means of data gathering instruments. Finally, 

new conclusions were formed about teaching practices influencing the writing process used in 

digital storytelling project. 

The “(c)onclusions in qualitative research are typically derived from identified patterns 

and uncovered conceptual, not statistical, relationships” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10).   It 

was anticipated in this action research that the connections in the data supported the research 

inquiry question, in this study specifically; how can I improve my practice to better support 

students with specific learning disabilities as they write narratives using digital storytelling? By 

evaluating the data, new ideas for improving teaching practices in the field of digital storytelling 

emerged. Data analysis was iterative, “meaning there is repeated movement back and forth 

between raw data (narrative text), codes, categories, and plausible explanations that emerge” and 

this “process ends with a reasonable conclusion” which ideally reached a “higher level of 

abstraction” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10).   Action research also involves iterative cycles of 

change which lent itself well to this method of data analysis. It was through this cycle of change 

that ways to modify my current teaching practices to improve the writing process of student with 

SLD in the 21-century classroom were discovered. 
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Limitations 

This action research project was not without its limitations. This study included a small 

number of participants with SLD and this may not be generalized to other students with 

disabilities. The participants all had a range of Specific Learning Disabilities, including Autism 

Spectrum Disorders and Severe to Moderate Learning Disabilities, in various core academic 

areas. Many of the participants had executive functioning and attentional issues as well. 

However, the common factor was that all the participants have issues with written output. The 

participants were from a range of socio-economic and familial backgrounds and some had 

attendance or discipline problems. As such, the participant group was a suitable representative 

sampling of students with Specific Learning Disabilities.  Also, the research was conducted in a 

small group setting, the Learning Support room, and participants have more individualized 

attention than if this study had occurred in the classroom. Therefore, further study may be 

warranted using a larger population across a variety of settings. This could include how 

effectively the practice could be transferred to the larger setting of the classroom to examine a 

“trickle down” effect of learning. Furthermore, the student participants were familiar with the 

researcher and worked in close proximity with each other therefore concerns of data distortion 

may be justified. As such, these limitations could affect the validity of the results. Further 

research into teaching practices utilizing digital writing through the medium of digital 

storytelling with students with SLD may be warranted. 

Significance and Implications 

 

It was anticipated that the results of this action research study will prove to be beneficial 

to practitioners of students with SLD who struggle with the writing process. Action research 

informs teaching practices so perhaps practitioners can utilize action research practices following 
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this model to develop innovative digital writing strategies that can have a positive impact on 

supporting students with SLD with written output challenges across a variety of school 

environments. Perhaps new methods for teaching practices involving digital writing will be 

explored in the future using technologies now available. Ultimately, new innovative practices 

could support students with SLD so they may be successful in digital expression.  
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Chapter 4: Description of Results 

Through the practice of action research this study explored a purposeful question: How 

can I improve my practice to better support students with Specific Learning Disabilities as they 

write narratives using digital storytelling? In order to investigate this question, I, as a Special 

Education teacher, have participated in action research in my own school. Initially, the overall 

plan of the project was formed, then action was taken in the form of research and data was 

gathered. Analysis and interpretation of the qualitative data model consisted of three concurrent 

flows of activity: data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing and verification (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). This evidence was generated so that my current teaching plans may be 

modified to enable me to improve my teaching practice to enhance student learning. The action 

plan required revisiting the research question after analysing the data to adjust my practice to 

effect positive change in my own school environment. This is because “as action researchers, 

you don’t need to worry about the generalizability of your data because you are not seeking to 

define the ultimate truths of learning theory. Your goal is to understand what is happening in 

your school or classroom and to determine what might improve things in that context” (Sagor, p. 

29). The goal of this action research project was to improve my practice and become a co-creator 

of knowledge in order to create a better plan to improve student learning. 

During the course of the action research project, I had the opportunity to discover how 

my teaching practice could improve by providing the participants the means to explore 

technology using assistive speech-to- text to create their stories. The following data was 

collected for this study: the pre-project writing storyboards, the digital stories, writing rubric 

assessments and the student semi-structured interview answers.  Data sources also included a 

research journal recorded during student work blocks.  
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A Description of the Research Process: The Researcher Journal 

Throughout the duration of the project a research journal was kept to record the process. 

The researcher journal focused on the following questions; 

-What was today's learning goal? 

 -What were tools/strategies used? 

 -In general, how useful was the tool or strategy for the students? 

 -What qualities make this tool/strategy valuable? 

 -What problems/difficulties or challenges did this tool/strategy have? 

 -Would I use this again? 

 -If so, what might I change? 

 -In general, did students achieve the learning goal? 

         The learning goals used and their possible effectiveness were examined to expedite the 

planning process and included; learning outcomes, evaluation methods, culminating activities 

and adaptations. Including appropriate adaptations is important because planning and 

implementing suitable adaptations help in creating classrooms where all students belong 

(Brownlee & King, 2000). Adaptations should be an integral part of “best practice” in teaching. 

Adaptations are “alterations in goals, expectations, presentations, materials, assistance, 

environment or assessment” (Brownlee & King, 2000, p. 80). The most important factor in 

planning is to “develop the program to meet these needs and “personalize” learning for the 

student” (Brownlee & King, 2000, p. 83). Ideally, when students are on an adaptive program and 

teachers are adhering to inclusionary practices that are working well all students blend into the 

classroom seamlessly.  
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The research journal excerpts focused on the observations made and strategies tried 

throughout the research process (summarized in Appendix G). The overall learning goal was to 

improve my practice of teaching narrative writing by using digital storytelling. The strategies 

used, noted by the research journal, included allowing for individual student choice in 

technology platforms and creating unique creations which engaged the students and fostered 

motivation. These options embraced the Universal Design for Learning principles by allowing 

for multiple means of representation and engagement. The students used their 3D models to 

describe their creatures and to help organize their storyboards. Cooperative learning strategies 

such as turn and talk, peer helpers and using speech-to-text were good alternatives to allow all 

students a voice. Storyboards provided excellent visual and graphic representations as well as 

providing an organizational tool for story scaffolding thereby supporting options for executive 

functioning. 

       Some challenges were observed and noted during the course of the digital storytelling 

project. Some digital options required pre-teaching if select students were not familiar with the 

techniques. Also, some student participants were more technologically advanced than others.  

Fortunately, they were very willing to help others and this led to a student “helper” role, which 

boosted the student self-confidence. Both Alice and Riley, who are more experienced with 

assistive technology, were especially eager to help and asked to be peer mentors. They were 

observed offering assistance to the needier students on numerous occasions. Additionally, I 

observed all the student interacting and making suggestions throughout the process. More 

advanced students added designs, animations, music and sound effects to digital stories. Perhaps 

the project could be extended in the future so all participants would be able to further embellish 

their stories. In addition, although the claymation was the most engaging strategy it required 
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short lessons on claymation techniques. However, to improve my practice to better support 

students with Specific Learning Disabilities as they write narratives many other areas of student 

interest could be used as a catalyst for digital storytelling and should be further explored in my 

future teaching practices. However, it is evident that allowing for individual student choice in 

creating unique creations engaged the students and using current popular trends created 

motivation.  

Cycle 1: Student Artifacts – Creations 

 

Initially, a motivational strategy was used that capitalized on the students’ current 

interests. The students created fantasy creatures to tell a narrative which were inspired by the 

popular Pokémon Go trend. Claymation was used as a creative tool to engage students in 

creating original Pokémon type creatures in a three-dimensional form. Initially the students 

sketched out and idea or found a digital image and then turned it into a three-dimensional model. 

