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ABSTRACT 

 

Grounded in the a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996), this 

dissertation reports on the implementation of a fourth semester French curriculum informed by 

Cope and Kalantzis’s (2000, 2009, 2015) framework of learning by design, with a focus on 

visual and critical media literacy development to enable intermediate French students to consider 

multimodal texts from the perspective of consumers as well as producers and to understand the 

meaning potential that exists between and within the semiotic resources afforded in media 

production (Nelson and Kern, 2012). 

Drawing upon “the value of postmethod [and] postlinguistic teaching… which are not 

looking at language learning in the traditional sense… [but] rather at learners’ acquisition of… 

the ability to reflect on textualization and contextualization, considering language as one 

important dimension of semiosis among others” (Nelson and Kern, 2012, p. 61), this dissertation 

project examined how the frameworks of visual and critical media literacy within the process of 

design enhanced students’ voice and agency in the foreign language classroom. 

The first inquiry aims to explore if and how a curriculum centered around visual and 

critical media literacies creates the conditions to 1) foster students’ awareness of media ethics in 

the consumption and production of everyday media, and 2) engage students in a process of 

reflection upon the meanings created by semiotics resources used in mediated-texts, and their 

impact on shaping their vision of the world. Findings demonstrated that the implementation of 

visual and critical media literacy frameworks gave students the opportunity to reflect on their use 

of media and the ethical implications, and to foster students’ greater understanding and interest 

in self-reflection and considerations of others. 
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The second inquiry aims to demonstrate, through the production of digital storytelling, 

how instructors might address diversity in foreign language classrooms by 1) allowing students 

to connect universal themes (e.g. technology, friendship, immigration) with their personal 

stories, and 2) by giving them the opportunities to display their uniqueness by using their own 

voices and positioning themselves as participative agents for social change. Findings 

demonstrated that digital storytelling fosters classroom diversity by allowing the exploration of 

individual differences and enhancing the understanding of the distinctiveness of every individual. 

The third inquiry, a case study explores how Digital StoryTelling (DST) 1) contributes to 

students’ understanding of the way semiotic resource choice and orchestration construct layers of 

meaning and satisfy the purposes of the message conveyed to the audience, and 2) supports 

students’ agency through the process of design. Findings showed the potential of using 

multimodality projects as they allow students’ emerging literacies to take center stage in the 

foreign language classroom and increase students’ agency and ‘semiotic agility’ (Prior, 2010; 

Thorne, 2013). 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

New social practices due to the increase of media and technology within western 

societies are undeniable. We are connected day and night with everyone across the globe, 

juggling between genre-based texts, producing and sharing multitude of information. All around 

us, people are texting while walking, driving, grocery shopping, or eating. We can reach our 

friends through a variety of platforms based upon particular and personal preferences. For 

instance, with my oldest brother I communicate only using Skype, and if one of us is not 

connected, we still text messages via Skype. My son and I always use our phones to text each 

other, but my husband is more reachable via Facebook messenger. I barely use my phone to 

make calls, preferring emails since I am mostly behind my screen all day long. 

In addition, media and technology change our relationship to space and time. At any 

time, we can stay home and still receive numerous services. We can pay for things or transfer 

money through our devices, watch the latest movies without going to movie theaters, grocery 

shop online and receive deliveries, reserve a taxi and follow its course on screen, and so forth.  

Furthermore, the global connection is phenomenal. The access to any foreign newspaper, 

film, TV show, or international event exceeds what one could possibly have imagined decades 

ago. For instance, when the Women’s March took place in the United States to protest the 

incoming new government, nobody was expecting to see so many marches in other countries of 

the world: Mexico, Brazil, Australia, Antarctica, France, Spain, Sweden, Kenya, etc. The protest 

became symbolic to all people of the world who feel discriminated against, diminished, and 

marginalized, and to all people who stand in solidarity.  
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Nonetheless, is being aware of these new social practices that shift our way of interacting 

and behaving in our daily lives enough to be aware of all the outcomes it generates? When we 

use our phones as a tool to access and share information with others through all of these new 

apps and social media platforms, should we not be concerned by all the private information we 

have to provide “just” to be connected? When we virtually send pictures and videos of ourselves 

and our friends, should we not question where these images “virtually” go and to whom they will 

belong after we have shared them publicly?  

As educators, we teach our students about issues of authorship, copyrights and plagiarism 

when they retrieve any materials from the internet. As consumers, we are alert to the 

consequences we can face for stealing others’ intellectual property. But do we teach our students 

their rights as producers of media? Do we teach them about privacy-related issues in the virtual 

space and the consequences to their futures for exposing their private lives?  

In the same way, we are teaching them to become literate in fostering critical-thinking 

and problem-solving skills while writing and reading canon and academic texts, should we teach 

them to critically reflect on the information they read, comment, produce and share through 

Facebook posts, Instagram images, Twitter feeds, and websites?  

These past decades, within the field of Literacy studies, numerous educators and scholars 

(Cope and Kalantzis, 2000, 2010, 2015; Gee, 2008; Kern, 2001, 2015; Kress, 2003; The New 

London Group (NLG), 1996) have underscored the changes occurring due to these new social 

practices. The concept of being literate no longer simply implies knowing how to read and write 

printed text. Instead, it addresses the ‘how’ of gaining the abilities to read and produce varied 

genre-based texts, across a set of social and cultural contexts, through multiple digital devices, in 

order to contribute to a more global world. Thus, in today’s world, literacy should be conceived 
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of as being multi-faceted and extending to other modes of communication. Information is no 

longer produced, distributed, and consumed via printed text only, but also through visual, aural, 

sensorial, spatial and gestural modes which, when combined, create and convey particular 

meanings achieve specific purposes and reach specific audiences. Becoming literate in order to 

navigate through and negotiate with these multimodal texts and their meanings must be at the 

center of education. 

Furthermore, if language --in its linguistic dimension-- can no longer be considered as the 

sole mode to convey messages, what does it mean for foreign language education? Should 

foreign language educators take into consideration these emerging literacies and new ways of 

creating meaning, or should we still privilege the linguistic mode at the expense of other modes 

in foreign language curricula? What are the needs of foreign language learners in today’s world?  

Based on the 2007 report Foreign Languages and Higher Education: New Structures for 

a Changed World of the Modern Language Association (MLA), and on the 21st Century Skills 

Map provided by the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Language (ACTFL, 2007), 

the emergent conception of literacy and the emphasis given to the acquisition of “new” literacies 

encourage instructors of foreign language courses to implement and experiment with innovative 

and collaborative approaches, in order to fulfill foreign language learners’ needs and 

expectations of foreign language curricula. In addition, interdisciplinary programs are 

encouraged to be built upon core teaching subjects in order to engage students in more 

meaningful and diverse ways, and to foster learning competencies as a whole rather than in 

isolation. Across scholarship, emerge various implementations of innovative and experiential 

learning in foreign language education. Those curricula provide L2 learning and teaching 

approaches that fostered new and multiple literacies such as the use of social media (Reinhardt 
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and Zander, 2011), Gaming (Reinhardt, et al., 2014), Social Reading (Blyth, 2014), and Global 

Simulation (Michelson and Dupuy, 2014). As a result, learning becomes as informal as it is 

formal and offers new thinking to create meaning. Learners are encouraged to gain autonomy 

and authority of their own apprenticeship, and to become active participants and social actors 

among their local, national and global environments. 

The Pedagogy of Multiliteracies 

This project has its genesis in the New London Group’s Pedagogy of Multiliteracies 

which considers the interactions between individuals as situated and rooted in socio-cultural 

contexts. Acknowledging that individuals represent a diversity in identity and perception, and in 

their understanding of the world, interactions among members of communities and societies are 

influenced by each individual’s background, experience and discourse. Thus, literacy learning 

and teaching must ensure that students’ differences in language and culture do not prevent them 

from succeeding in educational settings and work places, in their civic engagement in private and 

public spheres. Furthermore, to address the multiplicity of discourses, and the diversity of 

meanings that are socially and culturally embedded in varied texts and text forms, students must 

learn to focus on the modes of representation and expression other than language and the way 

they are used in texts. In understanding how the multiple and new communications channels and 

media are reshaped and created by users would give students a new way for using language to 

achieve communicative purposes  

As a result, hailing from different disciplinary backgrounds, a group of ten scholars 

known as the New London Group (NLG), first introduced in 1996 a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies 

in their manifesto-article “A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies: Designing Social Futures,” wherein 

they were “seeking to respond to the challenges and demands a world of rapidly changing social, 



15 
 

cultural, economic, and technological conditions was placing on education” (Kumagai & López-

Sánchez, 2016, p. 4). 

This pedagogy is built upon three elements: the “why,” the “what,” and the “how” of 

multiliteracies. The “why” concerns the drastic changes happening in everyday life in an era 

marked by technology and globalization. The “what” responds to the challenges and demands for 

acquiring multiple skills in order to understand and create the multiple meanings occurring across 

the multi-modal texts offered through multimedia supports. It provides students with the 

opportunity to become multi-literate in order to engage and negotiate with inter/cross-cultural, 

social, political, and informational meanings that take place around the globe. It also provides 

them with the tools to navigate through, analyze, and make sense of texts that present multiple 

modes of representation and communication. Thus, the Pedagogy of Multiliteracies proposes to 

develop in classrooms the concept of Design (Cope and Kalantzis, 2009, 2015; Kern, 2015; 

NLG, 1996). This concept (fig.1) is an active process of transformation from the known to the 

new. Learners draw upon the resources and knowledge (Available Designs) they already have 

based on their background and prior experiences. Through structured activities, they take 

knowledge actions (Designing) which develop their awareness of the process of “coming-to-

know” (Cope and Kalantzis, 2015; Kern, 2015) which allow them to extend these resources to a 

new form of knowledge (the Redesigned). 
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Figure 1. Learning by Design. Based on Cope and Kalantzis, 2000, 2009, 2015; NLG, 1996. 

This process of Design outlines the design of meaning that we all engage in to understand 

and appropriate the world.  

“At the same time, Designing restores human agency and cultural dynamism to the 

process of meaning-making. Every act of meaning both appropriates Available Designs 

and recreates in the Designing, thus producing new meaning as The Redesigned. In an 

economy of productive diversity, in civic spaces that value pluralism, and in the 

flourishing of interrelated, multilayered, complementary yet increasingly divergent 

lifeworlds, workers, citizens, and community members are ideally creative and 

responsible makers of meaning. We are, indeed, designers of our social futures.” (NLG, 

1996, p. 88-89) 

In addition, the principles of multiliteracies offer design elements and the four curricular 

components (NLG, 1996) recently reframed as Knowledge Processes and to which I will refer in 

this paper (Cope and Kalantzis, 2009, 2015).  
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On the one hand, design elements (fig. 2) allow students to move backwards and 

forwards between different representations in text, image, sound, gesture, space, and sense in 

order to negotiate and create meanings. Multimodal design provides interconnection across and 

between other modes, and learning emerges from mode switching. 

 
Figure 2. Design Elements. Based on the New London Group, 1996 

 
One the other hand, the knowledge processes (fig. 3) are types of activities that help 

student to understand what they do to learn and create new knowledge resources. These 

processes could be used as tools by educators to structure learning activities that fit best their 

classroom based on their own contexts, classroom dynamic, and goals and objectives. The 

knowledge processes can be mixed and expanded in order to design learning experiences in 

respect of learners’ diversity such as personal interests, academic background, and motivation. 
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Figure 3. The Knowledge Processes. Adapted from Cope and Kalantzis, 2009, 2015. 

Thus, Learning by Design applies to both learners and instructors: Instructors plan and 

organize teaching sequences around multimodal texts, identify learning strategies, and reflect on 

assessment and learning outcomes; Learners take control of their own apprenticeship in 

becoming designers of their knowledge through action-taken, collaboration and active 

participation in and outside formal learning.  

Writing within Multiliteracies in Foreign Language Education 

Until the 1970s, the assumption that “the great majority of students would learn to read 

and write sufficiently well to make their ways into the adult world” did not raise any concern in 

the educational system (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006, p. 4). Since, the definition of literacy as the 

ability of reading and writing has evolved into a broader concept of communicative knowledge 

embedded in social practices and specific contexts. Scholars (i.e. Collins & Blot, 2003; Heath, 

2004; Kern, 2000; Kramsch, 1985, 1993; NLG, 1996) have agreed about the importance of 

presenting literacy as a much broader concept than just the ability to read and write printed texts. 
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On the one hand, the socio-cultural dimension of language has not been taken into consideration 

to foster discourses awareness and creation of meanings, and on the other hand  foreign language 

(FL) education presents a dichotomy between lower level and upper-level language teaching 

courses. While the latter concentrates instructional practices toward the use of writing and 

reading canon literary texts, the former continues to promote almost exclusively oral 

communication (Byrnes, Maxim, & Norris, 2010; Kern & Schultz, 2005; Schulz, 2006). As a 

result, the division between lower-level courses -- language-based -- and upper-levels courses -- 

content-based-- prevents to develop curricula in which language competencies and content-based 

texts are intertwined, and in which language modalities (reading, writing, speaking, and 

listening) are learned in combination rather than in isolation (Paesini, Allen & Dupuy, 2016; 

Swaffar & Arens, 2005). Consequently, the modalities of language usage, have not received 

much attention beyond the use of lexico-grammatical accuracy and the use of correct 

conventions, but instead The main focus was based on the understanding of language as a 

structural system of linguistic codes which was learned and used through controlled exercises 

and literal comprehension (Byrnes, 2010; Kumagai, López-Sánchez, and Wu, 2015, Paesani, 

Allen & Dupuy, 2016).  

Nonetheless, recent scholarship in new and multiliteracies has highlighted the diversity of 

ways that language is used to communicate by using linguistic features and other signs as 

resources to create and express meanings. From the multiliteracies perspective, the process of 

designing meanings in which personal point of view, experiences, and identities are connected is 

at the center of learning, and allows learner to meaningfully connect language and culture to 

create discourse and interact with others.  

As the result, in today’s social practices engendered by the fast increase of media and 
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technology, FL classrooms must implement the process of learning by design through the acts of 

reading – as consuming--, and writing – as producing-- which involves significant notions such 

as authorship and audience, ethics, use of signs as resources, and language learning strategies. 

According to Kern (2000), language instruction should question the significance of semiosis 

choice, and the relationship put in place by the authors of texts towards their audience. 

Furthermore, thanks to the new possibilities for texts production and distribution, semiotic 

resource choices and their potential interweaving become broader, design of meanings becomes 

richer, and entail more complex discourses and interpretation of texts. For instance, the act of 

writing --on paper--, although considered multimodal, needs to develop creative ways to convey 

emotion since voice, gestural and facial expressions are not involved (Kern, 2015). Thus, 

punctuation, writing style, use of upper/lower case, color print, and lexicon become features that 

support writing to convey meaning. On new mediated-platforms, alphabetical writing can be 

intertwined with much more design elements: moving or still images, audio files, intertext, 

sensorial effects, etc. As a result, the process of design for reading and writing in this multimodal 

environment impacts different cognitive processes which should be implemented in language 

classroom to enhance learners’ understanding of the use of modes of representation and 

expression (Chun and Pass, 1997 cited in Kern, 2015). In addition, the broader choices of 

semiotic resources used to communicate foster decision making in terms of genre and discourse 

appropriateness. Language learners gain abilities that allow them to critically-think and reflect on 

which mode’s affordances are most likely to convey meanings within specific communities 

“because modes, technologies, and language are not neutral conduits” (Kern, 2015, p. 212). 

Thus, approaches to writing in today’s educational context should be rethought and 

refined. As discussed in Paesani, et al. (2016), within these last decades, three main approaches 
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to writing have been implemented in foreign language education: the product-based approach, 

the process-based approach, and the genre-based approach.  

First, the product-based approach was/is mainly used in lower-level courses, and presents 

writing as a tool for language and vocabulary accuracy. Exercises focus on drilled activities in 

which learners practice lexicon, syntactic, and grammatical structures. The written paragraphs 

that students are asked to create are usually based on artificial topics and do not involve neither a 

specific audience nor particular communicative purposes.  

The process-based approach centers around the different processes needed to create 

meaningful texts. It is implemented in order to help learners to move through the different stages 

of writing production (planning, drafting, revising, editing). Through the process of writing, 

students become problem-solver and author/creator of texts.  

Finally, the genre-based approach focuses on both form and meaning. Students learn 

texts’ structures and conventions that are embedded socially and culturally. Writing becomes an 

act that occurs within certain parameters framing students’ creativity and self-expression.  

These three different approaches offer two divergent perspectives to the learning of 

writing: the writing-to-learn perspective which include the product-based and the process-based 

approaches, and the learning-to-write perspective represented by the genre-based approach. 

Despite the divergence of the two perspectives embodied by the differences of these approaches, 

restraints and hinderings are pointed out. While the product-based approach lacks to provide 

sociocultural situatedness of language, the process-based approach mainly promotes skilled 

students in writing without offering textual models and appropriate production contexts. 

Although the genre-based approach seems to be more adapted to the perspective of learning-to-
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write, the approach presents certain constraints such as static conventions and text-forms, which 

become “recipes” that students reproduce (Kern, 2000).  

As a result, in recent years, scholars (Kern, 2000; Racelins & Matsuda, 2013) have called 

on foreign language instructors to combine the different elements of these three approaches that 

complement each other. Grounded in the multiliteracies framework, and integrated in the 

knowledge processes these two perspectives of the writing-to-learn, and learning-to-write could 

provide linguistic, cognitive and sociocultural dimensions to the act of writing. Students can gain 

the knowledge of language appropriateness while using language in L2 communities, and the 

ability to plan, organize and arrange a text with different modes of expressions to convey 

meanings. 

The current project 

Considering the rapid changes of new social practices established by a perpetual 

evolution of technological and media platforms, new needs in education have to be addressed in 

order to respond to the expectations of 21st century students. Kern (2015) asserts that the 

Pedagogy of Multiliteracies “has not adequately incorporated material and technological 

dimensions into [its] framework” (p. 234). According to Kern, multimodal texts are reduced to 

methods of communication that convey meaning, far afield from multimodality analysis, which 

seeks to investigate the way modes are interacting, in order to produce meanings that go beyond 

the mere sum of the parts. Moreover, Balzaguette and Buckingham (2013) argue that by limiting 

Design to solely communicative forms of text, the NLG did not go far enough in embracing 

critical media literacy in the meaning-making processes, which include more than the 

communicative forms. It should not only be a matter of the selection of the semiotic resources 

used to create meanings, but also of the choices and strategies of production and distribution 
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involved upstream.  

“What we need is to teach literacy in the broadest sense: traditional literacy, visual 

literacy, new media literacy – literacy for communicative competence and for symbolic 

competence – to show how all mediums influence the design of communication and 

embody values and fundamental ideas about what communication is. Young people thus 

need not only grammar and vocabulary, but also literacy heuristics that will help them 

develop a disposition for paying critical attention to connections between forms, contexts, 

meanings, and ideologies.” (Kern, 2015, p.11) 

Thus, the potential for meaning making offered by the diversity of choices of semiotic 

resources and their orchestration brings to foreign language education new perspectives in  

learning and teaching. Instructional activities can be designed around a wide range of multimodal 

texts to and from which students can relate and transform to new practices. Enhanced by the 

multimodality of texts, language skills can be learned in combination rather than in isolation and 

critical thinking as well as problem-solving can be fostered around consumption and production 

of texts. As the result, students gain in autonomy and creativity in the agentive process of 

designing new meanings for communicative purposes. 

This project seeks to address the caveats mentioned above in integrating, within the 

framework of Learning by Design, a visual and critical media literacy approach (fig. 4) which 

enables intermediate French students to consider multimodal texts from the perspective of 

consumers as well as producers, and to understand the process of meaning potential that could 

exist between and within the semiotic resources they select when engaged in personal media 

productions (Buckingham, 2007; Kellner, 2002; Nelson & Kern, 2012). 
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Key Words DECONSTRUCTION FIVE CORE 
CONCEPTS 

CONSTRUCTION 

AUTHORSHIP Who created this 
message? 

All media messages 
are constructed 

What am I 
authoring? 

FORMAT What creative 
techniques are used to 
attract my attention? 

Media messages are 
constructed using a 
creative language 
with its own rules. 

Does my message 
reflect understanding 
in format, creativity 
and technology? 

AUDIENCE How might different 
people understand this 
message differently? 

Different people 
experience the same 
media message 
differently 

Is my message 
engaging and 
compelling for my 
target audience? 

CONTENT What values, lifestyles, 
and points of view are 
represented in or 
omitted from this 
message? 

Media have 
embedded values 
and points of view. 

Have I clearly and 
consistently framed 
values, lifestyles, and 
points of view in my 
content? 

PURPOSE Why is this message 
being sent? 

Most media 
messages are 
organized to gain 
profit and/or power 

Have I 
communicated my 
purpose effectively? 

Figure 4. Center for Media Literacy Five Core Concepts and Key Questions (2002-2007) 

In addition, by deconstructing and constructing multimodal mediated-texts through 

scaffolded sequences centered around the process of design, students, guided by activities 

designed around the knowledge processes, get the opportunity to reflect on the act of 

reading/consuming texts, and writing/producing texts in their L2. To enhance critical thinking 

and problem-solving, and to support students’ process of learning by design, an emphasis on two 

particular knowledges processes – analyzing and applying—is placed at the  center of the 

project.  

Context of Research 

This project analyzed how the implementation of the Learning by Design approach 
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combined with visual and critical media literacy frameworks enhanced students’ semiotics 

awareness and agility, and support student’s writing through the production of multimodal and 

mediated texts, and in particular through personal creation of digital narratives. This study was 

conducted at a large research I public university in the Southwest of the U.S. in two sections of a 

fourth semester French course. The fourth semester course is the last in the lower-level sequence 

and satisfies the language requirements for students who are enrolled in a B.A. degree program. 

The project under examination drew upon the required textbook Controverses (Oukada, 

Bertrand, & Solberg, 2011), which served as a point of departure to design a progression of 

modules focusing on French current and sometimes controversial events. The themes proposed 

in the textbook included friendship, technology, individual and collective freedom, gender 

equality, and immigration. Throughout the semester, the themes drawn from the L2 context, 

were presented through a wide variety of authentic, digitally mediated-texts. Activities were 

designed around these genre-based texts to engage students in navigating, exploring, analyzing 

and reflecting upon these cultural artifacts, and exposing them to multiple media representations 

and to varying linguistic and semiotic forms. Not only did students scrutinize these various 

mediated-texts from the perspective of consumers and language learners, but they were asked to 

produce media artifacts drawing upon the concepts of ethics, audience, and ideology of the target 

culture. These creative activities were assessed through the use of holistic rubrics. Content, 

understanding and prosuming awareness – defining the use of media by individual from both 

roles and perspectives of consumers and producers, were evaluated through personal reflections, 

online discussions, in-class activities, quizzes and tests. Lesson plans for of the course thematic 

units were developed around primary and secondary texts, and activities were created by 

integrating within the knowledge processes of the Learning by Design approach previously 
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mentioned. Although all the knowledge processes were used in each activities, emphasis was put 

on the analyzing and applying, two processes, often left aside by instructors, with the goals of 

fostering students’ critical thinking skills and promoting their creativity and agency (Bazalgette 

& Buckingham, 2013; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009). To encourage learners to engage with critical 

analysis of texts and personal and original productions, the Center Media Literacy framework 

provided guided support through its five core concepts connected with questions of 

deconstruction, to examine mediated-texts, and questions of construction, to create mediated-

texts (fig. 4). 

Participants  

The study participants included 38 students who were recruited and consented just before 

midterm from within their classes, without their instructor present. Out of the 38 consented 

participants, 14 consented to participate in an additional post-semester interview which occurred 

after submission of final course grades, and was conducted by the researcher/instructor.  

Data Collection 

 The data of this qualitative research was collected throughout the semester and comes 

from learners’ media production and related homework, pre- and post-reflections, teacher 

evaluations, a pre-course survey, online forum-discussions and a post semester semi-structured 

interview. This interview was designed into two parts: 1) the first part was structured around 

questions about students’ opinions of the overall course curriculum design; and 2) the second 

part of the interview was a non-directive interview in which students were able to talk freely 

about their media productions while watching it. Each inquiry drew from a subset of the data 

collected and the overall pool of consented participants.  
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The Studies 

Chapter 2: Visual and Critical Media Literacy for Fostering Intermediate French 

Students’ Meaning-Making and Critical-Thinking, proposes to explore the implementation of a 

curriculum centered around Visual and Critical Media Literacy.  

 Research questions 

 

1) Does a curriculum that centers around Visual and Critical Media Literacy create the 

conditions to foster students’ awareness of media ethics in the consumption and 

production of the everyday media? And how? 

2) Does a curriculum that centers around Visual and Critical Media Literacy create the 

conditions to engage students to pause and reflect about the meanings created by 

semiotics resources used in mediated-texts and the impact on how they shape their 

vision of the world? And how? 

 Participants 

From the pool of 38 participants, the researcher selected nine students whose work yielded 

significant data to serve the purpose of this study. 

 Data Collection 

The data presented in this study was pulled from diverse sources collected over the 15-week 

course. In order to answer this study’s research questions, pre- and post-reflections (D2L), in-

class worksheets (Google doc), online discussion forums (D2L), self-reflections on production 

processes (D2L), and personal media artifacts were collected and analyzed. 

 Data Analysis 
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In order to answer the study’s research questions, this qualitative data analysis involved two 

phases: phase 1 includes Analytic memos and initial coding; phase 2 presents a focused coding. 

Chapter 4: Digital storytelling as a tool to foster students’ voice and agency in the 

foreign language classroom, is a case study in which Fanny’s digital storytelling is analyzed and 

demonstrate how students are able to developing their L2 voice.  

 Research questions 
 
1) How did learners select their topics of the digital narratives, and represented them 

from different perspectives to express their various point of view and vision of the 

world?   

2) How does the creation of DST give students the opportunity for developing a L2 

voice? 

 Participants 

From the pool of 38 participants, 36 participants’ data was used. Two of the students were 

removed because they did not submit a final version of their digital narratives. In order to answer 

the second research question, only one student, Fanny, was selected by the researcher and 

presented as a case study. 

