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Abstract 
 
Visual and media literacy skills are becoming increasingly important for successful 
communication. To support the acquisition of these skills, the University of Nevada, 
Reno Libraries collaborated with the Department of Communication Studies to provide 
support for two sections of an Intercultural Communication class in the creation of digital 
stories. As part of their course requirements, students completed service hours in the 
community and then incorporated narrative, images, video, and music into digital stories 
that could be shared with their community partners. Working through the library's 
Dynamic Media Lab, a librarian and a media specialist taught students about image 
creation and use, ethical use of materials, and video editing. Through this project, a 
number of guidelines were developed for the successful implementation of digital media 
projects. These guidelines focused on using content ethically, teaching students with 
different skill levels, managing a significant time commitment, controlling for project 
quality, and collaborating with campus entities. Through collaboration with teaching 
faculty and other campus and community partners, libraries can use digital stories to 
increase student engagement in the learning process and to teach a variety of digital 
media skills.  
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Visual and media literacy skills are becoming increasingly important for successful 
communication. Libraries are embracing new opportunities to support students in 
learning skills related to visual communication, including content creation with new 
media, the ethical use of images, and the sharing of content in social media spaces. 
This article describes a project at the University of Nevada, Reno (UNR) Libraries in 
which two library staff members—a librarian and a media specialist—collaborated with a 
Communication Studies professor to provide assistance for two sections of an 
Intercultural Communication class in the creation of digital stories. As part of the course 
requirements, students performed service hours with community organizations and then 
created digital stories as a way to reflect upon and share their experiences. The project 
provided students with an opportunity not only to create and reflect but also to acquire 
digital media and visual literacy skills that may be helpful to them in future coursework 
and employment. In this article, the authors will describe how the digital storytelling 
project was designed and executed at UNR and provide guidelines for executing digital 
media projects to increase student engagement and to support a variety of learning 
objectives. 
 

Literature Review 
 
Digital Storytelling 
 
While a digital story can refer to any story told using digital technologies, it is often 
associated with a video narrative that is created using a combination of different media, 
such as photos, recorded narration, video clips, music, and Web publishing (Robin, 
2014). The promotion of digital storytelling has occurred largely through the work of the 
Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) in Berkeley, California, which has provided more 
than 1,000 workshops on this topic since its founding in 1994 and has used digital 
stories as a way of both strengthening community and drawing attention to issues 
related to social inequities (Center for Digital Storytelling, 2014; Lambert, 2013).  
 
Through the work of the CDS, the term digital story has come to be associated with a 
very distinct format: A typical digital story provides a short (usually under 5 minutes) 
first-person account of a lived experience that is enhanced through music and illustrated 
through still photographs (although some projects include video clips as well) (Lambert, 
2013). The CDS described the following seven elements of digital storytelling: 
  

1. Point of view: the unique perspective that the storyteller brings to the 
story. 

2. A dramatic question: the problem that drives the story and reaches 
resolution in the end. 

3. Emotional content: the storyteller's emotional connection to the story's 
content. 

4. The gift of voice: the storyteller's use of his or her recorded vocal narration 
to personalize the story. 

5. The power of the soundtrack: the use of music to enhance the emotional 
content of the story. 
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6. Economy: the ability to tell the story concisely and with well-chosen 
images for maximum impact. 

7. Pacing: the use of rhythm to maintain interest in the story (Robin, 2008; 
Ohio State University, 2013). 

  
Because media technologies are now affordable, available, and easy to use, one need 
not be a media professional to create a digital story. In addition, the accessibility of new 
technologies has made digital stories increasingly common in educational settings 
(Robin, 2008). In the classroom, the use of digital storytelling has expanded to 
encompass not only personal narratives but also other kinds of stories that inform, 
instruct, and retell historical events (Robin, 2008). Educators note that digital stories are 
excellent tools for teaching oral and written communication skills as well as digital, 
visual, and media literacy skills (Robin, 2008; Ohler, 2013). Digital stories allow students 
to use creativity and reflective thinking to produce content in a context familiar to them, 
and educators find digital stories to be extremely useful in motivating and engaging 
students (Robin, 2008; Ohler, 2013). In higher education, a number of institutions use 
digital storytelling, including the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Ohio State University, 
Purdue University, and the University of Maryland, Baltimore County. At these 
institutions and others, digital storytelling is a medium to share student and faculty 
experiences, to teach new media skills, to enhance the learning of course content, and 
to reflect upon service-learning experiences (Lambert, 2013; Fields & Diaz, 2008; 
Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis, 2014; University of Wisconsin-
Madison, 2014). 
  