The figures below illustrate the process of using a planning page and then an actual 3D model.  

Figure 1: Creature Drawing/ 3D Sample      

         

 The creation of the claymation models did require some pre-teaching of modelling 

techniques. The additional benefit was it allowed the students to expand their creativity, as the 

models had to be original creations. The modelling process also allowed for open student 
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discussions on the creature's character, possible habitat, powers, strengths and the like. In my 

observations, the creations and subsequent student discussions provided material for a richer 

more complete character to be the star in the narratives that followed. The majority of the 

participants enjoyed the creation process the most and many asked, “when can we do it again?” 

or “what is next?”  In fact, this observation has improved my practice by allowing for more 

independent student creativity and providing tangible models as motivational tools for writing. In 

fact, we are currently working on a follow up project using Lego creations in a Lego City to 

create a movie script written and directed by the students.  

The 3D creations also presented the opportunity for students to experiment with different 

setting to use in their stories as well as many different designs for their creatures. This acted as a 

scaffolding tool that added further dimensionality to the student stories and unobtrusively 

introduced the story elements of setting as well as characterization. The following figures 

represent a sample of the students’ creations and the settings utilized. A significant theme 

emerged during this process, as observed by myself as the researcher, and that was the 

importance of individual creativity. I observed the student participants were eager to create a 

variety of scenes using different settings and this provided them with additional story ideas. This 

was evident in the statements’ such as “What if I tried putting my character here… or here and 

then… this might happen.”  
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Figure 2:  Creature Scene Samples 

 

Cycle 2: Student Artifacts – Storyboards 

 

During the writing process, the students were given general guidelines to frame the 

digital narratives. It has been noted that for students with Learning Disabilities story writing 

often becomes descriptive or knowledge telling only (Bakken, Obiakor, & Rotatori, 2016). 

Therefore, specific strategy instruction for story grammar has been noted to support student story 

and personal narrative writing. Story grammar is based on the concept that all stories have 

certain elements that are required for high quality narratives. Various strategy approaches are 

recommended for narrative writing instruction. The W-W-W, What ¼ 2, How ¼ 2 (Who is the 

main character? When does the story take place? Where does the story take place? What does the 

main character do or want to do? What happens next? How does the story end? How does the 

main character feel?) strategy has been effective in improving young students’ story writing 

(Bakken, Obiakor, & Rotatori, 2016). The format of the storyboards included an initial 

Ocean Tundra Desert

River Forest Mountains



58 
 

description and information about the main character, which was loosely followed by the 

recommended strategy to embellish the narrative. 

When creating digital stories, the students composed the story using this organizational 

“chunking” visual strategy known as storyboarding. Once the storyboards were completed, 

image frames that complemented the narration were added. Frames were then sequenced to form 

a digital story composition and the images and graphics that portrayed the scenes represented on 

the storyboard were embedded into the story. Students then added to the digital stories using the 

visuals as a representation of their thinking and the frames as an organizational tool. Every step 

of this process was evaluated by myself as the teacher as researcher to examine how effective my 

teaching was and what needed to be modified in the practice. 

The images were arranged in a story sequence and accompanied by limited hand written 

or digital text. It was observed that all the students were very reluctant to write, had difficulties 

getting started and had scattered ideas and required an organizational framework (Graham et al., 

2001).  I observed many of the student participants did not initially know where to start or how 

to proceed with creating a story. I further observed when they begin to articulate story ideas the 

concept was there but the story did not have a cohesive flow and was often just random thoughts 

and actions attributed to the character. The students talked through the story ideas, often with 

each other, before framing their thoughts and they did require a story structure. Some students 

used traditional pencil and paper; others preferred a digital version that utilized frames using the 

word-processing and image functions of a computer or tablet to create a storyboard. In some 

cases, when the student has severe written impairments, they used only key words or requested a 

scribe. The choices, according to principles of Universal Design for Learning, were up to the 

individual students. The storyboards acted as a visual/ memory device to guide the students when 



59 
 

they digitally “talked” their story using speech-to-text technology.  The samples below illustrate 

the participants’ storyboards; 

Figure 3: Sample Storyboards  

 

Storyboard sample written by student 

 

Storyboard sample scribed for student 

     

       Overall, when the participants engaged in the organizational prewriting activity of 

storyboarding, they were keen about taking pre-planned pictures in a variety of settings to fit 

their narratives. They used the storyboard as an organisational tool, which outlined the story 

requirements, and the participants could expand their thoughts and ideas through speech-to- text 

without the constraints of writing or conventional keyboarding. Therefore, to improve my 
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practice to better support students with Specific Learning Disabilities as they write narratives I 

need to embed structural scaffolding supports such as storyboarding. 

 Cycle 3: Student Artifacts - Digital Stories 

 

        To create the digital stories the storyboard compositions were transferred to a digital 

format and embedded pictures were added with the digitized speech-to-text narration. It should 

be noted there are a vast variety of digital story making tools but for the purposes of this study 

they were limited to those capable of speech-to-text technology. Students were given a choice of 

platforms using either the tablets or computers. The following table represents what preferred 

choices the participants, using their pseudonyms, made in relations to technology instruments 

and related programs. 

Table 3: Technology Instruments and Programs 

Technology Instruments/Programs Device Program 

Participant  #1 Alice Tablet Ipad App-Storybook Creator Pro 

Participant  #2 Bill  Tablet Ipad App-Storybook Creator Pro 

Participant  #3 Bonnie Tablet Ipad App-Storybook Creator Pro 

Participant  #4 Gail Tablet Ipad App-Storybook Creator Pro 

Participant  #5 Jack Tablet Ipad App-Storybook Creator Pro 

Participany #6 Riley Digital camera/ computer Microsoft-Talk Typer & PowerPoint 

 

The oral narratives were coherent, had a natural flow and were often re-worded to contain 

descriptive words. Students often stopped, listened to their own recordings and reworked them until they 

sounded right to them. They often extended the narrative and added additional images, graphics, sound 

effects and even music. This process was possible by using multiple means of expression and by 

allowing for a customized display of information by employing different images, backgrounds, settings, 
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poses as well as the use of digital voice recording, sounds and music.  The samples below illustrate the 

comparison between the original storyboard frame and the finished digital frame.  The first sample 

contains student writing followed by the digital speech-to-text version. This second sample was 

originally scribed for the student but the digital version is completely the student’s own creation.  

Figure 4: Frame Comparisons Samples 

 

                          

 

        

Not only was the language more descriptive in the digital version, it was also more complex. In 

addition, students used a variety of settings, which inspired them to enhance their original 

narratives by adding additional scenes and digital text to the story. This is evident in the 

following sequenced sample; comparing the scribed frames in the storyboard to the sequence 

digital frames created using speech-to-text. 

This is Croconaut he is the evolution of 

Totodile. He is stronger and has better attacks. 

A very, very long time ago there was just Archeous. Then he created the 

world of Pokémon. Then he created a place called Undul and many 

Pokémon changed in that world. There was new Pokémon and new 

people. And then Archeous went there and became Iceous. 
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Figure 5: Sequenced Frames 

 

 

              

       

Spider steals Glacions 
egg. He is Meowth's 
henchman.

Meowth steals the baby 
and Glacion gets mad 
and knocks Meowth to 
the ground.

