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Introduction

Multiliteracies and Global Citizenship
in Language Education: The Interplay
of Young Adult Literature, Digital Social
Reading, and Digital Storytelling

Marcella Menegale
Universita Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italia

Fabiana Fazzi
Universita Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italia

Nicole Haring
University of Graz, Austria

In today’s rapidly changing world, foreign language (FL) educa-
tion faces significant global challenges that require innovative ap-
proaches to teaching and learning. As educators seek to prepare
students for an interconnected future, the integration of multilitera-
cies (The New London Group 1996; Litge, Stannard 2022) and mul-
timodal practices (Pegrum, Hockly, Dudeney 2022) have become es-
sential. These frameworks enable learners to navigate diverse forms
of communication and expression, which are crucial in our increas-
ingly digital landscape. In fact, while digitalisation in education is
not a new phenomenon, the recent COVID-19 pandemic has height-
ened the urgency of exploring how to effectively and meaningfully
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incorporate digital tools in the language classroom. Educators are
being challenged to re-imagine the FL classroom, considering how
digitalisation, new literacies, and multimodal practices can be ful-
ly harnessed to create more inclusive, flexible, and effective learn-
ing environments (Kramsch 2023). At the same time, a re-imagined
FL classroom is also one in which the current global challenges, in-
cluding climate change, democratic crises, racism, and migration are
discussed through engaging students in different types of activities
around different types of texts. In this context, literature can play
an important role in constructing a space where students contem-
plate different scenarios, challenge their beliefs, develop empathy,
and learn to read critically to understand the interconnections be-
tween words, power, and culture (Bland 2018). However, how to en-
gage students with literary texts both in and beyond the classroom
is an open question, especially in light of the increasing presence of
digital tools and media in our lives. Using literature in the language
classroom today means to “promote dialogue, develop a curiosity to-
wards other cultures, and encourage the sharing of different per-
spectives and interpretations” (Ludwig 2021, 209). To do so, learn-
er-centred approaches that are deeply rooted in collaborative and
socio-constructivist pedagogies are needed. These should include the
use of digital tools and platforms that allow students to collabora-
tively work out the meaning of literary texts, share perspectives and
opinions, and express their emotions and feelings in response to the
texts. As Ludwig (2021, 210) claims, “digital media and print-based
literature share two common, indispensable features: they are both
inherently social and dialogic”. In fact, it is now widely recognised
that students need to be encouraged to establish a dialogue with and
about the text, developing and sharing with others their own inter-
pretations. Digital media can make this process more personal and
creative (Lutge 2018). However, the use of digital media is still far
away from being integral and common in the language classrooms
(Ludwig 2021), especially in combination with literature. In order to
effectively address this challenge, contributions from different dis-
ciplines are needed. It is in this context that the Erasmus+ project
DigLit: Lit. Up Your Phone: A Digital Toolkit for ESL/EFL Classroom
to Combat Social Inequalities in Times of Covid 19 Crises* was devel-
oped. Aimed at promoting students’ multiliteracy (including digital,
critical, and creative) and global skills in English as a Foreign Lan-
guage (EFL) through the reading of Young Adult Literature (YAL)

1 The full description of the project and its outcomes can be found at this link: htt-
ps://diglit.narrativedidactics.org/. This project has been funded with support
from the European Commission. This publication reflects the views only of the authors,
and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the
information contained therein.
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and literature-based digital mediation tasks, the project involved
three partner universities in Austria (University of Graz), Hungary
(University of Pécs), and Italy (Ca’ Foscari University of Venice) and
three upper secondary schools in the same countries (Priv. Gymnasi-
um und Oberstufenrealgymnasium des Schulvereins der Ursulinen in
Graz, Austria; Babits Mihaly Secondary School in Pécs, Hungary; IIS
TronZanella in Schio, Italy). Through this partnership, researchers
from different fields (literary studies, cultural studies and education-
al linguistics) and practitioners (English language teachers) worked
together to design and evaluate learning paths that would turn stu-
dents from simple readers into creators of new meanings through the
combination of literature and digital media. Taking a multidiscipli-
nary perspective, this collection aims at exploring the intersections
of global challenges, multiliteracies, multimodality, and the trans-
formative potential of literature and digital narratives, providing a
comprehensive outlook on the future of language learning in a dig-
ital age. The researcher-practitioner collaborative nature of the in-
terdisciplinary project is reflected in this monographic issue which
does not only report the perspectives of the students and teachers
involved in the project, but it also involves teachers as writers (see
specifically the last article written by Reka Lugossy, Ménika Fodor,
Laci Szeverics, Magdolna Lehmann). In this context, each article ex-
plores both didactic and research aspects that either informed the
project or emerged from its collective experience.

The first article by Marcella Menegale is an examination of the
significant changes occurring in education as a result of new social
and cultural practices. It focuses on the impact of multilingualism
and technological developments on learning and teaching and on the
use of literature to not only foster reading motivation but also to en-
courage students to develop critical thinking, creativity, and empa-
thy. Specific attention is paid to the role of literature-based digital
mediation tasks, such as Digital Social Reading (DSR) and Digital Sto-
rytelling (DST), which were at the core of the project and of this is-
sue for their powerful role in promoting students’ deep involvement
with literature and the world beyond it.

The second article by Fabiana Fazzi, Elisa Da Lio, and Sofia Guzzon
delves into the results of the DigLit online book club in which Italian
and Hungarian students were involved in the DSR of four Young Adult
(YA) novels using different digital platforms. Specifically, students en-
gaged in pre- and post-reading discussions on Moodle and reading
discussions on Glose for Education, a mobile application which allows
technology-mediated collaborative reading of two or more readers who
can highlight, comment, and respond with emojis to the same virtual
copy of a text (Thoms, Michelson 2024). Through the analysis of stu-
dents’ and facilitators’ perspectives, the authors come to the conclu-
sion that DSR, when carried out on longer texts and on a mobile device,
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can have linguistic and affective affordances, such as increased read-
ing comprehension and motivation in the target language, as well as
cognitive affordances, such as the promotion of deep reading. Howev-
er, the authors also highlight possible hindrances, both physical, such
as eye-strain, and methodological, such as the need to promote linguis-
tic skills and social presence to foster students’ asynchronous online
interaction and discussion around the literary text.

The third article by Nicole Haring explores the theoretical under-
pinnings of DST and then moves to present the DigLit method, which
offers a framework for the use of DST in the language classroom as a
multimodal response to YAL. The article starts with a review of the
history of DST, with its origins in Joe Lambert and Dana Atchley’s
work in San Francisco, to then delve into its pedagogical considera-
tions based on Paulo Freire’s (1970) dialogical approach, bell hook’s
(1994) narrative pedagogies, and Henry Giroux’s (1987) critical liter-
acy approach. In the second part of the article, the author presents
the step-by-step framework that was used in the DigLit project to
guide students from reading YA novels to creating stories informed
and inspired by the literary texts.

The fourth article by Maria Elisa Fina, Fabiana Fazzi, and Elisa Da
Lio investigates how DST enhanced Italian upper secondary students’
multiliteracy and mediation skills development in EFL, as well as how
the students reflected on the global issues by means of multimodal re-
writing. The thirteen digital stories (DS) produced by the Italian stu-
dents at the end of the DigLit book club (see the article by Fazzi, Da Lio,
and Guzzon, infra) are analysed multimodally through Visual Commu-
nication Grammar (Kress, van Leeuwen 2006), soundscape (van Leeu-
wen 1999), and remix strategies (Hafner 2015). This analysis is then
complemented by a qualitative analysis of the students’ reflective di-
aries and classroom field notes. The authors show that while DST can
have multiple affordances, allowing students to develop critical think-
ing and creative skills in the target language, more time and oppor-
tunities for brainstorming and for technical support are necessary in
order to help them become multimodally aware creators of meaning.

The fifth and final article of the monographic issue by Réka Lugossy,
Moénika Fodor, Laszl6 Szeverics and Magdolna Lehmann presents the
results of a focus group aimed at exploring students’ lived experiences
with creating digital stories. Conducted with the Hungarian students
that participated in the DigLit book club (see Fazzi, Da Lio, Guzzon,
infra), the results of the focus group show that through DST students
were able to develop a deeper understanding of literature, despite
some difficulties related specifically to the use of technology and the
timeframe of the project. The article ends with an interesting reflec-
tion on the potential of YAL for imaginative engagement and dialogue
in and outside the classroom and of DST as a potential tool for knowl-
edge construction in several interrelated areas.
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1 Introduction
The only person who is educated is the one who
has learnt how to adapt and change; the one who
has realised that no knowledge is secure;
that only the process of seeking knowledge
gives a basis for security.
Carl Rogers, Freedom to Learn, 104

Every historical period has brought its substantial challenges to ed-
ucation and announcements such as “the futures of learning are at a
crossroad” (Liitge, Stannard 2022, 255) could reasonably have been
made many times over the last centuries. Nonetheless, this is certain-
ly one of those times. Contemporary trends in language learning and
teaching call for transformative shifts in response to global issues.
Among them are multilingualism and the need to preserve linguistic
diversity, social inclusion connected to migration, rapid technology
developments, globalisation and intercultural competence. Students,
who feel and live globally connected through the internet and social
media, are more and more aware of such international challenges and
their worldview is shaped by such exposure. Their profiles are char-
acterised by a consistent amount of diverse, transnational, multicul-
tural and multilingual experiences. To adapt to this reality, changes
in curricula are needed to reconceptualise educational frameworks
that embrace the variety of student identities and backgrounds. Fur-
thermore, world problems such as climate change, ecological issues,
poverty, discrimination and gender inequality, technological disrup-
tion, and wars are becoming increasingly integrated into curriculum
development, highlighting the need for education to address these
pressing broader international challenges.

As a result, education in the twenty-first century must equip stu-
dents with the necessary skills to navigate such a complex and inter-
connected global landscape. Given the massive circulation of informa-
tion and the multiple learning opportunities both inside and outside
the classroom, a synchronisation of formal education with informal
and non-formal education and practices has to forge today’s curric-
ula, as socialisation and learning happen at all three levels at the
same time (CoE 2019a). This is strictly connected to the evolution of
the concept of ‘literacy’ that, due to the rapid and pervasive develop-
ment of information and communication media, has completely trans-
formed our society, from postmodern to liquid (Bauman 2006). Lit-
eracy has moved from a one language-one culture paradigm, with a
single method of conveying information and educating, to embracing
multilingualism, multiculturalism, multimedia, and a diverse range
of information and educational approaches. Language education no
longer pertains solely to language-related studies, such as the first
language, second and foreign languages. Instead, it is increasingly re-
garded as integral to every school’s mission and culture, extending to
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all subjects. Within this integrated language curriculum and aligned
with the learning of other languages belonging to students’ linguistic
repertoires, foreign language learning aims to foster critical think-
ing, multiliteracies skills, and global citizenship, contributing to ho-
listic human growth. This goes in the direction of empowering stu-
dents to effectively address challenges and contribute positively to
society. Substantial aid can come from the use of literature, which
has always played a key role in the foreign language classroom, both
as a means of language instruction and as an opportunity to encour-
age students’ intercultural understanding (Hall 2005).

Drawing on these premises, this paper will discuss to what extent
global changes and challenges are impacting language education to-
day. It will also examine the role of language in fostering the so-called
‘transversal’ or ‘global’ competence, essential across the school cur-
riculum as well as in life beyond school. Acknowledging that this is
not an easy task to tackle, we will seek to contribute to understand-
ing the developments in the field through the analysis of some of the
major issues that compel stakeholders at different levels to reshape
language education practices. Specifically, we will adopt a perspec-
tive that integrates the key themes underpinning this monographic
issue: the role of global competence as an educational goal for today’s
language learners; the importance of multilingualism and global cit-
izenship education in preparing students for participation in a glob-
ally interconnected world; the value of multiliteracies pedagogy for
supporting contemporary learning modalities; and the use of literary
texts as a tool to foster reflection, mediation, critical thinking, and
personal engagement in the digital age. The final conclusions aim to
contribute to ongoing reflections on the future direction of the field.

2 Global Competence and the Language Curriculum

Scholars in curriculum development globally urge language educa-
tors to advance wider and more complex goals beyond mere language
acquisition, including critical thinking, intercultural communication
and empathy, creativity and innovation, independence, teamwork,
ethics awareness, and emotional intelligence, besides other skills
(Naji, Subramaniam, White 2019). These are referred to as ‘trans-
versal competences’, ‘soft skills’, ‘interdisciplinary skills’, ‘life skills’,
or ‘global competence’. Another term that emerged in education pol-
icy in the latter part of the twentieth century is ‘twenty-first century
skills’, reflecting the importance of preparing young people to face
the rapid challenges of the modern world heading into a new mil-
lennium (CoE 2021). The recent redefinition of ‘transversal’ compe-
tences by the European Commission (2018), for example, lists litera-
cy competence, language competence, personal, social and learning
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competence, and cultural awareness and expression competence.
Similarly, UNESCO (2015a) includes reflective thinking, interper-
sonal skills (such as communication and collaboration skills) along
with media and information literacy.