Storytelling, Multiple Literacies, and Libraries 
 
Libraries have a long history of involvement with the act of storytelling, so it is a natural 
step for them to embrace storytelling in a digital environment. Libraries’ extensive 
experience as the center of knowledge collection puts them in an excellent position to 
connect storytellers across the community with the tools to create beautiful projects. At 
California's Monterey Park Bruggemeyer Library, for example, librarians worked with 
members of the community to create digital stories that served to document and archive 
local history (Conrad, 2013). Inspired by the work of Lambert and the CDS, librarians at 
Ohio State University (OSU) collaborated with other units on their campus to create the 
OSU Digital Storytelling Program that provides multiday digital storytelling workshops 
and access to storytelling resources (Fields & Diaz, 2008; Ohio State University, n.d.). 
Drawing upon their work at OSU, Fields and Diaz (2008) showed how academic 
libraries can use digital stories to enhance interdisciplinary collaboration, to build the 
campus community, and to advocate for the library. 
 
In addition to fostering a sense of community, librarians are using digital stories to 
support skills related to technology, critical thinking, creativity, digital citizenship, 
collaboration, and information fluency (Czarnecki, 2009). Czarnecki (2009) documented 
several successful digital story programs in libraries, such as Chicago's Wilmette Public 
Library which has offered digital story workshops for teenagers to help foster their 
creativity, develop their communication and media skills, and enable them to take 
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charge of their own learning. Green (2013) showed how middle school librarians can 
use digital story creation with English language learners to enhance motivation and 
ownership of learning, develop cultural identity, and provide a linguistic context for 
language learning. At another middle school library, the creation and viewing of digital 
stories allowed students to practice self-assessment skills related to metacognition, 
reflection, and critical thinking (Morris, 2013). 
 
Despite the increasing popularity of digital stories, academic libraries have had only 
limited involvement with this media format. However, the learning outcomes achieved 
through digital storytelling assignments are consistent with the recent focus that 
academic libraries have placed on supporting multiple literacy skills. The Association of 
College and Research Libraries’ (ACRL) Visual Literacy Competency Standards for 
Higher Education (2011) demonstrate numerous opportunities for librarians to support 
students’ acquisition of skills related to finding, interpreting, evaluating, creating, and 
ethically using visual materials in higher education settings (Association of College and 
Research Libraries, 2011; Hattwig, Bussert, Medaille, & Burgess, 2013). Academic 
libraries are also well-positioned to support media literacy, which encompasses a range 
of skills that are needed to access, analyze, and evaluate the persuasive techniques of 
media, and to use and create media in a variety of contexts (Ohler, 2013; Nijboer & 
Hammelburg, 2010; Tripp, 2011). Mackey and Jacobson (2011) emphasized that 
because information is a "dynamic entity that is produced and shared collaboratively" in 
new media environments, it is essential for libraries to reconceptualize information 
literacy as a metaliteracy that is intertwined with visual, media, and other literacies (p. 
62). Indeed, several of the concepts in ACRL’s Framework for Information Literacy for 
Higher Education (2015) support metaliteracy objectives, such as “Information Has 
Value,” which asks students to recognize sources as intellectual property that have 
financial, political, social, and ethical value (Association of College and Research 
Libraries, 2015). The digital storytelling project conducted at UNR provided an exciting 
new opportunity for the library to collaborate with campus and community partners to 
support these multiple literacies. 
 