Spider takes him to 
the desert. My 

character defeats 
Meowth and took her 

kids back. Yeah!

And my character lives 
happily ever after except 
for Meowth because he 
is bad and doesn,t get to 
have a happy ever after.
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 It is interesting to note there was a substantial difference in the amount of text when the 

students had to rely on their pencil and paper method compared to the digital version. The 

difference was not as obvious when the students had access to a scribe but unfortunately this 

accommodation is not always available in a real classroom setting. However, if accessible 

technology is available in the classroom then students could work independently by using 

speech-to-text and not have to rely on the availability of a scriber. Some participants had 

difficulties choosing the just right picture to match their storyline but they then re-took the image 

to match the story flow. Many participants added additional scenes to their digital stories and 

many even added musical introductions, sound effects and additional graphics. All the 

participants added a recording of their own voices to the narrative, which basically followed the 

text version. Here, it was observed many of the student participants added tone and volume to 

their voices. They modulated the volume to create different moods or emotions. Some even 

embellished the textual narrative with additions or even voice sound effects. It also allowed 

students with reading difficulties the chance to hear their own voice in their digital stories. 

An Analysis of the Data: Rubrics Assessment 

      Rubrics were then used to determine the overall quality of the participants’ 

compositions, both a student/participant self-scored rubric and a teacher/researcher scored rubric 

(Appendix F). Rubrics were used in assessment because “research in explicit strategy instruction, 

cognitive strategies, self-assessment, and feedback contribute to the theory that supports the 

usefulness of rubrics to improve writing performance” (Grande, 2003, p. 71). The rubrics were 

scored and graphed according to the quality indicators most commonly used for digital 

storytelling including point of view, dramatic question, emotional content, economy, pacing, the 
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gift of voice and images (Lambert, 2005). The students were provided with their own rubric 

because,    

 instructional rubrics act as procedural facilitators before, during, and after the writing 

process, thereby making the task of writing less difficult. When students have access to 

the scoring guides, resistance to writing is lowered, teachers and students have an 

effective guide for conferencing, and students are more readily able to internalize the 

criteria for acceptable performance (Grande, 2003, p. 67).  

Instructional rubrics also allow teachers to model and prompt students for the desired qualities of 

writing and to give supportive and corrective feedback to improve future performances (Grande, 

2003). The rubrics were slightly different in that the student rubric used language more suitable 

to the students’ knowledge base and comprehension as illustrated in the tables below. 

Table 4: Rubrics 

Teacher Rubric  
Point of View Establishes a purpose and maintains a clear focus; strong awareness of audience. 

There is one clear, well-focused topic. Main idea stands out and is supported by detailed 

information. 

Dramatic Question Realization is dramatically different from expectation 

Emotional Content Audience is deeply and emotionally engaged 

Economy Sequential composition and transitions; logical and meaningful details add to the story. A 

variety of thoughtful transitions are used. They clearly show how ideas are connected. 

Pacing Perfect pacing and engaging rhythm; use of punctuation adds to the story. Needs no editing 

Gift of Voice Vivid and imaginative descriptive details are present -Writing reflects a unique, consistent 

personal voice. 

Writer uses vivid words and phrases that linger or draw pictures in the reader's mind, and the 

choice and placement of the words seems accurate, natural and not forced. 

Images Images create a distinct tone or atmosphere that embellish story.  

 

Student Rubric  

Point of View Clear focus; very interested audience. 

Topic and main idea stands out. Detailed information. 

Dramatic Question Realization is dramatically different from expectation 

Emotional Content Create a deep feeling for the audience 

Economy Frame transitions make sense 

Details added and connecting ideas 

Pacing Story flows and using correct punctuation. 

Gift of Voice Use “picture” words and sentences to write own imaginative story 

Images All pictures help tell the story 
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The rubrics allowed the teacher as researcher and the student as participant to evaluate set 

criteria. The student rubric allowed for self-evaluation, reflection and assessment. The teacher 

rubric provided ongoing assessment or formative assessment. Since the focus of the research 

project was to improve methodology in writing instruction the “rubrics, in conjunction with the 

writing process approach, may help provide information about the qualities of desired 

performances to struggling writers, thus increasing the chances they will meet specified 

standards” (Grande, 2003, p. 70). Also, rubrics may aid struggling writers in the self-regulation 

of writing — a goal of composition instruction (Graham & Harris, 1994). The rubrics were 

scored using a 4-point scale using the following valuations; 4 exceeding expectations, 3 meets 

expectations, and 2 minimally meet expectations and 1 not yet meeting expectations. The results 

are as follows; 

Table 5: Rubrics Scores 

Student Rubric       

Participants Score #1  #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 

Point of View 4 4 3 3 4 4 

Dramatic Question 4 4 3 4 4 4 

Emotional Content 4 4 3 3 4 4 

Economy 4 4 3 4 4 4 

Pacing 3 3 3 3 4 3 

Gift of Voice 4 4 4 4 4 4 

Images 4 4 4 4 4 4 

Totals 27 27 23 25 28 27 

 

       Overall the student participants rated themselves very high. Some students even commented 

they were in the “plus, plus 4” area or they felt their story should be scored “1000%”. The 

researcher-teacher ratings were slightly lower overall but still in the high average range. It is 

interesting to note the participants were pleased with their results and consistently assigned 

higher rates in all areas. However, although the rubrics outline the requirements I observed the 

students did not examine their own work with a critical lens and did not allow for a lot of self-

Teacher Rubric       

Participants Score #1  #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 

Point of View 4 3 3 3 4 4 

Dramatic Question 4 4 3 4 3 4 

Emotional Content 3 3 3 3 3 4 

Economy 3 4 3 4 4 4 

Pacing 3 3 2 4 3 3 

Gift of Voice 4 4 3 3 4 4 

Images 4 4 4 4 4 4 

Totals 25 25 21 25 25 27 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Formative_assessment
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reflection. However, they were very confident and proud of their stories as evidenced by their 

self-assessments on the rubrics. Therefore, I can improve my practice to better support students 

with Specific Learning Disabilities as they write narratives using digital storytelling by designing 

a rubric that involved more individual student input in the creation and implementation phases to 

allow for a more student confidence and creating a sense of accomplishment centered formative 

assessment.  

An Analysis of the Data: Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 

The participants were interviewed using semi-structured questions and the responses 

were analyzed to determine if any themes, issues or factors emerged. Sagor (1993) states there 

are generally of two types: (a) items that come up repeatedly or (b) idiosyncratic items that seem 

particularly noteworthy. This process of skimming the data allows the researcher insight into the 

results. This initial review of the data is aimed at developing fortuitous insights (Sagor, 1993). 

Individual responses were taken into consideration as well as an analysis in the content of data 

provided by other participants. The following questions were asked; 

1. What did you find most challenging? Why? Can you explain further? 

2. What did you find most enjoyable? Why? Can you explain further? 

3. Did you feel your writing changed using digital writing? Can you give me specific 

examples of how? 

4. Can you tell me about your overall experience in digital story writing? 

5. What ideas and writing practices will you remember or use when you are next asked to 

write? 

Sagor (1993) suggests that verbatim responses often provide one of the richest sources of 

information. My goal was to capture student language using their exact words.  



67 
 

The responses were sorted using theme sorting frames to record three kinds of 

information: the theme, examples of the theme (data), and the number of times examples of the 

theme were found represented by “N” (Alber, 2010). 