In the field of foreign language learning, enhancing global com-
petence means developing the ability to communicate effectively
and interact respectfully with people from different cultural back-
grounds, understanding and appreciating diverse perspectives, and
being open to learning about and adapting to new cultural norms and
global issues. Recently, a large study made on young language learn-
ers from 27 countries confirmed the positive relationship between
foreign language learning and global competence, regardless of the
specific cultural (individualist versus collectivist) background (Guo
et al. 2024). This confirms the need for language curriculum to inte-
grate the knowledge of the target culture and promote learners’ abil-
ity to use the language to communicate across different social-cul-
tural environments with ease.

In line with this is current research on ‘transcultural’ communica-
tion, which has emerged as an approach that builds upon and expands
‘intercultural’ communication theories by focusing on dynamic, flu-
id interactions across cultures and languages (De Bartolo 2023). Un-
like intercultural communication, which emphasises interaction be-
tween distinct cultures, transcultural communication explores how
individuals move ‘through and across’ cultural boundaries, creating
blended cultural spaces and challenging clear-cut cultural distinc-
tions (Baker, Sangiamchit 2019, 472). This approach highlights the
complexity and fluidity of cultural and linguistic practices, where tra-
ditional borders become blurred, inviting new perspectives on glob-
al communication. For this to happen, specific attention to multilin-
gual education and citizenship education is needed, as the following
paragraphs will show.

2.1 Multilingual Education

In a foreign language curriculum, multilingual education directly
supports the development of global competence by equipping stu-
dents with the linguistic and cultural tools they need to thrive in
a diverse, interconnected world. The proliferation of language pol-
icies aimed at promoting multilingualism and other related compe-
tencies in the last two decades certainly goes in this direction. De-
signing curricula where educational goals across all school subjects
intersect with the specific objectives of each subject is particular-
ly recommended. This notion is clearly expressed in a recent report
of the European Commission (2020), evocatively titled Education Be-
gins with Language:
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Mastering multiple languages is key to enhancing the life and work
of all individuals [...] in addition to promoting mobility, lifelong and
innovative learning, and removing barriers to social inclusion. (1)

The development of the language of schooling, foreign languag-
es and pupils’ home languages form an integral part of each sub-
ject at school. (19)

Literacy and multilingual competences are central here: increasing
awareness and proficiency of languages that compose to the learn-
ers’ repertoire, in all their forms (verbal and nonverbal), is pivotal
to enable students’ success at school and out of school. The values,
areas of knowledge, and skills underlying the transversal compe-
tencies mentioned above are largely connected, either implicitly or
explicitly, to language and culture. They include the ability to un-
derstand and use language for self-realisation and to foster posi-
tive, empathetic relationships with people from diverse linguistic
and cultural backgrounds. This evolution represents a challenge to
traditional classroom pedagogy, often rooted in antiquated ideolo-
gies that emphasised single-language, single-culture, and single-na-
tion paradigms. A change is needed that requires a restructuring
of thought to overcome narrow, self-referential views, a change in
the mindset of policymakers and education practitioners, so that
comprehensive language education policies are adopted, and in-
novative and inclusive language teaching methods and strategies
are employed. In line with this, a recent cross-national study in-
volving 298 experts in multilingualism and education from five Eu-
ropean countries (Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, and
Spain) examined the main perceived research priorities in multilin-
gual education. Findings show that experts have identified an ur-
gent need to discover effective ways to support multilingualism in
mainstream education, as opposed to special classes. This need is
closely tied to the priority of conducting further research on didac-
tic approaches that align with how multilingual learners naturally
use languages (Duarte et al. 2020). Furthermore, assessing pluri-
lingual, intercultural, and democratic competences presents chal-
lenges in multilingual education due to the nature of the learning
involved. While each of these competences involves specific knowl-
edge elements (e.g., grammatical structures of the languages with-
in an individual’s plurilingual repertoire), they are also character-
ised by the development of metacognitive abilities, the expression
of attitudes, personal traits, and underlying cultural values and be-
liefs (Borghetti, Barrett 2023), making them complex to evaluate.
Therefore, special attention should be given to ‘translingual’ and
‘transcultural’ competence (Kramsch 2010), which emerges through
learners’ language use, as young people are required not only to
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apply their communication skills effectively in face-to-face interac-
tions but also across a wide range of digital platforms and communi-
cation formats - such as social media, emails, and online forums - in-
tegrating different languages and semiotic systems. All this is critical
for fostering global citizenship.

2.2 Global Citizenship Education

With the Global education guidelines, which is now at its third edition
(CoE 2019a), a group of experts of the Council of Europe have concep-
tualised concrete methodological solutions on how to deal with litera-
cy on global issues both in formal and non-formal education contexts.
On a similar note, and closely connected to the new global 2030 Agen-
da (UNESCO 2016), is the pedagogic document titled Global Citizen-
ship Education published by UNESCO (2015b), which sets forth a new,
interdisciplinary approach to integrate across the curriculum topics
such as migration, environment sustainability, genre issues, the dia-
logue between culture and religion, global economy, global govern-
ance structures, climate change, human rights, and social inequities.

Global citizenship education involves three key conceptual dimen-
sions (UNESCO 2015b):

- Cognitive: To acquire knowledge, understanding and critical
thinking about global, regional, national and local issues and
the interconnectedness and interdependency of different coun-
tries and populations.

- Socio-emotional: To have a sense of belonging to a common hu-
manity, sharing values and responsibilities, empathy, solidari-
ty and respect for differences and diversity.

- Behavioural: To act effectively and responsibly at local, national
and global levels for a more peaceful and sustainable world. (15)

These dimensions are embedded in specific learning objectives to
be achieved at the different educational stages, from pre-primary
to upper secondary school level, through different types of teaching
interventions (see UNESCO 2015b). As addressing global issues in
the foreign language classroom is a way of transmitting content and
teaching language simultaneously (Rascéon-Moreno 2013), a growing
number of experiences of Content and Language Integrated Learn-
ing (CLIL) has been recorded in the last years. CLIL, as a dual-fo-
cused educational approach in which an additional language is used
for the learning and teaching of both content and language, has been
increasingly used to promote language learning and global compe-
tences starting from relevant universal themes. Considering that
both CLIL and global education reflect cross-curriculum approaches,
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a mix of the two is regarded as a promising cutting-edge educational
proposal among other teaching approaches (Coyle, Meyer 2021; Porto
2023; Viebrock 2015). Furthermore, CLIL is also effectively applied
with minoritised indigenous languages to preserve linguistic diver-
sity (see Menegale, Bier 2020; Banegas 2023), demonstrating that a
holistic approach to ethnolinguistic vitality and intercultural citi-
zenship may lead to inclusive and high-quality education geared to-
wards ethnic equity.

Unquestionably, educational approaches vary across different con-
texts, and so do the responses of policy makers. There is, in fact, con-
siderable dissimilarity in the way states decide to integrate educa-
tional goals within their national educational system. For this reason,
the work done by intergovernmental agencies with mandate in glob-
al education policy, such as UNESCO and OECD, is fundamental to
understand and monitor differences or communalities among the dif-
ferent countries. This continuous provision of data on the structure,
finances and performance of education systems across the globe not
only informs educational policy and their stakeholders, but also en-
ables a continuous reflection on how educational output can be con-
solidated or improved, especially in times when digitalisation is pro-
foundly affecting all spheres of language education.

3 The Impact of Digitalisation on Language Education

Digitalisation is significantly transforming language education, open-
ing up new challenges and opportunities for reflection. The develop-
ments in information communication technology (ICTs), for exam-
ple, have given rise to a stubborn digital divide with huge disparities
of access to information within and across countries. Currently,
one-third of the global population is without internet access (Inter-
national Telecommunication Union 2021). On the other hand, in those
parts of the world where digital tools are widely distributed and used,
new opportunities but also novel threats to education have emerged.
To start with, the proliferation in quantity and variety of digital writ-
ten texts has rapidly changed the ways in which students read and
exchange information inside and outside school. Unsurprisingly, da-
ta reports that young students’ time per week spent on the Internet
has enormously increased in the last few years I[fig. 1.
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However, the literature indicates that inequities arise from how
technology is utilised rather than the frequency of its use. In fact,
as affirmed by the digital divide theory (Van Deursen, Van Dijk
2014), effective ICT usage, not just access, is crucial for academic
success. In other words, without well-prepared educational infra-
structure (first-level digital divide), it is impossible for individuals
to integrate ICT into learning and teaching. If individuals do not fre-
quently use ICT in the classroom (second-level digital divide), tech-
nology will fail to empower them, even with fully established digital
infrastructure.* Moreover, if teachers do not effectively teach stu-
dents how to use ICT, or if students do not follow teachers’ instruc-
tions, individual empowerment will be difficult to achieve (third-lev-
el digital divide) (Yu 2018).

This has prompted experts in education policy to continuously
search for solutions and produce guidelines to assist educators in in-
tegrating ICTs in their work and teaching learners essential skills for
‘digital’ citizenship education (UNESCO 2019a; 2019b; 2024). Digital
citizenship is, in fact, part of the global competence now required to
understand the world and being an active and responsible member
of today’s informational society. According to the Digital Citizenship
Education Handbook of the Council of Europe (2019b):

A digital citizen is someone who, through the development of a
broad range of competences, is able to actively, positively and re-
sponsibly engage in both on- and offline communities, whether

1 Interesting findings on gender, migration and social-background disparities in
digital reading and navigation skills come from a recent cross-national study, which
examined PISA 2012 computer-based data from sixteen European countries (Azzo-
lini, Schizzerotto 2017).
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local, national or global. As digital technologies are disruptive in
nature and constantly evolving, competence building is a lifelong
process that should begin from earliest childhood at home and at
school, in formal, informal and non-formal educational settings.

Digital citizenship and engagement involves a wide range of ac-
tivities, from creating, consuming, sharing, playing and socialis-
ing, to investigating, communicating, learning and working. Com-
petent digital citizens are able to respond to new and everyday
challenges related to learning, work, employability, leisure, inclu-
sion and participation in society, respecting human rights and in-
tercultural differences. (11-12)

It can be concluded that for students to achieve digital citizenship
competences, some preconditions are needed, such as access to ICTs
and basic functional and digital literacy skills, without which indi-
viduals are unable to access, read, write, search for information, ex-
press themselves digitally to actively engage in their community. In-
deed, the array of new literacies to be incorporated into curriculum
development necessitates a critical reexamination of literacy through
the lens of multiliteracies. This approach underscores the importance
of equipping students with a diverse set of skills that enable them to
thrive in various contexts and adapt to the demands of globalisation.

4 Rethinking Literacy Through Multiliteracies

The introduction of the ‘multiliteracies pedagogy’ by the New London
Group in 1994 advocated for the incorporation of diverse linguistic,
cultural, communicative, and technological perspectives and tools
to better equip students to efficiently live and communicate in to-
day’s world. Multiliteracies intersect with multimodality, as they pro-
mote the use of various modes to make meaning in different forms
of expression. Indeed, the availability of different technologies and
communication channels enables individuals to express themselves
by employing different modes. However, the multiliteracy pedagogy
goes beyond tools, procedures and micro-knowledge to embrace the
process, competences and socio-meta-cognitive strategies needed to
analyse, elaborate, produce and exchange meaning.
Traditionally,

schools have emphasised teachers as experts, learners as novices
and learning as the reproduction of disciplinary knowledge and
skills. What is observed here is a significant pedagogical shift,
in which students are positioned to think and design collectively
and creatively within a community of practise. The production of
new media-based texts draws upon the collective, specialist and
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transdisciplinary expertise in open-ended engagements with new
media design. This is the nature of new workplaces. (Mills 2011, 2)

In this context, the emphasis on collaborative and creative practices
in multiliteracy pedagogy aligns with the principles of critical liter-
acy and critical digital literacy, which advocate for a deeper under-
standing of power dynamics, social justice, and the critical analysis
of digital texts and contexts.

4.1 Critical Literacy and Critical Digital Literacy

In order to cope with such complex and multilayered communication,
language learners need to be guided in understanding that texts are
not neutral, that any form of communication is a social and political
action capable of influencing people and leading to social change.
This is what ‘critical’ literacy pursues, providing opportunities for
readers to determine their ability to discern the purpose of texts as
well as their capacity to identify ideologies presented in the texts.
Furthermore, developing critical thinking also presupposes becom-
ing active participants of social change, as advocated by global cit-
izenship education (see section 2.2). However, given the extensive
multimodal information that learners usually process in their daily
lives, their cognitive capacity may be overwhelmed, potentially re-
sulting in cognitive overload and consequently superficial interaction
with the text (Mayer, Moreno 2003). What is needed is, therefore, the
development of a ‘critical digital’ literacy, through practices that lead
to the use and creation of digital texts that question issues of power,
representation, and agency in the world and, at the same time, crit-
ically interrogate digital media and technologies themselves (Bacal-
ja, Aguilera, Castrillon-Angel 2021).