 Data Collection  

The study presents quantitative and qualitative data collected over the fifteen weeks 

within which students were enrolled in the fourth semester French course. In order to answer the 

first research question, the study is based on Grounded Theory (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007), 

while for answering the second research question, the study is rooted in discourse analysis and 

narrative theory (Gee, 1999, 2005, 2010, 2014).  
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In order to look at the topics selected by students for developing they DST, and to discuss how 

DST support diversity in classroom, the researcher examined the stages 1 – proposal idea, stage 

2 -pre-questionnaire, and stage 7 - post-questionnaires that were completed by students. 

In order to answer the second research question, that study the potential for DST to foster 

developing L2 voice of students, the data analysis was divided in two phases.  

 Data Analysis 

Using the Atlas.ti software, the students’ proposals (stage 1) were analyzed by writing 

memos, and then sub-coded under four abstract categories: Global Issue, Self-Representation, 

Immigration, and Relocation. The data of the stage 7 -- the pre- and post-questionnaire was 

analyzed and coded using a table in order to refine the abstract categories into three selective 

categories: Im-Migration, Self, and Global Issue. Finally, subcategories were openly coded based 

on the DSTs’ titles, and the intention of students to share their message and reach a specific 

audience. Findings were displayed as charts, and accompanied by short descriptions 

In order to answer the second research question about the potential of DST for fostering 

the L2 voice of students, this data analysis involded two phases: the phase 1 includes Analytic 

memos and initial coding; the phase 2 analysed components of narrative construction and other 

modes. 

Chapter 5: Digital storytelling for developing student’s agency through the process of 

design. This is a case study in which Maize’s DST is analyzed to explore how learners negotiate 

with and arrange semiotic resources in order to tell their stories.   

 Research questions 
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1) How does DTS contribute to students’ understanding of the way semiotic resource 

choice and orchestration construct layers of meaning and satisfy the purposes of the 

message conveyed to the audience? 

2) How does DTS support students’ agency through the process of design. 

Participants 

To answer the research questions, the researcher focused this particular study on the work of one 

participant, Maize (pseudonym). 

 Data collection  

In order to understand the student’s process of design and semiotic resources selection, 

the data presented in this study was collected from diverse sources such as the stages the student 

followed for developing her DST, two post-semester interviews, and the final production of the 

DST. 

 Data analysis 

There were two phases involved in the qualitative data analysis: the phase 1 included Analytic 

memos and initial coding; the phase 2 examided the multimodal arrangement.  

In the concluding chapter, first, I explain why I have decided to concentrate my project 

on the significance of learning by design by discussing how I have experienced myself the 

process of design while implementing DST in my classrooms. Next, I discuss how fostering 

visual and critical media literacy through the act of production, and in particular through the 

creation of mediated texts, can promote writing competence – in its multimodal dimension -- in a 

foreign language. Indeed, in designing, students plan, arrange and organize their text around 
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singular and personal semiotic resource choices to tell their story, and make meaningful 

decisions in order to palliate language barriers, and reach their audience.  Finally, I discuss this 

project’s implications and future directions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Visual and critical media literacy for fostering Intermediate French students’ meaning-

making and critical-thinking skills. 

Introduction 

The mission of education is to offer students the opportunity to learn and develop abilities 

that will allow them to fully participate in and navigate through society (New London Group 

(NLG), 1996). Across the world, rapid changes in technology and media access have 

implications for traditional literacy pedagogy. Whereas definitions of literacy had previously 

been limited to learning to read and write printed texts, in recent educational discourses, scholars 

have widely recognized the importance of understanding literacy as a much broader concept. 

This has led education scholars to reflect on and re-think literacy pedagogy from new and 

different perspectives (Collins & Blot, 2003; NLG, 1996). In addition, to enabling students to 

master the diverse abilities they need in order to become socially and culturally engaged in the 

private, public and work spheres, education today must take into consideration the increased role 

of technology. Indeed, technology offers new ways for accessing information and connecting 

with the world. In their seminal article, the NLG (1996) proposed supplementing literacy 

pedagogy with a new approach called a pedagogy of multiliteracies. According to NLG, literacy 

must be considered multiple because of the increasing access to the multimodal texts, and to “the 

local diversity and global connectedness” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, p.6).  

Addressing diversity and global connectedness is also underscored in the Modern 

Language Association report: Foreign Languages and Higher Education: New Structures for a 

Changed World (MLA, 2007) of the Ad Hoc Committee on Foreign Languages. The 

understanding of other cultures and languages has become an imperative in U.S. higher 
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education, and a new perspective for learning and understanding the language and culture of 

others. Grounded in the emergent context of globalization. The 2007 MLA report suggests a new 

reorganization and structuring of the language and cultural education appropriate to current 

social and linguistics contexts. Because language allows individuals to be connected, and to 

relate to communities and national cultures, the 2007 MLA report posits translingual and 

transcultural competence, the capacity to navigate between languages and cultures, as a central 

goal for foreign language education. Students must be engaged in activities to reflect on self, 

others and the world. Moreover, multimedia and technology are encouraged in classroom 

settings in order to bring a variety of texts to foster the notion of otherness, self, and global 

awareness.  

In a similar vein, in 2011, the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Language 

(ACTFL) with the Partnership for 21st Century Learning (P21) developed the 21st Century Skills 

Maps, in which academic disciplines are linked with skills that are indispensable to students for 

navigating through and creating meaning of the world. This framework encourages the entire 

educational system to become more interdisciplinary, and it offers new dimensions and 

perspectives on foreign language education. It also assigns language instructors a new mission of 

implementing the new 21st century literacy/ies in their classrooms in order to foster and enhance 

knowledge and skills. 

Furthermore, our understanding of what it means to read and write has evolved into 

broader concepts of communicative knowledge embedded in social practices and specific 

contexts. Indeed, today, being literate refers to the ability to make sense of the world through the 

use of diverse modes of representation, and to express meanings in specific sociocultural 

contexts in order to achieve particular purposes. However, scholars assert that literacy continues 
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to be perceived as the ability to read and write printed texts, when this understanding should also 

include the ability to read, analyze and interpret visual texts. Literacy is as much about linguistic 

and visual representations (Moore-Russo & Shanahan, 2014, Balzaguette & Buckingham, 2013).  

The evolution of technology and media has afforded multiple environments in which new 

skills are needed in order to interpret texts and messages exchanged in these environments. 

Moreover, today’s mediated texts provided a use of multiple modes of representation and 

expression including written, visual, aural, spatial and gestural modes (Kress, 2009; Serafini, 

2013). Thus, a curriculum on how images, video, written texts and sounds converge to make 

meaning needs to be implemented in schools at all levels.  Educators should raise the 

competencies of reading and writing to another level of learning in order to allow students to 

gain skills and knowledge to analyze and interpret multimodal texts and to navigate and 

negotiate with local, national and international environments (Buckingham, 2007; Kellner, 

2002). Understanding how emerging technologies change literacy practices is a priority in 

education. Balzaguette and Buckingham (2013) advocate that “many literacy educators have 

come to recognize the importance of addressing a broader range of texts in the classroom.” 

Nonetheless, inclusion of media texts has been more accepted in the last decade in classrooms. 

As a result, it reflects on the importance of the media within society and culture. However, the 

use of mediated texts remains usually limited to provide activities focusing primarily on cultural 

content through, for instance, classroom discussions or written assignments asking students to 

describe a picture, talk about a film, or give an opinion. Learning how these texts convey 

meanings through different modes, and how to design meanings in evaluating and interpreting 

these texts should be integrated into curricula in order to support students’ learning from and 

with these modes of expression and representation.  
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Moreover, with the expansion of technological devices, the production and distribution of 

digital texts, and the use of different modes of communication to convey meanings, students 

need to be able to not only understand, navigate and interpret mediated texts but also to create, 

disseminate and communicate through digital texts such as blogs, websites, Facebook profiles, 

etc. Teaching through and about media becomes crucial and significant in foreign language 

classrooms if we want to teach transcultural and translingual competencies. 

This article reports on the development and implementation of a fourth semester French 

curriculum informed by Cope and Kalantzis (2009, 2015) framework Learning by Design and its 

core knowledge processes. A particular focus is given on visual and critical media literacy 

development to enable intermediate French students to consider multimodal texts from the 

perspective of consumers as well as producers. Moreover, students get the opportunity to 

understand the meaning potential that exists between and within the semiotic resources afforded 

in media production (Nelson & Kern, 2012). The study aimed to answer if and how a curriculum 

centered around visual and critical media literacy could create the condition to foster student’s 

awareness of media ethics, and engage students to reflect on the meaning-making potential of 

semiotics resources, as well as the influence of mediated texts on people’s vision of the world. 

A number of approaches to analyzing and teaching multimodal literacy have been 

developed in the last couple of decades. Drawing from linguistic models of language as a social 

semiotic, Kress and van Leeuwen (1996)’s provide a compelling approach for analyzing how 

images are organized and make meaning. Combining their social semiotic approach with the 

Five Core Concepts developed by the Center for Media Literacy (CML, 2005) would foster 

students’ awareness of how and why media are produced and the influence of media in everyday 

life. These frameworks (Appendix 1 & 2) were used to engage students in meaning-making 
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processes across multimodal texts, as well as in producing various media-artifacts. They also 

provided a useful combination for fostering students’ critical thinking as consumers of 

multimedia texts and enhancing problem solving as producers of multimodal texts. 

Literature Review 

Digital literacy 

Digital literacy is the ability to gain a set of cognitive and technical skills through the use 

and manipulation of information provided by computer and digital devices. While technology 

and computers surround students in school contexts and their private lives, it has become central 

to help students develop the skills that will allow them to navigate mediated texts, as well as use 

the technological tools offered by the world of computers. Not only has technology become a 

tool to aid teachers, but multimodal texts made more easily available by technology offer more 

opportunities for teaching and learning in any disciplines. The internet offers access to authentic 

texts that allow teachers and students to connect with the world in and through new social 

arrangements (Bailey, 2011). Digital technology offers possibilities of communicating with 

different communities of practice through various texts in which different cultures are 

represented. 

With digital technology being more image-based in many ways than text-based, 

education scholars have also pointed out the necessity of developing learners’ ability to read, 

interpret and produce multimodal texts (Buckingham, 2007a; Kellner, 2002; Wilson, 2009). 

According to Segel and Heer (2010)’s study, the traditional format of printed texts that conveys 

stories and uses images as evidence or illustrations, shifts to more complex visualizations of 

narratives integrating sound and embedded texts. Visual features such as colors, fonts, size, and 

so on, create a new way of reading texts and call for a development of new and multimodal 
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literacies. In order to understand the purpose of the texts, readers and viewers of narratives found 

in digital, information, films, and social networks, need to consider how the composition and the 

order of visual elements and cultural factors are connected to images (Kellner, 2002; Kress & 

Leeuwen, 1996). The complexity and the interactivity of multimodal texts encountered in the 

digital world necessitate learning – and teaching –digital literacies that encompasses the 

understanding of how technology functions, and the use of specific technological affordances. In 

addition, learners must understand how meanings are organized and created across multimodal 

text. It seems particularly important in foreign language classrooms since promoting translingual 

and transcultural competences and fostering students’ awareness of how to negotiate with 

different meanings between languages and cultures is considered central. Thus, the teaching of 

digital literacies provides skills that allow students to navigate through non-linear texts, 

understand and analyze orientation and authorial purpose of complex texts, and produce digital 

texts in which they can embed images, sounds and hypertexts to share meaningful information 

and cultural knowledge.  .  

Visual literacy 

Visual literacy was first coined by John Debes (1969) to refer:  

To a group of vision-competencies a human being can develop by seeing and at the same 

time having and integrating other sensory experiences. The development of these 

competencies is fundamental to normal human learning. When developed, they enable a 

visually literate person to discriminate and interpret the visible actions, objects, symbols, 

natural or man-made, that he encounters in his environment. Through the creative use of 

these competencies, he is able to communicate with others. Through the appreciative use 

of these competencies, he is able to comprehend and enjoy the masterworks of visual 
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communication. (p. 27)   

Since then, scholars have debated the limited definition of visual literacy as being just a 

set of skills allowing individuals to encode and decode images, regardless of the creation, 

distribution and reception of images (Beatty, 2013; Gilbert, 2013; Serafini, 2013). Instead, they 

argue that comprehending the way images are constructed, distributed, and perceived is also an 

important dimension of visual literacy (Gilbert, 2013; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996)  

Therefore, being visually literate is embedded in a social and cognitive process that 

changes over time and contexts, and allows people to be connected with the surrounding visual 

world. The Association of College and Research Libraries defines visual literacy as: 

A set of abilities that enables an individual to effectively find, interpret, evaluate, use, 

and create images and visual media […]” but also emphasizes that “A visually literate 

individual is both a critical consumer of visual media and a competent contributor to a 

body of shared knowledge and culture” (All things ACLR, 2011).  

Thus, Visual materials must be interpreted beyond the sole meaning of the visual content and/or 

the accompanying written text by “using a variety of lenses to interpret and analyze their 

meaning potentials.” (Serafini, 2013, p. 24). Moreover, in educational settings, providing 

strategies essential for helping students to navigate through the large amount of visual elements 

that surround them in and outside classrooms and to negotiate and communicate meanings 

(Gilbert, 2013) is often given little attention. 

Media Literacy 

The Core Principles of Media Literacy Education in the United States, adopted by the 

National Association for Media Literacy Education’s (NAMLE) board of directors in 2007, 

states that “the purpose of media literacy education is to help individuals of all ages develop the 
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habits of inquiry and skills of expression they need to be critical thinkers, effective 

communicators, and active citizens in today’s world” (All things NAMLE, 2007).  

Media literacy is relevant not only for computer-mediated texts but also for TV shows, 

films, commercials and video games. Associated with popular culture and media information, 

media literacy is defined by the ability to understand how a text is made, why it is made, by 

whom, and for what audience. In general, media products are seen as cultural forms that are 

connected with pleasure and entertainment (Buckingham, 2007a; Kellner, 2002), and multimedia 

texts are difficult to avoid in the era of technology and globalization. Thus, media education 

gives students the opportunity to negotiate the meanings of digital information and to learn how 

political, economic, and social contexts shape all multimodal texts. Raising media literacy 

awareness develops learners’ sensitivity to visual images, sounds, discourses and narrative 

structures in order to make meaning of multimedia texts (Baylen & D’alba, 2015). Furthermore, 

media literacy implemented in the classroom aims to stimulate critical thinking and self-

reflection, which could be done by incorporating critical media literacy. 

Critical media literacy 

Although youth may today have a better understanding of how to use digital devices due 

to their everyday use, the outgrowth of media devices calls for a better implementation of media 

literacy in schools. In addition, attention must be given to critical media literacy, which engages 

students in navigating, exploring and scrutinizing multimedia texts and fosters their 

understanding of their construction, production and distribution in society.  Indeed, Buckingham 

(2013) points out that "rather than seeing the Web as a neutral source of information, students 

need to be asking questions about the sources of that information, the interests of its producers 

and how it represents the world. They also need to understand that these technological 
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developments are related to broader social, political and economic changes" (p. 97). 

Critical media literacy foregrounds the ability to understand how, why, for whom and by 

whom, media artifacts are made, and develops a new level of students’ consciousness through 

the ability to perceive, analyze, and determine how media influences and manipulates the 

ideologies of consumers. It helps to construct media narrative structures and conventions in order 

to make meaning of the world and raise social issues and injustices within societies. Educating 

young audiences on how the media construct meaning related to cultural and social attitudes 

expands media awareness through the comprehension of codes and conventions, genres and 

values, and fosters competencies around interpreting multiple messages conveyed by multimedia 

texts. Moreover, critical media literacy teaches learners how to resist media manipulation and 

how to participate as citizens of a global world (Share, 2015).  

Thus integrating visual literacy and critical media literacy frameworks in foreign 

language classrooms not only allows students to connect with the visual of specific sociocultural 

contexts but also to critically observe and reflect on how it influences and affects others’ 

behavior, beliefs, and perception of the world.  

Methodology 
 
Research questions  
 

This study is guided by the following research questions: 
 

1) Does a curriculum that centers around Visual and Critical Media Literacy create the 

conditions to foster students’ awareness of media ethics in the consumption and 

production of the everyday media? And how? 

2) Does a curriculum that centers around Visual and Critical Media Literacy create the 

conditions to engage students to pause and reflect about the meanings created by 
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semiotics resources used in mediated-texts and the impact on how they shape their vision 

of the world? And how? 

Course context and description 

This study was conducted at a large research I public university in the Southwest of the 

U.S. in two sections of a fourth semester French course. The fourth semester course is the last in 

the lower-level sequence and satisfies the language requirements for students who are enrolled in 

a B.A. degree program. The current project drew upon the required textbook Controverses 

(Oukada, Bertrand, & Solberg, 2011), which served as a point of departure to design a 

progression of modules focusing on French current and sometimes controversial events. The 

themes proposed in the textbook covered the concept of friendship, technology, individual and 

collective freedom, gender equality, and immigration. For each theme, a wide variety of 

authentic, mediated -text genres culturally embedded in French society were added to the 

existing texts provided in the textbook. These multimodal texts were used to design scaffolded 

activities which engaged students in navigating, exploring, analyzing and reflecting upon these 

cultural artifacts, exposing them to multiple media representations and to varying linguistic and 

semiotic forms. Not only did students scrutinize these various mediated-texts from the 

perspective of consumers and language learners, but they were also asked to produce media 

artifacts drawing upon the concepts of ethics, audience, and ideology of the target culture. For 

example, in the module on immigration, the texts selected included the authentic website of the 

Museum of Immigration of Paris, from which infographics, storytelling, and promotional posters 

were drawn. At the end of the module, students were asked to create their own posters including 

the museum logo, image(s) and a slogan in order to promote immigration for an exhibition that 

take place in the museum. Lesson plans for the course thematic units were developed around 
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primary and secondary texts, and activities were created by integrating the knowledge processes 

of the Learning by Design approach previously mentioned.  

Although all the knowledge processes were used in each activity, emphasis was put on 

the analysing and applying, two processes often left aside by instructors, with the goals of 

fostering students’ critical thinking skills and promoting their creativity and agency (Bazalgette 

& Buckingham, 2013; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009). To encourage learners to engage with critical 

analysis of texts and personal and original productions, the Center Media Literacy framework 

provided guided support through its five core concepts connected with questions of 

deconstruction, to examine mediated-texts, and questions of construction, to create mediated-

texts.  

This curriculum, focused on the notions of ethics, audience and authorship, as well as the 

scrutiny of media products and the creation of media artifacts, aimed to foster visual and critical 

media literacy at the center of a foreign language classroom to facilitate learners’ understanding 

of semiotic resources orchestration and their effect in text productions.  

Participants 

Participants included 38 students who were recruited, and consented just before midterm 

from within their classes, without their instructor present. Of the 38 consented participants, 14 

consented to participate in an additional interview outside the course. From the pool of 38 

participants, the researcher selected nine students whose work yielded significant data to serve 

the purpose of this study. Five of these students were former students of the researcher/instructor 

and, consequently, had become familiarized with the instructor’s teaching style, interests, and 

approaches. These nine students showed a strong commitment to the course by doing their 

homework regularly, participating actively in in-class and online discussions, and in creating 
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innovative media productions and group projects with enthusiasm and curiosity. Moreover, these 

learners were selected by the researcher because they did not hesitate to voice diverse, personal, 

and sometimes controversial opinions. 

Participant profiles (table 1) indicate a wide range of majors from the diverse colleges 

within the university. This demonstrates the diversity of students present in foreign language 

classrooms at the undergraduate levels and the need to rethink language instruction, as argued 

earlier, in order to meet the interdisciplinary shift that has occurred in today’s educational 

system. 

Table 1 
Participants’ profiles 
Name*                     Majors                                                                                 Level 
Abiba                       Political Science / Pre-law Thematic                                    Senior 
Amany                     Psychology                                                                           Sophomore 
Brunelle                    Molecular & Cellular Biology                                              Junior 
César                        Psychology / Family Studies & Human Development        Senior 
Coralie                      Pre-Journalism                                                           Freshman 
Jelissa                       Plant Sciences                                                                      Junior 
Johanne                    Psychology / Astronomy                                                      Senior 
Maewa                     Communication / Psychology                                              Sophomore 
Sidonie                   Creative Writing / Studio Arts                                             Junior 
*Pseudonyms were used in order to protect the anonymity of the participants 
 
Data collection  
 

The data presented in this study was pulled from diverse sources collected over the 15-

week course. In order to answer this study’s research questions, pre- and post-reflections (D2L), 

in-class worksheets (Google doc), online discussion forums (D2L), self-reflections on production 

processes (D2L), and personal media artifacts were collected and analyzed. 

Research Questions Data Collection 

RQ1: If and how a curriculum centered 
around visual and critical media literacy 
creates the conditions to foster students’ 

- Pre- and post-reflections (D2L) 
- in-class worksheets (Google doc) 
- online discussion forums (D2L) 



44 
 

awareness of media ethics in the consumption 
and production of the everyday media? 
RQ2: If and how a curriculum centered 
around visual and critical media literacy 
creates the conditions to engage students to 
reflect on the meanings created by semiotics 
resources used in mediated text, and the 
impact on how they shape people’s vision of 
the world? 

- Pre- and post-reflections (D2L) 
- self-reflections on production 

processes (D2L) 
- personal media artifacts 

 

Pre-reflections consisted of students’ reflections on their prior knowledge of the topics 

that will be studied in class the following week. They were usually assigned on Sunday evenings.  

Some topics lasted several weeks so, students were asked to write different pre-reflections on 

particular aspects of the topic in order to activate connections between their prior knowledge and 

what was explored in previous classes.  

Post-reflections were either reflections done as homework, requiring students to 

demonstrate what they had learned, or more narrowed reflections drawing upon students’ 

personal perspective and opinion, and critical thinking of media use and ethics.  

Additionally, in-class worksheets were organized into three parts: predictions, 

exploration and engagement with text, and post- and/or self-reflections. These parts were based 

on the Center for Media Literacy’s five core concepts and five key questions that support 

inquiry-based media literacy pedagogy. The key questions were broken down into sub-questions 

selected from the MediaLit Kit (Appendix 2) and chosen based on their appropriateness for the 

various multimodal texts with which students were engaging with, and in order to emphasize on 

specific literacy skills such as visual, meaning-making, etc.  

Online discussions took place in forums set up within the course management (D2L) 

where students shared ideas and opinions on the various topics examined in class, and 
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commented on others’ perspectives and viewpoints.  

Finally, self-reflections focused on the different learning process phases taken by students 

while producing their own media artifacts. Students were asked to reflect, analyze and describe 

the diverse considerations -- audience, intention, content, and the use of different semiotic 

resources and technological tools -- they took during the process of Re-designed.  

Data Analysis 

In order to answer the study’s research questions, this qualitative data analysis involded 

two phases.  

Phase 1: Analytic memos and initial coding 

Based on Grounded Theory (Bryant, and Charmaz, 2007), the analysis data started with analytic 

memo writing and followed by an open coding. For the RQ1, a particular attention was given to 

instances focusing on the notion of media use and ethics in students’ consumption and 

production of media texts. For the RQ2, researcher considered how students understood the use 

and arrangement of the different semiotics resources encountered in multimodal ensemble. 

Phase 2: Focused coding 

First, instances demonstrating 1) students’ understanding of the utilization of media and 

its impact on people’s everyday lives were tabulated and coded; and 2) students’ critical 

awareness on how the arrangement of diverse design elements can influence and manipulate 

people’s vision and behavior were analyzed through students’ media artifact and self-reflection.   

Findings 

In this study, first, the researcher focused on the ways students negotiated the concept of 

media ethics through the exploration of various mediated texts and the production of original 

artifacts (RQ1). Then, the researcher examined how students engaged and negotiated the various 



46 
 

semiotic resources - including linguistics resources, to understand how meanings are created and 

shape people's vision of the world (RQ2).  

1. Fostering students’ awareness of media ethics  

Implementing a pedagogy of multiliteracies combined with visual and critical media 

literacy frameworks aimed at introducing various genres of multimodal texts in order to foster 

intermediate French learners’ engagement with current and controversial topics to which they 

can relate. Modules centered around authentic texts of the L2 culture gave students the 

opportunity to consume L2 popular culture and, most importantly, encouraged them to become 

aware-consumers of media. Selecting various topics to which students could relate based on their 

own cultural knowledge and personal experience reinforce students’ self-expression and agency. 

Moreover, including various genres of authentic mediated texts drawn from the L2 culture 

enhanced learners’ understanding of self-awareness and awareness of others’ perspectives.  

For instance, social relationships which was introduced to students through popular French TV 

shows with a format that is specific to French culture. Each show lasts for three to five minutes 

and is organized into a series of thirty second to one minute clips. These shows portray the 

different relationships existing among people such as neighbors, couples, teenagers in a school 

context, etc. Although they strive to be caricatures in order to engender laughs, they depict socio-

cultural practices embedded in French society. Thus, giving students opportunities to explore and 

reflect on multimodal and mediated texts allows them to position themselves as critical 

consumers promoting a better understanding of the L2 society and its social and cultural 

practices. For example, in her in-class activity reflection, Sidonie conceded, after exploring the 

promotional websites of these different TV shows, that 

[it] can also help learn more about French culture.  Who is watching these videos? 
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Young and old? When are they watching, during class or after a 9-5 job of work? Is this 

purely something that is found online or are their TV stations that play them as 

well?  There are a lot of unknowns.  The content of the episodes could be enlightening as 

well. What are the common topics? What kind of language registers are used in family 

conversation, friend conversation, etc and how do these registers [get] used by different 

people, and in different situations.  

In her reflection, Sidonie not only showed her interest for learning “more about the French 

culture” but she also questioned the way these shows engender different social practices among 

the French. Moreover, she demonstrated her understanding of how these promotional websites 

did not give complete information but instead narrowed audience’s attention to certain aspect of 

the content. In fact, reinforced by a critical media literacy framework, these activities encouraged 

students to examine texts more deeply, to question contexts, and to criticize the production and 

the distribution of those texts.  Placing new literacies frameworks at the center of language 

learning seemed to help students to reflect on media use and purpose and to become more aware 

of their own media practices and beliefs. 

The semester started with an initial module focusing on media and technology. After 

watching the 30-minute documentary “This Is Media,” made by Pivot, as part of the Eyes Wide 

Open digital and media literacy campaign (2014), most students shared their decisions to change 

some of their media practices in in-class discussions and personal post-reflections. Coralie 

confessed:   

After watching the short documentary in class today, it affected me in quite a few ways. 