Table 6: Theme Sorting Frame- Student Responses

 

 

      Overall, when the participants were asked what was the most challenging they all responded 

it was easy or “it was not that hard.”  Only one participant expressed concern about having 

difficulties matching the pictures to his story concept, however all the participants enjoyed taking 

pictures. Most participants found the experience of creating the character, taking pictures and 

working together the most enjoyable part of the experience. One participant described the 

process as “talking and playing with other people.” All the participants felt their writing had 

changed because it was easier and they could “say what they wanted” without the constraints of 

traditional writing. One participant stated about traditional writing “the teacher rushes me in 

class when I try to write” and, “I cannot focus on what the teacher says and write at the same 

• "Pretty fun to just say it"

• "It was not that hard, just fun"

• "I had fun I really would like to do it again"

• "I loved it and would use it over and over 
again!"

• "It was fun working together"

Theme  Enjoyment (Fun)

N= 10

• "It was easier and worked better"

• "It was fun and way easier"

• "It was better because I can say what I want 
to say"

Theme  Ease of use (Easier)

N= 8

• "Computers makes it fun and way easier"

• "I remember how to do computer digitals 
better"

• "Speech-to-text is better because my hand 
gets tired when I write"

Theme  Technology

N= 9
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time.”  When using speech-to-text the participant claimed, “I can think about what I want to say 

and change it if I want” without feeling rushed. All participants claimed the overall experience 

was “fun” and worked “way better.” In addition, all participants claimed they would use speech-

to-text again if given the opportunity. All the participants also asked, “What are we doing next?” 

in reference to the next digital story project. As a researcher and teacher I cam improve my 

practice by planning writing activities that are enjoyable, allow for ease of use when using 

accessible technology to better support students with Specific Learning Disabilities.  

         During the course of this research project several reoccurring themes occurred and 

overlapped during the various cycles. These themes have implications for further teaching 

practice and recommendations. Based on the findings of the research project there are several 

implications to consider in relation to my current teaching practices. 

Emergent Themes 

In this research project, student participants with Specific Leaning Disabilities created 

digital stories using assistive technology. They were successful in creating engaging and 

interesting descriptive narratives using digital storytelling techniques when they enjoyed the 

activity and had easy access to relevant technology. Initially, I observed these students all had 

negative perceptions toward print tasks and particularly towards creative story writing using the 

traditional methods. Statements such as, “Do I have to write?” and, “Can you do it for me?” were 

commonplace. When digital storytelling was introduced as an alternative, the students adapted 

readily and were enthusiastic about creating their own narratives independently. Participants 

expressed relief over not having to write a story as they were using speech-to-text technology to 

speak a story. The participants were extremely engaged in creating their three dimensional multi-

modal creations that acted as a motivational tool for creating their stories. This was evident in the 
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follow-up student interviews as all of the participants claimed it was the most enjoyable activity 

of the project. I, as the researcher, also observed the student participants we engaged and focused 

during the creation cycle. The students worked on a current topic, which was highly motivating, 

the group agreed to use fantasy creatures as a general theme with a specific emphasis on 

Pokémon creatures as a guide. Most of the participants were interested in the Pokémon Go craze 

and this acted as a catalyst for the creations and the storytelling. In the researcher’s estimation, 

the students were motivated and engaged when the topic of interest was student generated and a 

current trend.  

Several additional reoccurring themes emerged during this action research project. While 

creating the 3D creations during Cycle 1 the students created original creatures which allowed 

for student creativity. The students attributed characteristics to their creations and placed them in 

a variety of settings. I observed the additional creature attributes and settings allowed for richer 

student stories. During cycle 2 it was evident that the storyboards provided structural support for 

organization and allowed the students a scaffolding tool. Students were frequently observed 

referring back to their storyboards when creating the digital stories and asking, “What’s next?” 

Therefore, the completed digital stories in Cycle 3 contained more detailed, descriptive text and a 

richer vocabulary. During the assessment portion of the research project it was evident the rubric 

evaluation boosted confidence and instilled a sense of self-pride as all the participants scored 

themselves in the higher ranges for creating digital narratives.  

 Overall, the data collected for this study: creations, the storyboards, digital stories, rubrics 

assessments and the student semi-structured interview responses led to several conclusions.  This 

evidence can be used to alter my current teaching to enable me to improve my teaching practice 

to enhance student learning. I then may effect positive change in my school environment to 
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improve my practice to better support students with Specific Learning Disabilities as they write 

narratives using digital storytelling. 

Implications for Teaching Practices 

          During the research project, several overlapping themes emerged that were particularly 

significant and will impact future teaching practices.  

Enjoyment and Engagement. The first implication to consider is related to the student 

engagement and motivation and how it correlates to writing. The researcher observed that when 

the students were having fun and actively engaged they were motivated to produce better quality 

work. Current research shows digital storytelling motivates struggling writers as they experience 

the enjoyment of creating stories using multimedia (Shadiev et al., 2014; Silio, 2008; Stanely & 

Dillingham, 2010; Sylvester & Greenidge, 2009). In addition, recent research suggests digital 

storytelling practices have a positive effect on the writing practices of struggling students 

(Candreva, 2011; Chun-Ming et al., 2012; Schank, 1990). Also, while using digital writing the 

students are more engaged (Ballast, Stephens & Radcliffe, 2008; Gakhar & Thompson, 2007; 

Sadik, 2008). My findings reinforce the findings of these studies. Therefore, to improve my 

practice and better support students with Specific Learning Disabilities as they write narratives 

using digital storytelling I will ensure it is an enjoyable experience. I need to teach to the 

students’ strengths and interests to increase motivation and engagement. I found that students 

need to be engaged in relevant topics that are of interest to them to be successful. 

Technology and Ease of Access.  When students are provided with the necessary and 

relevant technology it is easier to use than traditional methods and it is the preferred method 

(Daiute, & Morse, 1994).  Students with Specific Learning Disabilities benefit from using 

assistive technology because it allows for ease of access (Lee, 2011; MacArthur, Ferretti, Okolo, 
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& Cavalier, 2001; Olson, 2006; Petrick, 2015; Silio, 2008; Starks, 2015; Toll, 2014; Warschauer 

& Matuchniak, 2010;). I observed access was especially important for the students with severe 

written output issues; speech-to-text technology allowed them to tell longer more detailed stories 

without the constraints of conventional methods. Traditionally, these students must rely on 

themselves to write or wait until a scribe can assist them. Often the flow of the writing is lost, or 

maybe limited and does not allow them to express themselves fully. I observed when the students 

have access to appropriate technology support this is not the case. This was evident in the 

students’ digital stories as well as in their comments, such as, “I can say what I want …. when I 

need to.”   I, as the teacher, need to provide the applicable accessible technology to allow for 

ease of access so students with Specific Learning Disabilities find writing easier and not a 

struggle. Accessible technology, in my observation, would improve general teaching practices 

overall to better support students with Specific Learning Disabilities when they write narratives. 

Organizational Scaffolding.  Digital technology allowed the participants to tell more 

complex narratives; however, they still required a scaffolding frame to help with organization 

(Cuccio-Slichko, 2015; Englert, et al., 2007; Gonzalez-Ledo, 2012; MacArthur et al., 2001). In 

this activity storyboards were used but in my future practice I will provide a variety of 

organizational tools to help student with Specific Learning Disabilities with written output 

issues.  This is a necessary practice in most writing activities for students with Specific Learning 

Disabilities as current research indicates (Cuccio-Slichko, 2015; Englert, et al., 2007; Gonzalez-

Ledo, 2012; MacArthur et al., 2001).   