Yet, for all this to find its place in a renewed curriculum, we need
to look at the wider picture. What the digital turn has brought is
much more than just technological revolution. Rather, it has put for-
ward an actual ‘anthropologic transformation’, represented by a new
form of human intelligence (Ferri 2013). Indeed, it appears that cer-
tain brain areas undergo more development when digital media are
used regularly, activating a process that reprogrammes our minds
(Koizumi 2005 cited in Ferri 2013, 76). Stemming from the ‘analog-
ic’ intelligences coded by Gardner’s (1983), neuroscientists have thus
hypothesised the existence of a new intellectual quality, the “digital
intelligence” (Ferri 2013, 78), which is the sum of social, emotional,
and cognitive abilities that enable individuals to face the challenges
and adapt to the demands of life in the digital world. There are re-
search fundings showing that digital culture requires a distinct cog-
nitive effort from our brains, as it processes hybrid codes of written
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and visual languages. In a meta-analysis of more than 50 studies ex-
ploring how new media affect neural dynamics, Greenfeld (2009) con-
cludes that every medium develops some cognitive skills at the ex-
pense of others: for example, using a computer for many hours, even
for playing video games, enhances our spatial-visual intelligence and
gets us accustomed to following more multiple (language) cues simul-
taneously. Consistent with this, it is believed that digital intelligence
can positively influence other intelligences, such as social and inter-
personal intelligence and linguistic intelligence.?

4.2 Artificial Intelligence Literacy

All this strongly affects language education today and will likely af-
fect it in the future too. The new developments in the field of artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) make it clear to what extent we are constantly
expanding our dependence on technologies and related digital litera-
cies. Although a comprehensive definition of ‘artificial intelligence’
literacy is currently lacking, what is commonly acknowledged in the
literature is that it presents a promising frontier in education, offer-
ing personalised learning experiences tailored to individual learn-
ers (Yi 2021). However, despite its potential benefits, challenges re-
lated to academic integrity, security and privacy concern educational
stakeholders at different levels (Marsh 2023).

As to foreign language learning and teaching, although Internet
applications and Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) of
various kinds have widely been used for several decades both inside
and outside formal learning contexts, until today only a small num-
ber of products have advanced characteristics of intelligent adap-
tive systems. Blume et al. (2017 cited in Schmidt, Strasser 2022,
166) analysed 50 current foreign language learning programmes and
showed that many of them provide inadequate feedback, offer exer-
cises primarily focused on grammar and vocabulary practice, and
often lack flexibility in exercise selection and sequencing. Individu-
alisation and adaptivity, which require Al methods, are not yet com-
monly provided by most programs. In conclusion, while there is a
plethora of CALL resources available, truly Intelligent CALL (ICALL)
options remain scarce.

More recently, there has been widespread discussion on Genera-
tive Al and its applications (such as Bing, ChatGPT, Chatsonic, Goog-
le Gemini, Jasper, Microsoft Copilot, Perplexity, and Youchat) that in-
volve Al systems based on Large Language Models (LLMs). These
systems can generate human-like text and respond to user prompts,

2 See Ferri 2013 for further details.
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creating content, engaging in conversation, and providing personal-
ised responses. This means that, in a language learning context, they
can offer dynamic, interactive, and personalised language experienc-
es through conversational engagement and content generation. Al-
though the positive impact of Al technologies on language learning
and teaching (for a literature review see Qiao, Zhao 2023), further
research is needed to better understand learner-machine interac-
tional processes and actual overall learning achievements. Findings
so far suggest improvement in pronunciation and fluency through
speech recognition and editing tools, with high potential found in
instant feedback. A trend of research has now moved on the use of
chatbots for more personalised language learning experiences, in-
cluding text-to-speech and speech-to-text conversion, pronunciation
checks, translation, and conversational practice (see Zou et al. 2023).

4.3 Emotional Literacy

If we acknowledge that AI tools can support language education
from many perspectives and thus deserve high consideration by
curriculum developers, we must similarly acknowledge that con-
cerns about the impact on human interaction and socialisation skills
should also be carefully evaluated. Although AI can provide stu-
dents with access to a wide range of information and resources, it
cannot replace the advantages of conversing with a human teacher
or partner. The value of human interaction in language acquisition
cannot be overstated. This is confirmed by the role that interperson-
al and intrapersonal skills have in the learning process, especially
in language learning. In his categorisation of forms of intelligenc-
es, Gardner (1983) defined intrapersonal intelligence as the ability
to understand one’s own emotions, and interpersonal intelligence
as the ability to have a good relationship with others. From here,
Mayer and Salovey (1990) theorised the existence of an ‘emotional
intelligence’ made of four hierarchical types of abilities: i) the abil-
ity to access or evoke feeling so as to facilitate cognitive processes,
ii) the ability to understand emotion and emotional knowledge, iii)
the ability to control emotions, and iv) the ability to nurture emo-
tional and intellectual development. When emotional intelligence
operates with an ethical compass, ‘emotional’ literacy is applied.
We report here Steiner’s (2003) definition:

To be emotionally literate is to be able to handle emotions in a
way that improves your personal power and improves the quali-
ty of life for you and - equally importantly - the quality of life for
the people around you. (15)

246

ELLE | e-ISSN 2280-6792
13,3,2024,235-260



Marcella Menegale
Global Challenges in Language Education

Therefore, along with the development of knowledge, understanding,
and reasoning, education aims at raising awareness of personal emo-
tions and sense of empathy.® Emotional engagement and feelings play
a role which is more and more central in education in general, and
foreign language learning is no exception (Bigelow 2019).

In the language classroom, emotional literacy, as well as other
types of the aforementioned literacies, can be encouraged through lit-
erature, which is regarded by many teachers as the possible solution
to further engage students with meaningful language learning. In the
following part of our contribution, we will seek to demonstrate how
the use of literature in the foreign language classroom can represent
a solution to combine many of the educational challenges discussed
so far. The use of literature may provide students with opportunities
for tackling global topics, while working on learning tasks that re-
shape the learning process towards knowledge creation and mean-
ingful application, also by using multimedia and digital tools and re-
sources that facilitate and accelerate the process of deep learning.

5 Reorienting the Role of Literature for Language
Learning

After a period in which literary texts were relegated to a peripheral
role, in favour of more communicative input such as dialogues and
conversations (considered as more practical and connected the re-
al-world situation language models), we have recently witnessed a
“resurrection of literature as an input for language classes” (Khat-
ib, Rezaei, Darakhshan 2011, 201). In fact, the role of texts in foreign
language education for teaching literature and teaching language
through literature has evolved with new facets and dimensions. Be-
fore proceeding in our reasoning, however, it is important to clarify
that we are not interested in discussing approaches for teaching liter-
ature here. Instead, what will guide our examination is the intention
to understand how to rethink literary competences and communica-
tion-related skills in the foreign language classroom. Our interest is
therefore in literature-based language teaching and learning rather
than literature education, although certain goals and applications of
the two areas certainly overlap.

The use of literary texts in language learning has changed sig-
nificantly in several ways, beginning with their multimodal nature.
Literary texts are now frequently presented in various formats, in-
cluding digital editions, audiobooks, and interactive e-books, which
enable learners to engage with the material through multiple sensory

3 See the three dimensions of global citizenship education in section 2.2.
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modalities and learning styles. A substantial body of literature has
emerged regarding the cross-platform characteristics of contempo-
rary narratives, transmedia navigation, and storytelling.* Addition-
ally, there is extensive research on the multimodal and participa-
tory ways in which young people engage with and create various
types of texts, especially in digital formats (see Beavis 2013). How-
ever, while literary texts are viewed as having the potential to en-
courage independent thinking, interpretation, and creativity, young-
er students need texts that are motivating, accessible, and relevant
to their lives to engage effectively. This raises their involvement with
the narrative, their emotional response, and, at the same time, their
language competence, particularly if sustained by means of interest-
ing and motivating activities that improve the text experience (Hen-
ning 1993 cited in Di Martino, Di Sabato 2014, 5). Literary texts in
a foreign language (as in L1) have the potential to promote emotion-
al skills by offering indirect emotional experiences that shape the
brain circuits involved in empathy (Ghosn 2001). This is because lit-
erature provides a rich array of examples of emotional life, with au-
thors capturing emotions that resonate across generations of learn-
ers (Oatley 2004 cited in Roohani 2009, 41).

This said, it is evident that written texts alone do not convey full
meaning to the reader; instead, the reader interprets them through
the lens of their background information, knowledge, emotions, and
culture, or schemata, which impart different meanings to the text.
This means that what is crucial to make the reading experience
meaningful is, first, aligning to students’ reading preferences and
habits, and second, developing mediation competences. These two
aspects will be discussed further below.

5.1 Students’ Reading Preferences

One way to foster students’ interest in reading in the foreign lan-
guage is to allow them to select their own text, the content, level of
difficulty, length and, considering technological developments, the
format too. “Students who choose their own texts are, in effect, also
providing their own appropriate background knowledge for under-
standing the text” (Carrell, Eisterhold 1983, 567). Indeed, research
has widely supported the theory that having autonomy to choose ma-
terials according to interest levels is likely to positively influence lan-
guage learning in several ways (see Green, Christopher, Lam 1997;
Menegale 2019; Wolf 2013). Fazzi’s (2023) analysis of recent studies
on EFL students’ reading preferences reports that learners engage

4 Forreferences see Fazzi, Da Lio, Guzzon, infra; Fina, Fazzi, Da Lio, infra; Haring, infra.
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in reading both inside and outside the classroom, that they find more
accessible and appealing literature with a teenage narrator or teen-
ager characters, that (if they have the option) they read both digital-
ly and on paper, and that print and digital literacies are deeply in-
tertwined in their life. Furthermore, they find pleasure in discussing
what they have read with friends and in using social media platforms
to discover new books and gather information about them. This da-
ta is consistent with recent PISA findings (OECD 2021) on L1 read-
ing preferences and habits. Just to cite a few:

- Students who reported reading books more often in paper than
digital format perform better in reading and spend more time
reading for enjoyment in all participating countries.

- Compared to students who rarely or never read books, dig-
ital-book readers across OECD countries read for enjoyment
about 3 hours more a week, print-book readers about 4, and
those who balance both formats about 5 hours or more a week
after accounting for students’ and schools’ socio-economic
background and gender. (15)

In order to cultivate a love for reading in students, the curriculum
should embrace a wide range of works, formats, and genres that
students find engaging, rather than solely relying on classic liter-
ary works. In the same line, a diverse mixture of media and modes
of communication should be contemplated. To wisely accompany this
change, systematic research is needed on how new texts and topics
such as global citizenship, migration, human rights, and sustainabili-
ty impact on teaching language through literature. Young adult read-
ers are attracted by texts that mirror the realities of their lives, as
long as false optimism and didacticism are avoided (Too 2017), and
biased views or force-feeding opinions are eschewed (Divéki 2020).
These preferences find evidence in several studies. Students ex-
pressed appreciation for texts addressing issues that directly or in-
directly impacted them, as, for instance, mental health (Fazzi 2023;
Jensen 2018; Manutscheri 2021) - a problem that has precipitously
exploded amongst adolescents around the world after the COVID-19
pandemic (Pieh et al. 2021). In her study on EFL adolescents’ read-
ing habits, Fazzi (2023) also found that, while interest in topics such
as racism and global conflicts was evident, LGBTQ+ issues received
mixed reactions. Commenting on the list of young adult literature
books proposed by the researcher, students reported preferring more
implicit approaches to sensitive themes such queering, rejecting ste-
reotypical or explicit portrayals.

Thus, if novels are to be used to foster the agenda for global com-
petences, as also UNESCO (2014) points, text selection and teach-
ing methods should aim at addressing controversial issues in a
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multidimensional, critical, and unbiased manner. Especially when
targeting younger learners, literature-based language teaching and
learning is expected to support students in increasing their language
proficiency and, at the same time, in identifying multiple and alter-
natives perspectives on a subject, developing their critical and inter-
cultural skills which are part of global competence (Divéki, Pereszlé-
nyi 2019, 71). To help teachers integrate all this in their lessons, some
contribution may come from the interpretation of ‘mediation’ as re-
cently proposed by the Council of Europe (2020).

5.2 Literature and Mediation Competences

The latest improvements formulated by the Council of Europe to its
well-known first version of CEFR (CoE 2001), all included in the Com-
pendium Volume (CV) (CoE 2020), explicitly consider aesthetic and
literary aims in language education and propose scales and descrip-
tors for them. Being our interest here to focus on the literature as a
language learning opportunity, tools like these proposed by the Coun-
cil of Europe are extremely relevant to understand the potential of
literature as a medium or a method of language instruction and, at
the same time, a way to promote critical thinking, empathy and in-
tercultural knowledge and awareness.