For example, right after watching I turned my Instagram and Facebook to the private 

setting. I think that after watching that documentary, the main aspect I would emphasize 
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to my friends would be that whatever one posts onto the web, those posts and pictures 

will stay there forever. Current and future employers will be looking at what you put out, 

as well as family members and strangers you will never meet. When you stop and think 

about it that is a scary thought. Because those posts will be a huge deciding factor in how 

a person thinks of you.  

The documentary affected Coralie on different levels. First, it made her realize the ways she was 

currently using social media, which provoked an imminent - right after - need to turn [her] 

Instagram and Facebook to the private setting.” Then, having become aware of how media works 

in its virtual space - storing everyone’ posts, pictures, and information - the urge for Coralie was 

to “emphasize to [her] friends” the danger, and more importantly, the consequences of such 

practices for their personal and professional futures. Finally, beyond the mere media uses, 

Coralie became able to consider the consequences engendered by the use of social media 

platforms on the construction of one’s identity and self-reflection.  

Referring to the same short documentary, Johanne agreed that it “helped [her] realize 

that [she] might accept information as true a little too easily if it agrees with [her] own feelings 

and opinions”. Johanne’s statement demonstrated the significance for students to reflect on 

media and the way it easily influences and affects people’s lives and habits, and on how people 

can become biased and willing to share information that corresponds to their own “feelings and 

opinions” which often reflects the norm of the western countries in which students live. In fact, 

later in the semester, students showed deeper understanding of how media shapes people’s 

perceptions of the world, and they were able to step back from their own cultural environment to 

have a more critical point of view. For instance, while comparing and contrasting which French 

TV miniseries could become successful in an American context, Abiba advocated:  
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I really liked the miniseries my group did, En Famille. It reminded us of Modern Family 

which is a very successful comedy in the US. People in general I think enjoy eccentric 

characters that represent a certain archetype of person. That way when you're watching 

the show with friends and family, you can say, "Oh you (or I am) are just like so and so" 

and it's fun. That's why the quizzes on the website for the En Famille show would appeal 

to Americans; we're already taking the "what character from this TV show are you?" type 

quizzes on Facebook. It's all about the demographic, and I'd have to say Americans 

prefer comedy over drama, at least that's what I've witnessed. Thus En Famille would be 

terribly successful here.  

Despite the different format of the french TV show, Abiba was aware that this specific show 

“would appeal to Americans” because the promotion responds to audience’s demands, and 

targets “the demographic”. 

Furthermore, referring to the module on freedom of speech in which students explored 

the role of cartoonist around the world through various genre-based mediated texts such as TV 

News, political cartoons, online newspaper article, and a documentary, Amany explained:  

After discussing the limits of freedom of speech last week, and speaking about it more 

today, I have a better understanding from the cartoonist's point of view. They really are 

doing something to benefit society from their point of view and I respect that. I think it is 

similar to activists who protest and try to make their voices heard, they are just doing it 

in a satirical way. I still believe that some of the cartoons they draw are uncalled for 

however. But I do see how these forms of expression are necessary in our world today. I 

personally think that everyone should express what they believe would benefit society, but 

they should do it morally and respectfully, in order to be heard by a larger group of 
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people. I started to think how I use my freedom of speech to better the world, and I do it 

through dance, writing, and through sharing things I feel are important to society on 

social media as well. I am very excited to make my own comic. I am excited because it 

feels like it gives me some power to shed light on an important issue. 

The shift between being consumer-aware of media and becoming creators and producers of 

personal artifacts gave students “some power to shed light on an important issue” and generated 

excitement and investment. The idea behind activities that activate students’ understanding of 

how media function and manipulate people’s behavior, opinions and discourse was to focus 

students’ reflections on how they could contribute in their own ways to “better the world.”  

2. Engaging students’ reflections on the use of semiotic resources  

a. To create meanings  

Engaging students to analyze various topics and genres of French authentic mediated 

texts gave their instructor an opportunity to introduce learners to concepts such as audience, 

message, intention, and positioning, which allowed them to reflect on the construction, 

distribution, and reception of media products. To do so, the instructor followed the knowledge 

process of “applying appropriately and creatively” (Cope and Kalantzis, 2009, 2015) by asking 

students, in groups or individually, to produce their own media artifacts. Students’ reflections 

suggest that students’ production helped them to perceive the different layers of media 

construction, fostered greater understandings of contextualization, and promoted deeper 

reflection upon meaning-making processes.   

At the end of the module on Immigration in which students had been engaged in 

structured activities encompassing various texts – infographics, videos, and digital stories of 

French immigrants– drawn from the website of the Museum of Immigration of Paris, students 
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were asked to deconstruct four promotional posters designed by the museum and diffused across 

Paris. In her post-reflection, Abiba explained:  

Additionally, the statement made on the poster was memorable. It references the history 

of the immigrants, and that seemed to be the main point of the video we watched as well. 

The museum of immigration has the purpose of tying all the immigrants’ history together, 

and how that history has affected the country. It’s rather inspirational; entire countries 

can be founded and developed because of immigrants. That’s what happened in the US 

anyway. 

In her statement, Abiba pointed out the museum’s intention to present, through the different 

mediated-texts, the effect of Immigration on the historical and cultural aspects of the country. 

She understood the connection between the different texts, and how it allowed the audience to 

get a better view of France’s immigration history. Moreover, the adjectives “memorable” and 

“inspirational” underscored the positive impact and the influence of these promotional texts upon 

the audience. 

Furthermore, the deconstruction of the promotional posters raised students’ awareness of 

the significance of semiotic resources, and engaged students in deeper reflection on meaning-

making processes while creating their own posters.  

In order to produce my poster for the Musée De L’Histoire De L’Immigration, I used 

both written and visual modes of communication. I found a picture on Google of a wide 

variety of people of different ethnic groups and posted it into a Word document.  I used 

the “adjust photo” setting to change it from a colored photo to a yellow photo with 

whites and blacks.  I did this to fit the uniform of the other posters the museum has.  For 

this same goal, I also found a picture of the museum emblem and put it in the upper left 
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hand corner.  This is the visual mode of communication, I wanted to have a picture that 

tied in the different kind of people: immigrants, natives, traditional, modern, South 

American, European, African. 

This doubled with my written mode I wanted to create a message.  The written text I 

decided to put on the poster is “C’est possible que <<nous>> et <<eux>> existions?”  I 

wanted this text to capitalize on the phrase of “us and them”.  So often people use these 

words but is it possible for them to exist?  Can there really be an us and them?  This 

question coupled with the picture, I wanted to create the question, are there our 

immigrants and their immigrants?  Are their us and them? (Sidonie) 

 

In her reflection, Sidonie demonstrated her understanding of how the various semiotic resources 

work in combination and affect the overall artifact. Most importantly, she made production 

choices that allowed her to achieve her goal and promote her message. She deliberately changed 

the color of the original picture in order to match the posters studied in class, as well as added the 

logo of the museum to make her poster “real.” She also chose a picture that depicts people’s 

diversity in order to target a broader audience. Unlike the posters analyzed in class that presented 

linguistic statements on various aspect of French immigration, Sidonie chose to question her 
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audience. In following instructions, students based their work on what they had learned in class 

and utilized the French museum’s posters as models to create their own. However, in the 

meaning-making process they showed their ability to appropriate the tools of deconstruction/ 

construction, and to combine and arrange the different semiotic resources in order to convey 

their personal point of view on the issues of immigration. This creative project demonstrated 

learners’ understanding of the notion of genre and the use of their visual and media 

competencies. Beyond the sole re-production of a media-text, students presented their own way 

of seeing and talking about immigration by orchestrating different design elements in order to 

share how they envision immigration, what it means to them, and how they want to represent it 

within society.     

Thus, comprehending the diverse layers that constitute a mediated text allowed students 

to see how media (and producers of media) could positively affect people’s points of view, and 

also how media could be used as weapons to influence or change these points of view.  

b. To impact people’s vision of the world.        

Student productions demonstrate that through the integration of authentic and multimodal 

texts portraying L2 culture, students were able to reflect on how media influence people’s social 

practices and vision of their own environment. Moreover, in analyzing linguistic and semiotics 

resources, learners got a better understanding of how texts are designed and can influence 

audiences in how they perceive societies. Furthermore, these activities engaged students in 

critically reflecting on their own practices and perception of the world, which could be different 

from others, and impact their lives and their futures.  

Nevertheless, drawing from the target language and culture, current - and sometimes - 

controversial topics to which students can relate, afforded them a certain distance from the issues 
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which could emotionally disturb them and prevent them from maintaining 

objectivity.  Conversely, the space created between both contexts – the target context and 

students’ own contexts – facilitated or engendered deeper critical-thinking and agency. By 

contextualizing others’ issues and environments, students could critically and objectively 

observe and reflect on problems, in order to engage and position themselves as social actors.  

For instance, after an in-class discussion on the French phenomenon, “Je suis Charlie,” 

that occurred after the Charlie Hebdo terrorist attack, Brunelle asserted:  

Based off of the discussion today I can understand those who identify with "Je ne suis pas 

Charlie."  [I] support the cause for Je suis Charlie because i feel that it does relate to 

freedom of speech.  However, a part of me does not support to double standard that it 

sets for other communities.  For example, in the video many of the Muslim citizens felt 

like they had no voice and were judged for not supporting the movement. This goes 

against the ideology behind the movement, which makes me semi not support it. 

Although students were engaged and strongly voiced their opinion around freedom of speech and 

the “Je suis Charlie” phenomenon tied to terrorism, seeing different perspectives from diverse 

communities through various texts, provided them with an opportunity to question their own 

knowledge and beliefs. Beyond the learning of a language and a culture, activities fostering 

media literacies and encouraging students to position themselves as participative consumer and 

active producer, helped them to stand up, as citizens of the world, to get a greater understanding 

the world that surrounds them, to consider others’ perspective, and to get engaged in social 

justice issues. 

c. The prosumer  

Through the use of this course’s resources, and participation in structured activities 
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centered around the target language and culture, students were encouraged to become critical-

thinkers, to gain new perspectives, to consider others’ perspectives, and to call for action as 

active participants in a global community.  

In addition, through the use of new and multi-literacies approaches, students had an 

opportunity to assume both the roles of consumers and producers and to reflect on what it means 

to be an alert prosumer (Toffler, 1980) in everyday life. Becoming a prosumer means going from 

being a passive consumer of media to an active producer of media by participating in the creation 

and the diffusion of mediated texts. Thus, providing an opportunity to move from a role to 

another in deconstructing existing texts and constructing original designs, students gained the 

ability to reflect on what media ethics mean, and how media’s manipulative influence could 

affect positively or negatively  people’s interactions and thinking. For instance, in her post 

reflection on media ethics, Abiba admitted:  

About a month ago I decided to tune out of social media because it’d become a large and 

unnecessary part of my life. On top of that, there are multiple servers and databases logging all 

of my information, pictures, thoughts, ideas and aspects of my life, that are really no one’s 

business to collect. 

Her decision was drastic, and demonstrated a need to step back from her personal usage 

of social media, and her understanding of media ethics.  

Other students became more critical prosumers without cutting ties to their own use of 

media. Reflecting back on the concept of freedom of speech, César stated at the end of the 

module,  

[The] limit to freedom [of] expression wasn't legally binding, meaning no one is forcing 

you to restrain your speech, but you should be aware of what you say and how it will affect other 
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people. Just because we have the opportunity to say whatever we want in this country doesn't 

always mean we should.  Now I am not trying to say this is always the case but we should be 

courteous of others and keep others in mind. 

 While comparing and contrasting the French and  US contexts – in this country -, César 

indicated his understanding of how, in France, laws can limit what is acceptable to say or not, 

and how freedom of speech can affect “other people” and foster hate, discrimination and 

violence, if not regulated. Not only César showed a greater understanding of different ideological 

viewpoints, but he also demonstrated empathy. He reminded us how in our own public 

discourses, we should keep others in mind, in the respect their beliefs and practices.   

In support of César’s feelings, Coralie admitted,  

After talking in class about the limits of the freedom of speech in the United States, my 

views [...] have changed a lot. It is hard for me to say this, because I know how blessed 

Americans are to have the right to speak our minds while in some countries if you say 

one small bad comment you risk your life, but sometimes in those situations I wish the 

American government would put more limitations on that. [...] I think our freedom of 

speech is a blessing but more restrictions should be placed on the United States of 

America, because there are a lot of crazy people whose ideas do not need to be on a 

loudspeaker [...]. Maybe instead, the government could make a change where these ideas 

are not said aloud in public like that but instead kept to blogs on the Internet where 

people can choose whether or not to listen to those words. This also goes for cartoons 

and such because people can choose to turn those on or to skip over them. 

Coralie’s view on freedom of speech shifted, and not only did she explain why, but she also 

suggested what could be done to restrain but not prohibit free speech, by offering people the 
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opportunity to “listen to those words.” Both Coralie and César presented strong critical thinking 

and problem-solving skills in their reflections.  

Finally, in her post-reflection, Johanne stated:  

Yes we all value freedom of speech but why do we pick and choose which events or 

tragedies are worthy of our outrage and sorrow? Why do we seem to only come together 

over these issues if the victims are our nation's allies and have a similar society and 

twenty-first century culture? [...] We decide what tragedy matters enough to speak up 

and support it, but we ignore so many others where more lives are lost and worse things 

are happening because it does not affect us or people like us that we identify with. 

She did not challenge the concept of freedom of speech, but rather questioned the behavior of 

specific communities - [the] nation’s allies [which] have a similar society and twenty-first 

century culture - facing tragedies and outrage. The “why” questions, the use of “we”, the 

dichotomy between “support” and “ignore,” and the notion of identity overtook by Johanne 

presents more than a critical analysis of  the topic, but rather a call for reflection, discussion and 

action.  

Indeed, giving students the opportunity to “prosume” in foreign language classrooms led 

to greater investment and agency as they related to topics important to them. They were able to 

explore others’ perspectives through mediated and authentic L2 texts, and to voice --in L2-- their 

own perception of the world through original productions. In analyzing, evaluating, scrutinizing 

the use of semiotic resources in the everyday texts, they became aware of how choosing, 

arranging and orchestrating various design elements could convey meaningful messages, reach 

specific audience, and affect people’s beliefs and behavior.   

Discussion 
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The student outcomes analyzed in this study indicate that a curriculum that centers 

around visual and critical media literacy creates conditions for students to move critical 

consumer to aware producer to engaged prosumer. The use of visual and media literacy 

frameworks gave students the opportunities to reflect on their use of media and the implication 

on media ethics, as well as the impact of media on people’s behavior and ideas. In shifting from 

consumers to producers of media, students demonstrated greater understanding and interest in 

self-reflection and consideration for others. By engaging with texts from both consumer and 

producer perspectives, students were able to pause and reflect on how meanings are created 

through the combination of semiotic resources, and how designing meanings could affect self 

and others. As Kramsch (2006) stated:  “in order to understand others, we have to understand 

what they remember from the past, what they imagine and project onto the future, and how they 

position themselves in the present. And we have to understand the same thing of ourselves” (p. 

251).  

In this study, the use of current and authentic media resources drawn from the target 

culture, combined with well-structured activities, contributed to help students become critical-

thinkers and problem-solvers. In addition, the implementation of learning by design (NLG, 1996; 

Cope & Kalantzis, 2005, 2009) for meaning-making fostered students’ agency and 

empowerment. Kellner and Kim (2010) underscore that: “[...] there needs to be concrete 

pedagogical interventions to provide ordinary people with tools to deploy the vast potential of 

Internet media for their cultural/social/political empowerment” (p. 22). Providing tools to foster 

students’ motivation and agency using prior knowledge, interests, and academic skills showed 

that learners are able to appropriate new content to construct new knowledge. Learning by design 

is a transformational process in which students gain autonomy, and grow from the known to the 
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new. The transformation occurred at every step of the designing process included in 

multiliteracies-based activities which drew from the use of Available Designs to the Re-designed 

practice. In designing new meanings, learners got an opportunity to convey messages that 

represent who they are and in what they believe.  

For this particular study, the way the curriculum was designed progressively allowed 

students to involve themselves in becoming more critical and in voicing their opinions. First, 

from the perspective of consumers, students deepened the ethical and ideological aspects of what 

media offered to people and the discourses provoked by media in people’s households. Then, 

from their perspective of producers, students were allowed to create and disseminate their own 

messages in using multiple and various modes of communication. This opportunity for taking a 

position on issues in which they were interested, and sharing their messages with the world, 

empowered students and encouraged them to call for action and to express their identities not 

only as learners, consumers, or producers, but also as participative agents of a more global 

society.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

Some limitations of the study must be considered. First, only nine participants out of 

thirty-eight were selected in this study, based on their commitment to the class and the diversity 

they represent in terms of academic interest and background. As a result, the pool of participants 

may not represent the views of the students enrolled in the two intermediate French courses. In 

addition, five of the participants were former students of the researcher/instructor and, 

consequently, were acquainted with the researcher/instructor’s teaching style. Although the 

previous courses were not based on visual and critical media literacy frameworks, students had 

been exposed to some key elements that framed the way the curriculum was designed, such as 
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individual and group projects, use of authentic resources, and scaffolded activities based on the 

Learning by Design’s knowledge processes. Finally, the researcher is aware that the lack of 

knowledge of students’ ostensibly diverse language backgrounds and education may have 

affected the findings. In future research, pre- and post- questionnaires will be incorporated to 

assess students’ language learning as well as students’ knowledge of visual and media literacy. 

Conclusions and Implications 

In conclusion, the implementation of visual and media literacy frameworks, combined 

with a pedagogy of multiliteracies seems to offer a holistic approach for enhancing L2 literacy 

development. For students, reflecting on both roles - the consumer and the producer - increased 

awareness of self and others and spurred students’ agency. Although integrating media and 

visual literacy in a FL classroom challenges the traditional ideas of how language learning and 

teaching should occur, this study showed that new literacies practices encompass language 

learning and address students’ interest and prior knowledge. Learning by design and the use of 

knowledge processes allow the L2 instructor to put multimedia and multimodal literacy at the 

center of a FL classroom. Although multimodal texts have often been used as springboards for 

discussions about socio-cultural practices in the target culture and/or language use in L2 

discourses, few studies have proposed to scrutinize the implementation of mediated texts to 

foster concepts such as media ethics, otherness and self-awareness, and to integrate semiotic 

resources to support meaning creations and help learners’ language barriers. 
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Appendix 1: Based on Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996)’s Visual Literacy Frameworks 
 

 
       

 
 
Appendix 2: Based on the Center of Media Literacy’ Five Core Concepts and Key 
Questions (2005) 
  

Key Words DECONSTRUCTION FIVE CORE 
CONCEPTS 

CONSTRUCTION 

AUTHORSHIP Who created this 
message? 

All media messages 
are constructed 

What am I authoring? 

FORMAT What creative 
techniques are used to 
attract my attention? 

Media messages are 
constructed using a 
creatuve language with 
its own rules. 

Does my message 
reflect understanding in 
format, creativity and 
technology? 

AUDIENCE How might different 
people understand this 
message differently? 

Different people 
experience the same 
media message 
differently 

Is my message 
engaging and 
compelling for my 
target audience? 

CONTENT What values, lifestyles, 
and points of view are 
represented in or 
omitted from this 
message? 

Media have embedded 
values and points of 
view. 

Have I clearly and 
consistently framed 
values, lifestyles, and 
points of view in my 
content? 

PURPOSE Why is this message 
being sent? 

Most media messages 
are organized to gain 
profit and/or power 

Have I communicated 
my purpose 
effectively? 
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CHAPTER 3 

 Literature Review: Digital Storytelling 

Digital Storytelling Background  

The Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) was founded in the early 1990s and is rooted in 

the community of arts, folk, culture, and oral storytelling. Based in the San Francisco Bay area 

where technology has rapidly developed, this community-based training center in digital media 

concentrated its focus on providing a workshop model for people who would like to engage 

community members in the creation of Digital Storytelling (DST). Since 1998, the CDS, which 

moved to UC Berkeley, has become an international organization that supports various projects 

and other organizations involved in producing and disseminating stories within diverse contexts.  

Grounded in the belief that everyone has a story to tell, Joe Lambert -- arts activist, 

producer, administrator, teacher, writer, and director-- and the late Dana Atchley -- a 

professional video producer, designer and performing artist -- came up with a common idea to 

give to ‘ordinary’ people the opportunity to create a computer-mediated story about their 

everyday lives. Joe Lambert states: “Our original interest was the simple idea of affordability and 

distribution of video editing as a form of expression, summed up in the idea that what typing did 

to 20th century literacy, video editing will do to 21st Century literacy.” (Lambert, 2012; 

retrieved from Lazorchak, Q.2)   

Presented in the form of a two to three-day workshop, participants are involved in a 

collaborative effort consisting of creating a personal project. They first participate in the Story 

Circle in which they share an idea of a personal story and receive feedback from other 

participants. From there, following different stages they go through the process of production 

and create their digital story (Lambert, 2013). One key component that DST shares with 
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traditional storytelling is the process of constructing strong and meaningful stories. With this 

goal in mind the CDS designed the Seven Elements of DST which guide participants while 

developing their personal stories (Table 1). 

Table 1: Center for Digital Storytelling’s seven elements and steps of digital stories   

 Seven Elements of Digital Stories 
(Lambert, 2006) 

Seven Steps of Digital Story Production 
(Lambert, 2009) 

1 The point of view of the author Owning one’s insights as an author 
 

2 A dramatic question which “set[s] up a 
tension (p.50 and captivates the audience 
throughout the story 

Owning the emotional side of the story in 
order to connect more deeply to the 
audience 

3 The emotional content of the digital stories Finding the moment of change in the story 
4 The presence of the author’s voice which 

adds to the emotional content of digital 
stories and allows the authors to emphasize 
different elements of their narratives 

Seeing the story through visual imagery, 
both explicit and implicit 

5 The soundtrack or musical background 
which also conveys emotions and creates 
emphasis 

Hearing the story and setting the tone 

6 Economy Assembling the story, keeping in mind the 
audience’s needs and reactions 

7 Pacing Sharing the story with an audience 
 
 

Since 1994, DST has grown and quickly caught the attention of higher education scholars 

from different fields of inquiry (Lambert, 2013). In 2003, Meadows proposed a project to the 

British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) called Listening to the Voice of People, in which the 

creation of DST was involved. Meadows (2003) states "Digital Stories are not quite like any 

previous form of broadcast material - yes, they look a bit like films even though they are not 

'movies' since, for the most part, they are made with still pictures. Yes, they are like radio-with-

pictures but - with production values that come from the scrapbook rather than the studio – they 

certainly do not look like television" (p. 189-90). DST challenges the mass-media forms of 

popular culture to create a new form in which the “invisible nation” (Meadows, 2003, p.190) can 
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have a voice. Despite the use of the same mediated form of production and dissemination, digital 

stories are not made by professionals for mass consumption, which are often used to influence 

and/or manipulate the audience, but, on the contrary, they are created by ‘ordinary’ people who 

share a personal narrative, often intimate, about their own life and everyday social practices.  

DST is used as a cultural experience for local communities through a vernacular form of 

creativity as a common form of expression in which social and communicative practices of the 

everyday such as chat, phone conversation, scrapbooking, etc. take place (Burgess, 2006; 

Meadows, 2003).  

DST Features 

Different features distinguish digital narratives from online narratives and oral 

storytelling. DST is a textual narrative embedded with other modes of communication such as 

music, sound effects, and visual elements (Alismail, 2015; Robin, 2005). It has a limited length, 

as it consists of “short, two to three-minute mini-films usually based on still photos brought into 

a multimedia format, with a textual narrative that is read with the narrator's own voice" (Lundby, 

2008, p. 366). Traditionally, storytelling not only engages a teller, a story and an audience, but 

also develops literacy practices. This practice of literacy goes beyond the simple fact of reading a 

story. It engages other modalities of communication such as listening and writing and 

demonstrates the relationship between orality and literacy (Boyarin, 1993; Sarris, 1993). The 

interaction that occurs between the teller and the listener, between the writer and the reader 

through the practice of storytelling encompasses spaces and places, time, sounds, phatic 

expressions, intonation, body language and facial expressions, gazes, and feelings. It also 

anchors the story within a community, a culture, and a tradition, and situates the reader and the 

listener in a mutual exchange of meanings, common values, and beliefs. Any exchanges, whether 
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verbal, written or gestural, exist as a mode of intercultural and interpersonal expression.  The 

story becomes a ritual, a treasure that people pass along for generations, from the elders to the 

youth, from the prince to the peasants, from the preacher to the believers, from the artists to the 

fans, and from the teacher to the students. Storytelling is not a one-way process, but a 

conversation in progress in which people agree to participate. Moreover, stories are polyvocal 

and dialogical (Bakhtin, 1986) insofar as they are representative of conversations and 

interactions that are perpetuated among generations in different places and at different times. 

They are dynamic, endless, and in a process of perpetual renewal in the world.  

Nonetheless, according to Lambert, the power of creating a story digitally is based on its 

multimodal dimension and how it engages the DST creators with multiple modes of expression 

and representation (visual, audio, sensorial, spatial, textual, oral) which have “exponentially 

more complex impact” (Lambert, 2012; retrieved from Lazorchak, Q2 ) on themselves and their 

audience. While storytelling, on the one hand, sustains collaborative interaction between the 

teller and the listener (who shapes and influences the story as it goes along), DST, on the other 

hand, is more individual and personal, echoing the voice and personal representation of the 

teller’s perception of the world.   

The concept of audience 

In digital and online narratives, interactions with a specific audience do not exist, and the 

online audience cannot react to the exchange and the immediacy of the event (Burgess, 2006). 

As a result, the concept of audience is questioned and redefined.  

In the context of the digital world, the creator of a digital story faces two types of 

audiences: “the self” (Morris, 2013) as well as the “imagined” (Marwick & Boyd, 2010) 
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audience. The “self” audience is represented by the shift that occurs between being 

producer/teller and consumer/listener. The “imagined” audience is the audience targeted by the 

storyteller. Both are intertwined because without the presence of an audience, the producer must 

imagine it and play both roles in order to recognize and validate a story that is self-

representational, personal, and sometimes intimate. The challenge raised by the use of digital 

stories, is the multiplicity of the audience offered in the virtual world, and the anticipation of the 

audience’s reaction and interaction. Communicative performance is embedded in socio-cultural 

contexts, and depending on the social context, discourses are changed and modified to respect 

the corresponding conventions and to remain appropriate. However, in the digital world, the 

contexts for communicative performance and the audiences are manifold, and the self-

representation and discourses’ appropriateness become more complex. “Technology complicates 

our metaphors of spaces and place, including the belief that audiences are separate from each 

other.” (Marwick & Boyd, 2010, p. 2).  

