
 1 

 
 August 2024 

 
Leveraging Digital Storytelling for Language Learning: 
Things You May Need to Know 

 
 By Alimin Adi Waloyo, Washington State University 
 and 
 Tuti Hidayati, Washington State University 

 
Language learning could be reached through better efficacy when learners are able to 
harness digital technology and multimodal tools. Digital storytelling is a perfect example 
to solidify language learning by combining those two. Storytelling can be a powerful 
technique for L2 language instruction. Through telling a story—involving characters, 
settings, and plot, students can turn their ideas or experiences into memorable piece of 
information, and have more meaningful and relevant learning experiences. This article 
will present six key points language teachers need to know when integrating digital 
storytelling into their classroom practice. 
 

1. Digital storytelling is an upgraded version of a print story. 
 
Digital storytelling can also stimulate imagination and evoke an audience’s emotions. 
However, learners’ engagement might be hampered by the traditional pen-and-paper 
way of narrating a story. Digital storytelling (DST) can be a great alternative. DST 
concurrently harnesses different digital tools such as audio, video, images, and texts 
when delivering the story (Nami & Asadnia, 2024). Therefore, it is more likely than the 
traditional model to effectively improve language learners’ comprehension and creation 
of a story, due to those multimodal tools. Pictures and videos can scaffold the learners 
to grab messages quickly, without having to know every single word in the story.   
Multimedia tools increasingly engage students in more meaningful and authentic 
learning activities (Nami & Asadnia, 2024). Students’ daily life revolves around digital 
tools, with abundant exposure to pictures and videos. Therefore, they easily can 
connect the DST to their daily experiences and knowledge. Thus, this version of 
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storytelling could boost learners’ motivation and at the same time lower their anxiety 
(Kristiawan et al., 2022).  
 

2. Digital storytelling can improve language learners’ autonomy 
and collaboration. 

 
Numerous studies have emphasized the transformative potential of DST in promoting 
learner autonomy. By providing EFL learners the experience of crafting narratives using 
digital tools, teachers can cultivate autonomy in a variety of ways. For example, learners 
could choose multimedia components, presentation style, and content. Having this 
chance, the learners can make informed choices and obtain a sense of ownership over 
the learning process (Kupetz et al 2006). 
 
A key component of learner autonomy is the proactive role that DST invites learners to 
play in constructing knowledge. By engaging in DST activities, language learners can 
exercise planning, executing, and evaluating the learning process, which are crucial 
abilities for learners to take charge of their own learning (Pasaribu 2020). This idea is 
also supported by Ruiz-Perez’s (2023) research, which observes that the multiliteracies 
component in DST gives language learners opportunities to investigate subjects of 
personal interest and communicate their viewpoints in a variety of media. They could 
also dig deeper into the cultural, social, or ideological elements of their story design, 
allowing them to express their voice and enact agency, thereby promoting an 
autonomous learning condition. 
 
Furthermore, the features of DST can help to break down the traditional barriers to time 
and space, allowing learners to work on their project beyond the classroom setting. For 
example, in an inquiry-based DST intervention by Tsiviltidou and Vavoula (2017), 
learners were scaffolded to create a story by drafting a question about a museum 
exhibition and then collecting data by visiting the museum to answer the question. After 
that, the learners were introduced to an app they could use to integrate their 
information, make a story about the museum, and present it while guided by the 
teachers). This links to learner autonomy as the technology affords connecting in-class 
and out-of-classroom learning experiences (Lee, 2019). 
 
DST in learning activities is often done in groups. Because of this, DST has been 
recognized as a powerful tool to promote effective collaboration among language 
learners. As Nishioka et al (2016) highlighted, collaborative learning gets learners to 
engage in discussion about language problems and co-construct knowledge by actively 
participating in creating narratives, exchanging ideas, and refining language skills 
together. Although there might be challenges posed by the mixed ability levels present 
in a group, engagement in this collaboration has the potential to enhance the learners’ 
language proficiency and develop essential teamwork and communication skills that 
have value beyond the classroom. 
 
Further, Bella & Medina (2021) found that EFL teacher candidates who worked 
collaboratively to produce a digital story exhibited greater inclusivity and creativity. They 
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also demonstrated a favorable attitude toward collaborative technology-enhanced 
teaching. These findings suggest that integrating DST into a language learning 
environment is advantageous for both learners and future teachers, as it enables them 
to use technology to facilitate collaboration. While they were engaged in composing 
digital stories, they learned to appreciate different viewpoints, practice effective 
communication, and develop teamwork skills. All these experiences equip learners at 
different levels to face the challenges of an increasingly interconnected and globalized 
world. 
 