More precisely, in the CEFR-CV the use of literature is seen as
beneficial to the development of mediation competences. Mediation
is, in fact, one of the four modes of communication identified in the
CEFR, together with reception, production, and interaction. While
interaction stresses the social use of language, mediation encom-
passes and goes beyond that by focusing on the construction of new
meaning (in the sense of new understanding, new knowledge, new
concepts) and/or enabling communication beyond linguistic or cul-
tural barriers. Both types of mediation rely on collaborative pro-
cesses (CoE 2020). While in the first version of CEFR mediation was
presented as a technical facilitation of communication involving two
languages, that approach has been notably extended in the CEFR-CV.
More consideration has been given to plurilingualism and to learn-
er’s capacity to use all the varied communicative resources that char-
acterise their linguistic repertoire to construct new meanings. For
this purpose, mediation tasks may ask students to draw information
from texts that combine multiple modes, such as digital texts, vide-
os, blogs, etc., to produce multimodal texts in the foreign language
on various topics, again working across languages and/or different
types of texts (CoE 2023). Evidently, mediation combines languages
at different levels with the aim of softening linguistic and cultural
gaps in the communication process.
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Cross-linguistic and cross-modal mediation, in particular, inevitably
involve social and cultural competence as well as plurilingual com-
petence. This emphasises the fact that one cannot in practice com-
pletely separate one type of mediation from another. (CoE 2020, 91)

Yet, mediation is not only a matter of doing something but also of how
somebody does it. Indeed, the new approach to mediation now explic-
itly encompasses a dimension related to a personal quality:

A person who engages in mediation activity needs to have a
well-developed emotional intelligence, or an openness to devel-
op it, in order to have sufficient empathy for the viewpoints and
emotional states of other participants in the communicative situ-
ation. (CoE 2020, 91)

In other words, emotional intelligence is seen as a “prerequisite” of
mediation processes (Leung 2022, 83). To understand to what extent
emotional intelligence is considered in the level descriptors and as-
sessed in the ‘can-do statements’, Leung analyses the occurrence of
the terms ‘emotion’ and ‘emotional’ throughout the CEFR-CV. Apart
from two occurrences found in passages where the term is used to
explain its meaning, the other six mentions appear in connection with
one of the three new scales that regard the use of literature for lan-
guage learning. The three scales of the CEFR-CV relevant to litera-
ture are (CoE 2020):

- Reading as a leisure activity (65),

- Expressing a personal response to creative texts (including lit-
erature) (116), and

- Analysis and criticism of creative texts (including literature).
(117)

While the first scale appears among reception activities (specifical-
ly, in the ‘reading comprehension’ section), the second and the third
pertain to mediation activities (specifically, those regarding ‘medi-
ating a text’) and relate to learners’ interaction with a creative text,
with ‘can do statements’ such as ‘can relate’, ‘can explain’, ‘can de-
scribe’, ‘can critically appraise’, and ‘can evaluate’. Emotional intel-
ligence has been found to be explicitly related to the second scale,
“Expressing a personal response to creative texts (including litera-
ture)”. In explaining how these two mediation scales were conceptu-
alised, North and Piccardo (2016, 20) wrote:

There was some discussion as to whether one should regard ex-
pressing reactions to literature as mediation. Clearly one medi-
ates when explaining or giving a view on a work to another person.
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Because responses to and criticism of literature was at the bor-
ders of the concept of mediation developing in the project, howev-
er, it was decided to put descriptors for this area under ‘Mediat-
ing a text’ together with Listening and Note-taking.

Alter and Ratheiser (2019) stress that these two literature-related
mediation scales delve into the essence of exploring literary works
as they are: creative texts written not only to inform but also to en-
tertain, to deal with new realms, to evoke imagery through language,
to provoke thought, and much more.

Also, in many cases, when we use language it is not just to com-
municate a message, but rather to develop an idea through what is
often called ‘languaging’ (talking the idea through and hence ar-
ticulating the thoughts) or to facilitate understanding and commu-
nication. Expressing a personal response to creative texts (includ-
ing literature) reflects the approach taken in school sectors and in
adult reading circles. The scale focuses on expression of the effect
a work of literature has on the user/learner as an individual. Analy-
sis and criticism of creative texts, (including literature) represents
the approach more common at an upper secondary and university
level. It concerns more formal, intellectual reactions. Aspects an-
alysed include the significance of events in a novel, treatment of
the same themes in different works and other links between them;
the extent to which a work follows conventions, and more global
evaluation of the work as a whole. (CoE 2020, 35)

To effectively leverage literature for creative purposes, it is impor-
tant to create a context in which young people “expect to be actively
involved in the textual, digital world, as both consumers and produc-
ers” - essentially as “readers/viewers/players and creators” (Bea-
vis 2013, 245). This can be achieved by involving students in litera-
ture-based digital mediation tasks.

5.3 Engaging Students Through Literature-Based Digital
Mediation Tasks

Narrative texts may offer the three basic conditions for language
learning set forth by Willis (1996), which are exposure, use, and mo-
tivation: by incorporating stories into foreign language classrooms,
students are exposed to the language, practise language usage, and
find motivation through the interest and curiosity that narrative texts
inspire (Wajnryb 2003).

Nonetheless, students’ levels of motivation and imagination vary,
and many will certainly benefit from activities aimed at raising
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empathy towards the characters or the situations narrated in the
stories. An important question of recent research has been to un-
derstand to what extent digital reading experiences are different
from print reading practices from a cognitive, social and emotional
point of view. Taking a step further, some scholars are studying the
types of interactional and mediation processes (reader with text and
reader with other readers) promoted through reading happening on
digital social platforms. In fact, given that reading increasingly oc-
curs on online platforms, especially for younger generations, a lens
has been put on how readers connect over and in what they read,
and how they interact and form communities around texts. Accord-
ing to Zhu et al. (2020), a way to foster the potential of digital social
reading in the language classroom is to ask learners to collaborate
to critique literary texts, highlight important points, ask questions,
organise ideas, predict, express opinions, save instances of gram-
mar for practice, connect to external sources, link text to their own
lives, consider other viewpoints, and interact with peers, teachers,
and others (see the pedagogical experimentations of digital social
reading practice reported in Fazzi, Da Lio, Guzzon, infra). In a sim-
ilar line, other studies have concentrated on how multimodal pro-
duction (e.g., digital storytelling) in response to literature can be a
logical, subsequent learning phase of the reading process, in that it
supports language students’ development of mediation skills, crea-
tivity and critical thinking (Horne 2021; Fina, Fazzi, Da Lio, infra;
Haring, infra; Lugossy et al., infra).

Despite the clear potential of literature-based digital mediation
tasks to enhance foreign language learning together with a long
list of global competence-related skills and literacies, their consid-
eration in pedagogical manuals and handbooks is still very limited.
The CEFR-CV itself, although recognising novels, short stories or bi-
ographies as types of texts to be mastered by language learners at
some proficiency levels and through different kinds of communica-
tion modes, does not specify in what ways they can be integrated in-
to an ‘action-oriented approach’ (Piccardo, North 2019). The feeling
is that the “resurrection of literature as an input for language class-
es” (Khatib, Rezaei, Darakhshan 2011, 201, see above) is not yet ful-
ly accomplished or, as we would prefer to believe, that the CEFR is
a work-in progress developmental project open to further improve-
ments and that in a recent future action-oriented approach will also
consider literary text-based tasks.
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6 Concluding Remarks and Open Issues for Research

Provokingly, Goldwin-Jones (2019) depicts three scenarios for the fu-
ture of language learning. In the first, language learning is no long-
er needed, as technological advancements will bring the quality of
machine translations and other mediation tools to such a high qual-
ity that the convenience of using them will raise doubts about the
practical necessity of learning additional languages. In the second
scenario, language learning is needed, but not formal instruction: in
fact, the abundance, affordability, and appeal characterising today’s
multilingual digital resources (e.g., audio-video streaming) and on-
line communities (e.g., social media platforms, online gaming) might
obviate the necessity to learn a foreign language in a classroom set-
ting. In this case, language learning would occur, even unintention-
ally, through authentic use or communication practice. The third sce-
nario envisioned for the future of language learning entails a mix
of formal instruction with online resources, in line with the practic-
es of the flipped classroom or blended learning. Goldwin-Jones goes
on further specifying how the balance of instructed and self-regu-
lated learning may be determined considering the level of learning
autonomy possessed by language learners and the extent of avail-
ability of digital tools and resources. This last scenario is, overall,
the most credible.

Indeed, a tailored combination of formal and informal learning op-
portunities aligns with the challenges connected to the diverse ‘ed-
ucational turns’ discussed in this paper, namely, the ‘multilingual
turn’, the ‘digital turn’, the ‘multiliteracy turn’, and the ‘emotional
turn’. To make hybrid settings possible, the first aspect to consider is
the extent to which the implementation of a comprehensive language
learning system is achievable, assessing both technological feasibil-
ity and teacher readiness. Data and trends indicate that education-
al institutions worldwide are increasingly adopting hybrid learning
models to meet the demand for flexible learning options. The re-
cent COVID-19 pandemic has significantly accelerated this process,
prompting increased investments in technological infrastructure to
support the development of online learning platforms. However, da-
ta also reveal that teachers often lack the necessary digital compe-
tences, and both initial and in-service teacher professional develop-
ment programmes generally do not include standardised competence
frameworks (OECD 2023). The scenario is further complicated by the
dynamic and evolving nature of hybrid language learning environ-
ments, which require continuous updates to digital knowledge and
adaptation of curricular approaches and materials.

Assuming that the educational system will manage to find proper
and systematic solutions to these weaknesses, another critical con-
sideration pertains to the integration of various types of input, tools
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and settings within a comprehensive language learning system. This
integration seeks to make foreign language learning more intrinsi-
cally meaningful for students and to promote their agency and auton-
omy in language learning. In the twenty-first century, to be regard-
ed as ‘meaningful’, language education should emphasise the skills
needed for the future workplace (e.g., digital literacies, critical think-
ing skills, and collaboration skills) as well as the ways of living in so-
ciety and as an individual (e.g., personal wellbeing, citizenship, and
social awareness) (Mercer et al. 2018). From a language ecological
perspective, this implies redesigning tomorrow’s language learning
environments, exploring new relations among advancing technolo-
gies, classroom spaces, and students’ multilingual and multimodal
forms of communication (Mills 2011), also looking at experiences oc-
curring in leisure time and at home. Further research is needed to
increase awareness among policy makers, curriculum developers,
teachers, and students of how learners use language learning envi-
ronments outside school, the types of interactions and relations they
establish with and across different learning settings, and the way
they exploit the human and non-human resources (Benson 2022), es-
pecially in light of recent AI developments.

To date, many of the global challenges that have characterised
these ‘turns’ in language education have found only partial solutions.
Curricula proposals and promising practices that have been put for-
ward in these last years by key stakeholders are often not integrat-
ed into comprehensive curricula review processes. Nonetheless, if
we consider global citizenship and multiliteracies as goals for foreign
language learning, we cannot ignore the significant inequity in the
distribution of environmental resources for language learning, both
inside and outside the classroom. This inevitably raises political and
economic questions beyond language-related challenges, especially
when considering major/international and minor/regional languag-
es in the digital era. All things considered, it appears that the back-
ground and foreground of our scenario for the future of language
learning still need to be harmonised.
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1 Introduction

Extensive reading (ER) is an approach that is intended to promote
both students’ reading skills and motivation to read in the target lan-
guage. Defined as “reading in quantity and in order to gain a gener-
al understanding of what is read” (Day, Bamford 1998, 6), it is based
on a number of principles including students reading as much mate-
rials as possible of their own choice within their linguistic abilities.
Several pedagogical designs have been suggested to enact ER, also
through the means of digital technology and practices (Smith 2019;
Pianzola, Toccu, Viviani 2022; Kajder 2018). Each of these pedagogi-
cal designs requires different literacy skills and leads to different af-
fordances which still need to be fully explored.

In this context, our article aims to report the results of an ER pilot
project through a pedagogical design commonly referred to as Dig-
ital Social Reading (DSR). DSR is “the act of sharing one’s thoughts
about a text with the help of tools such as social media networks
and collaborative annotation” (Blyth 2014, 205). Unlike online plat-
forms for book reviews (e.g. Goodreads) in which users normally post
comments after they have finished reading a text, in digital annota-
tion platforms (e.g. eComma, HyLighter, Perusall, etc.) users inter-
act with each other directly on the text by highlighting, sharing writ-
ten, audio, and multimodal comments, and viewing and responding
to other readers’ comments, depending on the features of the specif-
ic platform (Thoms, Michelson 2024). In such a context, the reading
experience passes from being linear and individual to being multi-
modal, social, and collaborative (Kress 2003) transforming reading
comprehension into a socially constructed process (Law, Barny, Pou-
lin 2020). Studies have shown that DSR can have multiple affordanc-
es for language students, including linguistic, affective, and social
(Thoms, Poole 2017, 2018; Solmaz 2020; Kalir et al. 2020). However,
there is a paucity of research on extensive DSR carried out through
a mobile device (Ng, Cheung 2024). Our study aims to fill this gap
by exploring students’ and facilitators’ perceived affordances and
challenges of a six-week extensive DSR project in English as a for-
eign language (EFL). The project was carried out within the Eras-
mus+ project DigLit: Lit. Up Your Phone: A Digital Toolkit for ESL/EFL
Classroom to Combat Social Inequalities in Times of Covid 19 Crises*

Although the research was carried out jointly by the three authors, Fabiana Fazzi wrote
§§2.2,3.1,3.2,3.3,4.2, and 5, Elisa Da Lio wrote §§ 3.4.1, 3.5, 4.1, and 6, and Sofia Guz-
zon wrote §§ 1, 2.1, 3.4.2, and 4.3.