As a result, producing, distributing and sharing stories can have different purposes based 

on the audience chosen, the context in which stories are created, and the message that tellers try 

to convey. In addition, the use of multiple modes of representation give producers of DST 

infinite possibilities to develop and communicate their stories based on personal use and motives. 

It is important for the DST creators to delineate “how the stories serve these different purposes, 

personal expression and the preservation of memory, tools for learning and the sharing of 

information, tools for organizing and mobilization, tools for advocacy and social change, and 

tools for evaluation and reflection.  In each way, the same story can be said to have a different 

role, simply by the way it is contextualized” (Lambert, 2012; retrieved from Lazorchak, Q5). 

DST in Education 
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Literacy skills  

DST aligns with the P21’s Framework for 21st Century Learning and meets the Students 

Outcomes and Supports Systems (www.p21.org, 2007). According to Robin (2006), despite the 

many different types of DST, three major groups exist: 1) the personal narratives in which one 

retells personal events and people that affect one’ s life; 2) historical documentaries in which 

events are explored to understand the past and the present; 3) informative stories that instruct the 

audience about a specific concept or practice. As a result, educators can integrate DST in many 

ways in order to foster and enhance literacy skills. They can create their own DST to introduce 

key concepts and new content knowledge; they can ask students to produce individually or 

collaboratively their own DST in order to achieve learning goals and objectives; or they can 

develop a teacher-team curriculum in which DST serves to link different academic disciplines.  

In addition, integrating DST in classrooms allows educators to connect the traditional 

view of literacy as acts of reading and writing printed texts with the new literacy practices by 

embedding other forms of representation for communicative purposes. First, in developing their 

personal narratives, students become familiar with various language registers and styles and the 

conventions that specify the genre of storytelling. Then, in reflecting on online and digital 

narrative affordances, students develop their understanding of the use of other symbolic 

resources, which bring a multimodal and mediated dimension to stories, as well as new ways of 

reading and communicating. Finally, in producing and editing their own DST, students develop 

their ‘semiotic agility’ (Prior, 2010; Thorne, 2013), and gain multiple and various literacy 

competences. For instance, the implementation of DST in classrooms supports the use of 

advanced technology such as video cameras, movie editing software, deeper online research for 

resources (Alismail, 2015; Robin, 2008). In addition, it promotes collaboration and discussion 



71 
 

among students, and allows educators to develop participatory projects in which students can 

demonstrate academic skills, share knowledge and express ideas in a more effective way 

(McLellan, 2007; Sadik, 2008). Thus, through digital stories, individuals gain narrative 

accessibility and presence over new uses of advanced technology (Alismail, 2015; Dreon, 

Kerper, & Landis, 2011; Tackvick, 2012). 

Furthermore, DST enhances students’ abilities to position themselves as producer/teller 

as well as a consumer/listener, and as a result foster their understanding of the concept of 

audience (Olher, 2006; Sadik, 2008). According to Morris (2013), the concept of audience and 

the relationship between production and reception develops students’ self-awareness and self-

evaluation. Incorporating self-reflections and self-evaluations at the end of a DST project gives 

students the opportunity to reflect on the ways they select, edit and produce the diverse semiotic 

resources used in their DST. It demonstrates their ability to assess their own learning and to 

provide meaningful insights on their learning processes. “Students as viewers of their own work 

is a central characteristic of digital storytelling from which an opportunity emerges … to develop 

students’ skills in self-assessment, an important skill in the 21st century learning” (Morris, 2013 

p. 55). In using different modes of communication, students enrich stories and reflect on the 

power and the impact that each mode can have on the ‘self’ audience (Morris, 2013). On the 

other hand, to draw the ‘imagined’ audience’s attention, students can decide to add personal 

creations such as drawings, music compositions, and interviews, which lend another dimension 

to their stories. These choices bring creativity and originality to the personal stories by 

representing the uniqueness of individuals (Reinders, 2010, Vinogradova, Linville, & Bickel, 

2011). Students can develop new and different identity(ies), and overcome the sole role of “being 

a student.”  
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Agency, Identity and Self-expression  

DST is considered powerful as it gives ‘ordinary’ people the possibility to speak and be 

heard. It balances the personal and the general and presents artifacts in which ‘ordinary’ people 

chose to tell a story about “the serious business of the human experience” (Burgess, 2006, p. 

211). As a result, it challenges the hierarchy of voice and agency in mass culture and mass media 

communication because of its consideration of being a more democratic genre in a mediated 

way. This democratic potential stems from the abilities that students acquire through their 

everyday experience as consumers of media. Indeed, the implementation of DST in educational 

settings has the potential to connect formal and informal learning in fostering students’ 

motivation to read and write (Causarano, 2015) and in bringing school and society together 

(Gregori-Signes & Pennock, 2012; Gregori-Signes, 2013). For instance, studies on young 

marginalized students using DST (Podkalicka & Campbell, 2010; Rogers, Winters, LaMonde, & 

Perry, 2010) showed that through the creation of digital video and online narratives youth gained 

agency through visibility which gave them the opportunity to express their personal concerns and 

life issues, and unfold their identity(ies) (Davis, 2004; Livingston, 2008; Sadik, 2008). DST is a 

tool to promote students’ confidence in being heard by their classmates, peers, and sometimes 

beyond the school contexts such as in the community (Podkalicka & Campbell, 2010) or at local 

film festivals, etc. (Bailey, 2011; Rogers & al., 2010). In addition, they reach an audience that 

extends well beyond the teacher-examiner.  

Bailey (2011)’s ethnographic study, based on data collected over two years in a high 

school context, demonstrated how students used literacy skills and video productions “in 

affective ways […] to illuminate, express, and reflect on their thoughts, feelings, fears and 

emotions […] and heal from difficult circumstances” (p. 89). With the creation of stories, 
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teachers promote student engagement, reflection on the learning process, technology skills, and 

project-based learning (Reinders, 2010), and develop students’ capacity to narrate stories in order 

to make sense of personal experiences or to address local, national, or global issues (Bailey, 

2011). Not only do they have to perform in school but also outside of school they must engage 

themselves in their communities, by taking power over their lives and their experiences in order 

to represent themselves and their environments, and by caring for and connecting with others. 

They are thereby positioning themselves as citizens in a society and in a world with which they 

are enacting and evolving. In addition, through sharing DST online and being exposed to others’ 

DST, students expand their own knowledge, become aware of cultural and ideological 

differences, and value others’ experiences. For instance, Sadik (2008) indicated that 

implementing DST in a Social Sciences curriculum encouraged students to reflect on ideologies, 

democracy and citizenship. It is a student-centered practice that values students’ personal 

experience and interests, academic background, and gives them a voice, not only to speak but to 

be heard through the exchange of ideas and mutual recognition of personal everyday concerns 

(Couldry, 2009; Podkalicka & Campbell, 2010) 

Digital Storytelling in FL/L2 classrooms 

In addition to aligning with the 21st Century Skills map (ACTFL, 2011), DST is a tool for 

developing 21st century literacies and engaging learners in a language classroom community 

(Vinogradova et al, 2011). Despite the great potential of DST projects in L2 contexts, few studies 

have been conducted about it (Castañeda, & Rojas-Miesse, 2013; Reinders, 2010), and most 

published manuscripts that have examined and discussed the benefits of DST in language 

classrooms are based on English courses for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) (Angay-

Crowder, Choi, & Yi, 2013; Cloud, Laking & Leininger, 2011; Vinagradova, et al., 2011). 
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To help students compose their stories, most foreign language teachers who incorporate 

digital story practices in their classrooms design their instructions around the Circle Story 

practice and the Seven Elements of DST provided by the CDS. These activities guide students to 

construct and produce meaningful stories about themselves, foster discussions among students by 

sharing ideas, and enhance reflections on the differences between online, oral, and digital stories 

(Robin, 2006), the concepts of audience (Sylvester & Greenridge, 2009), and multimodality 

(Buckingham, 2009; Livingston, 2008). The seven elements also serve as references for students 

while developing, producing and editing their project (Angay-Crowder, et al., 2013; Dousay, 

2015; Vinogradova et al., 2011). In addition, according to Sylvester and Greenridge (2009), 

following the different stages of DST helps students who struggle with traditional narrative 

conventions such as spelling and handwriting.  While the development of the storyboard 

improves students’ organizational skills in telling events in chronological order, the opportunities 

for multiple revisions prior to recording enhance critical-thinking and problem-solving skills.  

DST and Language Modalities 

The benefits of integrating DST in FL classrooms relate to language production and 

practices. Through the production of DST, students “articulate a complete, coherent story with a 

beginning, middle, and end in the target language using multiple media and multiple modalities” 

(Castañeda et al, 2013, p. 57). According to Smeda, Dakich and Sharda (2014), digital narratives 

allow students to select and concentrate on the language modality(ies) they want to improve. In 

addition, students can focus on specific tasks, such as structuring complete sentences, 

pronouncing high-level vocabulary, spelling words, practicing intonation and so forth (Hur & 

Suh, 2012; Kim, 2014; Ramirez, Verdugo, & Alonso Belmonte, 2007; Smeda et al, 2014). 

Through the use of linguistic structures, visual and audio aids, DST enhances language 
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modalities that allow students to contextualize and construct their stories.   

Thus, the implementation of DST in FL/L2 classrooms involves the use of all language 

modalities: writing, reading, listening, speaking, and viewing. As they develop the composition 

of their story, language learners must make selective linguistic choices in terms of genre 

conventions, morpho-syntactic features (e.g. tenses, vocabulary, grammar, etc.) and language 

register and discourse appropriateness.  

According to Paulus (1999) the use of a multiple-draft approach is best for practicing 

writing in FL/L2 classrooms. Thus, as producers of digital stories, students need to learn how to 

write narratives following genre conventions and often with a limited number of words.  For 

instance, in Castañeda and Rojas-Miesse (2013)’s study, intermediate Spanish learners were 

asked to write a digital narrative in 250-375 words on the topic entitled “Who are you?” The 

purpose of limiting the number of words was connected to the DST genre as a 2-3 minute video 

and to help students to fulfill this convention. The teacher provided in-class space and time for 

students to brainstorm their ideas and then asked them to write a first draft as a homework 

assignment. The first draft was shared in class a week later as a Story Circle class-activity in 

which students received feedback from their peers in the target language. Teacher gave content 

and grammatical feedback to students on the second draft. The final draft became the narration of 

the DST. Findings showed that students gained abilities in stating viewpoints and reporting 

choices of writing strategies.  

DST also supports students’ improvement of their speaking skills (Kim, 2014; Nelson, 

2006). To perform the task of speaking, students have to practice pronunciation and decide on 

the intonation they would like to give to their product (e.g. alarmist, humorous, informational, 

promotional, etc.). Studies on the use of online recording programs and self-assessment 
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demonstrate significant improvement in speaking accuracy and communicative performance 

(Lynch, 2007; Volle, 2005). For instance, Kim (2014)’s investigation of English as a second 

language (ESL) learners’ oral proficiency shows that the use of online recording and speech-text 

programs combined with regular teacher’s feedback supports learners’ speaking proficiency.  In 

addition, teacher feedback encourages students to practice several times in order to correct any 

pronunciation issues and ameliorate language flow and intonation, which enhance FL/L2 fluency 

(Davis & McGrail, 2009; Hur & Suh, 2012). 

Furthermore, a study about the use of technology and digital stories to promote FL 

learning in Spanish young learners shows significant support of the listening skills (Ramirez et 

al, 2007). In being exposed to digital narratives, learners get the opportunity to listen to stories at 

their own pace improving concentration and increasing exposure to the FL/L2. Ramirez et al’s 

findings also show that the use of technology and DST foster reading comprehension. Indeed, as 

consumers, students have to negotiate meanings linked with the listening (e.g. voice-over, music, 

sounds design, etc.) and reading (e.g. subtitles and/ or textual features embedded digitally). 

According to Hur and Suh (2012), students reported that they had practiced the reading of the 

story several times prior to recording it in order to sound as fluent as possible, which also 

demonstrates their ability in content comprehension (Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2010; Royer and 

Richards, 2008). The scholarship in this area shows that improvements in listening skills involve 

gains in reading comprehension (Biemiller, 2003; Sticht, 2003 cited in Ramírez Verdugo & 

Alonso Belmonte, 2007) 

Moreover, scholars stress that DST enhances vocabulary and grammar acquisition 

(Britsch, 2010; Goulah, 2007; Hickman, Pollard-Durodola, & Vaughn, 2004; O’Bryan & 

Hegelheimer, 2007) because students can rely on visual and audio resources (Rance-Rooney, 
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2010). Visual presentations encourage students to give more detailed narrations in choosing 

specific and relevant words and in focusing on sentence formation.  The modality of viewing is 

involved in the roles both of the producer/teller and the consumer/audience. While the producer 

must determine the semiotic resources that are going to be presented (e.g. pictures, colors, music, 

layout, etc.) and the way these resources need to be imbricated to convey meaning, the consumer 

must make sense of the digital story he/she is experiencing and interpret the meanings of the 

explicit and implicit components such as the message, the value, and the ideology behind the 

product.  

DST and Emergent literacies 

According to Loringhton and Jenson (2011) multiple languages are brought to FL/L2 

settings through the use of new and digital literacies. For instance, the findings in Castañeda and 

Rojas-Miesse (2013)’s study show that DST enhances technology, information and media 

literacies skills. The multimodal dimension of DST places students beyond the sole act of 

learning how to read, write and speak in a foreign language. It engages learners in viewing and 

showing, communicating through sounds and visuals, and combining multiple and various 

resources to create meanings and convey ideas. The same way they make written or oral choices, 

they have to make choices around design elements such as color, font, layouts, and background 

and transition effects. They have to envision their project, anticipate the audience reaction, and 

manage the challenges brought by the creation of multimodal texts (Castañeda & Rojas-Miesse, 

2013; Kern, 2006; Miller, 2009; Van Gils, 2005). Creating digital stories allows students to 

combine old and new literacies (Sylvester & Greenridge, 2009) which impact their language 

development (Hur & Suh, 2012). As Davin and Norton (2014) point out: “While some learners 

can be particularly skillful in crafting a story through words, others may be good at choosing 
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images, finding the right music, matching the different elements, and using the digital tools” (p. 

62). In addition, scholars encourage the use of transliteracy (Crystal, 2001 cited in Green, 2013; 

Kress, 2003; Ware, 2008), which involves the use of traditional literacy activities with new and 

emerging literacies tools such as technology (Green, 2013) in the language classroom. 

 Working with digital literacies increases students’ motivation (Kim, 2014), and 

collaboration (Castañeda & Rojas-Miesse 2013; Smeda et al, 2014), and helps them to remain 

engaged throughout the project (Sylvester & Greenridge, 2009), find their voice and increase 

self-confidence (Banaszewski, 2002 cited in Sylvester & Greenridge, 2009). 

DST and Learner investment 

Collaboration 

Various studies mention that DST fosters collaboration in and outside the classroom 

settings. For instance, in their study, Podkalicka et al. (2010) referred to one of their participants 

who had decided to involve peers in his rap project by coaching “them into jointly recording his 

rap, and then [by taking] them to landmark sites in Melbourne to record video footage” (p. 214). 

In their article, Angay-Crowder et al. (2013) reported on students who consulted with members 

of their communities regarding the accuracy of the information about their cultural heritage or 

country-based social issues that they intended to include in their stories. In addition, their study 

points out that the project-based DST allowed learners to develop connections between school 

and home/community worlds. However, some learners were resistant to using their 

heritage/home languages or knowledge in questioning the appropriateness or legitimation of an 

academic project. In addition, Barrett (2006)’s findings demonstrate that DST, as a student-

centered learning strategy, enhances students’ engagement and interpersonal skills as they work 
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on their own project as well as act like a tutor in providing support to their peers (Miller, 2009; 

Smeda et al, 2014). 

Motivation and Self-confidence 

The fact that digital narratives give students an opportunity to work on various skills and 

language modalities in more realistic ways increases their engagement in the project.  Knowing 

that their project will be seen by a broader audience than their teacher and peers and be published 

publicly on the internet motivates students to produce their best work (Cohen & Riel, 1989 cited 

in Sylvester & Greenridge, 2009). In addition, studies show that through the production of DST 

students are invited to explore and negotiate with content and language learning which lowers 

anxiety and embarrassment (Green, 2013; Reyes & Vallone, 2008). As a result, it has been 

established that DST fosters self-esteem and self-confidence in developing students’ ownership 

over their creation (Dumova, 2008; Kim, 2014). Students’ confidence is constructed through the 

use of a wide-range of design elements that facilitate their communicative performance while 

transmitting in their own ways their academic and cultural knowledge, and their literacy skills 

(Benmayor, 2008; Smeda et al, 2014). Moreover, by developing a more exciting learning 

environment, personalizing learners’ experience and customizing it to their needs, DST 

contributes to greater diversity and enhances self-expression and identity.  

 L2 Voice and Identity 

 One of the features of DST is to invite students to reflect on who they are based on their 

values, cultural backgrounds and ideologies. For instance, Navarro (2012) implemented digital 

narratives in a secondary school setting to foster students’ reflection on their identity as human 

beings. Navarro’s findings indicate that learners did not merely reflect on themselves but also 

considered the image of themselves they wanted to convey to their audience. As a result, 
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students had to select specific design elements and organize their ideas about self-identity in 

order to represent themselves as they wished. In the same vein, Londoño-Monroy (2012)’s 

analysis of secondary school students’ digital stories indicates that the implementation of DST in 

the language learning curriculum enhances students’ agency and empowerment as they shifted 

from being passive consumer to active producer (cited in Gregori-Signes & Pennock Speck, 

2013). Gregory, Steelman, and Caverly (2009) advocate that “students gravitate toward the 

empowering persona of becoming a ‘movie producer’ much more readily than the traditional role 

of developmental composition student” (p. 42 cited in Hur & Suh, 2012). Moreover, narrative 

stories can help develop L2 identities in promoting tools that encourage language learners to 

express through their own voice and their social and cultural backgrounds their understanding of 

the world, to gain a better sense of their own and L2 environments, and to connect both their L1 

and L2 (Green, 2013; Nicholas, Rossiter, & Abbot, 2011; Reyes & Vallone, 2008)  

 Autonomy and Feedback 

 In developing personalized learning experiences (Smeda et al, 2014), DST invites 

students to become more aware of their language needs and obstacles and to become more 

proficient in technical aspects. In various studies, teachers reported that the ‘learning by doing’ 

offered by DST projects allows students to become more critical and aware of their own 

language learning process, and trust themselves enough to ask questions, participate in 

discussions, and express opinions (Robin, 2008; Smeda et al, 2014; VanderArk & Schneider, 

2012 cited in Smeda et al, 2014). Learners are allowed to go in-depth in the process of learning 

by reflecting on their language skills improvement and by experiencing through others’project, 

and by supporting their peers. For instance, Lynch (2007) encourages the use of video recording 

tools to help students to examine their own speech, make changes, and reflect on their learning 
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progress.  

In addition to combining old and new literacies, the use of feedback is strongly 

recommended in order for learners to gain peer review skills, and promote self-assessment and 

autonomy as students value peers and teachers’ feedback (Castenada, 2013; Hyland, 2003). For 

instance, Black (2005) claims that English learners involved in Fan fiction communities found 

meaningful ways to improve their writing skills in giving and receiving feedback from the fanfic 

members.  

However, because feedback can be time consuming, teachers need to have clear goals 

and objectives for integrating DST into their curriculum. They need to know the reasons behind 

such a project, what they expect from their students, what they want to assess, and what kind of 

product they desire from their learners. Reinders (2010) urges teachers to pay attention to the 

following: 

On the topic of feedback, it is important to think about your reasons for using 

storytelling. Is it to motivate students to speak or write freely? If so, will you reward 

fluency over accuracy? It is important not to give mixed signals, for example by 

commenting only on punctuation or tenses in such cases. An important consideration, 

especially with digital storytelling, is how much language production you expect from 

students. It is easy for students to create a story with pictures or video only. Is it 

important for you that they learn how to build a story, or is it also important that they 

demonstrate command of the language? If so, do you want evidence of written or spoken 

language? Do you want to give guidelines on how much and what type (e.g. short 

commentary or in-depth analysis) of language you want them to include? Perhaps the 

best way to illustrate how to implement digital storytelling is with a sample lesson 
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plan.  (p. 3) 

Conclusion 

In the context of education, DST is a tool that serves multiple teaching objectives and 

fosters numerous language modalities and learning strategies in various classroom settings. 

Podkalicka and Campbell, (2010) suggest that the use of digital stories is more valuable to the 

process of learning than the final product itself. This statement is particularly apparent in the 

implementation of DST in foreign language classrooms as it helps learners to connect with their 

own background knowledge and personal interest and everyday life, and to negotiate multiple 

literacy skills. Students involved in such participatory projects can develop technological, media, 

and social skills through the production of a digital story, as well as personal agency and voice. 

Furthermore, students who are engaged in learning how to tell their own stories through narrative 

conventions within a multimedia environment gain a better awareness of themselves and others. 

They become active makers, and collaborate in projects in which they can express emotions and 

personal problems, share experiences, and attempt changes in their lives and in their 

communities. DST allows students to actively use different modes of signification and emergent 

literacies in order to express their concerns and to reach different discourse communities while 

becoming problem-solvers, meaning-makers, and critical-thinkers.  

The following two chapters will show how DST means “building media literacy, 

narrative development, and self-presentation skills, but also means engaging students who might 

otherwise be struggling socially and/or intellectually” (McWilliam, 2009, p. 152). 
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CHAPTER 4 

 Digital storytelling as a tool to foster students’ voice and agency in the foreign language 

classroom. 

Introduction 

In the last few decades, new technologies have become available to educators, and 

enabled them to foster multiple and emergent literacies in classroom settings. Many studies have 

investigated the use of various digital devices for specific purposes in educational contexts. For 

instance, Kellner and Kim (2010) examined the everyday use of YouTube videos by individuals, 

and reflected on “the potentials and the limitations of the new forms of Internet pedagogical 

practices” (p. 34).They argued for “extensive pedagogical endeavors” (ibid) to develop and 

integrate critical media pedagogies in education settings in order to foster social transformation 

and democracy. Hague and Payton (2011) proposed a handbook to help educational practitioners 

understand and incorporate the concept of digital literacy into their own subject teaching and 

classroom practices.  

One way of developing new literacies and fostering students’ investment and motivation 

is through the use of video productions such as digital storytelling (Bailey, 2011; Rogers, 2009), 

which combines the tradition of storytelling with technology. Normann (2011) defined digital 

storytelling (DST) as “a short story, only 2-3 minutes long, where the storyteller uses his own 

voice to tell his own story. The personal element is emphasized, and can be linked to other 

people, a place, an interest or to anything that will give the story a personal touch” (p. 2).  

Although DST has also drawn the attention of higher education scholars, most studies 

using digital stories have been implemented in K-12 settings (e.g. mostly used in content 
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classrooms such as Social Studies and Language Arts), in pre-service teachers’ professional 

development, or in settings in which communities ‘at risk’ or minorities (e.g. center for refugees) 

are represented (Angay-Crowder, Choi, & Yi, 2013; Dreon, Kerper, & Landis, 2011; Podkalicka 

& Campbell, 2010; Tackvic, 2012). Across these studies, DST’s effectiveness of combining 

teaching and learning with technology has been demonstrated (Neal, 2001; Olher, 2006; Robin, 

2008; Smeda, Dakich, & Sharda, 2010), but little research has been done in foreign language 

classrooms in higher educational settings.  

According to Vinogradova, Linville, and Bickel (2011) implementation of DST in foreign 

language teaching raise challenges and issues. Indeed, involving students in a project-based 

approach can trigger students’ resistance based on their beliefs and attitudes towards the way a 

foreign language must be properly taught. However, the literature shows that  students who are 

engaged in learning how to tell their own stories through narrative conventions within a 

multimedia environment gain better awareness of themselves and others. For instance, Bailey 

(2011) argues that students mostly use video production to share their experiences as well as to 

be heard in and/or outside the class by their peers and/or their communities. In creating videos on 

a wide-range of topics, they can address their own challenges and problems or the ones faced by 

their peers.  As a result, they become active “makers,” and collaborate in participatory projects in 

which they can express emotions and personal problems, share experiences, and attempt to make 

changes in their lives and their communities, and the world. In addition, scholars (e.g. Lundby, 

2008; Rogers, 2009; Rogers, Winters, LaMonde, & Perry, 2010; Tisdell & Thompson, 2007) 

agree that the process of digital storytelling affects individuals in the construction of their 

identities and agency. Lundby (2008) underscores that DST allows for “a new and emerging 

social and communicative space” (p.365) in which students can practice self-representation and 
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“identity formation” (p. 363). Getting the opportunity to make their own meaning out of global 

issues facilitates students’ positioning and agency through the way they appropriate and 

transform social discourse practices and create new identities.  

People construct their identities based on their background and experience, such as the 

social class in which they were raised, the education they received, the culture to which they had 

access, and the ethnicity to which they belonged. Drawing upon these identities construction, 

people forge their languages, their relationships, and their interaction with their environment. 

These multifaceted and different backgrounds and experiences influence the way individuals 

perceive the world, and develop diversity.  

Diversity recognizes differences such as class, age, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, 

cultural practices, ability, and traditions that exist among social communities. Respect and 

recognition of these differences is what diversity calls for. Thus, learning about backgrounds, the 

experiences, the ways of making meaning, and the beliefs and values of different social groups is 

central to acknowledge diversity (Adams & Bell, 2016). For decades, the deficit approaches 

which conceptualize differences as ‘deficits’ were central in education (Lawrence, 2005). The 

main idea of the deficit approaches was to consider that any languages and cultures which 

differed from the mainstream represented deficiency. The New London Group (1996) stressed 

that these approaches imply “writing over existing subjectivities with the language of the 

dominant culture” (p. 72). Thus, the recognition of cultural differences and the tolerance of 

differences becomes crucial in educational settings. According to the New London Group, 

“teaching and curriculum have to engage with students’ own experiences and discourses, which 

are increasingly defined by cultural and sub-cultural diversity and the different language 

backgrounds and practices that come with this diversity” (p.88). If one education is understood 
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as the engagement in a process of meaning making rather than content delivery – in the ways 

outlined above—then, learning should occur through “peer interactions, student ownership of the 

curriculum and educational experiences that are authentic for students” (Azzarito & Ennis, 2003, 

p. 179). Moreover, working in collaboration with people who can offer/share diverse 

perspectives from their particular social and cultural experiences offers the potential for social 

transformation.  