Authentic Ownership and Audience. I noted the quality of digital writing improved 

when the participants had ownership in the writing activity and it was related to their personal 

interests. This was evident in the comparisons between the original stories and the final digital 
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narratives that were presented. Digital writing emphasizes selecting a meaningful topic because 

the topic is the most important process in digital storytelling (Robin, 2007).  Furthermore, having 

an authentic audience to present the digital stories boosted the student confidence. This 

confidence was evident in the students’ self-assessment rubrics; all the students scored 

themselves in the highest ranges.  Lastly, the participants could present their work to a variety of 

authentic audiences of their own choice across a variety of environments. Most chose to present 

to each other as well, which encouraged peer support and praise in the form of positive feedback. 

In addition, I observed providing students, who have written output difficulties, an authentic 

voice through speech-to-text technology was also a key factor in ownership (Lee, 2010). In my 

future practice, I need to be cognizant that when students have ownership in the writing activity 

and it is related to their interests it will most likely be more successful. I believe this has 

implication for writing practices for most students across most teaching environments. 

Creativity and Choice. Another theme that emerged was the opportunity for student 

creativity that digital writing presented, as evidenced in related research (Porter, 2005; Robin, 

2006; Laidlaw & O’Mara, 2015; Starks, 2015; Di Cesare, 2015). This creativity was apparent in 

the 3D creature creations, the storyboards, the settings and in the final digital stories. The student 

participants were allowed individual choice in all the action research cycles and I observed this 

enhanced the creative process. The digital stories, compared to the original text on the 

storyboards, were richer and more detailed. The digital story frames contain more complex 

wording and students added their own voice and sound effects to make the final presentations 

more entertaining to their intended audience. The implications for my current teaching practice 

are evident; allow for individual choice and creativity to better support students with Specific 

Learning Disabilities as they write narratives using digital storytelling 
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Student Confidence. Lastly, but in my opinion the most significant theme that emerge 

was student confidence. Current research indicates student confidence is directly related to 

writing quality (Candreva, 2011; Di Cesare, 2015; Hen & Goroshit, 2012; Hull & Katz, 2006; 

Xu et al., 2011). The student participants stated on numerous occasions they felt the project was 

easy and this was indicated by their rubrics self-evaluation with high ratings. All the participants 

were eager to start a new digital writing project and in fact did. This is a significant shift in my 

practice as, through the process of this action research project, I have come to realize the 

importance of student confident. Confidence is a motivational drive that allows the student to 

enjoy the task and explore further boundaries and perhaps take risks. In fact, digital storytelling 

can improve students' writing skills as well as critical thinking skills (Gakhar & Thompson, 

2007). Student confidence is a key element in teaching practice especially to better support 

students with Specific Learning Disabilities as they write narratives using digital storytelling. 

Limitations and Value 

       A limitation of the study was the small number of research participants; therefore, the 

finding may not generalize to all other students with Specific Learning Disabilities. Also, the 

research was conducted in a particular environment, the Learning Support room, so the students 

may not have the same individualized attention and access to technology in a regular classroom 

setting. Therefore, similar studies with larger numbers of participants, in alternate environments 

may not have the same results and be depend on technology accessibility.  

However, in this case the participants encompassed a wide variety of students with 

Specific Learning Disabilities, as they all had differing disabilities, with the common 

denominator of poor written output. Perhaps, further future research could explore a wider range 

of students with SLD across a range of school environments. In addition, digital storytelling with 
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students with SLD has not been researched extensively as it is a new area of study. As digital 

writing is a recent innovation it is recommended further research needs to be undertaken to 

further investigate the implications for students with Specific Learning Disabilities. 

Optimistically, there is value in my findings not only for me and other special education 

teachers but perhaps for the academic field when supporting written output for SLD students. My 

practice has changed while completing this project because through the experience of action 

research several relevant themes have emerged that had significant implications.  Overall, to 

improve my practice and better support students with Specific Learning Disabilities as they write 

narratives using digital storytelling the students need to be engaged and enjoying the activity. 

Writing topics should be relevant student choices to allow for student creativity and ownership. 

Moreover, authentic stories thrive when presented to authentic audiences and this fosters student 

confidence in their digital writing abilities. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion  

      This action research study examined how teaching practices can be improved to better 

support students with Specific Learning Disabilities as they write narratives using digital 

storytelling. The study found a variety of themes that effect teaching practices to better support 

students with SLD with written output challenges. Emergent themes indicated participation in 

the production of digital stories can have an impact on the quality of written output for students 

with SLD. Digital storytelling provides an engaging means for students to tell their stories in the 

digital age. Effective teaching practices for improving written output for students with SLD 

include; enjoyment and engagement, technology and ease of access, organization and 

scaffolding, authentic ownership and audience, creativity and choice, and ensuring student 

confidence. Students need access to assistive technology that meets their needs. Writing 

activities need scaffolding to provide embed organization. Students need to be allowed creativity 

and choice so they can own their stories and present them to authentic audiences.  Most 

importantly, student confidence is an important factor as it creates motivation and a positive 

sense of self. 

Current research demonstrates that digital storytelling is an effective tool for struggling 

writers. Creating digital stories motivates struggling writers as they experience more enjoyment 

in creating stories (Di Cesare, 2015; Sylvester & Greenidge, 2009; Schank, 1990). Also, 

struggling writers employ digital technology to scaffold literacy. Also, presenting a digital story 

to a wide audience encourages struggling writers to improve their stories (Sylvester & 

Greenidge, 2009). Students who struggle became more confident and eager to participate when 

using digital technology (Candreva, 2011). Overall, recent research suggests digital storytelling 
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practices have a positive effect on the writing practices of struggling students (Candreva, 2011; 

Sylvester & Greenidge, 2009; Chun-Ming et al., 2012).   

Therefore, practitioners should consider the inclusion of digital storytelling methodology 

into current teaching practices because students who a digitally literate will be better equipped 

for 21st century learning. Digital writing is becoming an increasingly necessary skill as it offers 

an alternative for students with SLD and enables them to become equal citizens in the learning 

community. For learners to adapt in the 21st century they must become digitally literate, this 

means new practices need to be adopted and new knowledge must be created to change 

educational environments. Therefore, effective teaching practices to better support students with 

Specific Learning Disabilities, as they write narratives using digital storytelling, need to be 

implemented. 

In keeping with the principals of UDL, these effective teaching practices could be 

extended to all students within the inclusive classroom. All students need to explore practices 

that may not only improve their writing but also their mindset towards writing. Digital 

storytelling is universal and the practice can apply to any student. Digital storytelling is engaging 

and students enjoy listening to and telling stories. This is especially true if the stories are student 

created and are relevant to them. Technology creates a bridge and allows all students to access 

digital storytelling, regardless of their reading or writing abilities. There is a vast variety of 

digital tools available including computer, tablets and even cellular phones. I would encourage 

teachers to use what is available to their best advantage. In an inclusionary classroom, teachers 

need to make their students aware of the accessibility options. The story told can fit the student, 

it can be short and simple or extended and embellished, depending on the desire and voice of the 

student.  
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To create coherent stories, students need some form of organizational scaffolding. The 

research project used multi-stage organizational frameworks; from the character creation to the 

individual images with print text, to the organization-reorganization, to the verbal articulation in 

pair-share, the speech-to-text function, to re-reading and the final self assessment rubric. I would 

recommend multi-stage organizational planning for writing activities so that students can 

connect with the strategy that best resonates with their unique learning style. Allowing student 

options for choice within organizational parameters is the best practice.  