1 To learn more about the Erasmus+ project DigLit: Lit. Up Your Phone: A Digital
Toolkit for ESL/EFL Classroom to Combat Social Inequalities in Times of Covid 19 Cri-
ses, co-funded by the European Union, please visit the project website at the following
link: https://diglit.narrativedidactics.org/.
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involving three universities and three upper secondary schools from
Austria, Italy, and Hungary. Specifically, the pilot project involved 46
upper secondary school students from the partner schools in Hun-
gary and Italy with a B1 to B2 language level in EFL. Both schools
are well known for their academic excellence and devote particular
attention to the teaching of English. The facilitators were two Eng-
lish teachers from the school partner in Italy and two researchers
from the university partners in Italy and Austria, all selected based
on their availability.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Mobile Reading and Extensive E-Reading

Print reading, traditionally associated with social prestige, deeper
comprehension, and longer information retention, offers tactile expe-
riences and ease of navigation that provide the reader with a coher-
ent mental map of the page and the text (Shimray, Keerti, Ramaiah
2015; Sorrentino, Lauer 2019). A very different experience is offered
by mobile reading, which is defined as “the act of reading and con-
suming digital content on mobile devices such as smartphones, tab-
lets, PCs, e-readers, etc., which covers e-books, e-newspapers, e-mag-
azines, and mobile cartoons” (Shimray, Keerti, Ramaiah 2015, 367).

Although it is a very prominent and contemporary method in ed-
ucation, e-reading poses several challenges which contemporary re-
search has addressed. For example, vertical scrolling can reduce
reading pleasure and cause disorientation (Pianzola 2021; Sorren-
tino, Lauer 2019), making it harder to create a cognitive map of the
text. Also, digital readers are engaged in hyper-reading (Blyth 2014)
that is they are exposed to an information-dense and highly-stimu-
lating environment which requires the ability of ‘multi-mediating’
(i.e. moving across contexts and media) (Coiro 2020). Therefore, in
mobile reading, readers read more selectively by scanning, skim-
ming, keyword spotting and one-time reading (Chaudhry, Al-Adwani
2019; Chen, Chen 2014; Ferguson 2018) eventually training the brain
in such a way that deep reading is progressively lost (Wolf 2018 in
Ferguson 2018). In addition, e-reading is characterised by ‘multi-
tasking’, both outside the digital reading environment (i.e. external
notifications) and within it (i.e. the ‘business’ of the platform) (Pian-
zola 2021), negatively affecting concentration (Guikema, Williams
2014). Finally, longer time eye movements and high focusing and
positioning demands (Shimray, Keerti, Ramaiah 2015) of e-reading
have been proven to cause eyestrain, sleeplessness, visual fatigue or
neck pain (Sorrentino, Lauer 2019), especially when carried out on
a smartphone. Despite these limitations, online mobile reading has
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been shown to have a number of advantages:? it suits students’ indi-
vidual learning needs as it provides a highly customizable reading
experience (i.e. font and size) and good navigation options (table of
contents, search function); it is portable; it is more interactive, pro-
moting participation and socialisation; it increases reading motiva-
tion and engagement thanks to gamification; it is cost-effective as it
provides access to a large variety of reading materials.

Mobile reading has been explored also in relation to the promotion
of ER. For example, Morgana and Pavesi (2021) conducted a study
to investigate the effects of extensive e-book reading on a smart-
phone on lower secondary EFL students in Italy. Their results show
that e-reading increased students’ vocabulary learning and moti-
vation to read in the target language, although students claimed
to prefer reading paper books to e-books. In another study, Al-Jarf
(2021) investigated the impact of collaborative mobile e-book read-
ing with struggling college EFL readers and found that the exper-
imental group which carried out extensive collaborative e-reading
demonstrated improvements thanks to student centred activities, ac-
tive participation and practice, interaction, safe environment, and
support from teacher and peers. Similarly, Khubyari and Narafshan
(2016) found that the experimental group carrying out EFL read-
ing on mobile phones showed better comprehension of the materi-
als due to the device’s portability and accessibility. However, when
focusing on L2 extensive e-reading on mobile devices, research has
shown that teacher guidance is essential to start implementing the
right reading strategies from the beginning to exploit the potential
of digital technology (Nardi 2018). Students need time to familiarise
themselves with the digital tools and they should be assisted to devel-
op digital reading skills (Chen, Chen 2014; Lan, Sung, Chang 2013).
In this context, teachers should show students how to self-regulate
their digital reading by reflecting on how to exploit the different fea-
tures of the platform (e.g. dictionary, markup, and notes in the mar-
gins), and showing examples of how reading can be customised in a
digital setting (Nardi 2018).

2.2 Digital Social Reading

The transition towards digital literacies is transforming individual
practices into social ones (Kress 2003). It is the use of digital plat-
forms that helps to blur the line between formal and informal con-
versations around the text, even when this has been assigned by the

2 Huang 2011; Khubyari, Narafshan 2016; Pianzola 2021; Shimray, Keerti, Ramaiah
2015; Cote, Milliner 2019.
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teacher, creating a sense of community, companionship, and kind-
ness (Pianzola 2021). The group work using DSR is a way to “divide
and conquer” the text (Blyth 2014, 220). Collective annotations of
texts provide mutual scaffolding in the learning environment (Thoms,
Poole 2018) and give the possibility to analyse the reading behav-
iour of the group (Blyth 2014). Digital annotation tools aid compre-
hension and retention, and foster critical thinking (Chen, Chen 2014;
Nor, Hamat 2013; Sorrentino, Lauer 2019). For example, Thoms and
Poole (2017) investigated the use of HyLighter in an advanced uni-
versity-level Spanish poetry class and found that students used digi-
tal annotation to comment on the meaning of words or sentences (lin-
guistic affordances), share their interpretation of textual elements
(literary affordances) and express their opinion about the text or
about their peers’ comments (social affordances).

Other studies have found that DSR can promote language students’
engagement with different perspectives (Kalir et al. 2020) and social
learning (Thoms, Sung, Poole 2017; Solmaz 2020). For example, in
Turkey, Solmaz (2020) analysed EFL university students’ digital an-
notations and reflections carried out during a DSR project employ-
ing SocialBook. His analysis shows that by engaging with DSR, stu-
dents co-constructed meaning through collaboration and socialised
through multiple discourses and genres. In the context of secondary
education, Kajder (2018) studied the effects of a DSR project using
Glose on students attending two different schools and collaboratively
reading a Young Adult (YA) novel (All American Boys by Jason Reyn-
olds). At the end of the project, students claimed that peer annota-
tions and the multimodal affordances of the app increased their mo-
tivation to read and made them feel part of a community of readers.

Additionally, a few studies have focused on teachers’ perceptions.
For example, Blyth (2014) interviewed four university teachers work-
ing in different FL contexts in the United States to explore their per-
ceived pedagogical affordances of using eComma with their students.
Two of the instructors noticed that the collaborative nature of the tool
supported the comprehension of both beginner and intermediate stu-
dents of French. According to the instructors, students were in fact
able to share their insights of the poems, discussing both linguistic and
literary features, and come to a deeper understanding than what would
be afforded by individual reading alone. Blyth also notices that the col-
laborative nature of DSR allowed instructors to guide the reading pro-
cess “in a moment-by-moment fashion” (Blyth 2014, 221) and to create
a solid basis for post-reading discussions. Similarly, Yi and Choi (2015)
conducted a study to investigate teachers’ perceptions about incorpo-
rating multimodality in language education and found that among 25
participating teachers, 23 teachers welcomed multimodal practice.

It is important to underscore that, apart from Kajder (2018), the
majority of the studies briefly presented above have mainly taken into
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consideration the implementation of DSR with FL students at univer-
sity level and have focused on the intensive reading of short texts (po-
ems, articles, or short stories) using a computer application. There
is thus a paucity of research on the extensive DSR of novels carried
out in the secondary EFL context through a mobile application (Ng,
Cheung 2024), such as Glose for Education. Our study aims to fill this
gap by investigating the following research questions:

RQ 1: What are EFL students’ and facilitators’ perceived affordanc-
es and challenges of an extensive DSR project?

RQ 2: What are EFL students’ and facilitators’ perceived affor-
dances and challenges of using mobile devices for EFL extensive
e-reading?

RQ 3: What pedagogical implications can be drawn?

3 The Study

3.1 Research Context

Conducted within the Erasmus+ project DigLit: Lit. Up Your Phone:
A Digital Toolkit for ESL/EFL Classroom to Combat Social Inequali-
ties in Times of Covid 19 Crises, the extensive mobile reading pro-
ject (henceforth DigLit book club) involved upper secondary students
(see § 3.3), studying in the school partners in Italy and Hungary. The
school in Hungary is affiliated with the University of Pécs and is
characterised by a strong academic curriculum. The school in Italy
is a grammar school (liceo scientifico) located in the Veneto region
(Northern Italy). Both schools offer curricular and extracurricular
activities to strengthen students’ EFL competences. The participat-
ing students were engaged in the extensive DSR of four different YA
novels. These novels were chosen by the students themselves dur-
ing the previous phase of the project because they addressed glob-
al issues that they considered important (see Fazzi 2023). Based on
their reading preferences and interests, students were divided into
four different groups, each one reading a different novel and dealing
with a different global issue [tab. 1].
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Table1 Description of the YA novels and topics dealt with in the reading groups

Group Description of the YA novel

Group 1 We Were Liars (2014) by Emily Lockart is a psychological horror novel
that tackles mental health and wellbeing, specifically portraying the
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as well as the
pressure and expectations that come with wealth and privilege.

Group 2 The Maze Runner (2009) by James Dashner is a book that explores the
importance of memory for both the individual and society and the
difficulties of growing up.

Group 3 The Hate U Give (2017) by Angie Thomas is a novel that was written
following the killing of a 22-year-old African American by the police and
that deals with police brutality and racism.

Group4  Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe (2012)
by Benjamin Alire Sdenz is a coming of age novel that tells the story of
two young teenage boys grappling with self-discovery, especially in
relation to their ethnicidentity and sexuality.

In organising the reading groups, an effort was made to have a bal-
anced mix of Italian and Hungarian students to foster international
interaction and collaboration. Each international reading group was
assigned a member of the project team as the facilitator (see § 3.3).
The facilitators were responsible for guiding and giving feedback to
the pre- and post-reading discussions, assigning the weekly reading
chapters and prompts (see § 3.2), encouraging interaction during the
reading phase, and offering support to students as needed.

3.2 Pedagogical Design

The DigLit book club lasted six weeks and students were engaged in
asynchronous pre-, during- and post-reading activities using Moodle
and Glose for Education?® (henceforth Glose). Moodle is one of the most
well known e-learning platforms, based on pedagogical approaches
grounded in constructivism, learner-centeredness, and collaboration.
In our project, Moodle was used to mainly manage the course (e.g. or-
ganising the materials, sending announcements and reminders) and
to hold students’ pre- and post-reading discussions through the forum
feature. Both Italian and Hungarian students were already familiar
with this platform as they used it for their school work. On the other
hand, for the during-reading activities, we used Glose. This applica-
tion, which was new to all the students, allows to read short or longer
texts on a mobile device (smartphones or tablet) and has a variety of

3 As of June 2024, Glose for Education has been closed. However, the sister reading
app Glose.com is still operational.
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annotation features, such as highlighting using different colours, re-
acting with emojis to text passages, posting comments using differ-
ent multimodal texts (e.g. verbal, audio, hyperlinks, and images), and
an in-app dictionary that offers definitions and translations of single
words and text passages. Glose also allows users to personalise their
reading experience by changing the style and dimension of the font (in-
cluding a dyslexia font) and the colour of the background. In our pro-
ject, each of the four facilitators created a classroom (a reading group)
and invited students to join the classroom and respond to weekly read-
ing prompts on the margin of the chosen novel [fig. 1].

iy . ]

Figure1l Screenshots of activities on Glose for Education

Each classroom had an activity page where all students’ and facili-
tators’ contributions were visible and the facilitator also had access
to students’ statistics (e.g. reading time, number of pages read, and
number/types of annotations).

In the first week, the aims and structure of the project were in-
troduced through an online synchronous meeting via zoom. Students
received a short technical training on the features of Moodle and
Glose and on the reading strategies to implement to better sustain
their digital reading. In the second week, students were divided in-
to the international reading groups and were asked to participate in
an asynchronous warm-up discussion on Moodle that aimed at intro-
ducing the topic and getting them interested in the book. Each read-
ing group had their own dedicated forum discussion. In the third,
fourth, and fifth week, students were assigned a selection of chap-
ters from the chosen book to read on Glose (no more than 30 pages
per week) and to answer to both general and specific in-text reading
prompts each week. The goal of both types of prompts was to pro-
mote students’ discussion of the plot, characters, themes and stylis-
tic features of the literary text in line with the new literature scales
of the Companion Volume (Council of Europe 2020) and with Global
Citizenship Education (UNESCO 2015) [tab. 2].
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Table2 Examples of general and specific prompts for week 3 (Group 1)

General prompts In-text specific prompts

Hello readers! Please read chapters « What message is Cadence trying to

1-11 and do the following: convey here? Share links to songs, videos

« post at least two annotated orotherresourcesthatyou think capture
questions or comments; the mood of this passage.

« react with at least two emojis to « Why do you think the author decided
parts of the text that make you feel to write in a poem form here instead of
some sort of emotion (surprise, continuing with a proseform? How doyou
sadness, anger, etc.) feelabout this stylistic choice?

+ Doyouagreewithwhat Cadence’smum
says to her here? Is ‘silence’ really the
best solution when someone feels hurt
orupset?