Nonetheless, based on their research about student teachers’ beliefs and attitudes toward 

diversity and their teaching approach used in classrooms, Clarke and Drudy (2006) suggest that 

student teachers are often too novice for having developed their own teaching praxis. Finding 

showed that student teachers’ “preferred teaching strategies were largely conservative and 

traditional in orientation, which suggests that they would not be in a position to adequately meet 

the needs of students in diverse classrooms” (p. 383). Thus, in order to efficiently work with 

diversity toward social justice and global awareness in classrooms, teachers should understand 

and conceptualize what it means and what it implies by having a critical perspective, and by 

focusing less on teaching content and skills (Cochran-Smith, Shakman, Jong, Terrell, Barnatt & 

McQuillan, 2009). Furthermore, according to Banks (2004), developing a balance between unity 

and diversity within societies in order to reach democratic values such as social justice and 

equality in classrooms would foster social transformations.  Diversity and social justice are 

intertwined and cannot be addressed separately. Social Justice calls for a restructuring of society 

involving principles such as inclusion and equity and eliminating any sorts of injustices that are 

created when differences are sorted and ranked unequally among social communities (Adams & 

Bell, 2016). Thus, social changes can occur with social actors who are aware of their own agency 

and accept their responsibility toward and with the members of their communities, their societies 
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and the world in which we live.  

Citizenship education must be transformed in the 21st century because of the deepening 

racial, ethnic, cultural, language, and religious diversity in nation-states throughout the 

world. Citizens in a diverse democratic society should be able to maintain attachments to 

their cultural communities as well as participate effectively in the shared national culture. 

Unity without diversity results in cultural repression and hegemony. Diversity without 

unity leads to Balkanization and the fracturing of the nation-state. Diversity and unity 

should coexist in a delicate balance in democratic, multicultural nation-states. (Banks, 

2004, p. 289) 

Thus, fostering new literacies skills such as media and digital literacy would allow 

students to read the world and comprehend words enhancing language use to create meanings, to 

negotiate and interact with others, and to raise students’ awareness of social justice and human 

rights. In addition, implementing curricula that encourage instructors to work at the intersections 

across diverse groups and identities build collective strength through mutual respect for 

differences to foster social justice.   

This study aims to provide an overview of the various topics chosen by learners from the 

themes covered in class (e.g. technology, friendship, immigration) in order to develop their 

digital stories, and to show how from these universal themes, students expressed a wide-range of 

different perspectives, and personal narratives. Then, through the examination of a case study of 

a digital narrative, the paper aims to demonstrate, how students get an opportunity to display 

their uniqueness by developing a voice in L2 and positioning themselves as participative agents 

for social change.   
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In this study, voice is defined as the authorial voice that learners expressed while creating 

multimodal texts. It encompasses the relationships between the text and its socio-cultural context 

(when it is made and for which purpose), the audience, and the message the author tries to 

convey (Nelson, 2008). Through the study of a particular DST, it is demonstrated that students 

are able to develop their voice in L2 differently than their L1 voice. In juggling with different 

semiotic resources, they target different « imagined » audiences in order to convey their 

message.  

Methodology 

Research questions 

This research sought to explore how instructors, by designing a curriculum centered 

around universal themes from which learners pulled their ideas to develop and produce their 

digital story, might enhance  diversity in foreign language classrooms through the voice of 

students who become social agents for social change.  

It sought to answer the following research question:  

1) how did learners select their topics of the digital narratives, and represented them 

from different perspectives to express their various point of view and vision of the 

world?   

2) How does the creation of DST give students the opportunity for developing a L2 

voice? 

Course context and description 

This study was conducted at a large public university in the southwest of the United 

States, in two sections of a fourth semester French course during the same semester. The fourth 
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semester course is the last in the lower-level sequence of the curriculum and satisfies the 

language requirements for students who are enrolled in a B.A. degree program. The curriculum 

of this French course was designed to particularly focus on the development of visual and critical 

media literacies (Appendix 1). Being grounded in the Learning by design approach (Cope & 

Kalantzis, 2005, 2009, 2015), the curriculum was developed around the knowledge processes 

framework combined with visual and critical media literacy frameworks.  

Throughout the semester, universal themes (e.g., friendship, freedom of speech, 

immigration, and technology), presented through a wide variety of authentic, digitally mediated-

text, were critically explored, analyzed, and evaluated by students. Not only did students 

scrutinize these various mediated-texts from the perspective of consumers and language learners, 

but they were also asked to produce media artifacts drawing upon the concepts of ethics, 

audience, and ideology of the target culture. For instance, after reflecting on the controversial 

newspaper Charlie Hebdo, and the significance of the role of cartoonists within societies, 

students had to design their own political cartoons based on global issues that seemed important 

to them. A broad range of issues -- gender equality, freedom of speech, educational inequality, 

technology safety, environmental problems -- were chosen by students, based on their personal 

interest in global issues and perception of the world. In addition, students created promotional 

posters to advertise the National Museum of the History of Immigration in Paris, made 

informative posters to promote web safety among youth and their families, and produced their 

own digital stories. These various transformed practice activities occurred throughout the 

semester, and the digital storytelling creation took place over several weeks and was developed 

around the principles proposed by the Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) (Appendix 2). Each 

of these principles was designed to support students’ productions and give them the opportunity 
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to focus on the components and features of digital storytelling.  

Nonetheless, in order to better respond to language learners’ needs, which were quite 

different than most of the people that participate in the Center for Digital Storytelling’s 

workshops,  the seven principles provided by the CDS were modified by the instructor, and 

stretched out across guided steps to support the development of the DST in a foreign language. 

After each completed step, students’ work was evaluated by the instructor who provided detailed 

feedback on language accuracy and the use of the CDS’ principles. For instance, via Google 

drive, students received instructor’s feedback about their written script of the DST and were 

given the opportunity to rework it based on the message or the audience they intended to reach. 

In addition, for the recording of the speaking part of the DST, students received feedback on 

pronunciation, intonation, and flow. Finally, prior to the final submission of the Digital Story, 

students were able to verify and value their projects according to the rubric used by the instructor 

for assessing the final production. This rubric (appendix 3) encompassed different criteria (e.g. 

creativity, foreign language skills, use of semiotic resources, etc.).  

Participants 

Participants included 38 students who were recruited and consented just before mid-term 

from within their classes, without their instructor present. Of the 38 consenting participants, 14 

consented to participate in an additional interview outside the course.  

First, in order to discuss students’ diversity from the selection of their DST topics, 36 

participants’ data was used. Two of the students were removed because they did not submit a 

final version of their digital narratives.  

Second, in order to answer the second research question, only one student, Fanny, was 



98 
 

selected by the researcher and presented as a case study.What drove the researcher to choose this 

participant beyond the fact that Fanny was committed to the French class, was her utilization of 

different modes of communication to construct her narration and tell her story. Although Fanny’s 

DST is mainly centered around the linguistic mode -- textual and oral, it presented some 

disparities between the subtitles in L1, the oral text in L2, and the still images selected.  

Data collection  

The study presents quantitative and qualitative data collected over the fifteen weeks 

within which students were enrolled in the fourth semester French course. In order to answer the 

first research question, the study is based on Grounded Theory (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007), 

while for answering the second research question, the study is rooted in discourse analysis and 

narrative theory (Gee, 1999, 2005, 2010, 2014).  

In order to look at the topics selected by students for developing their DST, and to 

discuss how DST support diversity in classroom, the researcher examined the stages 1 – proposal 

idea, stage 2 -- pre-questionnaire, and stage 7 -- post-questionnaires that were completed by 

students. To answer the second question, the researcher added to these stages the final version of 

Fanny’s DST.  

The “Proposal idea” (appendix 4) consisted on a brief outline about the different modes 

of communication they planned on inserting into their projects, and the media support (e.g. 

YouTube video, Powerpoint slideshow, VoiceThread) they expected using. They also had to 

write a short pitch in L1 of the personal story they would like to share. This first stage allowed 

student to reflect on ideas and to receive feedback from the instructor before going further in the 

production of their digital storytelling.  
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The pre-questionnaire (Appendix 5) consisted of diverse questions prompting reflection 

on concepts such as themes, key questions, message, audience, and modes of communication. 

Through these more detailed questions, students were pushed to think deeply about the aspects of 

creation, production and dissemination that are involved in digital projects. The post-

questionnaire (Appendix 6) was given after submission of the final project and consisted of open 

short answers. The questions asked participants to reflect on the project itself in terms of level of 

difficulty, language level appropriateness, acquisition of skills, feedback effectiveness, and 

personal satisfaction.  

The pre- and post- questionnaires which focused on the pre- and post-production of the digital 

narratives, were designed by the researcher to support the process of meaning-making. 

Data analysis 

 Using the Atlas.ti software, the students’ proposals (stage 1) were analyzed by writing 

memos, and then sub-coded under four abstract categories: Global Issue, Self-Representation, 

Immigration, and Relocation. The data of the stage 7 -- the pre- and post-questionnaire was 

analyzed and coded using a table in order to refine the abstract categories into three selective 

categories: Im-Migration, Self, and Global Issue. It is important to mention that because 

numerous proposals presented stories that includes various types of migration (local, national 

and international), relocation, and immigration (based on personal or family /ancestors 

experiences), the researcher intentionally decided to ‘misspell’ the word Immigration to Im-

Migration, and to create one selective category that encompasses all of these stories.   

Finally, subcategories were openly coded based on the DSTs’ titles, and the intention of 

students to share their message and reach a specific audience. Findings were displayed as charts, 
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and accompanied by short descriptions.   

In order to answer the second research question about the potential of DST for fostering 

the L2 voice of students, the data analysis which included the stages mentioned above as well  as 

Fanny’s DST artifact was divided in two phases.  

‐ Phase 1: Analytic memos and initial coding 

The researcher examined the different modes of representation used by participants, the sources 

of the designs elements and their arrangement in the artifact. Then, using Atlas-ti, the researcher 

developed an initial coding related to the notion of audience and authorial voice. Finally, the 

researcher manually created a table that compared the draft written narration in L2, the subtitles 

in L1 presented in the final production, the recording voice-over in L2 embedded in the artifact.    

‐ Phase 2: Components of narrative construction and other modes 

Based on the construction of a traditional storytelling, the components such as plot, exposition, 

complication, climax, resolution, and moral were analyzed, and then compared and contrasted 

with the other modes of communications  

Findings 

Voicing diversity  

The week during which the DST project started, immigration was the theme examined in 

class. Thus, the instructor suggested to students that they might want to use this theme as their 

focal point for developing their DSTs. After receiving a few emails from students explaining 

their lack of personal experience with immigration, the instructor decided to give students the 

freedom to tell the story they wished to share with others. In the end, 41% of students kept the 

theme of immigration, 43 % of students decided to focus their story on “who they are,” and 16% 
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related their story to more socially and culturally global issues (Fig.1).  

 
Figure 1: Circle Graph of Categories of themes chosen by students to narrate their story 
 

Figure 2 shows the different subcategories that students addressed in their digital 

narratives within each theme. During the data analysis, common threads present in the various 

students’ stories have been found, and code names have been given to these subcategories by the 

researcher.  

 



102 
 

Figure 2. Subcategories for each theme chosen by students to narrate their story 

Within the Im-Migration category, students used three different ways for presenting the 

theme: relocation, personal immigration, and family immigration.  

● Relocation --defined as resettlement-- encompasses the stories narrating personal 

migration within the U.S. or overseas that affected students in their personal life. Eight 

stories fell into this subcategory.  

● Personal Immigration relates to two students’ stories that described their own experience 

as immigrants. Both stories narrated the culture shock and the necessary adjustment one 

goes through when emigrating from another country. The first story is presented from the 

perspective of an African refugee, while the second story is presented from the 

perspective of a Canadian citizen. Coming from different parts of the world and 

immigrating for different reasons, the students’ view of their experience is different as 

well as their perspective for showing and narrating it. In the first story which is based on 

immigration as a way of escaping political wars, the student tells about the difficulties for 

integrating a new culture, learning a new language, and living a new life style while 

emphasizing the good fortune and the hope brought by this new opportunity. Conversely, 

the second story is based on the experience of a family who immigrated to seek job 

opportunities. The storyteller explains his struggles for leaving friends and sociocultural 

practices behind, and compares them with the new life style and the new country. The 

students’ different backgrounds show the diversity of the classroom although the same 

thematic around a similar experience is presented.  

● Family Immigration presents the stories which recount the journey of family members or 

ancestors’ immigration (parents and/or grandparents) and how they socially and 
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culturally influenced the student. Five stories were placed in this subcategory. For 

instance, one student narrated the journey of her grand-parents who immigrated from 

Mexico and how it affected her mother’s choice, and consequently the personal choices 

that she makes in her everyday life. Another student who also recounted the immigration 

of her parents from Mexico and the struggles they went through narrates how her 

Mexican origins affected her personal life growing up.   

The category called Self also includes three subcategories which are Self-Development, 

Self and Others, and Self as Language Learner. Although these subcategories shared the 

common idea of identity construction, the ways students portrayed themselves through their 

stories, and their relationship within society, were different.    

● Self-Development consists of eight stories that displayed personal events, socio-cultural 

practices, and life choices. For instance, in one story, a student narrated how and why she 

decided to create a YouTube channel to present her tutorials on makeup (socio-cultural 

practice). Another student reflected on what it means to major in psychology and the 

impact she would have on people’s lives (life choice), while one student narrated the 

story of the day she stopped playing the violin and how it affected her everyday life 

(personal event).    

● Self and Others includes three stories that presented a relationship between the teller and 

others. In one story, a student narrated his relationship with his childhood friend and 

showed how friendship is crucial in people's lives. The second story gave an overview of 

what it means to have a large family, and how, despite struggles and disagreements, 

family is essential. The third story recounted the death of the storyteller’s aunt, with 

whom she had had a strong relationship, and how losing this relationship influenced who 
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she became and the way she sees life.  

● Self as Language Learner is comprised of five stories of students who highlighted how 

learning a language affected their lives and identities, and how it changed the way they 

perceive the world around them. One student recounted her Study Abroad experience, 

while another narrated how she did not enjoy learning French until she had a chance to 

travel in France with her sister. Finally, a student reflected on all the languages she had 

learned throughout her schooling, and the increasing ease of acquisition over time, and 

how it privileged her greater understanding of other cultures.  

Finally, the category called Global Perspective was chosen to represent subcategories 

that involve more global issues, including those in which students questioned cultural and social 

practices and ideologies of western societies. This category is divided into three subcategories: 

Technology, Animal Cruelty and Ethnicity.   

● Technology is represented by three stories which provided an overview of the use of 

technology in everyday life. On the one hand, there were two stories which provided a 

negative vision of the utilization of technology, with respect to how it can create distance 

between people. Through the lens of a personal experience, one story presented what 

kind of damage can create technology in people’s life, while the second story addressed 

the misuse of technology more broadly, including how we all -- as members of a global 

community-- missed out on having such practices. On the other hand, the last story 

supported the use of technology and how it makes people’s lives easier, especially in 

their careers.  

● Animal Cruelty is a common topic in two digital narratives. Although both stories are 

presented through the storytellers’ personal experiences, they positioned themselves as 
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actively engaged in this cause, they also both encouraged the audience to fight against the 

cruelty experienced by animals. 

● Ethnicity is presented in only one story. Although the story could fall into the category of 

Im-Migration as it discussed people’s ethnicities and what it means to have multiple 

origins, this particular DST called directly upon the audience to reflect on the question 

that we all tend to ask when we meet a new person - “Where are you from?” and how 

complex it is to provide a straightforward and simple answer.   

Relying on the definition of diversity drawn from the socio-cultural scope of diversity as 

“the recognition of differences in identity and affiliation, for example, in terms of gender, 

ethnicity, generation, and sexual orientation” (Lawrence, 2005, p. 244), findings revealed that the 

implementation of DST in a foreign language course can be a promising tool to approach 

classroom diversity through the voice of individuals. Indeed, in implementing DST in the 

language classroom, students were encouraged to develop and create digital narratives based on 

their interests, backgrounds and experiences, and in a manner in which they could find and 

express their own voices. Although the researcher was able to categorize the digital narratives 

within three themes, these themes invariably overlapped. It could be explained by the specific 

genre of digital storytelling which encourages the teller to recount a personal --even intimate-- 

story. According to Lambert (2013), most participants who create a DST tell a story about an 

event, an important person, a place, or a social practice that has impacted their lives, or a more 

personal aspect of their lives. However, despite the overlapping subcategories among students’ 

stories, a broad range of ways of covering these topics were revealed. Messages transmitted to 

the audience were manifold and varied depending on the position and the perspective taken by 

students. These multiple perspectives within common themes demonstrated the presence of 
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diversity in the classroom through students’ experiences that are presented in different and 

various ways, and reflect their vision of the world in which they live and evolve. In addition, 

most students’ stories intertwined with the Self category as they positioned themselves as unique 

members and participative actors within society.  

Nonetheless, to display diversity, individuals need to get an opportunity to share their 

background and experiences. Learning about others helps individuals to position themselves 

amongst a group, and to appreciate their own uniqueness within this same group.  

The second research question aims to show how the creation of DST give students the 

opportunity to express their uniqueness and foster their agency. Despite the richness of data 

offered in each story, the second research question was answered through the lens of a case 

study.   

Developing voice in L2 

In this particular case study, the technological format chosen by the student was a 

PowerPoint slideshow with embedded voiceover in the target language. It is important to note 

that in order to respect the different levels of students’ technological skills, and because students 

were asked to edit their videos outside the classroom, various formats of digital storytelling were 

made available to students (e.g. PowerPoint slideshow with embedded voice over, VoiceThread, 

Video software such as iMovie or MovieMaker). All students were able to choose the best 

support that fits their skills, their access to technological devices, and their time constraints for 

the project. As a result, in terms of digital features only the use of images, music, and voice over 

in the target language were evaluated in the rubric (Appendix 3) used by the instructor.  

In addition to these features, Fanny decided to add English subtitles to her PowerPoint 
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slides in order to reach both, the L2 and L1 audiences. In the following description of the 

findings, the English subtitles were used by the researcher to cite the participant’s quotes, unless 

the French version was different. The participant also used personal pictures rather than images 

pulled from internet in order to avoid requisite copyrights. The slides of the DST presented 

numerous pictures displayed in collage form. These pictures were mostly used by the participant 

as illustrations of her statements rather than to create specific meaning. Nonetheless, while 

examining and comparing the semiotic resources used by Fanny, on some slides, disparities 

appeared between the linguistic text produced by Fanny and the visual images she had chosen. 

Following, one particular slide is analyzed more deeply to demonstrate the type of disparities 

revealed. This slide shows how the student made conscientious textual and visual choices based 

on her audience and the position she decided to take toward this audience.  

Grounded on discourse and narrative analysis (Gee, 1999, 2005, 2010, 2014), the 

researcher decided to present findings by following the participant’s storyline as it follows the 

traditional narrative components: plot, exposition, complication, climax, and moral.  Moreover, 

the analysis focused on Fanny’s use of language in the contexts of her story, and through her 

choice of particular linguistic features. Indeed, Fanny, who primarily concentrated her DST on 

her writing rather than other modes of communication, demonstrated a great knowledge of 

narratology and used writing strategies to communicate with her audience and share her story. In 

addition, she had higher proficiency than her peers, and, as a result, was committed to mastering 

the writing portions of her DST by submitting multiple drafts (4) to the instructor in order to 

receive as much feedback as possible. She also put in a lot of work in the speaking portion in 

order to improve her speaking skills, and she admitted in her post-questionnaire that “the project 

helped me improve my speaking the most because I had to revisit my spoken portions numerous 
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times. I feel that I spent about an even amount of time on making the auditory and visual 

components of the project, but I feel that I prepared the most for the auditory component.” 

The case of Fanny 

Fanny is 20 years old, and an American Caucasian female who grew up in Houston, 

Texas. Her mother is American and her father immigrated to the U.S. from England when he was 

18 years old. Fanny is an only child who was born with a missing arm. Her parents raised her 

according to the belief that having one arm is incidental and should not be used as an excuse for 

not doing what others can. Thus, Fanny demonstrated a strong personality, always speaking for 

herself and standing up for her opinions. At the time of the data collection, Fanny was a 

freshman majoring in Geology and Physics in the College of Sciences. Prior to undertaking this 

French course in which the research was conducted, Fanny spent her last high school semester in 

France at “Notre-Dame International High School,” situated near Paris. Based on a recording of 

Fanny introducing herself to the class as a first assignment, it is clear that she was very 

enthusiastic about joining a French class. She explained: “J’aime vraiment la culture française et 

j'espère apprendre plus dans cette classe, j'espère aussi parler mieux” [I really like the French 

culture, and I hope to learn more in this class, I also hope to speak better]. Throughout the 

semester, Fanny demonstrated a strong commitment to the class, and her participation was 

extensive and meaningful. Her level in French was higher than most of her classmates, and she 

did not hesitate to give her input in class discussions and to lead group projects. In class, Fanny 

was very friendly to her classmates, and she was willing to work as a team member. Although 

Fanny is a disabled student because of her missing arm, she was not registered at the university’s 

Disability Resource Center and did not ask for any accommodations.  

The Plot 
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Fanny’s digital story is categorized in the Self thematic, and subcategorized in Self-

Development. In her initial proposal, the tentative title of her story was “The One Arm Wonder,” 

and her main idea of the narrative was described as follows:  

In 1996, on August 21, I was born without my right arm. Being born this way has given 

me the beautiful opportunity to see life th[r]ough a unique perspective that has made me 

who I am today. I have learned valuable lessons that I wish to share with the world with 

the goal of teaching about perspective and the power of the individual. 

  In her proposal, Fanny, following the way her parents raised her, provided a simple fact, 

“I was born without my right arm.” In combining words such as “beautiful opportunity” and “see 

life th[r]ough a unique perspective,” she positioned herself as a positive person with a unique 

way of experiencing the world. Valuing the “lessons” she had learned in being different, Fanny 

expressed her “wish” to teach the world new ways for perceiving others and accepting 

differences. In her final version of her DST she explained, “I believe that it is my mission in life, 

to be an inspiration for others.” 

In the pre-questionnaire, Fanny went further with this idea of teaching values. She 

advocated,  

I believe that most people live life asleep. They live life treading lightly – without 

inspiration, without appreciation, without consciousness. I believe that most people take 

their blessings in life for granted and subconsciously believe that they are entitled to 

certain aspects in life; such as the gift, sight, health, the ability to walk, an education, etc. 

In using “I believe” twice, Fanny demonstrated maturity and a strong opinion about the world 

that surrounds her. She did not nuance her assertion, and the way she described people’s 
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behavior and attitude showed meaningful thoughts about her environment and her personal 

experience in life. Moreover, to the question regarding the main point of her story, she answered,  

The main point of the story is to wake people up. Wake them up to their blessings, bring 

them to a humble state of being and lack of knowledge. By lack of knowledge I mean – 

bringing them to the understanding that they do not know someone else’s past, struggles, 

or achievements. Therefore, assuming and passing judgment is naïve. 

 The concept of becoming a social actor to raise people’s awareness of others’ differences 

demonstrates her determination. Her desire to “wake people up” and to “bring [people] to a 

humble state of being” puts her in the position of an activist fighting for social justice. She is 

determined to achieve her mission of becoming an inspiration for others whether they are people 

with or without disabilities. In addition, she did not make any differences on whether “people” 

she tries to reach are L1 or L2 recipients. On the contrary, her goal is to share her story with as 

many people as possible.  

The Exposition 

Her story started by highlighting her chance to receive all the support she needed from 

her friends and family. The pictures she provided represent her at different ages with various 

family members or friends. She smiles in every picture which demonstrated her happiness and 

gave a positive aspect to her overall storytelling. She continued her narration by emphasizing the 

fact that she was never treated differently, and, using humor, she even questioned her parents’ 

awareness of her handicap. “Sometimes I wondered if my parents knew that I had one arm, 

because they never stated the fact. It was simply irrelevant.” 

In addition, continuing in the same humorous vein, she created a short dialogue, 
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presented through reported speech (Genette, 1972, 1983), to recall on a memory she had about 

her mother’s attitude toward her disability.  

When I was little, I would take all of my toys outside to play. One day my mom called 
out to me:  

- [Fanny] come back inside. 
 I responded by asking if she would help me bring my toys back in. She told me no. So I 
said to her:  

- But mom, I only have one arm. 
She responded:   

- That is a fact, not an excuse. 
 

In bringing this anecdote to the attention of the audience, Fanny informed the audience 

about the values with which she was raised. The humor, combined with the dialogue, 

demonstrated thoughtful narrative strategies employed by Fanny in order to 1) make the 

audience smile, 2) force upon the audience some sort of respect vis à vis the idea of parents 

confronting a child’s disability; and 3) show a positive life experience which could be perceived 

as inspirational. Moreover, Fanny showed her skill as a storyteller in the traditional sense, by 

giving voices to her characters and by keeping the listener’s attention up. In giving life to her 

characters and in amusing her audience, Fanny also prevented any potential feelings of pity or 

condescension from the audience. She demonstrated that she kept her main goal in mind which 

was to “wake people up” and “to be an inspiration for others.”  

 The Complication(s) 

After establishing the environment in which she evolved, Fanny’s narrative took a more 

dramatic turn. Although she celebrated the values inculcated by her parents, in the story segment, 

Fanny recounted her surprise at and misunderstanding of others’ attitudes. “When I was young, I 

never imagined that people would treat me differently. I never thought of myself as disabled. In 
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the first sentence, Fanny used the adverb “never” twice. The first use emphasized her certitude 

that the representation of her that others would have would be identical to her family and friends’ 

representation. The second use asserted her own self-representation, which was misinterpreted. 

Then, she continued:  “As I grew older, I experienced many people who thought differently.” 