Practitioners should encourage student choice and creativity increase self-confidence in a 

students digital writing abilities. During the research project, it was noted positive 

encouragement, especially by student peers concerning individual choices and creativity, 

appeared to boost confidence. This was validated by the student input on the self-scoring rubric, 

overall students’ perceptions of their digital stories were overwhelmingly positive. The student 

participants scored themselves in the highest ranges. Teachers should consider student input in 

the evaluation process as standard practice for writing assignments. Student confidence was also 

greatly enhanced when students had authentic ownership of their stories and could present to a 

variety of audiences. The culmination of this research project allowed the students to present to 

their peers as well as other student audiences. Their parents or guardians were also given the 

opportunity to view the final digital stories either in person or digitally. Digitally stories allow 

students to present their finished stories to an audience, without the awkwardness of traditional 

oral presentations, in a non-threatening manner. During the digital story presentation students 

can act as facilitators, as they did in this project, which further promoted their self-confidence.  
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 Future Directions 

Regardless, whatever the future holds, it will include technology and technology will 

continue to provide support and level the playing field for students with LD in school (Bakken, 

et. al. 2013). Raymond Kurzweil, in his book The Age of Intelligent Machines, used the history 

of computer development to predict a 21st century revolution in the “way we understand 

humanity, intelligence…. a revolution with salience for people with disabilities. He hoped that 

computer technology would allow people with disabilities to have the opportunities that have 

been denied to them, the same opportunities available to people who are not disabled…. 

Kurzweil hoped that computer technology would provide a more level playing field for people 

with disabilities by accommodating their needs” (as quoted in Petrick, 2015, p. 51). In the 21st 

century “the personal computer’s values of openness, shared information, universality, and 

augmentation all came together in technologies that allow people with disabilities access to new 

abilities” (as quoted in Petrick, 2015, p. 55). Moreover, in alliance with the principals of 

Universal Design,  

by understanding and accommodating the variety of user needs, technology can be   

universally usable. In the process of accessible computer technologies being 

developed, people with disabilities became the paradigmatic computer users. The 

technology directly accommodated their abilities and frequently transformed features 

created for specialized purposes into features for general use by people who did not 

identify as disabled (Petrick, 2015, p. 55).  

It is my hope as well that the judicious use of technology will create equal access and provide 

new opportunities to students with Specific Learning Disabilities that will be extended to all 

students. Being able to use your voice to tell your own story in a creative, non-restraining way is 
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one small step towards self-expression, personal fulfillment and accomplishment. Every student 

should be allowed this prospect and I believe it is my role as an educator to provide that 

opportunity. 
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Vancouver Island University 

Parental/Guardian Recruitment Script/Consent Form 

Writing Digital Stories 

(Appendix: A) 

Recruitment Script 

Dear Parent/Guardian,  

Good day. As you may know, as well as being Special Education teacher here at Arden 

Elementary School, and your son/daughter’s Learning Support Teacher, I am also a student in 

the Master of Education in Special Education program at Vancouver Island University. A 

requirement of the program is to design and conduct an educational research project. This letter 

explains the project, and invites your child to be a participant in my research. The purpose of the 

research activity is to examine how I may improve my teaching practice to help students with 

written output challenges. You child will be participating in a digital storytelling project as part 

of their regular Learning Support instruction. The students will meet during regularly allotted 

pull-out Learning Support time twice per week @ 30 minutes for approximately 4-6 weeks. I 

will teach your child how to use either the computer or a tablet to create digital narrative stories. 

I will use technology to audio record my own observations. At the end of the project I will ask 

your child a few questions about their digital stories and what they have learned during the 

project. The interviews will be brief (less than 15 minutes) and informal. The students’ digital 

story can be viewed by you as their parent/guardian for at the end of the project. The results of 

this study will add to my understanding of how students can use digital tools to support writing. 

This understanding will help me examine how technology can further support diverse learners’ 

needs in the classroom. 

I am also requesting your consent, and your child’s assent for me to use some of the 

information generated in the program to analyze as a part of my research. This would include; 

the pre-project writing storyboard, the digital story and writing rubric assessment and the 5 

transcribed answers to the informal interview questions.  If he or she does not want to participate 

in the interview or have the interview recorded, he/she may let me or you know.  Your child’s 

digital story writing sample could become part of the data collected for the study. If you choose 

to consent to this study I will not be aware of your consent until the project ends; this is to ensure 

all possible participants are treated equally. Your child’s participation in the digital storytelling 

project is not dependent on participation in the project. I will not know who is participating until 

I open the sealed consent form envelopes at the end of the project. If you consent to your child's 

participation in this project, please complete the attached consent form and explain the assent 

form to your son/daughter. If you and your child agree please seal the forms in the attached 

envelope and deliver them to the Administrative Assistant at Arden School by (00/00/00) to be 

stored in a sealed box in the main office until completion of the project. If you and your child do 

not consent/assent, nothing further is required.  
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Writing Digital Stories 

Parental/Guardian Consent 

I request your consent for your son/daughter to be a participant in this study. As a 

participant, she/he would do nothing differently than the other students in the project. Because 

consents are returned in sealed envelopes, I will not know who the participants are until the end 

of study. Your consent would allow me to report on the following as data for this study: the pre-

project writing storyboard, the digital story and writing rubric assessment and the 5 transcribed 

answers to the informal audio-recorded interview questions.  Refusal to agree will involve no 

penalty or loss of educational benefits to which your child is otherwise entitled. You may elect to 

withdraw permission at any time, up until the data is analyzed on (00/00/00) by contacting me, 

Mrs. Quiring, by phone or e-mail and I will no longer collect any data or information. All records 

of participation will be kept strictly confidential such that only I and my supervisor will have 

access to the information. Data will be stored electronically with restricted access. No data will 

be accessible to the internet or cloud storage. All electronic data files will be deleted by 

(00/00/00) at the end of the study. The results of the study will be reported in a written research 

report. There is no cost to participate in this study, nor is there compensation. The digital tools 

belong to the school and will be kept in the Learning Support room. 

Parents/guardians who have consented may meet with me following the completion of 

this study for information regarding their child’s activities during the course of the study. 

Feedback will be provided regarding the project in the form of a request for a viewing of your 

child’s digital story at the end of the study. In addition, I will be available at this time to answer 

any questions regarding the study and your child’s performance. 

Please be assured when I write up the study, I will keep your child's identity confidential 

and only refer to him/her by a pseudonym. However, there is a risk that your child could be 

identifiable by someone who recognizes the story or quotes of his/her statements. There are no 

known harms associated with participation in this study. This study may assist other 

professionals in examining if and how digital tools can support learning.  

  If you have any questions, concerns, or complaints about the research contact, Mrs. Jody 

Quiring @ (250)334-3191 or by email Jody.Quiring@sd71.bc.ca. You may also contact my 

faculty advisor Mary Anne Richards@viu.ca If you have any concerns about your child’s 

treatment as a research participant in this study, please contact the VIU Research Ethics Officer, 

by telephone at 250-753-3245 (ext., 2665) or by email at reb@viu.ca. 

I have read the above form, understand the information read, understand that I can ask 

questions or withdraw my child. I voluntarily agree to allow my child to participate in this study. 