The Digital Storytelling Project 
 
The University of Nevada, Reno is Nevada’s land grant university and serves a 
population of approximately 18,000 students. UNR’s main library, the Mathewson-IGT 
Knowledge Center, is a five-floor, 295,000-square-foot facility. The library’s strategic 
plan includes the goal of providing spaces, technologies, and staff members who can 
support the integration of 21st century literacies—information, media, digital, visual—into 
the educational process. A section of the first floor, called “@One,” is designed to 
support the technology needs of students through the provision of over 100 computers, 
scanning and poster printing, a multimedia center, media equipment checkout, and 
specialized computer labs. One of the these labs, the Sierra Pacific Dynamic Media Lab 
(DML), is comprised of 18 Mac Pro workstations and provides specialized software to 
complete media projects comprised of the editing of high-definition (HD) video, audio, 
digital still photography, animation, graphics, website creation, and Internet distribution. 
The lab also features an audio recording room and professional audio microphones and 
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software. Media production specialists and student worker assistants provide 
professional media project assistance to DML users. Located next to the DML is the 
@One’s Dynamic Media Checkout (DMC). UNR students, faculty, and staff can check 
out the DMC’s various media production equipment, including HD video cameras, digital 
single-lens reflex cameras, tripods, microphones, and lighting. 
 
Intercultural Communication is the senior level capstone (global reach, encompassing) 
course for Communication Studies. However, because it counts for diversity credit, 
capstone credit, and is an upper division Communication course, it draws students from 
across the university. Generally, the course is designed to help students learn how to 
communicate with people who are different from them. The course leads students 
through an examination of their own cultural identities and interactions with others. 
 
As part of this course, students are required to participate in a service-learning project. 
Service-learning is a specially designed model of experiential learning which combines 
service at a community organization with intentional learning outcomes achieved 
through critical, reflective thinking. The model follows a cycle of knowledge, action, and 
reflection. Students are required to complete a minimum of 24 hours of service with one 
of ten community organizations (community partners) that offer intercultural 
communication experiences. For example, students partnered with local Native 
American tribes, an assisted living facility, and organizations serving at risk and 
homeless youth. Student learning objectives include the following: 
  

● Recognize your own cultural communication processes. 
● Describe the ways that communication functions in intercultural settings. 
● Understand how culture affects the communication process. 
● Compare the role of historical, political, and religious factors in creating cultural 

stereotypes, perceptions, fears, desires, and misunderstandings. 
● Develop skills for effective intercultural communication. 
● Enhance your understanding of a culture different from your own through service. 
● Collaborate in a group to maximize group problem-solving abilities. 

 
The authors—a librarian, a media specialist, and the course instructor—planned the 
digital story project from start to finish. Together, we designed the digital storytelling 
project to serve as a platform or process for deep reflection about student service 
experiences. We asked students to share their service-learning reflections by creating a 
three-to-four minute video, which could include video footage, photos, or both, and their 
recorded voices. Students collected artifacts, photos, and reflections throughout the 
semester and selected the best for their final projects. As part of the project, students 
learned how to use new technologies, how to take quality photos, how to cite digital 
content, and how to do basic image editing. The librarian was able to instruct students 
not only in finding, using, and citing images, but because she had a background in 
visual literacy instruction and had supported other media projects, she was also able to 
teach students about digital stories, design, and storyboarding. 
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To make the digital storytelling project manageable for a class with varied media skill 
levels, we devoted five class periods to the project and guided all 58 students through 
the conception and creation of their final projects. Meetings occurred in the classroom 
and in the DML, with most of the instruction delivered by the librarian and digital media 
specialist. A breakdown of the instruction is shown in Table 1. We began with an 
overview of digital storytelling and necessary technologies and worked through the 
semester step-by-step. Important steps included finding and citing images, using library 
subscription tools that offered access to software tutorials (Lynda.com) and royalty-free 
music (Killer Tracks), getting permission and taking good photos, checking out 
equipment from the library, storyboarding, writing strong narratives, creating audio 
recordings, editing photos and videos, and exporting and sharing digital files. Outside of 
this class time, the course instructor worked with students to capture their personal 
reflections of service-learning through written narratives, photographs, and videos, so 
the students would have materials to use during their time in the library and DML. In 
addition, the media specialist spent approximately 24 additional hours providing  
one-on-one assistance for students who needed additional support outside of class 
time. For the final project presentation, we invited all of the community partners and 
interested campus members to join us. Students grouped together on the basis of their 
service assignment and took turns sharing their videos. YouTube links to samples of 
three digital stories are listed in Table 2. 
 