Above that, collaborative DST tasks can significantly improve language learners’ writing 
skills, motivation, and interpersonal relations (Azis & Husnawadi, 2020). The dynamic 
and engaging nature of DST encourages learners to take active participation in the 
learning process, even in the face of some pedagogical and technological obstacles. In 
the same vein, Kouvara et al. (2019) observed that socially-oriented DST fosters 
competence and willingness to share co-learning experiences, leading to enhanced 
academic and digital literacies among learners. From this literature, it is apparent that 
supporting autonomy and collaboration through DST implementation could not only 
improve language proficiency but also develop critical socio-emotional skills, 
fundamental for living in the 21st century. 
 

3. Student creativity and engagement can be enhanced through 
digital storytelling. 

 
Language learners could leverage DST to narrate stories and improve their creativity. 
DST instruction could be in the form of group projects, where each member of the group 
has a different role in the project. For instance, the teacher can divide the class into 
several groups consisting of six members each. They are assigned to address a human 
metabolic topic, and two students synthesize references on food ingestion until it 
becomes energy production, two others prepare the content of the story, and the last 
two design a presentation using multimedia tools. This approach will be likely to engage 
students due to a clear job description based on the student’s interest and specialty. 
Also, as previously mentioned, in Yang (2012), DST used in an interdisciplinary project 
can be a meaningful and authentic learning opportunity for students.  Their creativity 
and speaking proficiency could be honed. During these DST tasks, the teacher needs to 
ensure the students’ job division based on their specific interests or ask them to decide 
independently in their group, so the DST project can fulfill students’ needs and interests 
leading to higher engagement. Eventually, that creative DST task is also correlated to 
higher motivation in learning a foreign language (Liu et al., 2018). Higher motivation 
could improve student learning outcomes. 
 
As with any multimedia task like DST, the teacher has to have a clear idea that DST is 
just a tool to support language proficiency. Thus, the learning goal is language 
development with images, texts, and sounds as a means for its success. When room for 
creativity is provided and engagement is encouraged, language learners may have a 
sense of ownership of the tasks due to their freedom and options to create their own 
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stories. That situation can generate engagement and facilitate effective language 
learning (Tatli et al., 2022).  
  

4. There are readily available apps to create digital stories. 
 
There are a lot of digital tools available and free to use when it comes to creating DST. 
Those tools are usually easy to access and user-friendly; making sure that the apps are 
easy to operate with simple features is critical.  A free and easily-operated app is critical 
to minimize possible access barriers. Barrier elimination can lessen student anxiety, 
depression, and exhaustion in completing the task (Almohesh & Altamimi, 2024). The 
readily available apps with sufficient features for DST that students could use include 
PowerPoint, Google Slides, Canva, and Apple Keynote. These tools are suitable for 
DST, convenient, and user-friendly. Some online websites and platforms that are also 
compatible with crafting digital narratives include Story Bird, Story Jumper, and Book 
Creator. All these apps are listed in Table 1 below. 
 
Table 1 
Apps for crafting digital storytelling. 

App Platform Accessibility Registration 

PowerPoint Windows Windows OS Free 

Google Slides Web google.com Free 

Canva Web/App canva.com Free 

Apple Keynote iOS Mac and iPad Free 

Storybird Web storybird.com Free 

Story Jumper Web storyjumper.com Free 

Book Creator Web bookcreator.com Free 

 
Some apps listed above could be upgraded if learners want to enjoy premium features. 
However, they have to pay for the additional features. For generating basic DST, the 
free versions are sufficient to allow students to create interesting, meaningful, and 
appealing stories. 
 
It is critical for teachers to teach their students how to use those apps effectively for the 
sake of language improvement. Some students can learn to use the apps quickly, but 
without systematic and well-organized guidance from their teacher, they could find those 
apps are just for fun, ignoring their educational value. Thus, teachers are required to 
envision learning objectives clearly and precisely and integrate an app as a tool to reach 
their determined objectives successfully. In other words, the app use is not the goal of 
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language learning; instead, it serves students to hone their language progress in 
engaging, meaningful, and relevant approaches. 
 