I have been provided a copy of this permission form. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Parent/Guardian        Date  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Jody.Quiring@sd71.bc.ca
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Vancouver Island University 

Digital Storytelling Student Recruitment Script/Assent Form 

Writing Digital Stories 

(Appendix: B) 

 

Student Recruitment Script 

In the Learning Support program at Arden school you will be working with me, Mrs. 

Quiring, the Learning Support teacher, on a project about digital storytelling and writing. This 

project will take about 5-6 weeks and will twice a week in the Learning Support room at Arden 

School. This is what the project is about. I am working on a project about how to help improve 

student writing using digital storytelling.  

You will be working together with other students, using the computer and tablets, to 

create stories. This project will give you the opportunity to explore how technology can be used 

to help you learn. You will be using speech to text technology to help write the stories. I will 

work with you several times during the week. When the digital stories are complete I will ask 

you a few questions about the project and audio record your answers about what you learned. I 

will also assess your stories and ask you to mark yourself. If you wish when are done you can 

show your digital stories to an audience of your choice: just yourself, others in the group or other 

classes. Your parents/guardians and the teacher will be viewing the story when you are done. I 

will be sending home a letter to inform your parent/guardians about the project and asking for 

their consent. I will not know which students have permission for me to use the information from 

the project until we are finished but we will be doing the digital stories together as a group 

anyway.  

Student Assent 

The teacher, Mrs. Quiring, will be working on a project as well. She is going to study how her 

teaching is helping you write digital stories. She will be using technology like audio recording to 

record her progress. When she writes up her project she will keep your identity secret by using a 

fake name. Your name will never appear in any work that she may write about you. Any other 

work with your real name on it will not be used. You can be a part of the writing project without 

agreeing to be in the study. It is up to you. If you and your parents agree that I can use your 

storyboard, story, writing assessments and interview answers in my project, please sign this 

form. If you have any questions, concerns, or complaints tell your teacher or your parents, or 

Mrs. Quiring.  

I have read or listened to my parent/guardian explain the study. I have had all my 

questions answered and I voluntarily agree to participate in the study.  

Signed by Student: __________________________________________  

   Name    Date 
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Vancouver Island University 

Student Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

Writing Digital Stories 

(Appendix: C) 

 

 

6. What did you find most challenging? Why? Can you explain further? 

7. What did you find most enjoyable? Why? Can you explain further? 

8. Did you feel your writing changed using digital writing? Can you give me specific 

examples of how? 

9. Can you tell me about your overall experience in digital story writing? 

10. What ideas and writing practices will you remember or use when you are next asked to 

write? 
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Vancouver Island University 

Researcher Journal Questions 

Writing Digital Stories 

(Appendix: D) 

 

 

 

-What was today's learning goal? 

 -What were tools/strategies used? 

 -In general, how useful was the tool or strategy for the students? 

 -What qualities make this tool/strategy valuable? 

 -What problems/difficulties or challenges did this tool/strategy have? 

 -Would I use this again? 

 -If so, what might I change? 

 -In general, did students achieve the learning goal? 



97 
 

Writing Digital Stories Rubrics (Appendix: E) 

Teacher Rubric 4 -Exceeds expectations 3- Meets expectations 2-Minimally meets 

expectations 

1-Does not yet meet 

expectations 

Point of View Establishes a purpose and 

maintains a clear focus; strong 

awareness of audience. 

There is one clear, well-

focused topic. Main idea stands 

out and is supported by detailed 

information. 

Focuses on a purpose; 

communicates with an 

audience. Main idea is clear but 

the supporting information is 

general. 

 

Some evidence of a purpose. 

Lapse in focus; weak 

awareness of audience. Main 

idea is somewhat clear but 

there is a need for more 

supporting information. 

Limited awareness of audience 

or purpose. 

The main idea is not clear. 

There is a seemingly random 

collection of information. 

Dramatic Question Realization is dramatically 

different from expectation 

Realization differs noticeably 

from expectation 

Realisation barely differs from 

expectation 

Realization and expectation do 

not differ 

Emotional Content Audience is deeply and 

emotionally engaged 

Audience is emotionally 

engaged 

Audience lapses in emotionally 

engagement 

Audience has little or no 

emotionally engagement 

Economy Sequential composition and 

transitions; logical and 

meaningful details add to the 
story. A variety of thoughtful 

transitions are used. They 

clearly show how ideas are 

connected. 

Sequential composition and 

transitions; logical details add 

to story. Transitions clearly 
show how ideas are connected, 

but there is little variety 

Sequential composition and 

transitions; some detail added. 

Some transitions work well but 
connections between other 

ideas are unclear. 

Sequential composition and 

transitions; Not enough or too 

much detail. The transitions 
between ideas are unclear or 

nonexistent. 

Pacing Perfect pacing and engaging 

rhythm; use of punctuation 

adds to the story. Needs no 

editing 

Pacing and rhythm appropriate; 

use of punctuation appropriate. 

Needs limited editing 

Pacing adequate, some rhythm; 

some misuse use of 

punctuation. Needs some 

editing  

Uneven pacing and lack of 

rhythm; misuse of punctuation 

in the story. Needs extensive 

editing 

Gift of  Voice Vivid and imaginative 

descriptive details are present -

Writing reflects a unique, 

consistent personal voice. 

Writer uses vivid words and 
phrases that linger or draw 

pictures in the reader's mind, 

and the choice and placement 

of the words seems accurate, 

natural and not forced. 

Descriptive details are present -

Writing reflects a consistent 

personal voice. 

Writer uses vivid words and 

phrases that linger or draw 
pictures in the reader's mind, 

but occasionally the words are 

used inaccurately or seem 

overdone. 

Details are present -Writing 

reflects a personal voice. 

Writer uses words that 

communicate clearly, but the 

writing lacks variety. 

No details are present -Writing 

reflects no personal voice. 

Writer uses a limited 

vocabulary that does not 

communicate strongly or 
capture the reader's interest.  

Images Images create a distinct tone or 

atmosphere that embellish 

story.  

Images create a distinct tone or 

atmosphere that fit the story. 

Images create a distinct tone or 

atmosphere match some parts 

of the story. 

Little or no attempt to use 

images to create an appropriate 

atmosphere or tone 

 (Barrett, 2006) 
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Student Rubric 4 -Exceeds expectations 3- Meets expectations 2-Minimally meets 

expectations 

1-Does not yet meet 

expectations 

Point of View Clear focus; very interested 

audience. 

Topic and main idea stands out 

Detailed information. 

Focuses; interested audience. 

Main idea is clear   

Information is general. 

 

Some focus; some interest by 

audience. 

 Main idea is somewhat clear 

Need for more supporting 

information. 

No focus; uninterested 

audience  

 Main idea is not clear.  

Little information 

Dramatic Question Realization is dramatically 

different from expectation 

Realization differs noticeably 

from expectation 

Realisation barely differs from 

expectation 

Realization and expectation do 

not differ 

Emotional Content Create a deep feeling for the 

audience 

Create a  feeling for the 

audience 

Create some feeling for the 

audience 

Create little feeling for the 

audience 

Economy Frame transitions make sense 

Details added and connecting 

ideas 

 

Frame transitions make some 

sense 

 Some details added and some 

 ideas are connected. 

Frame transitions make sense 

Little details added and few 

 ideas are connected. 

Frame transitions make sense 

No details added and no 

 ideas are connected. 