Thus, in the last week, students were engaged in a post reading dis-
cussion in their dedicated discussion forum on Moodle, in which they
had to describe their understanding and reaction to the chosen book
and explore avenues for action and for their reflection.

3.3 Participants

The participants involved in this study were 46 upper secondary
school students from the two partner schools located in Hungary
(n=8), and Italy (n=38), aged between 16 and 17 years old, with a B1
to B2 language level in EFL. Students were selected based on their
teachers’ availability to participate in the DigLit book club. The re-
sults of a background questionnaire conducted prior to the start of
the reading project revealed that the majority of these students did
not read often, both in their first language (L1) and in English, pre-
ferred reading paper books in their L1 and used e-books/materi-
als mainly when reading in English. Only one student out of four al-
ready used social reading networks/applications, such as Wattpad
and Goodreads.

With regard to the facilitators, they were all new to the experience
of conducting a DSR project. Two of the facilitators were the Eng-
lish language teachers of the Italian partner school, while the oth-
er two facilitators were the researchers from the partner universi-
ties in Italy and Austria.
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3.4 Data Collection Procedures

34.1 Students’ Questionnaire and Focus Groups

The main tools used to collect our data from the students’ perspec-
tive were an online questionnaire and two focus group interviews.
The questionnaire (see Appendix) was drafted in English but students
were free to choose to reply in the language they felt most comfortable
with. It consisted of an initial introduction, containing a brief presen-
tation of the research project as well as some indications for the com-
pletion of the questionnaire itself, followed by three sections. The first
section aimed at collecting respondents’ personal data (e.g. country,
gender). The second section focused on the overall project through
both likert scales and open ended questions. Finally, the third and fi-
nal section investigated the students’ experience with the digital plat-
forms used in the project through likert scales, closed and open ques-
tions. The questionnaire was administered online, at the end of the
DigLit book club (December 2022) via Google Forms, and a total of 46
responses were collected (Hungary, n = 8; Italy, n = 38).

As for the two focus group interviews, they were both conducted in
Italian on the university zoom platform in March 2023 and involved
a total of 10 participants, six in the first meeting and four in the sec-
ond one, from the Italian partner school.” In both sessions, after wel-
coming the participants, we proceeded by recording the meeting, and
then by briefly contextualising what would be discussed. The ques-
tions that followed complied with a pre-prepared questioning route
(see below), proceeding with some introductory questions before fo-
cussing on the main issues, namely, students’ perceptions of mobile
reading, the affordances and challenges of DSR using Glose, and their
perceptions of the pedagogical design in addition to any other possi-
ble questions that could emerge from the discussion. The question-
ing route is provided below:

* Before this study, did you ever use technological applications to

read English texts online? If so, what applications did you use?
How were they helpful and/or motivating?

* What did you enjoy most about the DigLit book club? What did
you find difficult or challenging?

* Explain how Glose enhanced or hindered your: motivation to
read in English, comprehension in English; understanding and
interpretation of the novel.

* What benefits did you see in using Glose rather than tradition-
al/print-based texts in relation to learning English?

4 The Hungarian students were unable to participate due to availability constraints.
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¢ What challenges or difficulties did you encounter in using
Glose? How did you overcome them?

* Given the chance, would you participate in another DigLit book
club in English using Glose or another DSR application?

* In what way, if at all, did participating in the DigLit book club
help you learn (about), reflect (about), and discuss taboo/con-
troversial topics?

* With this discussion, we wanted to explore your opinion about
the DigLit book club. Considering everything we talked about,
what expectations were not met? How would you improve the
reading experience of the book club?

* Is there anything else you would like to add?

Each meeting lasted an hour. The recorded video files, which were
automatically saved on the Ca’ Foscari owned Google Drive, were
converted into audio tracks, which were then transcribed, analysed
and coded following the procedures presented in § 3.5.

3.4.2 Facilitators’ Focus Group

In February 2023, all four facilitators were invited to participate in
a focus group aimed at exploring their experience of the DigLit book
club. The discussion was conducted in English and lasted an hour. It
included a reflection on the DSR experience and their role as facilita-
tors, a comparison between digital and print reading, an evaluation
of the digital platforms and prompts, and a discussion of students’
interaction. The questioning route is provided below:
* Inyour opinion, how was the experience of digital reading com-
pared to paper reading?
* From 1to5 (1 =bad; 5 = excellent) how would you rate your ex-
perience with Moodle and Glose? Briefly explain why.
* The groups were created based on students’ reading prefer-
ences. Do you think all groups were balanced and worked well?
* How would you describe the interaction between students
throughout the reading?
* How was your role as a facilitator? Mention potential and limits.

The audio recording was automatically saved on the Ca’ Foscari uni-
versity owned Google Drive and later transcribed, analysed and cod-
ed following the procedures presented in the section below.
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3.5 Data Analysis Procedures

After data collection, students’ quantitative results were transferred
to an Excel file to be able to proceed with descriptive type analyses,
based on frequency and percentage distribution (Dornyei 2007). For
reasons of space, the analysis was not carried out for every single
question but in an aggregated form to give an overall picture of stu-
dents’ satisfaction with the different aspects of the project. These
results were then further enriched through the qualitative results,
analysed following Miles, Huberman, and Saldana’s (2014) thematic
analysis using the software Maxqda Analytics Pro 2020. Specifical-
ly, we first analysed students’ open ended questions in the question-
naires through a start list of possible themes (e.g. increased compre-
hension and motivation through DSR, ubiquitous reading thanks to
the mobile application, etc.) derived from the literature presented
in § 2. In this first phase of coding, we also identified some emerg-
ing themes (e.g. lower interaction than expected, workload, techni-
cal problems, etc.), which we added to the start list, before reading
through and coding students’ focus groups. Once finished with the
first-type coding, we proceeded to understand the relationship be-
tween the different themes, searching for patterns and making con-
trasts and comparisons. Finally, we named the patterns and identi-
fied their corresponding constructs, forming more abstract thematic
categories which were used to structure the analysis in § 4.2. A sim-
ilar procedure was followed for the analysis of the facilitators’ focus
group (see § 4.3). In reporting participants’ quotes, students were
anonymised with a code in which the first letter signals the country
(e.g. ‘T’ for Italy and ‘H’ for Hungary) followed by ‘S’ (standing for
Student) and a number. On the other hand, the two English language
teachers from the Italian partner school are referred to as F1 and
F2, and the two researchers as F3 and F4.

4 Analysis

4.1 Quantitative Analysis of Students’ Closed Questions

In this section, we present an overview of the quantitative findings
from students’ closed questions in the questionnaires. Of the 46 re-
plies obtained from the administration of the questionnaire, 82.6%
came from Italian students and 17.4% from Hungarian students. As
for the gender of the respondents, 63% of them were female, while
34.6% were male with one person that chose not to express their gen-
der. In response to question 1a, the students rated the DSR project
3.85/6 (likert scale 1 = very negative; 6 = very positive), with 41.3% of
them selecting 4. As for the students’ degree of satisfaction with the

272

ELLE
13,3,2024,261-292

e-ISSN 2280-6792




Fabiana Fazzi, Elisa Da Lio, Sofia Guzzon
The Affordances of Extensive Digital Social Reading for the EFL Classroom

different aspects of the DSR experience (question 2), they appeared to
be the most satisfied when it came to how the project was presented
(3.3./4) and to the support they received from the facilitators (3.3/4,
with 45.7% selecting 4 = very much), while the most critical aspect
concerned the interaction between peers (2.5, with 41.3% selecting
2 = very little). Regarding the themes covered (question 3), the re-
spondents believed that the DigLit book club allowed them to reflect
(3.15/4), discuss (2.9/4) and learn (2.8/4) something new about them
(likert scale 1 = not at all; 4 = very much). The plot, topics and lan-
guage level of the book they read (question 4) were met with a me-
dium level of satisfaction, since all the aspects obtained very simi-
lar scores, on average close to 3 points (“somewhat satisfied”) out of
4 (“very satisfied”). The overall experience on Moodle and Glose ob-
tained similar responses as well: Moodle (question 7a) was evaluated
with an average value of 4.3/6 and the most common scores were 5
and 6 (likert scale 1 = very negative; 6 = very positive). As for Glose
(question 9a), the overall experience was evaluated with a 4.6/6, the
most common scores being 4 and 5 (likert scale 1 = very negative;
6 = very positive). The usefulness of both platforms (question 8 and
11), however, obtained lower scores, and the most relevant features
when it comes to Glose appeared to be the dictionaries while the least
useful one concerned the possibility of highlighting. After the DigLit
book club, 23.9% of the respondents said they already read e-books
before the project and would continue to do so, 34.8% said they were
sceptical but now saw their potential, while 41.3% said they preferred
paper over e-books and their idea remained unchanged (question 12).

4.2 Qualitative Analysis of Students’ Open-Ended Questions
and Focus Groups

As for the qualitative analysis of students’ open-ended questions in
the questionnaire and focus groups, this will be structured around
three categories: (i) Affordances of DSR, (ii) Digital mobile vs print
reading, and (iii) Positive and negative aspects of the pedagogical
design.

Affordances of DSR

The analysis of the open-ended questions and of the focus groups
shows that students perceived several affordances of DSR as related
to the linguistic, affective, social, and cognitive dimensions of learn-
ing. As regards the linguistic dimensions, students claimed that the
translation feature of Glose increased their comprehension in Eng-
lish promoting their confidence and enjoyment in reading:
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Excerpt1l Students’ focus group 2

IS1: Well, I liked the fact that I could translate on the spot and
therefore read more fluently than having to stop every two sec-
onds and look in the online dictionary.

As regards the social and affective dimension, the opportunity to
view their peers’ highlights, comments, and reactions, as well as to
share their own thoughts and feelings about the novel, helped stu-
dents perceive the story as ‘alive’, increasing their motivation to read:

Excerpt2 Students’ open-ended questions

HS4: I absolutely loved the idea of sharing what you're currently
reading, your thoughts and feelings about a book, and being part
of a community.

HS8: Having the possibility to interact with other readers was en-
tertaining and pushed me to read more and enjoy the reading be-
cause I could share impressions and have the feeling that the sto-
ry was ‘alive’.

As regards the cognitive dimension, students said that the collabo-
rative nature of DSR allowed them to focus on aspects and passages
of the text they had not paid attention to and reflect more deeply on
their meaning and importance:

Excerpt3 Students’ focus group 1

IS1: As IS4 said before, perhaps you read some parts in a super-
fluous way, and instead maybe you see that someone there has
underlined something, and you also ask yourself why they under-
lined that, and you also focus more on parts that you had left out
and therefore it also makes you like the book more, reflect more
on all the various parts.

Digital Mobile vs Print Reading

In analysing students’ closed questions, we found that the majori-
ty of them expressed negative perceptions towards reading on their
smartphone for an extended period of time. Various reasons were
provided in the open-ended questions to explain these viewpoints
such as the small dimension and blue lights of the screen and the
difficulty of setting reading goals and of connecting with the book.
As for the small dimension of the mobile screen, students felt it had
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caused them eyestrain, headaches, and general physical discomfort.
The same negative perception was reiterated in the focus groups:

Excerpt4 Students’ focus group 2

IS1: Yes, because from my smartphone, I wasn’t able to concen-
trate that much [...] you still get notifications there, or even the
fact of reading on a small screen... I don’t know, I don’t concen-
trate as much, compared to maybe the computer which is large,
so you feel more comfortable.

Some of the students also argued that with paper reading it is easi-
er to both set reading goals (for example, in terms of pages per day)
and connect with the book more deeply. On the other hand, students
also identified positive aspects of digital mobile reading, such as the
possibility of reading everywhere and whenever they wanted or had
a spare moment, giving them the feeling of having the book ‘on their
fingertips’.

Positive and Negative Aspects of the Pedagogical Design

In evaluating the pedagogical design underpinning the DSR project,
students were generally positive about the two digital applications
used in the project. As regards Moodle, both Italian and Hungarian
students perceived it as a good and easy to use platform where to
hold the pre- and post-reading discussions, despite having an ‘old’
interface. On the other hand, Glose was described in both students’
questionnaires and focus group discussions as simple to use, with a
nice interface and good features, especially the interactive ones as
well as the dictionary. However, some issues were highlighted, main-
ly relating to the app’s operation, which sometimes struggled to load
pages or made it difficult to navigate through the book. In evaluat-
ing the book read in their respective reading groups and the reading
prompts, while some enjoyed the book and perceived the prompts as
catalysts for stimulating discussions, others expressed dissatisfac-
tion with the chosen book, due to personal preferences, and felt that
the prompts had disrupted the fluidity and immersive quality of the
reading experience. Furthermore, both Italian and Hungarian stu-
dents indicated that the demanding timeframe, compounded by the
heavy academic workload during the project period, posed challeng-
es in effectively reading and responding to the prompts. In the focus
groups, the Italian students also claimed that they wished to have
had more opportunities to meet and discuss the book synchronous-
ly. Indeed, they agreed that students’ interaction on Glose had been
lower than expected. However, some of the students also ventured
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to suggest that some students might prefer to engage in a more soli-
tary manner, such as through highlighting text passages and reacting
with emojis rather than posting and responding to others’ comments.