5. Some elements to be considered in digital storytelling design.  
 
Digital story design is an intricate process that involves the integration of various 
elements to create compelling narratives using digital media. Drawing on research 
findings, these components likely contribute to effective DST implementation: 
 
Multimodality 
Tasks integrating DST should allow learners to work with multimodal components that 
include the use of text, video, audio, graphics, and images. Yang (2012) suggested that, 
when engaging in digital composing activity, it is necessary that learners use a 
multimodal approach and combine various semiotic resources guided by their intent and 
imagination, resulting in the creation of hybrid texts. The presence of multimodal 
elements in DST-integrated tasks was evidenced in Yuniarti and Yulian (2022) to 
improve EFL learners’ speaking performance compared to the use of conventional 
video. The DST group showed a significantly improved performance compared to the 
conventional video group, valuing the visual, auditory, and local content incorporated in 
their DST. 
 
Pedagogical Framework 
For learners to produce a compelling digital story and engage in meaningful learning, it 
requires an appropriate pedagogical framework that facilitates specific genres of the 
project. Kearney (2011) offered a framework for learner-generated video projects 
comprising seven stages, namely developing ideas, generating a storyboard, revising it, 
filming, editing, small group viewing, and publication. Besides, the author also 
emphasized the importance of providing a wide option for the learners in terms of 
material, roles, and film genre, so that learners can assume ownership of their project. 
Furthermore, assuring a clear target audience is found to motivate learners and direct 
appropriate language use in the project.  
 

6. Some possible challenges may emerge in digital storytelling 
instruction. 

 
As working with DST-integrated tasks does not only necessitate appropriate instruction 
but also technological application, a few challenges may arise during the process. 
Surveying Japanese university students regarding their experience in working with DST 
assignments, Kasami (2018) identified several challenges from students’ reports. These 
challenges include insufficient guidance, lacking time and technical support, not 
understanding information ethics, and lacking interest in the task. These types of 
obstacles were also noted in another study (Aziz, 2020), raising concerns about 
adequate support and sufficient resources as the general challenges in integrating DST 
into language learning. 
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More specifically, prominent obstacles include the challenges of addressing multiple 
literacies—involving text comprehension and digital competency. Applying DST means 
dealing with these multiliteracies and being able to integrate them with various digital 
tools and multimedia (Dujmović & Bančić, 2014). Language teachers may also find DST 
difficult if they have no experience in incorporating story creation into their instruction, 
could not find appropriate stories, and do not have the necessary linguistic and cultural 
skills to manage storytelling in English, as Tsou et al., (2006) noted. 
 
Additionally, collaborative DST poses another challenge of balancing individual and 
group work. Enokida (2016) reported that in a DST-integrated extensive reading course 
employing a smartphone, the learners found the activity as a positive experience. 
However, they claimed that the group work was not effective because the time was 
short, and some group members did not contribute sufficiently to the group work. 
 
Overall, integrating DST into language learning tasks can be implemented in varied 
ways. Several challenges may arise, as DST requires a combination of different skills. 
Nevertheless, integrating DST can offer valuable learning experiences. With careful 
attention to addressing the identified obstacles, incorporating DST into language 
learning activities can result in effective language learning. 
 
Conclusion  
Overall, DST is a multifaceted process that involves the orchestration of multimodal 
resources, the use of digital tools, the application of pedagogical frameworks, and the 
necessity for collaboration. DST could serve as an effective approach for language 
learning instruction to improve students’ language skills (see, for example, Nishioka et 
al, 2016; Azis, 2019; Kristiawan et al., 2022). The integration of DST is a promising 
strategy to make language learning activities meaningful, relevant, engaging, and 
motivating (Nami & Asadnia, 2024; Tatli et al., 2022; Yang 2012). As such, DST can be a 
great alternative technique to engage language learners in the learning process and 
enhance language skill acquisition. With current technological advancements, teachers 
can have an array of apps for integrating DST into teaching. As long as they adhere to 
effective teaching principles of using technology for learning, by thinking about why, 
how, when, and what apps to include, they can create successful language learning. 
Also, they need to have clear study objectives in their DST approach. More important, 
teachers need to keep in mind that the apps are integrated to make DST classes more 
effective, engaging, and meaningful. They are not meant to and cannot replace 
teachers’ role in facilitating effective language learning and development for the 
students.  
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