Jason Ohler

| magine you are watching the

- digital story that Kim, a 6th

- grader, has created for a language

~ arts assignment. As the story

" opens, the computer screen
slowly fills with photographs of Kim’s
parents, one from when they were
young and another taken more recently.
Instrumental music plays in the back-
ground as family pictures appear on the
screen. We hear Kim’s voice telling the
story of how her parents came to the
United States from rural China. They
worked long hours, saved their money,
and eventually created a good life for
their family. Kim’s narration explains
that although she loved her parents, her
relationship with them was often
strained because they considered her
unresourceful and unappreciative of
her good fortune. Kim was tired of
hearing about how hard life was for her
parents as children.

Suddenly, Kim’s story shifts to the
fire that nearly destroyed her family’s

house. Somber music plays and
photographs from the fire scroll by as
Kim narrates details about the tragedy.
Interspersed among the photos are
Kim’s original pencil drawings of her

family standing by a smoldering house.

However, this mood does not last
long. The music becomes upbeat as
Kim describes how her parents’ tradi-
tion of hard work helped rally the
family and restore the house. The
screen shows before-and-after pictures
of a room Kim helped rebuild. Her
narration reflects on how the experi-
ence changed family members’ percep-
tions of one another. Kim developed
new admiration for her parents, and
her parents were surprised and proud
at how much she helped the family.

Kim’ digital story is evocative and
crafted with care. It’s personal, yet it
touches a universal chord. Her story
incorporates authentic voice, problem-
resolution, narrative tension, a trans-
forming realization, and other elements
most of us expect from a serious story
or movie. It is both a story and a docu-
mentary, incorporating real events from
Kims life and her reflection on those
events. Kim plans to post her digital
story on the Internet so that all of her
relatives, including those in Asia, can
watch it.

Kim created practically every element
of this digital story. She took most of the
photographs and scanned in older ones,
created artwork, mapped and story-
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Through creating
electronic personal
narratives, students
become active creators,
rather than passive
consumers, of multimedia.

boarded the story, wrote the script,
narrated the story, and created titles and
credits. She even produced the sound-
track, using music composition software
geared toward nonmusicians.

Ten years ago, a project like this
would have been too complex and
expensive to be within the reach of
most 6th graders. But media-based
stories are now everyone’s to create.
And with the Internet as an interna-
tional stage, they are everyones to
watch and enjoy.

Alan Davis defines a digital story as

a form of short narrative, usually a
personal narrative told in the first
person, presented as a short movie for
display on a television or computer
monitor or projected onto a screen.
(2004, p. 1)

As with any art form, digital story-
telling continues to evolve to accom-
modate new technologies, purposes,
and creative visions. The important
question for educators to ask is, “What
does digital storytelling offer educa-
tion?” The answer is “a great deal,” if we
do two things: focus on the story first
and the digital medium later; and use
digital storytelling to enhance students’
skills in critical thinking, expository
writing, and media literacy.
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