4.3 Analysis of Facilitators’ Focus Group

In this section, we present an overview of the findings from the fa-
cilitators’ focus group structured around three categories: (i) Devel-
oping digital literacy and pedagogical skills, (ii) Digital mobile read-
ing vs print reading, and (iii) Positive and negative aspects of the
pedagogical design.

Developing Digital Literacy and Pedagogical Skills

When asked about their own perceptions of the DigLit book club, all
four facilitators agreed that it gave them the chance to learn about
and experiment with new digital tools and strategies to motivate
and support students’ reading. For example, one of the researchers
said that the project made her think about the ways in which digi-
talization can support reading as a multimodal practice. On the oth-
er hand, lack of familiarity with Glose also emerged as an important
theme, especially for the two teachers. In fact, they claimed that they
would have liked to have more time to learn how to use Glose before
the start of the project.

Digital Mobile vs Print Reading

During the focus group, the facilitators discussed at length the dif-
ference between digital and print reading. Mobile reading emerged
as a more contemporary form of reading and as a more cost-effective
and inclusive practice able to bridge the social divide. However,the
facilitators acknowledged that extensive e-reading on smartphone
devices can cause eyestrain and headaches for students.

Positive and Negative Aspects of the Pedagogical Design

In discussing the positive and negative aspects of the pedagogical
design underpinning the DigLit book club, the facilitators noted that
employing two distinct digital platforms presented challenges for
both themselves and the students. While Moodle demonstrated ad-
vantages in organising materials and facilitating pre- and post-read-
ing discussions, it was deemed as a very formal tool. As regards
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Glose, facilitators’ perceptions mostly confirmed those of the stu-
dents, viewing it as an user-friendly and engaging platform despite
some technical shortcomings. The discussion also unveiled insights
concerning the utility of the prompts and the facilitator’s role. While
facilitators acknowledged that the prompts were efficient in guiding
students’ reflection and discussion on textual elements, they also pos-
ited that a reduction in the number of the prompts coupled with syn-
chronous discussions would have likely enhanced student engage-
ment and connectivity.

Excerpt5 Facilitators’ focus group

F4: Some of them were good at making them think about certain
aspects [...] I just wonder if maybe we should have guided the in-
teraction with the text a little bit more. But that goes back again
to the fact that it was just the asynchronous discussion. So, there
was no physical interaction that could have started from their re-
sponses to the prompts and extended them in the classroom.

Additionally, one of the researchers suggested that involving students
in activities around mediation strategies could have made students
more confident in engaging in online discussions around the YA nov-
els. Finally, the facilitators also discussed their role in mediating stu-
dents’ interaction. In the excerpts below, for example, both F1 and F4
express their uncertainties regarding their ‘presence’ in Glose dis-
cussions and their struggles in motivating student participation with-
out interrupting or interfering with students’ reading experience.

Excerpt6 Facilitators’ focus group

F4: Sometimes I wanted to reply to the students, but I stopped my-
self because I didn’t want to interfere too much. I wanted them to
interact more with each other. So I thought if I start interacting
too much, maybe they feel like I'm over present. But I realised af-
ter a while that they kind of liked me coming in and acknowledg-
ing that they contributed to the discussion, furthering what they
were saying, but I don’t know if this was me and if you guys [the
other facilitators] felt the same

Excerpt7 Facilitators’ focus group

F1: Like F4 I wanted to be there, but the problem is that I was also
the teacher of the Italian students. And so I didn’t want, you know,
to stop their interaction [...] F4 and I have this sort of double role
in this project, and so we are always those who give them marks
in a way, so of course you know... it’s different
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5 Discussion

Our first research question investigated EFL students’ and facilita-
tors’ perceived affordances and challenges of an extensive DSR ex-
tensive project. As regards the affordances, students recognised that
the collaborative nature of reading on Glose positively affected their
motivation to read in English. The technological features of the DSR
application acted as both “amplifiers” (Bruner 1966 quoted in Michel-
son, Abdennebi, Michelson 2023, 602) of meaning making and of com-
prehension. In fact, through sharing and reacting to text passages
and to each other through multiple means (e.g. comments, highlight-
ing, and emojis), Glose turned reading from a silent, solitary endeav-
our into a multifaceted, multimodal activity, transforming the text in-
to a “participatory space” (Kajder 2018, 10). On the other hand, the
possibility to use the in-app dictionary supported students’ reading
speed and comprehension, increasing students’ confidence and en-
joyment in reading (Day, Bamford 1998). Additionally, students also
said that reading and responding to their peers’ comments and an-
notations also promoted their deep reading (Kalir et al. 2020). Fa-
cilitators agreed with these perceptions, arguing that engaging stu-
dents with DSR tasks allowed them to “re-conceptualise traditional
notions of literacy” (Thoms, Poole 2018, 55) in line with the demands
of an increasingly digitised world (Kress 2003; Guikema, Williams
2014). These findings confirm previous research on the affordanc-
es of DSR® and e-reading (Sorrentino, Lauer 2019; Morgana, Pave-
si 2021). In line with Kajder (2018), they also show that engaging in
DSR can support teachers’ digital literacy skills development along-
side that of their students. However, both students and facilitators
underlined that students’ level of interaction was lower than expect-
ed. Our findings suggest this may have been caused by the follow-
ing aspects. First, a low level of social presence, which is “the abil-
ity to perceive others in an online environment” (Richardson et al.
2017). As the project was mostly asynchronous with only one syn-
chronous meeting at the beginning, students had hardly any oppor-
tunity to get to know their peers and share their common interests,
which seems to have negatively influenced the construction of peer
rapport and thus students’ participation and motivation to engage in
online discussions around the YA novels (Winget 2013 quoted in Pi-
anzola 2021, 16). Second, students’ personal differences and experi-
ences with digital technology and with DSR specifically. According
to Barnett (2015), the type of conversations that happen on the mar-
gin of e-texts might be bothering some people. On the other hand,
students might have different reading speeds, which might delay the

5 Thoms, Poole 2017; Solmaz 2020; Blyth 2014; Law, Barni, Poulin 2020.
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timing of the responses, and thus lower students’ motivation to par-
ticipate (Thoms, Sung, Poole 2017). Finally, the students had very lim-
ited familiarity with the type of reading and literacy skills required
in DSR environments and would have benefitted from more techni-
cal training. The facilitators also noted that students lacked specific
linguistic skills to mediate asynchronous online discussions. Third,
students reported a demanding school workload, making it difficult
for them to keep up with the reading prompts within the tight sched-
ule. Fourth, the presence of adult facilitators, including the teachers
of some of the students, might have been seen as an interference by
the students who might have preferred “an intimate space for reading
where they do not feel judged by persons with institutional roles or
think they know better than them” (Rebora et al. 2021 quoted in Pi-
anzola 2021, 16). However, in the questionnaires, students expressed
general positive attitudes towards the support offered by the facil-
itators. Also, in the focus groups, the facilitators claimed they per-
ceived their contribution as an added value to the discussion, at least
in certain situations. More research is certainly needed to explore
the role of the teacher-facilitator and its impact on students’ discus-
sion in the context of extensive DSR with teenage students.
Following the first RQ, we were interested in unravelling stu-
dents’ and facilitators’ perceived affordances and challenges of us-
ing mobile devices for EFL extensive e-reading (RQ2). Our find-
ings confirm previous research, which has highlighted that mobile
reading can have both advantages (e.g. portability and ubiquity of
mobile devices, availability of a wider range of FL resources) and
disadvantages (e.g. eyestrain and physical discomfort, distractions
due to notifications from social networks and instant messaging)
(Guikema, Williams 2014; Sorrentino, Lauer 2019; Morgana, Pavesi
2021) and that paper books are far from being obsolete (Nardi et al.
2023). Indeed, the belief that young students prefer the consump-
tion of e-books when it comes to leisure reading could not be further
from the truth (Alexandrov 2020). Studies are showing that the pa-
per format is still the preferred medium, especially by young gen-
erations, when reading longer, complex, cognitively, and emotion-
ally demanding texts (Nardi et al. 2023), including literature. Yu et
al. (2022, 239) go as far as to say that “it is premature to abandon
hardcopies” in the EFL context. However, while our findings might
suggest the superiority of the paper format, at least when applied
to the reading of fiction, we should not haste in any conclusion but
rather reflect on the actual reading practices and preferences of
students and how to leverage them for FL learning. More research
is needed to understand how paper and digital reading, also using
smartphones, can complement each other in supporting students’
development of digital and print literacies (Nardi et al. 2023). Fur-
ther research is also needed in exploring how more familiarity and
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proficiency with mobile reading can positively impact students’ at-
titudes towards mobile reading (Yu et al. 2022).

Our third research question explored the pedagogical implications
of the DigLit book club. Our findings show that students and facili-
tators identified both positive and negative aspects of the pedagog-
ical design. For example, not all students enjoyed responding to the
reading prompts, and the tight schedule was challenging to follow
due to their existing school workload. Also, the limited opportunities
for synchronous discussion and socialisation and the limited avail-
ability of technical and linguistic pre-training were seen as a hin-
drance to the potential affordances of online asynchronous discus-
sions. These results, together with those of RQ1 and RQ2, lead us to
propose three main implications. First, the design of extensive DSR
reading projects should consider ways in which the asynchronous dis-
cussion on the selected digital platform(s) is integrated in the phys-
ical or online classroom through synchronous discussions, enhanc-
ing both students’ social presence and facilitators’ ability to support
students’ reading experience. Second, students’ workload should be
reduced by for example giving them time to read in the classroom
or extending the timeline of the book club. Third, facilitators should
give students ample time to practise digital reading strategies (Nar-
di 2018) and to build the linguistic skills necessary to engage in the
online asynchronous discussion (Council of Europe 2020) afforded
by DSR platforms. They should also find ways to complement digital
and print reading in a way that supports students’ reading of longer
texts from both a cognitive and physical perspective.

6 Conclusion

The educational potential of applying DSR to the reading of fictional
texts is an extremely underexplored topic (Pianzola 2021). Our study
has contributed to address this gap by investigating students’ and fa-
cilitators’ perceptions of an extensive DSR project carried out on a
mobile application. From this perspective, our findings also confirm
current research on the controversial use of smartphones to read
e-books in the context of EFL learning. More research is needed in
understanding how to leverage the affordances of DSR to develop
both EFL students’ motivation to read and mediation skills, including
mediation of a creative text (Council of Europe 2020) within a reading
ecosystem where paper and digital formats complement each other.
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Appendix

Questionnaire post-DigLit book club

Dear Student,

This questionnaire aims to understand your perceptions of the DigLit book club project. It
consists of 15 questions and it will take you about 15-20 minutes to complete. There are
no right or wrong answers. Simply say what you think! Your opinion is very valuable for the
success of the project.

If you have any questions, please refer them to:

Thank you,
The DigLit Team
£3 Not shared

* Indicates required question

Write the NICKNAME you used in the pre-questionnaire. If you didn't fill in the pre- *
questionnaire, then create a nickname that you'll keep using in future activities
and questionnaires

Your answer

Country *

O Hungary

QO rnaly

Gender *

O Female
O Male

(O Prefernot to say
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The overall project

1a) How do you rate your experience of the DigLit Book club? *

Very Negative O O O O O O

1b)Why? *

Your answer

Very Positive

ELLE
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2) To what degree are you satisfied with: *

Not at all Very Little Somewhat Very Much
The presentation
of the project O O O O

The workload

(amount of O O O O

reading per
week)

The discussion

activities

provided by the O O O O
facilitator

Support and

feedback

provided by the O O O O
facilitator

Instructions on

how to use O O O O

Moodle
Instructions on

how to use Glose O O O O

Education
Peer interaction O O O O

Interaction with
the facilitator O
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3) To what degree did the DigLit book club allow you to: *

Not at all Very Little Somewhat Very Much

Learn more

about O O O O

controversial
themes

Reflect on

controversial O O O O

themes
Discuss

controversial O O O O

themes

4) To what degree are you satisfied with the book you read in terms of: *

Somewhat Somewhat

Very Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Satisfied

Very Satisfied

The story O O O O

The topic(s)

dealt in the O O O O

book

The language O O O O

level of the book

5) What aspects did you enjoy the most about the DigLit Book club? *

Your answer
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6) What aspects did you enjoy the least about the DigLit Book club? *

Your answer

Digital platforms

7a)How do you rate your overall experience on Moodle? *

Very Negative O O O O O O Very Positive

7b) Why? *

Your answer
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8)To what degree do you think Moodle was useful in terms of: *

S hat
Not at all useful Not useful omewha Very useful
useful

Supporting the
initial discussion

of the book and

of the related O O O O
controversial

themes

Supporting the
final discussion

of the book and

of the related O O O O
controversial

themes

Acting as a

repository of O O O O
materials

Providing

technical support

during the O O O O

project

9a) How do you rate your overall reading experience on Glose Education? *

Very Negative O O O O O O Very Positive

9b) Why? *

Your answer
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10) To what degree reading on Glose Education : *

Not at all Little Somewhat Very much

Increased your

motivation to O O O O

read in English

Supported your

reading O O O O

comprehension
in English

Helped you

reflect on your O O O O

reading

Helped you share
your reflections

and reactions O O O O
with your fellow
readers

Helped you be
part of a
community of O O O O

readers
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11) In relation to the aspects included in Question 10, how useful did you find the *
following features of Glose Education?