Table 1. Breakdown of Project Instruction 
 

Class Meeting Schedule & Location Topics Covered 

Meeting 1  
 

Third week of class; 
classroom 

Importance of visual communication  
Conceptual overview of digital storytelling  
History of digital storytelling 
Qualities of good digital stories 
Taking good photos 
Photo permissions 
Privacy concerns 
Finding images online 
Image use restrictions 
Citing images in APA style 
Production process overview 
Technology preview 
 

Meeting 2  
 

Halfway through 
semester; DML 

Technology checkouts 
iMovie 
Photo editing 
Software tutorials (Lynda.com) 
Use of audio devices 
Accessing royalty-free music (Killer Tracks) 
Storyboarding 
Review of citing images and media in APA 
style 
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Meeting 3  
 

Three-quarters 
through semester; 
DML 

Workshop (Students brought recorded 
monologs, video, photos, and storyboards, 
and began assembling their stories in 
iMovie.) 
 

Meeting 4  Shortly after 
Meeting 3 

Independent work day (Outside-of-class 
technology support provided by the media 
specialist.) 
 

Meeting 5  
 

Second-to-last week 
of class; DML 

Finalizing projects 
Exporting to DVD 
Uploading to YouTube 
 

Final  Finals week; 
presentation space 
in the Student Union 

Salon presentations for campus and 
community 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2. Sample Digital Stories and YouTube Links 
 

Digital Story Title YouTube Link 

Girl Scouts of the Sierra Nevada http://youtu.be/hUJr0nqLwBM 

English as a Second Language http://youtu.be/TGoz62ytGiI 

Beyond the Harbor! http://youtu.be/RibGiXBGkAE 

 
Ultimately, the students’ digital storytelling projects are eloquent testimonies of service 
and intercultural communication. Some of the projects are already in use by the partner 
organizations and are featured as exemplary work from the Communication Studies 
Department, the Office of Service Learning and Civic Engagement, the School of Social 
Research and Justice Studies, and the Mathewson-IGT Knowledge Center.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://youtu.be/hUJr0nqLwBM
http://youtu.be/TGoz62ytGiI
http://youtu.be/RibGiXBGkAE
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Project Outcomes 
 
After assessing the digital storytelling projects, the instructor determined that the 
students achieved all of the learning objectives. The purpose of the project was for 
students to dig into their personal reflections about their intercultural service 
experiences. The students achieved this goal through the project. By recording their 
actual voices and revising their written narratives, the students’ digital story reflections 
demonstrated greater levels of self-discovery and self-awareness than the written 
assignments delivered in class. The visual and audio components added depth, deeper 
reflection, and more consideration of how they connected to their community partners. 
This kind of deep critical thinking is important for a senior level capstone course. The 
digital storytelling projects are reflections of intercultural communication, and served as 
an enhanced format for students to express their learning. 
 
The original student learning outcomes for the course did not include the development 
of digital media skills. However, student development of these skills turned out to be 
one of the greatest takeaways from the course. Student evaluations suggested that 
learning how to make digital storytelling projects was one of the best benefits of the 
course. One student commented, “[I learned] skills I can use in the workforce aside from 
intercultural communication, such as promoting video production for our service learning 
projects, which I had no prior knowledge of before this course.” Another explained, that 
the digital “Service-learning project was really wonderful.” Communication Studies 
classes often include visual communication as a component of the class but frequently 
use outdated technologies. This project forced students to learn cutting-edge 
technologies, equipment, applications, and strategies. These combined digital media 
skills are invaluable for students exiting the university and entering the job market. 
 
The digital story projects were graded with a rubric that assessed writing, reflection, 
cultural awareness, and use of media elements. At the end of the semester, students 
also completed a project evaluation form that asked them to self-report on their 
acquisition of the skills specified in the learning objectives of the project. A summary of 
results is provided in Table 3. The large majority of students felt that they were able to 
find good images (79%), effectively use the necessary technologies (81%), and cite 
images and music successfully (85%). Most felt that the project allowed them to be 
creative in reflecting upon their service experiences (83%), and several shared their 
stories with their community partners (62%). In addition, most felt that they were 
learning useful digital skills that would help them in future courses or employment 
(83%), and most recommended that the assignment be a part of the course in the future 
(68%). 
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Table 3. Project Evaluation Results (n = 47) 
 