Acknowledging her naivety, she created a tension in her story. She warned the audience that her 

innocence was hustled, and she had been forced to reconsider herself and others. She took a new 

position in distancing herself from her belief and values. She emphasized this crucial moment of 

when she had to transform who she thought she was and how she wanted to be seen. In order to 

pinpoint her telling, she introduced different slides narrating the difficult experiences that she 

had encountered along the way. “When people did not believe in me, I had to remember to 

believe in myself… I had a lot of battles with myself.” At this point of the story, Fanny accepted 

the need to self-disclose about intimate and sorrowful times in her life. She proffered the 

audience these moments of doubt as a demonstration of her fragility. However, by sharing them, 

she, conversely, kept control of her story since she was deciding what to share and how to share 

it. In recounting her pain, Fanny empowered herself to celebrate who she had become.   

Two following events are related within the complication component , and presented 

significant processes design in the creation of the authorial voice. Indeed, Fanny showed 

disparities between modes while relating the event.  

First dramatic event 

The first unexpected experience occurred during a trip to Australia, in which she was not 

allowed to hold a koala, while other students did receive permission. Despite a detailed narration, 

she focused the audience’s attention on a specific picture. Thus far, every slide of her digital 

storytelling was illustrated by multiple pictures, but on this particular one, Fanny concentrated 
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her story on only one image in order to bring more meaning to bear on her words.  

 

“I had to try my hardest not to cry in this picture. 
I wanted to hold the koala and I knew that I 
could, I gave the koala keeper my peace because 
he simply did not understand.  

He was only protecting the koala. That I 
understand that”. 

 

 

Although each picture that Fanny chose throughout her project portrayed her smiling and 

happy, she needed to inform her audience that, in this case, she was frustrated. She was torn 

between the koala keeper’s intention to keep the animal safe and her own desire and impulse to 

prove her ability to hold the animal in a safely manner. The way she phrased her decision for not 

arguing with the koala keeper - “I gave [him] my peace,” showed her inner strength. It also 

demonstrated that at the time she created her story, she had found her own peace when facing 

these kind of experiences. Indeed, the use of “simply” and “only,” and the redundancy of “that,” 

marked that she had reflected on herself and accepted the situation. Furthermore, in providing 

this afterthought, she maintained the positivity of her story, avoiding blaming anyone who does 

not understand her, and preventing her audience from feeling uncomfortable or targeted.   

Second dramatic event  

The tone that Fanny employed for reporting a second difficult experience presented a 

different position. Again, she decided to use a mini-dialogue, which occurred between herself 

and her inner voice:  “cette petite voix dans ma tête est venue disant quelque chose comme « 

Ouais ratée, va t’asseoir! Pour qui te prends-tu?” [that little voice in the back of my head came 
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saying phrases similar to, “Yeah go sit down, who are you kidding?”]  

This dialogue “came saying phrases similar to” never happened in real life, and her intention was 

merely to provide an example of the way she was interpreting people’s thoughts about her 

disability. In this example, she was describing the outdoor activities in which she participated in 

Australia such as zip-lining, surfing, and scuba diving, and the attitude of the coaches when 

giving safety instructions to students. “They asked me several times questions like, “Are you 

sure you can do it?” “Have you done anything like this before?” Their faces expressed complete 

skepticism, pity, and extreme doubt.” The words that she chose such as “complete skepticism”, 

“pity”, and “extreme doubt” are very striking, and by using all of them in one sentence, Fanny 

seemed to concentrate on the multiple feelings that she had seen in others’ view of her. These 

feelings reminded her of her disability and diminished her humanity. In this particular slide, 

anger and frustration were exposed through the use of the little voice. Moreover, the words that 

Fanny used to make her inner voice speak were much more provocative in French than in the 

English subtitles. She employed a familiar language register by saying, “ouais ratée” [Yeah, 

failure] and the form “tu” which in the French context conveys familiarity between two locutors. 

Then, she used the imperative form and an exclamation mark to communicate her perception of 

the command that the instructor would give her. Finally the question “Pour qui te prends-tu?” is 

usually used to recognize someone’s inappropriate or impermissible behavior, or someone who 

is exceeding their rights.  
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Table 1: Comparative table of Fanny’s L1 and L2 statements.  
From narration draft & 

Voice over 
Researcher translation 

 
From subtitles 

cette petite voix dans ma tête 
est venue disant quelque 

chose comme  
« Ouais ratée, va t’asseoir! 

Pour qui te prends-tu? » 

“that little voice in the back 
of my head came saying 
phrases similar to,  
“Yeah failure go sit down, 
who do you think you are?” 
 

“that little voice in the back 
of my head came saying 
phrases similar to,  
“Yeah go sit down, who are 
you kidding?” 
 

 

By using these familiar expressions, Fanny showed her ability to not only provide a 

translation of her narrative, but to nuance what she would like to convey in French and in her 

mother tongue. The French version seemed much more bitter and heartless that the English 

version. Fanny might deliberately soften her English version because of the broader or more 

intimate audience she anticipated to reach. Indeed, knowing that the francophone audience would 

only be restricted to her instructor and her classmates whom might not notice the difference as 

learners of the language, Fanny might have wanted to 1) show some language proficiency by 

using some familiar expressions that she had learned during her semester abroad; and/or 2) 

express deeper feelings with no consideration toward the audience’s (mainly the instructor) 

reaction. Nonetheless, she developed her authorial voice in L2 as she took linguistic choices on 

the ways she decided to share this particular event with her L2 audience, creating different 

feelings between the L1 and the L2 messages.  

Furthemore, the imagined dialogue never happened, and Fanny concluded the telling of 

her experience this way: “But instead of listening to that voice I silenced it and continued to live 

my life.” Fanny remained positive and in control, notifying the audience that nothing could 

change the way she is and the way she wants to become. The shift positions from an angry little 

voice to a strong, brave and determined young woman has been enacted.   
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The Climax 

Fanny learned through experiencing others, especially those from other cultures. She had 

the opportunity to travel to India and Africa, and the perception of her disability from different 

cultures has been an eye-opening. She stated: “My characteristic of missing an arm has been a 

particularly unique teaching tool even to other cultures.” In Tanzania and India, she faced 

people’s beliefs that accepting a gift offered with the left hand shows disrespect. She had to 

understand the reason behind people’s rejection of her handshake and quickly learned how to 

justify her gesture in foreign languages (i.e., Swahili and Hindi). In doing this, she was not only 

showing them her respect, but she also demonstrated her willingness to do whatever was 

required to be integrated in the community. As a result, their reactions brought her some 

recognition, respect, and blessing. She explained: “When they understood, they looked surprised 

and embarrassed. Then they hugged me. Kissed my head. And blessed me.” In her statement, 

Fanny acknowledged people’s ignorance regarding her disability, but also underscored people’s 

acceptance once they understood the situation. Contrary to the previous slides, Fanny showed no 

emotional turmoil or anger towards such people for not perceiving her the way she wished. The 

power of being in another culture, with different beliefs and values, gave Fanny the opportunity 

to distance herself from her own society and ideology, and to find her mission and the voice for 

becoming an inspiration.     

Resolution 

The last section of Fanny’s digital story celebrated her transformation. Fanny found her 

mission “to teach others that this small-mindedness, limits not only those who are thoughtless of, 

but also those who think less of those people.” She also found her voice, and the tone and type of 

speech she used in the last slides changed. First, she directly questioned her audience, “Ma vie a 
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en général a été pleine tests. Tant physique que mental. Mais quelle vie de personnes ne l’est pas 

?” [My life has usually been tested in many ways. Both physical and mental. But whose hasn’t? 

(Researcher translation)]. Then, she made a strong statement about people’s behavior and values: 

“What I find to be the most frustrating is people making assumptions based on those with 

physical disabilities. And people ostracize persons with disabilities.” Her tone is sharper and 

almost judgmental. She pointed out what she thought was prejudicial for people who live with 

disabilities. Although she did not target anyone in particular (but everyone according to their 

own consciences), she seemed unafraid to challenge her audience and to make them think about 

their own presumptions and attitudes. She deepened her thoughts about how society shapes 

people’s behavior by explaining: “My life experiences have been very valuable to me. They have 

taught me that people are products of their environment. And that everyone tries to make the best 

with what they can.” She talked about people as “products” to show that we all are the products 

of the ideology conveyed by the society in which we evolve. Despite a sharper tone, she also 

demonstrated compassion and almost excused people’s assumptions. She pinpointed the fact that 

we are not completely free agents, and that we are all influenced by our socio-cultural 

environments. Implicitly, Fanny gave a lesson to her audience and made them think beyond the 

sole issue of disability. She called for tolerance, and reminded her audience to accept others’ 

perspective. “You can never truly know someone else's life. You may not understand their 

perspective.” As indicated by her tone, these two short sentences sounded keen, almost like a 

warning. She could excuse the lack of people’s knowledge and, therefore, their behavior and 

assumptions, but she underscored that individuals are unique, with their own perspectives, which 

are not always comprehensible, but nonetheless respectable. Moreover, she reinforced the idea 

with what seems to be a provocative statement for the most skeptical audience: “I am grateful 
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that I have one arm. If given the opportunity, I would never wish to have two.” She positioned 

herself by celebrating her uniqueness. 

The Moral 

Finally, to conclude her digital storytelling, Fanny addressed the audience directly, giving 

them suggestions on how to change their attitudes toward a person who is different. She became 

the “little voice” of her audience - conveying hope and awareness. She reminded people that 

everyone is unique and has something important to contribute within the society.  

“Upon hearing my story, I hope that next time you begin to make an assumption about someone 

else, you stop and ask yourself, “Why am I making this assumption?” And instead of assuming, 

introduce yourself and say, “Hey, what's your story?”  

She left her audience with two crucial questions. She left them to reflect on issues such as 

discrimination. And she left them to wrestle with their own consciences. Fanny found her own 

voice to fulfill her mission. Her digital storytelling gave us a tool to become more self-aware 

about the assumptions we too easily make regarding others, and compelled us to fight for more 

equity and social justice. 

Discussion 

As the findings demonstrate, DST fosters classroom diversity because it allows for the 

exploration of individual differences and enhances the understanding of the distinctiveness of 

every individual. This voice of uniqueness appears in every story, and enriches the community 

contained within the classroom setting. In providing a tool such as DST in a safe and positive 

environment where learning is the main objective, an opportunity is afforded students to connect 

with classmates and to share their perceptions of the world, by positioning themselves via their 
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own voices and perspectives. From the personal narratives such as Fanny’ s story, we can see 

how students developed their own L2 voice in demonstrating their differences in age, race, 

gender, background, experiences, interests, etc. During the design process of producing their 

digital stories, students make choices about the semiotic resources –available designs-- they want 

to use to convey their message, and take decisions about the content they want to share with their 

audience. They take possession of their authorial voice and gain their authority. Through the act 

of storytelling, underlying intentions are conveyed in the message given to listeners or readers. 

While the message is delivered, it is not necessarily understood, and the intentions are not always 

visible and perceptible. The exchange is made, but the relationship between the addresser and the 

addressee is not always equitable. The storytellers have the dominant role, as the story belongs to 

them, and in order to deliver the story they have to make some communication choices which 

could intentionally influence or manipulate the addressee. As Sarris (1993) advocates: “[stories] 

can work to oppress or to liberate, to confuse or to enlighten” (p.48). 

In the case of Fanny, findings showed her dominant role as a storyteller through the 

communicative strategies she used to keep her audience’s attention up, to convey her message 

and fulfill her mission, and to stay in control of the emotions she shared.  Her narrative also 

demonstrated her consciousness of the audience she tried to reach. One audience noticed is a 

broad audience represented by people in general - those who live and work with her. Her 

motivation to reach them was underscored by her use of English. Because English is her native 

language, it appeared more natural for Fanny to use it as the primary language to address the 

world. Moreover, to address this specific audience, she carefully chose her words and intonation 

and the way in which she wanted to represent herself. She avoided blaming people who had 

discriminated against her, by remaining positive and compassionate. The only time she showed 
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anger and frustration was demonstrated through the use of the “little voice,” representing deep, 

bitter, and painful feelings. By using this narrative and metaphorical strategy, she distanced 

herself with the “person” she did not want to be. In fact, at this particular moment of the story, 

Fanny provided an English version of her speech different than the French version. The words in 

French were more provocative and incisive although thoughtfully chosen. She showed her 

French knowledge by using informal discourse that corresponded to the narrated situation. She 

also revealed the construction of a new identity of herself through the use of the target language. 

In addition, she attested to her awareness that the audience of her French performance was quite 

different. With no intention to show her DST to a francophone audience, Fanny knew that the 

only person she was talking to and able to notice the languages differences was her instructor. 

This could suggest that her DST, beyond a need to share her story with her community in order 

to teach about differences, and to become an inspiration for others, was also targeted at a third 

audience: the self. Indeed, digital storytelling is not only a way for “ordinary” people to share 

their personal stories, but also a way to externalize life experiences for others but first to oneself.  

Finally, findings show that, with few technology skills or accessibility, instructors can 

find different support for students to produce a digital story. In the case of Fanny, although she 

used all the digital features required by the instructions, her story was primarily based upon the 

writing and speaking portions of her narrative. Nonetheless, her pictures were carefully chosen 

and thoughtfully displayed to illustrate her narration, mixing slides with collage and slides with 

single pictures as a focal point. She demonstrated her understanding of how the digital aspect of 

her storytelling embellished and supported her story and directed the way she represented 

herself.  

Conclusion and Future implications 
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The multiple voices and perspectives of storytellers and the diversity they represent due 

to their uniqueness should be taken into consideration when implementing a digital storytelling 

project. Societies and institutions tend to standardize individuals, dictating their behavior and 

beliefs through the use of media. We, the educators, need to remedy this ideological 

globalization, as we quickly forget that students who enter our classrooms are more than 

students. They are individuals who carry their own experiences and backgrounds which have 

made them who they are and therefore different from others. We must address and celebrate the 

diversity present in our classrooms by giving students voices of empowerment and agency. 

Regardless of the subjects we teach, we should provide any learners with a way to express and 

position themselves as human beings, citizens of society, and as active participants for social 

change. DST is one way for fostering identity construction and transformation and enhancing 

self-awareness and awareness of otherness.  

 Future projects using digital storytelling and media productions could employ the editing 

of video software as part of the curriculum, in order to facilitate the process of creation and 

dissemination. Also, providing an online platform such as a YouTube channel, a blog, or a 

website where students could post their digital narratives, and watch and comment others’ 

stories, could support more in-depth discussion among students about personal experiences and 

global issues.  

 

 

 

 



122 
 

Appendix 1: Fourth-Semester French Curriculum Visual and Media-based. 

CALENDRIER DU COURS  
* Monday LAB (ML 412)        ** Wed CL (Class Elec & Comp Eng., Rm 107) 

 

FREN 202 Date Chapitre En classe A noter 

Août 24 

LAB
* 

 Syllabus, attentes.  Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

 26 

CL*
* 

Foundati
ons 

Reading & Writing techniques : fiction et argumentation Survey 

 31 

LAB 

 Genres & Les registres de langue Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

Septembre 2 

CL 

 Listening & Viewing techniques : les medias. Quiz 1 

Book club 

 7  Jour férié: Labor Day – Pas de classe Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

 9 

CL 

Prélim. Un premier contact: Faisons connaissance! Discutons un peu! 
Essai 

Quiz 2 

Book club 

 14 

LAB 

1 L’amitié: Premières pensées / Point / Liens socioculturels Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

 16 

CL 

 L’amitié: Contre-point / Liens interdisciplinaires Quiz 3 

Book club 

 21 

LAB 

 L’amitié: Réplique et synthèse / Interpersonal/Presentational 
spoken or written production 

 Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

 23 

CL 

2 La technologie pour tous: Pouvoir ou vulnérabilité? Premières 
pensées / Point / Liens socioculturels 

Quiz 4 

Book club 

 28 

LAB 

 La technologie pour tous: Pouvoir ou vulnérabilité? Liens 
socioculturels / Contre-point / Liens interdisciplinaires  

Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

 30 

CL 

 La technologie pour tous: Pouvoir ou vulnérabilité? Réplique et 
synthèse / Interpersonal/Presentational spoken or written 
production 

Quiz 5 

Book club 

10/4 - Multimodal 
Production #1 
(group project – 
Poster) 

Octobre 5  Partiel (chapitres 1-2): Ecoute / Lecture / Expression écrite Partiel: Expression 
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LAB orale  

 7 

CL 

 Project in class – Digital storytelling Survey 

 12 

LAB 

3 La parité entre les sexes: Premières pensées / Point Reflection / 
Expression Orale  

 14 

CL 

 La parité entre les sexes: Liens socioculturels / Contre Point Quiz 6 

Book club 

10/18 - Multimodal 
Production # 
(Individual project 
– Affiche) 

 19 

LAB 

 La parité entre les sexes: Liens interdisciplinaires / Réplique et 
synthèse 

Reflection / 
Expression Orale  

Storytelling 
proposal  

 21 

CL 

 La parité entre les sexes: Réplique et synthèse / 
Interpersonal/Presentational spoken or written production 

Quiz 7 

Book club 

 26 

LAB 

4 Le bien collectif et la liberté individuelle: Premières pensées / 
Point 

Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

Storytelling pre-
questionnaire due 

 28 

CL 

 Le bien collectif et la liberté individuelle: Liens socioculturels / 
Contre-point 

Quiz 8 

Book club 

Novembre 2 

LAB 

 Le bien collectif et la liberté individuelle: Liens 
interdisciplinaires / Réplique et synthèse 

Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

Storytelling 
Storyboard due 

 4 

CL 

 Le bien collectif et la liberté individuelle: Réplique et synthèse / 
Interpersonal/Presentational spoken or written production 

Quiz 9 

Book club 

 9 

LAB 

 Project in class – Digital storytelling Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

Storytelling 
narration draft due 

 11 

CL 

 Jour férié: Veterans Day – Pas de classe  

 16 

LAB 

5 La mondialisation: Est-ce une réalité inevitable ou une cause à 
combattre: Premières pensées / Point 

Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

11/15 - Multimodal 
Production #3 
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(Individual project 
– Political Cartoon) 

 18 

CL 

 La mondialisation: Est-ce une réalité inevitable ou une cause à 
combattre: Point / Liens socioculturels 

Quiz 10 

Book club 

Storytelling audio-
recording due 

 23 

LAB 

 La mondialisation: Est-ce une réalité inévitable ou une cause à 
combattre: Liens socioculturels / Contre-point / Liens 
interdisciplinaires 

Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

 25 

CL 

 La mondialisation: Est-ce une réalité inévitable ou une cause à 
combattre: Réplique et synthèse / Interpersonal/Presentational 
spoken or written production 

Quiz 11 

Book club 

Storytelling Final 
project due 

 30 

LAB 

 Final Project in class – Digital transmedia storytelling Reflection / 
Expression Orale 

Décembre 2 

CL 

 Final Project in class – Digital transmedia storytelling  

 7 

LAB 

 Final Project in class – Digital Transmedia storytelling Storytelling Post 
questionnaire 

 9 

CL 

 Examen final (chapitres 1-5): Ecoute Final exam: 
Expression orale  

 

Appendix 2: The seven principles of Digital Storytelling 

1. Point of View  What is the main point of the story and what is the 
perspective of the author? 

2. A Dramatic Question  A key question that keeps the viewer's attention and will 
be answered by the end of the story. 

3. Emotional Content Serious issues that come alive in a personal and powerful 
way and connects the audience to the story. 

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 or other sounds that support and embellish the 
story 

6. Economy  Using just enough content to tell the story without 
overloading the viewer. 

7. Pacing   The rhythm of the story and how slowly or quickly it 
progresses. 

 Based on the Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS)’s Seven Elements 



125 
 

Appendix 3: Rubric for Digital Storytelling Final Production 

 

 

Appendix 4: Stage 1: The proposal idea of the DST 

Instruction:  
Complete the following table in which you consider the different modes of communication you 
would like to insert in your project, which media you will use for your final product, and give a 
title and a pitch (short paragraph) of the story you will share.  

Modes of 
representation 

Visual 
Audio 
Oral 
Written 

Media   
Title   
Summary 
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Appendix 5: Stage 2 of the Digital Storytelling: The Pre-Questionnaire 

1. What is the overall theme of your story? How did you chose it? Why did you chose 
this particular story to share? 

ANSWER:  

2. What is the main point of the story and what is the perspective you want to give to the 
audience? 

ANSWER:  

3. What is the key question that keeps the viewer's attention and will be answered by the 
end of the story? 
ANSWER: 

4. What are the issues that come alive in a personal and powerful way and connect the 
audience to the story? 
ANSWER:  

5. Which ways (modes of communications) will you select to personalize the story to 
help the audience understand the context? 
ANSWER:  

6. What is the message you want to convey through your story? 

ANSWER:  

7. Who is the targeted audience you have in mind (beyond your classmate)? 

ANSWER:  

8. Why do you want to reach this specific audience? 

ANSWER:  

9. Based on the audience you want to reach, how would you like to manage your 
storytelling in terms of the language? Would you like to have more than the French language? 
Which languages? Why? How would you like to proceed?  

ANSWER:  

10. What do you expect from this experience? Do you think it could in some way have in 
impact in your personal life? Why or why not? 

ANSWER:  
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Appendix 6: Stage 7 of the Digital Storytelling: The Post-Questionnaire 

1. How was your experience of creating a digital storytelling on a personal topic? 
Answer:  

2. Did you enjoy doing it, or did you find it very challenging? 
Answer: 

3. There were different steps to follow during the process of production: I-Proposal; II- 
Production questions; III – Storyboard; IV- French narration; V- Speaking practice; VI 
– Final Creation. Do you think these steps helped you for creating effectively? Which 
one(s) was/were the most useful?  

Answer: 
4. In the process do you think one step was missing? Which one? In what ways this step 

could be helpful? 
Answer: 

5. Were the feedback provided by your instructor informative and useful?  
Answer: 

6. During the last process of creation, did you use the rubric to verify that all the 
requirements expected by the instructor were covered? 

Answer: 
7. Do you feel that doing a multimodal project in a foreign language was too difficult or 

challenging for an intermediate level? 
Answer: 

8. Do you feel that during the process you have acquired / learn more French than 
expected? In what ways?  

Answer: 
9. In which ways the competences such as speaking, writing, and viewing were enhanced 

by the project? Which one does the project help you to improve the most? The least? 
Be specific. 

Answer: 
10. Which specific technological tools did you use to help you to construct the visual, 

written and oral parts of the project? For each tool explain the purpose of the use. 
Answer: 

11. Do you think you have acquire others skills (other than language learning) that you 
could use in other domain / classes/ contexts? 

Answer: 
12. Is it a project that you could recommend to implement in language classroom to 

foreign language teacher? 
Answer: 

13. Are you pride of your project and do you plan to show it beyond the French class?  
Answer: 

14. Other comments - 
Answer: 
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CHAPTER 5 

 Digital storytelling for developing student’s agency through the process of design. 

Introduction 

Today’s technology and media access in daily life has disrupted the dominant role the 

written word has played in communication over the centuries. The combination of different 

modes of representation which exist in a wide range of everyday texts, are, nowadays, taken into 

consideration in educational settings as “developing knowledge about linguistic, visual and 

digital meaning-making systems” (Unsworth, 2001, p. 10) has become a key learning objective. 

To become literate in the digital era, students must understand how information is arranged and 

displayed through multiple modes of communication and how these different modes co-operate 

in the creation of meanings (Jewitt, 2009; Kress, 2009; Lemke, 1998; Unsworth, 2001). The 

implementation of visual and media literacy frameworks and multi-semiotic experiences 

emphasized in contemporary education frameworks, such as Multiliteracies approaches (Cope & 

Kalantzis, 2000, 2009, 2015) allows students 1) to become more sensitive to the choices of 

semiotic resources made in the production of texts and their meaning potential, and 2) to gain the 

ability to make intentional and thoughtful choices while producing their own multimodal texts 

through a variety of means, such as digital storytelling (DST).   

Studies that have examined the implementation of digital stories in educational settings 

show that digital stories have a beneficial impact on the students’ cognition and language 

learning, and on technology, media and social competencies, which are developed through 

formal and informal learning (Burgess, 2006; Podkalicka & Campbell, 2010; Vinogradova, 

Linville, & Bickel, 2011). In designing digital stories students need to negotiate the meanings of 
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the world and to have a deeper insight of the ways in which they conceive and interpret society 

and the communities in which they live. Not only do they gain the ability to compose narratives 

using technology, but also to collect and arrange textual, visual, and audio elements, as well as to 

perform orally (Burgess, 2006; Vinogradova et al, 2011). The production of digital stories gives 

students the opportunity to use multiple modes of communication in which the design of 

meanings drawing from the combination of textual and visual elements is strengthened and 

enriched. Students combine different modes (soundtrack, voice-overs, and images) and genres 

(interviews, documentaries, moving and still images) in order to develop coherent narratives in 

which they can express their emotions and their understanding of the world.  

Moreover, in composing and creating their own digital stories, students need to learn how 

to search for information in order to convey meanings, which helps them to reflect on the 

selective choices they make in terms of information, sources, and copyrights. Researching 

information can be done via technology and also by searching in the ‘real’ world (e.g. taking 

pictures, composing music or recording sounds, interviewing members of a community, etc.). 

Moreover, DST bridges the gap between the learning processes occurring within and beyond the 

school setting, which raises students’ awareness that skills learned in school can be used outside 

of school (Reinders, 2010). The production of digital stories allows students to connect and 

interact with others, to share stories, and to question social issues. By implementing DST in 

class, educators foster social and civic participation which necessitates that students view their 

own lives, communities, and cultures differently, in order to provide social commentaries and 

productive critiques. Critically engaged as producers of media, learners “inscribe their cultural 

understandings across the sites of [media] production” (Rogers, Winters, LaMonde, & Perry, 

2010, p. 300). 
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In addition, language teaching and learning became more than learning a language’s 

linguistic features only (e.g. syntactic structures, grammar rules, vocabulary texts, etc.). Rather, 

learning a language means learning how language is anchored in socio-cultural contexts and 

interconnected with other modes of representation in order to create and convey meanings. Thus, 

the language learning process must integrate the teaching and learning of the design elements 

(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; NLG, 1996) that students use to negotiate with and construct meanings 

appropriately based on specific contexts, purposes and audience. According to Nelson and Kern 

(2012): “the value of postmethod, postlinguistic teaching” lies in “not [in] looking at language 

learning in the traditional sense of acquisition… [but] rather … looking at learners’ acquisition 

of… the ability to reflect on textualization and contextualization, considering language as one 

important dimension of semiosis among others” (p. 61).   