Pacing Story flows and using correct 

punctuation. 

Story flows and mostly using 

correct punctuation. 

Little story flow and using 

some correct punctuation. 

No story flow and misuses 

punctuation. 

Gift of  Voice Use “picture” words and 

sentences to write own 

imaginative story. 

 

Use “picture” words and 

sentences to write own story. 

 

Use some “picture” words and 

sentences to write a story. 

 

Use no “picture” words and 

sentences to write a story. 

 

Images All pictures help tell the story 

 

Some pictures help the story All pictures help tell the story No pictures 

(Barrett, 2006) 
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Researcher Journal Excerpts (Appendix F) 

 

Overview: This project was part of a larger overall idea that focused on the creation, description 

and conceptualization of a narrative digital story about a fantasy creature. In week one, students 

developed their own unique creature by combining the sum of different parts and characteristics 

from commonly known creatures. First, they visually and kinisetically represented the creation using 

a drawing or picture and then a Claymation figure.  Next, in week two students created background 

concepts about their creation through the use of storyboards and images. In week three, the 

students used speech to text technology to tell a creature narrative using a variety of computer 

platforms and iPad apps. Next, in week four students had an opportunity to present their digital 

stories to a variety of audiences, perform a self-evaluation and reflect on their creations. Lastly, 

students were asked about the overall experience using digital story telling as a means of creating 

narratives. Throughout the experience students engaged in several different activities to 

demonstrate multiple means of expression, representation and engagement. This supported their 

learning and allows them throughout the process to share their new found knowledge in a variety of 

different ways. 

 

Weeks 1-2 The students created a representation of their unique creature. In this activity 

the students engaged in multiple means of expression, they were presented with options that 

provide alternatives for visual information. Multiple means of expression were used by responding 

visually and kinesthetically as a physical and expressive response. Multiple means of engagement 

allowed for individual choice to recruit interest increase authenticity and reduce distractions. 

Goals:  

1. To view and demonstrate comprehension of visual texts and illustrations of creatures (e.g., 

cartoons, illustrations, diagrams, posters, photographs,  advertising)   

2. To create meaningful unique visual representations that communicate personal response, 

information, and ideas relevant to the topic, featuring– development of ideas through clear, 

focused, and useful details. 

Strategies: Allowing for individual student choice in creating unique creations engages students and 

creates motivation. Claymation, illustrations or paper construction provide an alternative modes of 

physically responses and interactions in different mediums. These options embrace multiple means 

of representation and engagement. 

Challenges: Some options required pre- teaching if students are not familiar with the techniques. 

Notably claymation which was the most engaging but required a short lesson on claymation 

techniques.   

Tools:  Illustration-a colored drawing of the creature, labeled with different sections. Line 

drawings and design outlines were provided. As well as plastercine and simple clay tools for 

claymation.  

On-going assessment was done by observing and encouraging student participation in class 

discussions, asking and answering and volunteering comments and ideas. Also by visiting the 

students periodically and providing direction, correction and affirmation of successes. The following 

questions were considered during assessing; did the student accurately represent their creation 

and did they include details to indicate specifics?  

 

Weeks 3-4: Students began to organize their narrative presentation for their creature by 

creating a storyboard in visual and written and/or oral form. They will then transfer the storyboard 
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to a digital presentation. Through the students engaged in several different activities to 

demonstrate expression, representation and engagement. Students used multiple means of 

representation as they had options that provide alternatives for auditory and visual information. 

Multiple means of expressions was used by providing options for expressive skills and fluency using 

assistive technology and media for communication. Multiple means of engagement was used by using 

options to recruit interest and provide individual autonomy. 

 Goals:  

1. To  visually/orally use depiction and diagramming to present a storyboard by demonstrating 

competence in the general skills and strategies of the writing or speaking process  

2. To present an organization that states the purpose, with easy to follow and logically 

sequenced. 

Strategies: Students used their models to describe their creatures and organize a storyboard. 

Strategies such as turn and talk were a good alternative to allow all students a voice. This was 

followed by the introduction of the concept of storyboards; each storyboard had approximately 6-8 

frames to illustrate the content and a text box to record information. Various strategy approaches 

are recommended for narrative writing instruction. The W-W-W, What ¼ 2, How ¼ 2 (Who is the 

main character, When does the story take place, Where does the story take place, What does the 

main character do or want to do, What happens next, How does the story end, How does the main 

character feel?) strategy. Storyboards provided excellent visual and graphic representations as 

well as providing an organizational tool for planning thus supporting options for executive 

functioning. Students filled in their storyboards; this worked as a first draft for their digital 

presentations. Some visual diagrams were detailed and included speech balloons while others were 

simple stick figures. More advanced students created digital story boards using photos of their 

creatures in different environments and poses. 

Challenges: Students had a variety of technical know-how and there were some issues with 

equipment of programs not working properly. 

Tool: Storyboards, large white paper, design tools, pencil crayons 

PowerPoint, IPad with Story Creator App. 

Ongoing assessment throughout was through observation and encouraging student participation in 

class discussions, asking and answering and volunteering comments and ideas.  

 

Weeks 5-6: The students created digital stories of their creature using the storyboards 

as a guide. Backdrops were pre-set pictures or real settings. After the student had taken the 

picture they transferred them to the digital platform of their choice. They then told their 

narrative, frame by frame, using speech to text assistive technology. Here students engaged in 

multiple means of representation by providing options for the presentation of written and oral 

information. Multiple means of expression are provided by allowing options for written composition 

and accessing tools and assistive technology. 

Goals:  

1.  Use speaking to explore, express, and present ideas, information, and feelings for 

different purposes, by – staying on topic in a focused discussion–  presenting a central idea 

with supporting details– using specific and descriptive vocabulary– sharing connections made 

2.  Write a variety of digital means for arrange of purposes and audiences, featuring clearly 

developed ideas by using clear, focused, useful, and interesting details and explanations. A 

voice demonstrating an appreciation of, interesting, and knowledge of the topic  
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Strategies: Students recorded their narratives using speech to text technology. This narrative 

was to be coherent, have a natural flow and contain descriptive words or vocabulary. This was done 

by using multiple means of expression as well as allowing for a customized display of information by 

employing different sizes of text, contrasts, color as well as the use of digital recording. The 

presentation had frames with appropriate titles and text and/or speech to match the picture.  

Tools: model, storyboard, digital tools, headphones with microphone 

Challenges: More advanced students wanted to add designs and animations to digital stories.  

Ongoing assessment: observing and encouraging student participation in class discussions, asking 

and answering and volunteering comments and ideas.  

Weeks 7-8: Students were given the opportunity to share their digital stories with the 

audience of their choice; peers, teacher, parent/guardians. Some students presented their finished 

products to their class, complete with model/illustration. Students also opted to present their 

finished products to the class on a SMART board. Students were encouraged to provide positive 

feedback to the presenters.  

Goals:  

1. To use speaking and listening to interact with others for the purposes of  – contributing to a 

class goal – sharing ideas and opinions – making connections – solving problems – completing 

tasks 

Strategies: Students will be given the opportunity to share their descriptions with the class. Some 

chose to present to smaller audiences. 

Tools: SMART board, digital tools 

Challenges: Whenever possible, students should be dealing with authentic purposes and audiences. 

In many cases, this will involve a response from the peer audience. However, many students were 

reluctant to present to a larger group of peers in the classroom setting. 
 