 Question Yes Somewhat No 

Did you feel that you had enough 
information about and support for using 
iMovie and other technologies to 
complete your digital story? 81.0% 17.0% 2.1% 

Did you feel that you were able to find 
good images for your story—either by 
taking them yourself (with an 
understanding of what makes a good 
photo and with respect for clients at the 
service site) or by finding images that 
were licensed for re-use on the web? 78.7% 17.0% 4.3% 

Did you feel that you were able to 
successfully cite images and music in 
APA style? 85.1% 10.6% 4.3% 

Did you feel that the digital story project 
helped you to develop digital 
communication skills that will be useful 
in future courses or employment? 83.0% 14.9% 2.1% 

Did you feel that the digital story 
assignment allowed you to be creative 
in reflecting upon and communicating 
about your service experience? 83.0% 12.8% 4.3% 

 Question Yes Maybe No 

When this class is taught again in the 
future, would you recommend that a 
digital story be a required assignment? 68.0% 25.5% 6.4% 

Do you have plans to share (or have 
you already shared) your digital story 
with your service partner? 61.7% 25.5% 12.8% 

 

Students were also queried about the types of technologies they used to complete the 
project. Most students reported that they used their own computers or laptops (74%) 
and mobile phones (72%) to some extent. But many students also used some of the 
digital resources available through the library. Sixty-two percent of students used the 
Killer Tracks royalty-free music library and 19% used the Lynda.com online video 
tutorials, both of which are made available through library subscriptions. In addition, 
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32% of students checked out A/V equipment from the library and 17% used the sound 
recording booth available in the DML. A summary of technologies used on the project is 
provided in Table 4. 
 

Table 4. Technologies Used (n = 47) 
 

Type of Technology Used Percentage of Students 

Own computer/laptop 74% 

Own mobile phone 72% 

Own tablet 13% 

Dynamic Media Lab's sound recording booth 17% 

Killer Tracks music library 62% 

Lynda.com online video tutorials 19% 

A/V equipment checkout in the library 32% 

 

The written comments received on the evaluation revealed several major areas that 
need to be addressed in future iterations of the project. First, students possessed a 
wide range of skill levels with digital technologies. Although some students thought that 
iMovie was easy to use, others found it challenging. One student commented, “I am not 
good with technology at all, so what might have seemed easy to most was very difficult 
for me.” Several students were unfamiliar with Mac computers, which were necessary to 
use iMovie, and this provided another challenge for them. Second, several issues 
emerged with the use of photos. Students had to become aware of ethical issues 
concerning photo usage, including privacy concerns with taking photos at their 
community sites and the need to cite photos that they did not take themselves. These 
concepts were initially unfamiliar to many of them; one commented, “Limited experience 
dealing with citing images, entirely new concept.” In addition, some students had 
problems with low resolution of some of their digital images. One student wrote, “Some 
of the images that I took I could not fix the resolution and I did not have any choice but 
to use that.” The final theme that emerged from the written comments concerned the 
amount of time that the project took. Even students who enjoyed the project mentioned 
that it was time-consuming. One student summed it up best: “It just takes a lot of time.” 
 
A number of positive outcomes occurred through the digital storytelling assignment, for 
both the students and the partner organizations. This class and project were featured in 
our local newspaper for the innovative partnership between the Office of Service 
Learning and Civic Engagement, Communication Studies, and the DML. Students 
benefitted from their exposure to the community partners and community involvement. 
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For example, one student posted a photo she took for her project onto her Facebook 
page. Through repostings, an advocacy group found her photo and used it on its 
website. In addition, three students were offered full-time jobs with their volunteer 
organizations specifically to help with digital media and marketing because of the 
photos and videos they collected for the digital storytelling projects. In a final example, 
many students submitted their digital storytelling videos to UNR’s Engagement 
Showcase. Three students presented their projects to the entire showcase audience, 
and one student won the award for Best Presentation. A screenshot from the digital 
story of the winning presenter is shown in Figure 1. 
 

 

Figure 1. A Screenshot from Erin Collins’ Digital Story, Girl Scouts of the Sierra 
Nevada. (Reproduced with Erin’s permission.) 
 