Grounded in the Learning by Design (Cope and Kalantzis, 2015) pedagogical approach, 

this study aims to examine how DST can support students’ understanding of how semiotic 

resource choices and orchestration construct layers of meaning, satisfy the purposes of text 

creation, contextualization and audience awareness, and foster language use and appropriateness.  

The focus of this article is a case study of a digital story created by a 4th semester French 

learner at a U.S. public university. Based on Bezemer and Jewitt’s Analytical focus (2009, p. 9), 

the analysis investigates aspects of: 1) Meaning makers and modes, which identify the resources 

of the modes employed by the sign makers in order to create and express meanings; 2) Chains of 

semiosis, with attention given to the concept of transformation – which is the process of shifting 

elements (e.g. genres, language registers, etc) within a mode-- and specifically to the concept of 

transduction, which “is a process where something configured or formed in one modality is 

reconfigured or reformed into a different modality” (Kress, 2003, p. 47); and 3) Inter-semiotic 
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relations and multimodal orchestration, which explore “the relationships across and between 

modes” (Bezemer & Jewitt, 2009, p. 11) and how their interactions foster meanings.   

Background 

Social Semiotics and Multimodality Literacy 

Michael Halliday’s book, Language as Social Semiotics (1978), states that the semiotic 

resources represented in language reflect people’s understanding of the social functions of these 

resources, and people’s use to design and communicate meanings. Social semiotics presupposes 

contexts in which meaning making resources are embedded and represented through different 

codes or conventions. According to Chandler (2007): “Codes provide a framework within which 

signs make sense.” (p. 147). Furthermore, scholars (i.e., Hodge & Kress, 1988) encourage the 

recognition of other codes which are as primordial as verbal language and convey social 

meanings. 

More recently, the focus has shifted from examining modes (e.g. verbal, visual, aural, 

gestural, etc.) in isolation to the exploration of modes in combination, allowing the positioning of 

verbal language to be treated at the same level analytically as “nonverbal” language. This 

approach to analyzing semiotic modes is known as multimodality, although Bezemer and Jewitt 

(2009) argue: “Despite the close association between social semiotics and multimodality strictly 

speaking these are two distinct and differently orientated terms – social semiotics is a theory of 

meaning, and multimodality is a field of application, or a perspective on resources for making 

meaning” (p. 12). 

Multimodality corresponds to the ‘orchestration’ occurring between the different modes 

of communication. It is an ensemble in which “the different aspects of meaning are carried in 
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different ways by each of the modes” (Bezemer & Jewitt, 2009, p. 9). Thus, every mode 

transmits only a partial meaning of the whole meaning of a text. Today, multimodal researchers 

examine --within an ensemble -- the specificity of each mode, the interaction occurring between 

them, and how the interplay creates meaning.  

However, the interaction between modes and the meaning they communicate is always 

unique and embedded in social and cultural contexts. As Van Leeuwen (2005) states:  

Semiotic resources have a meaning potential, based on their past uses, and a set of 

affordances based on their possible uses, and these will be actualized in concrete social 

contexts where their use is subject to some form of semiotic regime (p. 285). 

 In creating multimodal texts, students have a wide range of possibilities to convey meanings 

based on how they combine and arrange the different modes they decide to use. Each 

construction is unique and aligned with the purpose of the message, the socio-cultural context in 

which the message is constructed, and the audience for which the message is created. Students 

can decide to follow conventional uses of meaning potential and demonstrate appropriateness of 

language use, or to play with modes and conventions and show creativity and agency of language 

use.  

Methodology 

Research questions 

Through a case study, this article seeks to answer the following research questions:  



136 
 

3) How does DTS contribute to students’ understanding of the way semiotic resource 

choices and orchestration construct layers of meaning and satisfy the purposes of the 

message conveyed to the audience? 

4) How does DTS support students’ agency through the process of design? 

Course context and description 

This study was conducted at a large research I public university in the Southwest of the 

United States, in two sections of a fourth semester French course, the last in the lower-level 

sequence, which satisfies the language requirements for students who are enrolled in a B.A. 

degree program. The curriculum of this French course was designed with a particular focus on 

the development of visual and critical media literacies. Grounded in the pedagogy of 

multiliteracies (The New London Group (NLG), 1996; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000, 2009, 2015), the 

curriculum was developed around the knowledge processes (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, 2015) – 

Experiencing, Conceptualizing, Analyzing, and Applying-- combined with visual and critical 

media literacy frameworks. Throughout the semester, themes presented through a wide variety of 

authentic, mediated-text genres culturally embedded in French society, were critically explored, 

analyzed, and evaluated by students. Students explored these various mediated-texts from the 

perspective of consumers and language learners, and they produced media artifacts. For instance, 

in relation to the controversial French newspaper Charlie Hebdo and the role of cartoonists 

within societies, students had to design their own political cartoons based on global issues. A 

broad range of issues -- gender equality, freedom of speech, educational inequality, technology 

safety, and environmental problems -- were chosen by students, which exemplified their personal 

interests and perceptions of the world. In addition, students created promotional posters to 

advertise the National Museum of the History of Immigration in Paris, and made informative 
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posters to promote web safety among youth and their families. Finally, they produced their own 

digital stories. These transformed practice activities occurred throughout the semester. The DST 

production took place over several weeks and the stages were developed according to the steps 

proposed by the Center for Digital Storytelling (Appendix 1). Each of these steps are designed to 

support students’ productions and give them the opportunity to focus on the components and 

features of digital storytelling. For every step, students’ work was evaluated by the instructor 

who gave students detailed feedback on the progress of their projects. The final version of the 

digital storytelling was assessed via a rubric (Appendix 2) that encompassed different criteria 

(e.g., creativity, foreign language skills, use of semiotic resources). In order to respond to 

language learners’ needs in the development of the DST, the guided steps provided by the Center 

for Digital Storytelling were modified by the instructor. For instance, via Google drive, students 

had the opportunity to receive the instructor’s feedback about the use of the target language in 

their written scripts and they received feedback on pronunciation, intonation, and flow based on 

the recording of the speaking part of the DST.  Finally, prior to the final submission of the 

Digital Story, students were able to verify and evaluate their projects according to the rubric used 

by the instructor for assessing the final production.   

The Case Study of Maize  

To answer the research questions, the researcher focused this particular study on the work 

of one participant, Maize (pseudonym). Originally, from Mexico, Maize arrived in the United 

States with her family when she was 7 years old; at the time of the study, she was 19 years old, a 

sophomore, majoring in Psychology and minoring in French. From a post-semester interview, 

Maize stated that her interest in French was linked to her belief that learning a new language 

expands creativity and cultural knowledge and as a native speaker of Spanish, she enjoyed 



138 
 

comparing the similarities and differences of varied languages both linguistically and culturally. 

Maize’s commitment to the French course was evident from the fact that she was always present 

in class, completed all her assignments, and participated in class discussion and group projects. 

Her proficiency in French was high, and she was always interested in providing input in class 

when it came to discussing media, exploring websites, analyzing posters, or reflecting on cultural 

differences. Having been raised with Hispanic traditions within an American culture, she stated 

that she was often able to grasp the similarities between the French and the Mexican cultures, 

and to see how they differed from American culture.  

The choice of this participant was prompted by the originality of her digital story. While 

most students’ digital stories were based on personal stories, this particular story was designed 

more as Maize called: ‘a global controversy’ about the way technology and the media shape 

people’s behavior and disconnect humans from nature. What was particularly interesting about 

her digital story was the fact that she decided to center it around visual resources rather than 

linguistic features. Thus, her choices of semiotic resources were carefully made and are 

specifically relevant for this study. Although she chose to tell about this ‘global controversy’, 

and thus was a different type of DST from the traditional personal narrative it corresponded to 

some of the features required by the CDS. It is 2 to 3-minute long, it uses still images, sounds, 

voice over, captions, and a narrative. Nonetheless, despite the fact that her narrative is not a 

personal story it was a personal reflection in which the creator expressed her voice, and as the 

participant confessed in the interview “a reminder about our priorities in life”.  

Data collection 

In order to understand the student’s process of design and semiotic resources selection, 
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the data presented in this study was collected from diverse sources such as the stages the student 

followed for developing her DST, two post-semester interviews, and the final production of the 

DST. 

Stages for developing the digital story 

In order to develop their DST, students were required to follow several stages that were 

described in their L1, except for stages 4 and 5, which correspond to the written story and to the 

verbal recording. Stages were designed to help students to develop their DST, to support their 

meaning making process, and enhance the learning by design. These stages were: 1) they wrote a 

short proposal in which they outlined the idea of the story; 2) they completed a pre-questionnaire 

in which they reflected on the theme, key question, message, audience, and modes of 

communication; 3) they designed a storyboard in which images, transitions, a brief storyline of 

the story, and music choices were revealed; 4) they wrote the narrative; 5) they recorded the 

speaking part; 6) after the submission of the final project, they completed a post-questionnaire in 

which they reflected on language level appropriateness, acquisition of skills, feedback 

effectiveness, and personal satisfaction.  

Digital Storytelling artifact 

Along with the participant’s work completed during these stages, the final version of the project 

was part of the data collection. Maize’s DST is a 3-minute video entitled “Choses Oubliées” 

[Forgotten Things] which combined original still images and video-clips, a recorded voiceover in 

French, and music tracks that she had found on the internet.  

Post semester interviews 

Maize was one of the 13 participants who consented to give a post-semester interview in English. 
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Her first interview was exceptionally long due to meaningful and rich inputs, and as a result, 

Maize accepted to give a second interview. The two interviews were conducted face to face, and 

recorded by the researcher, and took place in a study room of the university library. Maize’s first 

interview was recorded during the spring semester that followed the fourth semester course. This 

44:39-minute interview was semi-structured and divided into two parts: the first part was 

designed with direct questions about this intermediate language course’s particular attention to 

digital and media literacy skills, while the second part was less directive and focused on the 

different media artifacts created during this course. Maize’s second interview occurred the 

following summer and lasted 35:26 minutes. The interview concentrated on the DST itself and 

the decisions that were made by the participant while designing it.  

Data analysis 

There were two phases involved in the qualitative data analysis: 

Phase 1: Analytic memos and initial coding 

Based on Grounded Theory (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007), the analysis of data started with 

analytic memo writing and was followed by open coding. According to Saldaña (2013) “the 

purposes of analytic memo writing are to document and reflect: on [the researcher’s] coding 

processes and choices (p. 41)”. First, by going throughout the participant’s work during the 

stages of DST development, the general patterns, categories, and subcategories of the data were 

recorded and reported. Then, the researcher used In Vivo Coding for the semi-structured 

interviews, which were transcribed in written form, in order to look for new insights into the 

process of creation through the lens of the participant. Finally, the researcher compared and 

contrasted the storyboard and the final version of the project in order to find and reflect on any 
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significant differences.  

Phase 2: Multimodal arrangement 

After having gained a better understanding of the way the participant proceeded in the 

production of the DST, the researcher focused on the final version of the DST and the 

orchestration of the modes. First, the diverse modes of communication--written, audio, still 

images, video-clips, and transition-- were quantitatively tabulated and coded based on 1) the 

purposes of using the different modes, and 2) the types of themes (e.g. nature, technology, 

Human being) they represented. Then, screen captures of the digital story itself were made and 

grouped into three thematic categories: nature, technology and humanity, and analyzed to look if 

a specific mode was predominantly associate with one of the theme, or if modes were use evenly 

through the different thematic categories. Finally, the written transcription of the voiceover was 

added to every screen capture as well as timescales and transitional effects in order to examine 

the multimodal arrangement in the designing of meaning.    

Findings 

In order to answer the research questions, the study followed the Analytical Focus offered 

by Bezemer and Jewitt (2009): Meaning makers and modes, Chains of semiosis, and Inter-

semiotic relations and multimodal orchestration. First, Maize’s vision of her digital story at the 

beginning of the project was examined. Then, the choice and use of modes she made to express 

meanings were analyzed, with particular attention paid to the concept of transduction, as a 

process of reconfiguration of meanings from one mode to another. Finally, the multimodal 

arrangement and relationship between modes in order to create meanings were studied.   In her 

pre-questionnaire, Maize explained that her main theme for her digital story was technology and 
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nature. She had always been interested in nature, and because the class was centered around 

digital and media literacy and the way mediated texts affect people’s values, she wanted to build 

her story upon these ideas.  She wrote:  

The main point of my story is to show my audience how technology has ruined the 

originality of the society and how our society has undermined many of its values - one of 

those values being the connection between humanity and nature. 

 In addition, she envisioned her story with “sad music and visual images or videos [which 

would] be the most effective for this type of story”, and wanted to target a large audience to 

make people “slightly guilty for prioritizing technology over the beauty of nature.” Because the 

goal of her project was to make people think about a personal way to disconnect from technology 

in favor of nature, Maize tried to make people question themselves through the use of images, 

videos, and audio files as means to trigger the audience’s feelings and sensitivity. In fact, 

although the instructor allowed students the opportunity to create English subtitles to support 

their voiceover in French in order to reach a broader audience, Maize stated: “I think my 

message would reach more people if I also used the English language, but I also think sticking to 

the French language might intrigue more people and make them focus more on the actual video 

rather than the voice over.” In this statement, Maize shows how the use of French could carry her 

message and highlight her digital story, not by conveying a meaning through the use of words -- 

and their translation -- but by intriguing people, who could only understand the message through 

the meanings conveyed by the arrangement of the different modes of representation. Indeed, the 

audience’s inability to understand what is being said in the video promotes other modes of 

communication, and forces people to focus on visual and oral elements and to create meaning 

from the combination of semiotic resources used by Maize to tell her “global controversy.”  
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1- Meaning maker and modes  

Three main modes were identified in Maize’s digital story: textual, aural and visual.  

Textual 

It became quickly apparent that Maize had made little use of written text in her digital 

story. Only the title and subtitle, her name, credits and acknowledgments were in the written 

mode, and they were placed at the end of the project. The entire project used essentially the 

visual and aural modes. During the interview, Maize explained her choice this way: “because I 

am a visual, so I really like the pictures, and like, the sounds or the subtitles kind of come 

second, so when I was working on it, I was try [sic] to, I just leave [sic] them out.” Being a 

visual-oriented person, and as a result a visual learner, it was mostly using images that she 

wanted to share -- or teach-- her message to others. Although Maize made the decision not to use 

English subtitles from the beginning of the project, when the researcher asked her why she 

pursued this stance, she answered “I want [people] to watch the video, I don’t really care if they 

don’t understand, I want them to kind of see the feelings that they get when they watch it, just 

the video”. In saying this, Maize demonstrated her desire to awaken people’s feelings through 

her creativity. She found written texts to be merely informational and not aesthetic enough.  

Aural 

The orality of the project was conveyed in two different ways: a piece of music and a 

recorded voice over. In her interview, Maize explained that selecting music was difficult, and she 

had to change it twice. First, she wanted a piece that had no lyrics in order to prevent her 

audience from getting distracted. Then, to convey the “feeling of nostalgia”, she tried to avoid 

music with too fast or too slow a beat. Finally, as mentioned above, the music itself was not as 
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important as the visual content, so one song was played through the whole project.  

The voiceover, recorded in French, narrates the story through short sentences, which often are 

stretched across the visuals. What was crucial for Maize was not as much what she said, but the 

intonation with which she said it.  She admitted:  

I felt like it was more to the point and impacting while you’re watching a video, rather 

than having long sentences that [people] gonna to [sic] forget what you said in the 

beginning, it was just more like this, and this, and this, and as the pictures change, you 

have the little sentences that goes [sic] kind of with it, so you kind of remember more 

rather than just have a long paragraph and just talking, talking… again it was more 

focusing on pictures. 

 In addition, her decision to use short sentences and a pattern of structured phrases was to 

mitigate the language barrier. In the digital project post-questionnaire, she wrote “I didn’t think 

complex ideas could be expressed in another language. Especially if that language was choppy 

and not fully developed. But then, I found a way to voice those complex ideas in a simpler 

manner.” At first, Maize proposed to make her digital story about when she emigrated from 

Mexico to the United States. The idea of doing DST on the topic of immigration was suggested 

by the instructor because it was the topic studied in class when the project took place. After the 

instructor gave permission to students to create a DST on a topic based on students’ interest, 

Maize decided to shift to the topic of technology and the impact it has on people’s lives. In her 

interview, she confessed that if she had to write on her immigration experience, written text 

would become the central mode of her DST, and since she felt limited due to her level of 

proficiency in French and restricted in terms of creativity, she decided that technology was the 

appropriate theme to create her DST. Focusing on visuals as the main mode for communicating 
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her ideas, and using the target language in short and concise sentences to get her point across, 

was according to Maize the best choice to convey her overall message. Thus, Maize put a lot of 

work into intonation to emphasize her limited amount of words, to convey information about the 

structures of her sentences, and her choice of using a particular redundant pattern of these 

structures, and finally to express emotions. She stated: “Tone of voice is crucial. I’ve always 

been so focused on pronouncing words right that I never really noticed the tone I was 

pronouncing them in. I don’t think you always need words to express something when your tone 

of voice can say everything for you.” Although the written text and what was actually being said 

had less significance for Maize than what was being seen and heard, intonation was primordial, 

not for expressing language meaning, but for expressing rhythm, melody, and beat. Furthermore, 

Maize explained that she created and played with some effects -- fade-in and fade-out-- between 

the music and the voiceover to draw the audience’s attention to the aural mode.  

Visual 

Finally, visuals were the main mode used by Maize in her DST: 14 different still images and 11 

video-clips, all of which she shot herself. She used her phone to take all the pictures and record 

most of the videos; she wished that her phone could have taken better quality pictures, as she felt 

her overall project was not as aesthetic as she would have expected. In the post-questionnaire she 

said: “I used my phone to take the pictures and record most of the videos, two editing websites -- 

Fotor.com and Ribbet.com-- to edit the pictures so they would fit in the widescreen frame of the 

film, and Windows Movie Maker to bring it all together!” 

Maize’s main reason for taking the visuals herself was to have her own originals and thus 

to avoid any copyright issues. The narrative of Maize is composed by: denunciation of people’s 

use of technology, denunciation of people neglecting nature, and questioning people on their 
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social practices. As a result, her pictures were organized into three main categories --technology, 

nature and humanity-- and one subcategory which includes pictures that are used as transitional 

in order to bridge ideas. These categories are presented through the following visual samples:  

1- Technology 

Video Video Still image Still image 

    

 

2- Nature 

Video Still image Still image Still image 

   

 

3- Humanity 

video Still image video video 

    

 

Transitions 
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According to Maize, the transitional pictures used to bridge her different ideas were made 

to provoke certain feelings in her audience and to keep people’s interest up. For instance, Maize 

wanted the picture of the tires to represent the urbanization of nature in a way that they “look[ed] 

out of place.” For her, these pictures were used as a trigger to make people think about her 

message, connect with their feelings, and question their everyday life habits. 

Video-clips and still images were well balanced throughout the project, with a use of 

different types of transitions such as black, fade in and out. For all her visuals, Maize created 

effects by slowing the motion of videos and embedding zoom in and zoom out within the still 

images. Her idea was to maintain the fluidity of the visual and to avoid a slideshow type of 

digital storytelling with still images that would give a “dead aspect” to the overall project.  

Her determination to use the visual mode as the central one gave her the opportunity to 

engage in the design process on the visual side and to show her creativity and agency. 

2- Chains of semiosis  

“While transduction describes changes involving a change in mode, transformation 

describes changes in arrangement within one mode” (Bezemer & Jewitt, 2009, p. 11). In the 

following section, findings show how in her DST Maize ‘translated’ the meanings whether by 

using the concept of transformation or transduction.  

2.1 Transformation: From google images to originals 

The concept of transformation was particularly relevant in comparing Maize’s storyboard 

and her final project. In order to develop their storyboards, students were invited to navigate 

through and select storyboard templates from the University of Houston’s Educational Uses of 

Digital Storytelling website, which offers students an overview of what is a storyboard and how 
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to create a storyboard. Any templates provided on the website could be used by students as long 

as they found the most appropriate ones for their projects. As a result, Maize selected the ‘Word-

storyboard-template-2.doc’ (figure 1) for her own production.  

The storyboard helped students to start collecting images and show their provenance, 

choosing elements of design such as background color, font, font size, special effects, music and 

sounds, and developing their narrations. Each slide had to be as detailed as as possible to support 

the process of ‘learning by design’ in enhancing students’ reflection on their choices of semiotic 

resources and design elements, and fostering students’ anticipation on how the different 

combination of modes would construct meanings. Based on the students’ outcomes collected 

from the post-questionnaires, the storyboard and the instructor feedback were, for the majority of 

participants, the most beneficial stage during the development of the DST because they allowed 

them to get a better sense of what their DST would look like at the end, and which elements they 

would like to emphasize, reduce, remove, add, etc.  In addition, the storyboard was not required 

to be written in the L2, and students had the possibility to submit their storyboard in their L1 or 

L2, based on their own needs and the feedback they wanted to receive. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Digital Storytelling Storyboard: 
Each box represents one slide in your digital story. Describe in as much detail as possible what 
will be included for each slide. The more you plan ahead of time, the easier it is to create your 
digital story. Copy as many storyboard boxes, as you need to plan your digital story. 

Images (general or specific, location if known): 
Design (background color, font style, special effects): 
Audio (music, sound effects): 
Narration (the actual text that you would record to accompany this slide): 
 

Figure 1. Word-storyboard-template-2. Document provided by the website: Educational Uses of 
Digital Storytelling 
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Although the storyboard assignment came early in the project, Maize’s storyboard 

provided many details. She had already selected pictures, some design elements, and developed 

her French narrative. The name of the piece of music was the only component missing. Figure 2 

presents a sample of Maize’s storyboard. 

Images (general or specific, location if known): 

  

Design (background color, font style, special effects): 

(No title screen) 

Transition into video from black screen. 

Background image: Video of people on their computers. 

Audio (music, sound effects): 

Music: Intro – The xx (song starts) 

 Narration (the actual text that you would record to accompany this slide): 

La technologie. Qu’est-que c’est la technologie? 

Figure 2. Maize’s first slide of the storyboard 

 

As already mentioned, Maize captured all the visuals provided in her final project. Her 

goal was to end up with an original and singular DST, in order to give people “a sense of my 

own perspective, and what I believe in”. To achieve this goal, she selected random pictures from 

Google Images that she liked and then re-created them. The main problem for Maize in using 

Google Images, besides the lack of authorship, was the uncertainty of their origins and original 

purpose. Using an image that looked similar to what she was trying to convey was not enough. 

She needed to capture her own environment and to provide her own focal point. In the second 

interview, she explained “I did not want random people, but people with whom I interacted and 
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talked to them, and asked them to act for me to portray my experience and show my view within 

my environment.” Thus, inspired by images found online, Maize reconfigured and rearranged 

her visuals. She ‘translated’ her own vision by staging scenes, making people act, and giving her 

own perspective. Figure 3 shows the pictures selected on Google Images on the left and the 

pictures made by the participant on the right. It seems easy to discern the meaning conveyed by 

these pictures, but Maize’s act of recontextualisation or transformation is incontestable. In 

setting the scene in her own environment -- the university-- and in representing people who live 

around her in realistic outfits and attitudes, she demonstrated her understanding of the way 

semiotic resources and their orchestration construct meanings. Moreover, expressing her 

creativity allowed her to convey her message and reach the audience, and as a result, through the 

process of designing her DST, she found empowerment and agency.       

Google Images  

(presented in storyboard) 

Original Pictures  

(drawn from Maize’s DST) 

  

  

Figure 3. Comparative table between the storyboard and the final project. 
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2.2 Transduction: Between text, orality and visual 

Visuals were the focus of Maize’s production, and she deliberately centered the 

development of her DST around stills and moving images. While her storyboard showed, that 

she already had a good sense of her storyline, most students, meanwhile, provided only a vague 

idea -- in French or in English-- of their stories in the narrative section of the storyboard. Maize 

presented fully structured sentences in French. She had already made her decision to use short 

sentences and a redundant pattern in order to get to the point. These sentences did not change 

much from the storyboard to the final version, but instead were improved, based on the feedback 

she received, to correct any lexico-grammatical errors in French or to stretch out sentences 

across the slides. For instance, in Figure 4, the second sentence (in bold) of slide 3 of the 

storyboard was stretched out to slide 4 in the final version.   

Slides Narration written in the 
storyboard 

Slides Narration transcribed from the 
voice over of the DST 

1 La technologie. Qu’est-que c’est la 
technologie? 

1 La technologie, qu’est-ce que c’est la 
technologie? 

2 Comment est-ce que nous l’utilisons? 2 Quand est-ce que nous l’utilisons? 

3 Nous l’utilison [sic] tous les jours.  

Nous le vérifions chaque minute. 

3 Nous l’utilisons tous les jours 

  4 Nous la vérifions à chaque minute 

Figure 4. Comparative table of narrative script and voiceover 

 

The decision to stretched out the sentence in bold “ Nous le/la vérifions à chaque minute” 

in slide 3 to 4 is important to mention because findings showed that the rationale of adding 

images and stretching out sentences was to provide connections between images and words. 



152 
 

During the interview, Maize explained: “I kind of had really good pictures that I wanted [sic] 

definitively put in there, and some good lines that I wanted to put in there.” Nonetheless, it must 

be remembered that the written text was not provided in the final project. It was only provided 

orally, through the voiceover. Thus, Maize’s goal in conveying her message in this multimodal 

artifact was to emphasize certain ideas within two or three modes of communication. For 

instance, one of the pictures that she reproduced, represented ‘vanity’ and the words she wanted 

to emphasize in her narration were the two adjectives ‘vain’ and ‘negative.’ In order to 

emphasize both words, she drastically accentuated her intonation while pronouncing them. For 

instance, figure 5 which was made with TechSmith’s software Camtasia serves to represent the 

transduction of meanings produced by Maize from one mode --visual-- to another--oral--. As we 

can see, the audio track of the sentence “nous devenons [we become]” is encircled in orange, 

while the blue circle shows the adjectives “vain [vain]” and “négatif [negative].” ].” The increase 

of the waveforms (encircled in orange and blue) shows the verbal / textual elements expressed 

through Maize’s voice while the decrease (almost nonexistent waveforms) presents the musical 

background music that Maize used while narrating her story. . In addition, she faded the musical 

background in and out to designing negative spaces and lengthening her sentence, which created 

a certain suspense and developed expectations from her audience. 
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                    Nous devenons            vain                                  Nous devenons               negatif 

                   [We become                  vain                                  We become                     negative]  

Figure 5. Screenshot of the combination of image, audio track -- and text 

 

Thus, both the concepts of transformation and transduction were omnipresent in Maize’s 

digital story. It showed her comprehension of how the semiotic resources she had at her 

disposition allowed her to recontextualize her perspective of the world, playing within and 

between the different modes of communication (Nelson & Kern, 2012).  

 3- Inter-semiotic relations and multimodal orchestration   

Maize had many pictures and videos that she took or shot herself for her project. When 

she started to edit her DST, she was not sure of the order in which she wanted to arrange her 

visuals, but she had a strong idea of what and how she wanted to convey her message.  
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First, her DST focused on the use of technology in everyday life. One day, while she was 

sitting behind a student playing video games during one of her classes, she realized that starting 

with the video clip of this student would be the greatest way to show how technology affects 

classrooms and educational contexts such as the university. To reinforce the negative view of 

technology and the way it affects people’s lives, she sequentially combined different video clips 

showing people focused on their devices. Four of the video clips showed the backs of individuals 

who were facing their screens (Figure 6), and each video clip lasted 5 seconds including a fade-

out/fade-in transition effect. This focus on the screens rather than the individuals put the 

audience in the position of the users to whom they could relate. This image of being constantly 

self-absorbed with technology emphasizes the lack of appreciation of the beauty of the natural 

world that Maize wanted to decry.   

    

La technologie, 
qu’est-ce que c’est la 
technologie? 

[Technology, what is 
technology?]  

Quand est-ce que 
nous l’utilisons? 

[When do we use it?] 

Nous l’utilisons tous 
les jours 

[We use it every day] 

Nous la vérifions à 
chaque minute 

[We check it every 
minute] 

Figure 6. Video-clips representing the use of technology and transcription of the voice over 

 

Moreover, these clips correspond to four sentences in which the narrator questioned the 

audience about technology (the first two sentences), and then answered these questions herself. 

In the answers, she used the French form ‘Nous [We]’ which show that she included herself. This 

generalization of Nous may also represent Human beings and their social practices and behavior 
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vis a vis earth. In her intent to use Nous as a representation of the entire humanity versus the 

other species, Maize showed her understanding of the functionality of personal pronouns. Her 

intention is far from blaming people and creating uncomfortable feelings, but on the contrary, by 

being inclusive, she questioned our collective as well as individual uses of technology in order to 

reflect on our negligence and denigration of our environment. In addition, her intonation was 

sharp and consistent, pronouncing each word with the same intensity. Finally to continue her 

denunciation of the way people use technology, she interposed a still image of mobile phones 

before embedding two other video-clips portraying groups of people facing each other, but once 

again self-absorbed by their devices.  

These two clips were shorter in terms of time, but the narration (one sentence) was 

stretched out across the clips, and the beat of the music accompanied the rhythm of the 

intonation. In the interview, Maize explained, “When I paused I made the sounds more coming 

out but when I started talking I faded it to have more attention to my voice. Music can change the 

way people interpret the overall text, so I wanted a kind of neutral music”.  

Finally, to conclude regarding the negative impact of technology, two still images 

displayed two young women making selfies of themselves. As mentioned above, these two 

pictures were important to represent vanity and to match with the narration. However, finding 

people willing to pose for a picture describing vanity was more difficult than Maize expected. 

First, she admitted:  

When I looked up on google images and I looked up on kind of like vanity, it was a group 

of people taking pictures of themselves, or just a girl, it’s always a girl like it’s never 

been a guy, so I did ask girls because maybe it’s because I’m biased towards girls being 

more vain than guys… but I never had the idea to really ask a guy to take picture of 
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himself. 

 Then, she explained that most of the young women she asked to pose for her refused because 

they were confused by the idea that portraying someone who takes a selfie can be seen as being 

vain. These kinds of challenges reinforced her desire to show people her point of view.  

In the same vein, in order to transition from technology to nature, Maize wanted to depict 

happiness by portraying people holding hands. While searching for appropriate photo and video 

subjects, she approached several hand-holding couples and asked whether she could videotape or 

photograph their hands. They all refused despite her explanation about the course assignment she 

had to fulfill. Finally, she videotaped an older couple who agreed to smile as they talked to each 

other, showing a happy relationship. This video of the elders marked the beginning of a series of 

still images representing nature: images of a sunset, trees, landscapes, flowers, and water.  

Every image presented a zoom-in/zoom-out effect and a black transition in between. For 

Maize, the pictures of nature needed to be more general in order to give the audience the 

opportunity to relate to their own representations of nature. What was significant for her was to 

show her own context and environment. Across this series of images, the phrase “nous oublions 

[we forget]” is repeated over and over, like a leitmotiv, reminding the audience that no one 

should forget the things that are important and make us happy. The consistency of her intonation, 

the redundancy of the structure of her phrase, and the effect of stretching out her words across 

the whole video combined with silent moments heightened the impact of what was being said 

and seen.  

In addition, Maize explained that the still images used throughout her project showed less 

important ideas, whereas the video-clips served to represent her perspective and opinions. As a 
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result, towards the end, she shot a longer video of a child playing outside. Using slow motion, 

the video depicts a child having fun, bouncing a rock with a wooden stick. The clip ends by 

zooming in on the face of the child, who looks straight into the camera and smiles to the 

audience, while the voiceover says “Nous oublions de sourire [we forget to smile].” For Maize 

this video was central. “Having the kid looking at the audience and smiling alive had more 

impact than having just a kid smiling on picture”.  

Finally, to close the loop, the last still image returned to the topic of technology, showing 

a computer screen ready to be shut down, with the voice over telling people that it is time to 

question their use of technology and reconnect with nature and other human beings.  

The findings show that visuals are the main mode in Maize’s digital story. She dedicated 

a lot of time to creating her pictures and producing her video clips. However, when she edited 

her video, she demonstrated that she knew how to combine the diverse modes to convey her 

message. For instance, she decided to write short sentences to get straight to the point and 

extenuate her proficiency in French, but she practiced her pronunciation and worked hard to 

create the intonation that matched with her choice of music: “not too fast, not too slow, 

something neutral.”  

Her story came together naturally, showing the negative at the beginning, and slowly 

bringing in happiness, beauty and innocence at the end. She blamed and chastised her audience, 

but she also included herself. The limits she imposed upon her narration curtailed her influence 

upon the audience: “I didn’t want the pictures to be contaminated by what I was saying, I wanted 

the audience to have their own opinion, but I wanted them to know where my stance was. Short 

sentences didn’t give me too much authority over the ideas, and letting the audience decide.”  
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In addition, at the end of the project, she made the decision to reveal the title of her story 

and the fact that all visuals were hers. Shot from a moving car, the last video in which all credits 

and acknowledgements were presented, depicted a rainy day, echoing the title of the music that 

was played across the project “With Rainy Eyes.” She said: “Towards the end I wanted the 

audience to be nostalgic because it was raining, and I wanted the audience to know how I was 

feeling. I had the idea that the rain will help my stance. I didn’t want to leave a bad impression at 

the end, but more a reflection, an awareness.”  

This statement showed how thoughtful every step of the digital story was for Maize. She 

knew how to use the resources available to her in order to create meaning. She reflected on how 

to combine the many visuals she had and to balance them with the few words that she wrote in 

French. She was able to compensate for her weaknesses with her strengths by creating and 

owning her project. Indeed, at the end of the interview, Maize confessed: “Only at the end of the 

video when I credited my own pictures, people can really have a sense of what was my 

perspective and what I believed in. It is more welcoming if I put it together, like saying to them 

‘Come on let me speak you on this”. 

Discussion 

It is important to notice that this young student’s perception was that written text was not 

as significant as other modes to convey meaning, or convince people’s beliefs. . Indeed, despite 

the fact that literacy studies call for implementing emerging and multiple literacies in educational 

settings, the traditional view of literacy -- the ability to write and read printed text-- remains 

predominant among school administrators, textbook publishers, curriculum designers, teachers, 

students and the community.  
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  As the findings demonstrated, Maize’s DST is strongly anchored in her understanding of 

the way semiotic resource choices and orchestration of modes construct layers of meaning. She 

created all her visuals in order to portray what she had envisioned, to contextualize her 

perspective of the world in her own environment, and to convey her message to the target 

audience. In terms of language-- as a resource, Maize was aware that sharing her point of view as 

well as standing for her stance could be difficult in the target language despite her high 

proficiency in French. First, the general belief is often that students are unable to share personal 

opinions and points of view in a meaningful and appropriate way in fourth semester of French 

due to their lack of mastering enough lexico-grammatical features, and knowledge about the L2 

socio-cultural contexts. Second, students intend to reproduce what they have learned in L1 in 

terms of writing and telling a story, which brings learners to face their inability to apply these 

production strategies, and demotives and frustrates them as they easily associate this with the 

level of their L2 proficiency. Finally, while implementing mediated activities, students must 

understand the processes of producing and distributing. Audience is central to creativity, and 

students must be aware of it as it reinforces and supports their meaning-making process. To 

reach their goals, students must get the diverse tools that can help them to create meanings in 

their L2 such as the design elements. In the case of Maize, mitigate challenges, she committed to 

work on diverse linguistic design such as intonation and punctuation, personal pronouns, present 

tense, etc., and she chose to make short and well- structured sentences that could be used as a 

pattern. Her vocabulary choices were selective and precise, which gave her the possibility to 

sharpen her intonation and to emphasize specific words by stretching them out and orchestrating 

them with her visuals in order to create suspense and expectations from her audience.  

For the audio, she took the time to select music whose beat was not too fast or slow, but neutral. 
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The neutrality of the music supported the voiceover intonation, and both were intertwined in 

order to prevent any influencing of the audience’s feelings, and any revelation of her perspective 

and her position towards the end.  

Moreover, she combined original still images and video clips and endowed each resource 

with specific meanings. Still images were used to convey general views -- nature, for instance-- 

to which the audience could relate, or to represent a particular standpoint, such as vanity. Video 

clips represented the more personal perspective of the creator.  Not only did Maize shoot her 

videos by choosing particular camera angles and movements, but she stepped into the role of a 

director. She met and interacted with people, she explained her project, she decided upon the 

setting and the background, and she directed people as actors. In other words, she used all the 

spatial and gestural design elements available to her and created new ones in order to design 

meanings, and convey her message to her audience. Maize showed creativity and agency through 

the arrangement and use of semiotic resources within various modes in order to achieve one 

central goal: to tell her story.  

Conclusion 

This case study shows the potential of using a multimodal project which allows students’ 

emerging literacies to take center stage in the foreign language classroom. Selection of semiotic 

resources and their orchestration through multiple modes demonstrated the capacity of the 

participant to face and circumvent challenges brought by language and cultural obstacles in order 

to convey the message and express personal stance.  In this study the use of language -- French-- 

was examined at the same level as the other semiotic resources, and it showed how students 

make meaningful language choices to create meanings. In the case of Maize, she used language 

as a resource to support what she visually envisioned. For instance, she decided to create short 
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sentences with a redundant pattern, to play with the personal pronoun ‘Nous’ and use the present 

tense to give a timeless aspect to her story. Language is not looked through the lens of 

proficiency, but as a resource which, arranged with other design elements, allows students to 

share ideas, express opinions, and tell personal stories. Nonetheless, based on this study, the 

widespread belief that exists among learners and instructors, that students who have not attained 

L2 proficiency and accuracy cannot address complex topics (Sercu, 2002) is questioned. 

Moreover, DST production gives learners the opportunity to show other skills and connect 

language learning with other disciplines and personal interests.     

However, because one case study cannot be used to prove that all case studies will 

answer the research questions the same way, future research should be conducted over several 

semesters and language levels to explore how students experience differently the learning by 

design process, and gain their semiotic awareness. Nonetheless, fostering emerging literacies 

through participatory projects such as digital storytelling seems to be promising both as a way to 

enhance a pedagogy of multiliteracies and to promote students’ understanding of multimodal 

literacy, which, in the case of Maize, increased creativity and agency.    
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Appendix 1: The seven principles of Digital Storytelling 

1. Point of View  What is the main point of the story and what is the 
perspective of the author? 

2. A Dramatic Question  A key question that keeps the viewer's attention and will 
be answered by the end of the story. 

3. Emotional Content Serious issues that come alive in a personal and powerful 
way and connects the audience to the story. 

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 or other sounds that support and embellish the 
story 

6. Economy  Using just enough content to tell the story without 
overloading the viewer. 

7. Pacing   The rhythm of the story and how slowly or quickly it 
progresses. 

Based on the Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS)’s Seven Elements 

 

  Appendix 2: Rubric for Digital Storytelling Final Production 
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CHAPTER 6 

Conclusion 

With prior experiences in teaching French as a Foreign Language (FFL) at multiple levels 

and in diverse contexts, in France and the United States, my decision to go back to graduate 

school was motivated by my desire to gain a better understanding of second language acquisition 

and teaching and to develop a deeper knowledge of second language pedagogical theories and 

approaches.  

Having settled in a foreign country gives me the opportunity to teach my L1 and to learn 

an L2.  Thus, I am both a FL instructor and a L2 learner. Every day, I experience the process of 

learning in multiple ways. I can put myself in the shoes of language learners by understanding 

their struggles, fears, expectations, needs, embarrassments, frustrations, and moments of pride 

with ease. My immersion in the L2 culture and society forces me to learn quickly in order to 

survive within the US society. I learn by observing my environment and community, and by 

interacting with others to fulfill my everyday needs. Sometimes I feel frustrated because my 

accent is not “good enough” to be fully understood, or because my lack of vocabulary prevents 

me from expressing my thoughts with the precision I aspire to. I also see improvements and feel 

proud when I meet people and have a conversation that goes beyond small talk.  

Unlike me, my students are only exposed to their L2 one hour per day, four days a week, 

with few to no opportunities to use it outside the classroom. Most of my students are enrolled in 

a language course to fulfill the university FL requirement and have little or no interest in learning 

another language. Thus, their learning process and mine are different. First, they learn from 

textbooks with, for most of them, no connection to L2 communities. The language they learn is 
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not contextualized, the texts they engage with are generally not authentic and the activities they 

are asked to participate in have one primary goal, learning the forms of the language. Second, the 

dichotomy that exists in the department between lower and upper-level language courses, where 

language learning and culture knowledge are separated, does not allow students to understand the 

use of language as an everyday act embedded in social and cultural practices. While in real life 

culture and language are intertwined and cannot be divided, in the classroom setting the link 

between them often feels unrealistic and superficial.  

For instance, one of the frustrations that I experienced as a L2 user was to talk about 

myself, to become more than just a “foreigner” and to represent myself as a member of 

communities. I had to show more than the superficial “My name is…, I am … years old,” that I 

learned from textbooks.  I had to connect with my colleagues, neighbors, students, etc., in an 

appropriate manner for each context. I had to create my L2 identity and find my voice to express 

my ideas, opinions, values, and tell my story. To be hired as a teacher, and apply as a PhD 

student, I had to be able to write in an appropriate manner about my background and myself. I 

had to learn how to use a language by making choices: linguistic choices such as language 

register, intonation, and genre, but also semiotic choices, among gestural, spatial, or sensorial 

options.  

 Based on my experience, learning how to read signs –visual, linguistic, gestural, aural, 

spatial, and sensorial-- that surround us helps to create meanings about the environment, and 

understand how community members interact and behave. When language is a barrier for 

communicating and exchanging with others, one needs to be resourceful and creative to surpass 

language obstacles. In addition, everyone has a different way of managing and overcoming these 

obstacles. Language learning is a process that is inner and personal based on people’s 
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backgrounds, knowledge, identity(ies) and idiosyncracies. The process of language learning 

cannot be standardized because it addresses multiple and diverse learners, and it is experienced 

differently based on people’s learning differences. Unfortunately, these issues are not taken into 

consideration in classroom settings, curriculum and textbook design.  

The starting point of my project was based on these reflections. How could I implement 

an environment that addresses students’ differences in the process of language learning, and that 

respects their diversity and identity in my classroom? How could I help my students improve 

their knowledge and abilities through authentic and everyday texts? How could these resources 

become helpful and meaningful in both of the students’ contexts: L1 and L2? How could 

students develop their critical-thinking and problem solving through language learning? 

The Multiliteracies Pedagogy and the Learning by Design approach were relevant for this 

project. As mentioned in the project, Learning by Design is an active and dynamic process of 

transformation from the known to the new. Drawing from our knowledge that we built based on 

life experiences and prior backgrounds, through the acts of designing and redesigning, we 

negotiate and create new meanings, and develop and integrate new knowledge. Learning by 

Design applies to both learners and instructors. While learners take control of their own 

apprenticeship in becoming designers of their knowledge through action-taking, collaboration 

and active participation in and outside formal learning, instructors plan and organize teaching 

sequences around multimodal texts, identify learning strategies, and reflect on assessment and 

learning outcomes. 

For this project, although the implementation of the Curricular Components/ Knowledge 

Processes was not always easy, and the lesson plan designs were sometimes challenging, I 

learned a lot about my style and my identity as an educator and a researcher. I dedicated a lot of 



168 
 

time to organizing and planning the curriculum around modules and texts. I tried to create a safe 

and comfortable environment in which my students could freely voice their opinions, express 

their values, and improve their own learning by pointing out their needs and developing personal 

strategies to achieve these needs. I realized that students’ motivation increases when they get the 

space to work on these needs and feel responsible for meeting their expectations. In addition, 

working in collaboration and discussion around topics that get their interest and attention helps 

them not only to express who they are, but also to critically reflect on their own point of view.  

Integrating multimodal projects such as DSTs has been time consuming because they are 

designed around students’ individual needs. For instance, I spent some of my office hours with 

one of the students who was not comfortable with her speaking pronunciation for the DST oral 

recording. She practiced with me several times and asked me to record myself on her phone in 

order to practice on her own off campus. Through Google drive, I gave individual feedback on 

students’ narratives by answering questions, guiding corrections, and commenting on content. I 

extended deadlines based on the stages of the project and accepted late work to give students the 

time to work at their pace. I organized classroom discussions and in-group workshops to allow 

students to work on their projects and give them the opportunity to share their struggles and to 

ask questions to others, especially about technology. I always reassured them that the process of 

creation was more important that the final project and that the production should be a source of 

enjoyment and pride.      

Integrating multimodal projects is time consuming but it is worthwhile. Going through 

the process of developing the curriculum, looking for resources, organizing modules, creating 

DST stages to correspond to the L2 context and learners, and creating assignments and 

assessments enriched my way to see the foreign language classroom and the possibilities for new 
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and innovative activities. Seeing students engaged in designing their learning, looking for 

resources to be creative and to produce original artifacts, working harder on their L2 writing and 

speaking to produce a story which could appeal to their audience and which could make them 

proud, is the best reward an educator can get. The role of the teacher as the only expert in the 

classroom shifts to the role of being a guide, a coach, and a peer. For instance, I became a guide 

by explaining and discussing the type of projects that were expected and the rationale behind 

these projects. I became a coach in planning and designing, based on the learners’ levels and 

class dynamic and the stages that students would follow to create their projects, and in 

supporting each individual according to his/her strengths and difficulties. I became a peer who 

had expertise in the L2 but basic knowledge in technology and had to rely on others’ expertise to 

provide advice and support.  

Integrating DST in a language classroom promoted new ways for students to 

communicate and exchange information, and also read, listen, view and especially talk and write. 

Adding a multimodal dimension to the project supported students’ language learning, increased 

their motivation, nurtured their imagination, and fostered their agency. In addition, giving 

students the opportunity to write about their interest and personal story added an affective 

element to the project, which seemed to enhance students’ empowerment and autonomy. For 

instance, while giving feedback to students, as a teacher I did not allow myself to correct or 

modify the content of their story based on my taste or my values. Each story was personal to 

each student, and they had complete control over it. My only recommendation to them was to 

write short sentences, make meaningful choices in terms of vocabulary, reflect on verb tense use, 

and promote other modes of representation to communicate. Students create mediated-text every 

day through social media using different devices, platforms, and design elements. They are not 
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always aware of the choices they make, and the strategies they follow while producing and 

diffusing. Giving them the competences to think and reflect on these choices, allows them to 

understand the process of creation, the notion of audience, and the specificities of the modes, and 

helps them to design a project that has its own purpose and originality, is embedded in particular 

social-cultural contexts, and enhances 21st century skills.  

Using a curriculum centered on visual and critical media literacy in which instructional 

activities are designed around the process of analyzing and applying, helps students to read and 

reflect on the significance of what it means to write multimodal texts. They need to consider the 

purpose of writing and the targeted audience(s) and understand the socio-cultural dimension of 

the text in order to convey their message with the appropriate language and register, and other 

diverse semiotic elements.  

Through the use of DST, the three different approaches of writing, which offer two 

divergent perspectives to the learning of writing: both the writing-to-learn perspective, which 

includes the product-based and the process-based approaches, and the learning-to-write 

perspective including the genre-based approach are present. As a result, despite the divergence of 

the two perspectives embodied by the differences in these approaches, restraints and limitations 

are addressed through the production of DSTs.  

In the different students’ samples presented in this project we saw that analyzing texts 

from authentic sources enhanced students’ understanding of socio-cultural contexts and 

generated meaningful choices when they applied them to their personal project. The production 

of multimodal texts presents a potential to combine and enhance different writing approaches. In 

particular, in the first article students demonstrated that in following instructions, they based 

their work on what they had learned in class and utilized the French museum’s posters as models 
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to create their own. Through a meaning-making process, they showed their ability to appropriate 

the tools of deconstruction/ construction, and to combine and arrange the different semiotic 

resources in order to convey their personal point of view on the issues of immigration. The 

artifact creation demonstrated learners’ understanding of the notion of genre and the use of their 

visual and media competencies. Beyond the sole re-production of a media-text, students 

presented their own way of seeing and talking about immigration by orchestrating different 

design elements in order to share how they envision immigration, what it means to them, and 

how they want to represent it within society.    

In the second article, students demonstrated how during the design process of producing 

their digital stories, they made choices about semiotic resources and decisions about the content 

they want (or don’t want) to share with their audience. As storytellers, they had the dominant 

role as the story belongs to them and could intentionally influence or manipulate the addressee. 

They took possession of their authorial voice and gained authority. For instance, Fanny showed 

her agency through the communicative strategies she used to keep her audience’s attention, to 

convey her message and to stay in control of the emotions she shared.  Her narrative 

demonstrated her consciousness of the audience she tried to reach. To address it, she carefully 

chose her words and intonation and the way in which she wanted to represent herself. By using 

narrative and metaphorical strategies, she distanced herself with the “person” she did not want to 

be. She showed her French knowledge by using informal discourse that corresponded to the 

narrated situation. She also revealed the construction of a new identity for herself through the use 

of the target language. Although Fanny’s story was primarily based upon the writing and 

speaking portions of her narrative, her pictures were carefully chosen and thoughtfully displayed 

to illustrate her narration, mixing slides with multiple pictures and slides with single pictures as a 
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focal point. As a result, she demonstrated her understanding of what the term ‘digital’ means and 

the new dimension it brings to her story.  

In article 3, as the findings demonstrate, Maize’s DST is strongly anchored in her 

understanding of the way semiotic resource choices and orchestration of modes construct layers 

of meaning. In terms of language as a resource, Maize was aware that sharing her point of view 

as well as standing for her values could be difficult in the target language. To mitigate these 

challenges, she committed to work on diverse linguistic designs such as intonation and 

punctuation, personal pronouns, present tense, etc., and she chose to make short and well- 

structured sentences that could be used as a pattern. Her vocabulary choices were selective and 

precise, which gave her the possibility to sharpen her intonation and to emphasize specific words 

by stretching them out and orchestrating them with her visuals in order to create suspense and 

expectations from her audience. For the audio, she took the time to select music whose beat was 

not too fast or slow, but neutral. The neutrality of the music supported the voiceover intonation, 

and both were intertwined in order to prevent any influencing of the audience’s feelings, and any 

revelation of her perspective and her position towards the end. In addition, she combined original 

still images and video clips and endowed each resource with specific meanings. 

DST combines the three main writing approaches that have been discussed in the 

literature (?) and addresses some of their limitations. While the product-based approach lacks 

sociocultural situatedness of language, in the context of the DST, it is used and improved by 

giving a realistic and personal topic to the assignment, for which students need to think in terms 

of audience and communicative purposes. In addition, the process-based approach which mainly 

promotes skilled students’ writing without offering textual models and appropriate production 

contexts is addressed through the stages of the DST that allow students to move through the 
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different processes of writing production. Finally, the genre-based approach presents certain 

constraints such as static conventions and text-forms, but through digital narrative students focus 

on diverse forms and meanings. Although the genre of DST has certain restrictions and 

conventions in terms of length, personal touch, authorial voice over, and use of various design 

elements, writers of DST have the freedom to decide how they want to produce their story, 

which fosters creativity and self-expression. 

This project aimed to demonstrate that students can learn how multimodal and authentic 

mediated-texts convey meanings through different modes, and how they can design and reuse 

meanings in evaluating and interpreting these texts. Moreover, with the expansion of 

technological devices, the production and distribution of digital texts and the use of different 

modes of communication to convey meanings, students gain the ability not only to understand, 

navigate and interpret mediated texts but also to create, disseminate and communicate through 

digital texts such as blogs, websites, Facebook posts, etc. Teaching through and about media 

becomes crucial and significant in foreign language classrooms if we want to teach transcultural 

and translingual competencies. 

Future research directions should take into consideration the implementation of 

multimodal projects in foreign language classrooms in order to examine their impact on students’ 

communicative competences. As was stressed in this dissertation project, DST encompasses a 

wide-range of possibilities to tell stories and promote L2 writing and speaking. The next step will 

be to understand what the writing strategies used by students are while they are processing the 

different stages of the DST based on their prior writing knowledge and genre of the stories, and 

why and how they put these strategies in place. Based on the post-interviews conducted for this 

project, students reported that despite the joy and pride their digital narratives gave them, they 
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were too embarrassed to show their final artifact to a large audience even though they wanted to 

because of how they sound when speaking French. Further research should focus on oral 

recording and examine how it could help students to improve their self-confidence. Moreover, 

implementing visual and critical media literacy approaches in a foreign language classroom in 

which students are both consumers and producers is time consuming, so promoting teaching 

tools, strategies, and assessment materials should be part and parcel of teacher training and 

professional development. In addition, future studies should examine how such approaches could 

address the existing dichotomy between lower- and upper-level foreign language courses by 

integrating language and content knowledge in combination rather than in isolation. 
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