The partner organizations also benefitted from the digital storytelling projects. In one 
example, students digitally scanned precious historical photos for a Native American 
museum. In another example, two students completed video projects for a nonprofit 
learning garden. The organization plans to use the films for promotional purposes, 
sending them to potential donors and posting them on their website. This service saved 
the organizations a significant amount of time and money in marketing and promotional 
costs. 
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Guidelines for Digital Media Projects 
 
This was the first time that this project was conducted at our university, and a number of 
different strategies emerged for managing this project in the future. Listed below are five 
guidelines that libraries and their collaborators can use when successfully conducting 
digital media projects.  
 

1. Emphasize ethics early and up front.  
In a time when students are constantly posting photos of 
themselves and others on the Web, many are unaware of the 
ethical concerns that come with taking and using photos of others. 
This is especially critical in a service-learning context, where clients 
at community sites represent vulnerable populations. In addition, 
many students are unaware of the need to follow the licensing 
restrictions of images that they find on the Internet; and many do 
not know how to cite images and other media appropriately. 
Students should learn to follow ethical procedures from the very 
beginning of the project, and these procedures should be reiterated 
throughout the course. 

 
2. Address the skills gap. 

Students’ abilities with digital technologies cover an extremely wide 
range. For this project, some students were proficient with video 
creation while others struggled with basic photo techniques. Unless 
a course or project comes with certain prerequisites to ensure that 
all students have some level of facility, a digital project will 
inevitably need to address the skills gap. Course content must 
move at a moderate pace; if too much time is spent covering basic 
skills, many students may lose interest. However, to help students 
who are struggling with or are anxious about using technologies, a 
sufficient amount of one-on-one assistance outside of class time is 
necessary throughout the project. 

 
3. Address the time commitment required. 

Digital projects can be very time-consuming to produce. Even 
“small” digital projects can require a considerable time 
commitment—both in and out of class. Students need to be given 
enough time outside of class to complete digital projects in a quality 
manner. In addition, enough class time needs to be devoted to 
ensure that all students know how to complete the different 
elements of the project and use the appropriate technologies. 

 
4. Monitor the quality of student work throughout the project. 

During a semester-long digital project that involves multiple 
elements, it is important for students to receive feedback and 
assistance at several stages to ensure that the final product is a 
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success. For this project, we provided ongoing feedback to 
students as they developed their narratives. However, some 
students unknowingly used low-resolution photographs, and we 
needed to provide extra assistance at the last minute to help them 
fix their final projects. Establishing several check-in dates 
throughout the semester in which students provide evidence of their 
work can help to ensure they are on the right track to producing a 
final product of sufficient quality. 
 

5. Collaborate with other entities on campus and in the community to 
maximize student engagement. 
Libraries and their campus partners can do exciting and innovative 
projects that maximize student learning and engagement—projects 
that would be almost impossible to execute by one person working 
alone. This digital storytelling project could not have been 
successful without input from the Department of Communication 
Studies, the Office of Student Learning and Civic Engagement, and 
the University Libraries. Within the Libraries, both a librarian and a 
media specialist provided different kinds of expertise to assist 
students on the project. Finally, the involvement of community 
partners was essential to creating meaningful, community-based 
learning experiences for students, which provided the core content 
for the digital stories. Collaboration within the university and 
surrounding community were critical to bringing this project to 
fruition. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Digital storytelling provides an excellent vehicle for students to be creative and reflective 
about their own learning experiences. While projects of this nature can require much 
time and planning to incorporate into courses, digital storytelling assignments can 
provide an excellent method for increasing student engagement in learning the course 
content. In addition, these types of projects are excellent for helping students to learn 
visual and media literacy skills that can assist them in future courses and employment.  
 
Academic libraries have an important role to play in supporting these types of 
assignments through the variety of expertise and resources that they provide. While 
media specialists have much to contribute to the success of these projects, librarians 
can also support these efforts by adapting existing information literacy instruction to a 
new media environment and by incorporating issues concerning the finding, ethical use, 
and creation of images into their instruction. However, for a digital storytelling project to 
be successful, library staff must be prepared to collaborate with campus and community 
partners, to provide both in-class and out-of-class technology assistance for students 
and professors, and to establish a consistent project structure that is supported from 
start to finish.  
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