Not at all useful Not useful Useful Very useful

Highlighting O O O O

Reactions (i.e.
emojis)

Dictionary (show
translation)

O O O O
Annotations O O O O
O O O @)

Dictionary (show

definition and O O O O

add bookmark)

12) Which one of the following conditions applies to you according to your *
experience with Glose Education?

Before the project, | already read e-books and | will continue to do so
Before the project, | was skeptical about e-book reading but now | see the potential

Before the project, | preferred to read on paper and | haven’t changed my mind after
this experience

O O OO0

Other:

13) What were the positive aspects of reading on Glose Education? *

Your answer

14) What were the negative aspects of reading on Glose Education? *

Your answer

15) Are there any other things that you would like to share and that we haven't
asked you?

Your answer
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1 Introduction

Contemporary classrooms across Europe offer the opportunity to en-
gage with a variety of lived experiences that are constantly chang-
ing and adapting to the global issues of our interconnected world.
Hence, experimenting with new methods and approaches of criti-
cal pedagogies are of the utmost importance to value these unique
circumstances and its participants. bell hooks reminded us already
in the 1990s to aim for a teaching to transgress by which she high-
lighted particularly the engagement within the classroom on a nar-
rative and dialogical basis. To do so, the individual stories and the
dialogue between them are seen as the key essence of any success-
ful teaching. Coming from a Freirean approach of participatory ed-
ucation, hooks’ urge to create space for the individual experience of
the people within the eco-chamber of an educational classroom has
remained salient in our contemporary teaching.

Following these critical notions, Digital Storytelling (DST) as a
life-narrative technique aligns with hooks’ premises by focusing on
the individual stories and experiences of the narrator. Developed in
community-arts projects, DST soon entered the educational sphere
by offering an easy way to combine narrative skills with digital el-
ements to showcase diverse lived realities and also strengthen lan-
guage and rhetorical skills (Lamber 2013). Additionally, the creative
component of the method allows students to engage fully in their own
imagination and aspirations (see Fina, Fazzi, Da Lio, infra). This is a
crucial benefit for the language classroom. As a result, DST proves
to be versatile.

In order to advance the current scholarship and methodologi-
cal arenas of DST, this paper will showcase how DST can be com-
bined with extensive reading of contemporary Young Adult Literature
(YAL). Our aim is to think with bell hooks’ and Paulo Freire’s ideas
of critical pedagogies to value and engage with the diverse lived ex-
periences present in the classroom. Therefore, contemporary YA fic-
tion proves to be a suitable tool that allows, on the one hand, a lit-
erary engagement with a fictional text to contribute to the readers’
language skills. On the other hand, these literary works offer the pos-
sibilities to reflect the students’ realities with all their complexities
and ambivalences. Hence, the methodological combination of read-
ing YAL and DST allows to creatively bridge competences of reading,
speaking and listening whilst at the same time locating their individ-
ual realities within structural circumstances. This particular meth-
odological combination can contribute significantly to the juxtaposi-
tion of the individual and the collective realities.
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Therefore, this chapter will present a methodological development
from the Erasmus+ project DigLit* that contributes to the vast schol-
arship on digital storytelling in education by promoting an expan-
sion of the traditional digital storytelling procedures by introduc-
ing a combination of DST with the extensive reading of YAL in the
English classroom. The paper will outline how a scaffolded method-
ological approach to YAL in combination with digital storytelling
as a post-reading activity can be enhanced in any foreign language
(henceforth FL) classroom.

Although, the chapter will present a method designed explicitly
for the language classroom and specifically for the English foreign
language (FL) classroom in the European context, it is not the aim to
engage vastly with aspects of language learning with regard to the
method.? However, it is the aim to contribute how the combination
of extensive reading of YAL and DST aligns with critical pedagogi-
cal premises derived from hooks, Freire and Giroux to engage with
global issues within the language classroom by juxtaposing the indi-
vidual lived experiences with greater structural circumstances. This
will also demonstrate how the method can be fruitful for global citi-
zenship education in our changing times (see Menegal, infra). Addi-
tionally, existing scholarship on using DST in the language classroom
has not yet shown how DST can be used as a post-production meth-
od for reading and working with YAL (see Fina, Fazzi, Da Lio, infra).
Hence, this paper aims at contributing to closing this gap and offer-
ing a methodological combination of reading YAL and DST.

2 Digital Storytelling: Coaxed Life-Narratives
and Ordinary Voices

Originated in the 1990s, DST is a narrative method that implies that
the narrator tells a personal story and turns it into a short, two to five
minutes long, multimedia clip by combining it with photos or videos.
The materials for this short story are predominantly from the narra-
tor’s archive and are based on personal experiences and memories.
Through storyboarding and scripting, they are turned into a multi-
media narrative using mobile phone applications or computer soft-
ware that combine the storyteller’s spoken words with memorabil-
ia found in their personal archives, such as photographs, music and

1 The Erasmus+ project DigLit: Lit. Up Your Phone: A Digital Toolkit for ESL/EFL Class-
room to Combat Social Inequalities in Times of Covid 19 Crises was co-funded by the
Erasmus+ Programme of the European Union and the findings of this project are pre-
sented in this paper (https://diglit.narrativedidactics.org/).

2 See Fina, Fazzi, Da Lio, infra for more on language learning through the use of YAL
and DST in the FL classroom.
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sound. Ultimately, these are turned into digital stories in the form
of short clips that can be screened on computer, TV or the internet.*

The method was allegedly developed by Joe Lambert and Dana
Atchley who founded the San Francisco Digital Media Center in 1994
as a counter-reaction to the growth of Silicon Valley and its technolog-
ical advancements. Lambert (2013, 37) describes DST as a “movement
dedicated to de-centering authority”. It was a period of rapid growth
in digital media research and education where digital storytelling
coming from community arts and oral history traditions emerged as
an activist method to provide a voice for communities (Gubrium, Turn-
er 2011, 474; Flottemesch 2013, 54; Lambert 2013, 36-7).

An important development in the digital storytelling movement was
the Digital Storytelling Cookbook (Lambert 2010) that became the first
curriculum and manual for workshops. The increasing opening of rel-
atively cheap and user-friendly digital video technology fostered an
expansion in participatory approaches to new media production and
furthered the success of DST (Hill 2010, 126-8). Two significant pro-
jects contributed to this success as well: the British Broadcasting Cor-
poration’s Capture Wales project as well as the Australian Centre for
Moving Image. Both engaged in highlighting community stories by us-
ing digital storytelling and were broadcasted on national television in
the early 2000s (Davis 2011, 528; Lambert 2013, 35-6).

Building upon these developments, Lambert’s Center for Digital
Storytelling (CDS) developed a particular style of it which is based on
three distinct pillars: collaboration between facilitator and storytell-
er, literary voice and style, and form of the digital story. Additionally,
seven components are prominent in the style of CDS digital storytell-
ing: (1) self-revelatory, (2) personal or first-person voice, (3) lived ex-
perience of the author, (4) still images, (5) soundtrack (music or oth-
er sounds to support the voiceover), (6) length and design (under five
minutes and minimalistic), and (7) intention of the story relies on the
process and not the product per se (Lambert 2013, 37-8). Combining
these three pillars and the seven components, CDS digital storytell-
ing is generally a process of creating a short story that is guided by
the storyteller and supported by a combination of spoken text and
still images, often with the intention to create community building
(Fields, Diaz 2008; Davis 2011; Lambert 2013). Therefore, as a multi-
modal approach, as Flottemesch (2013, 54) sums up, digital storytell-
ing “brings the ancient art of telling stories to life using technology”.

Typically, multiple partners are involved in the digital storytell-
ing process. The relationships and interactions of the individuals
within this process determine the success or failure of the meth-
od (Davis 2011, 531). Thus, Flottemesch (2013, 54) describes it as “a

3 Davis (2011, 528-52); Gubrium, Turner (2011, 470); Poletti (2011, 78); Lambert (2013, 47).
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participatory nature in the process of emerging stories, which builds
the relationship between the storyteller and listener”. As a work-
shop-based process in which ‘ordinary people’ narrate their lives
and create their own short autobiographical clips, digital storytell-
ing can be seen not only as a media form but also as

a field of cultural practice: a dynamic site of relations between
textual arrangement and symbolic conventions, technologies for
production and conventions for their use; and collaborative social
interaction (i.e., the workshops) that takes place in local and spe-
cific contexts. (Burgess 2006, 207)

Since its beginning, Lambert (2013, 207) has referred to digital sto-
rytelling as a ‘movement’ which is “explicitly designed to amplify the
ordinary voice” and dedicated to “finding an authoritative self-defini-
tion” (Burgess 2006, 37). Poletti (2011, 73) adds to this by highlight-
ing the unique possibilities of the method for ordinary people to share
their stories from and about their lives. Therefore, digital storytelling
can be seen as an example of ‘coaxed life narrative’, which encourag-
es us to view the very act of narrating life experiences as ordinary.

The explicit pedagogical nature of digital storytelling and its po-
tential for teaching practices aligns with Paulo Freire’s (1970) peda-
gogical considerations of dialogical exchange. Additionally, the use
of stories of lived experiences as a way to understand and challenge
oppression amplifies how narrative techniques can contribute to a
diversified understanding of complex lived realities (Gubrium, Turn-
er 2011; Macleroy, Shamsad 2020). As Macleroy and Shamsad (2020,
485) outline, digital storytelling can be seen as counteracting how ed-
ucational institutions oftentimes force children and young adults to
“chase after a fixed standard literacy that seems distant from their
own rich and noisy experience of language”. Hence, when listening to
collective issues and themes, specifically within a classroom, people
have the opportunity to publicly present their experiences through a
creative, multimodal media form that may evoke greater illocution-
ary force by offering up an “array of visual, oral, textual, and aural
ethnographic empirical material for analysis” produced by the story-
teller (Gubrium, Turner 2011, 470-4). As a result, a powerful frame-
work of connecting media with stories into critical educational prac-
tice may be provided (McLellan 2006, 26).

Building on the Freirean dialogical approach, scholars such as
Hartley (2009) have pointed to digital storytelling’s potential to con-
tribute to the democratization of media. The explicit focus of bring-
ing voices of ordinary and marginalized people in the public sphere
and sharing their stories on the internet has been seen as a response
to the changing political and social environment (Poletti 2011, 81).
Hence, digital storytelling draws on what Burgess (2006) names a
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“vernacular literacy”, which are skills and competencies that are
not solely learned through education, but are built up through every-
day experience and mass media consumption. Thus, digital storytell-
ing shows democratic potential by crossing the line between formal
and informal learning. It remediates a “vernacular creativity in new
media contexts” by telling personal narratives with personal imag-
es remixed with textual idioms of film and television, and ultimate-
ly transformed through digital tools into publicly accessible culture
(Burgess 2006, 209-10).

Nevertheless, a crucial consideration when working with digital sto-
rytelling is the awareness that production processes are not neutral
activities but rather a process influenced by economic structures and
ideological meanings. Hence, Hill (2010) urges to view digital storytell-
ing as a media-making process through the premises of ethnographic
practices and their ethical issues. Similar to forms of ethnography, a
production of a text is involved and thus an investigation of the power
dynamics, social, cultural, and historical contexts, as well as the di-
mensions of difference at play is necessary to carefully reflect on the
subtleties of privileging and silencing voices as the digital storytell-
ing process unfolds (Hill 2010, 128). In this context, Davis (2011, 528)
has warned to view digital storytelling as an “unmediated and direct
window on life experiences”, as it is always influenced by compromis-
es of technology, institutional and cross-culture mediation, which de-
termine the success and limitation of the process. Moreover, Poletti
(2011, 77) highlights that “stories are often told in the service of rela-
tionships” which are in the case of digital storytelling partly pedagog-
ical (Hartley 2009) and partly social (Burgess 2006).

Considering these elements when carrying out DST and within
scholarly engagement of this particular participatory method, DST
provides the means for dialogical and interactive approaches within
the classroom and beyond. Although Lambert and his team from the
Center for Digital Storytelling have developed a specific style, over
the years variations of this DST approach have emerged due to tech-
nological developments and the growing interest in participatory me-
dia methods. Some transgress the core definition of digital stories
and others simply expand the concept by strengthening the interac-
tive and collaborative component of the method by including inter-
views, conversations, and/or exchanges within the digital story. This
paper will contribute to these expansions as well by outlining how
digital storytelling can be used as a post-reading production and a
meaningful way to process extensive reading of YAL.
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3 Young Adult Literature (YAL): From Coming-Of-Age
to Social Justice Issues

Until the late 1930s, young adults fell into the category of children
and thus the literary productions aimed at them were not explicitly
called “Young Adult Literature” (henceforth YAL) but rather “Chil-
dren’s Literature”. New debates about this particular category of hu-
mans sparked eventually the interest in writing for adolescents which
was also the result of a significant development in the acknowledge-
ment of youth culture, as Cart (2016, 9-10) has outlined in the histo-
ry of YAL. Soon, publishers realized the interest of “older children”
in reading books specifically addressing issues relating to their lives
and hence, the branding of YAL began. This branding began with
categorizing them into ‘girls’ and ‘boys’ books by differentiating the
content as ‘sentimental’ and ‘adventurous’, which still lingers with
us today (Cart 2016, 10). In the following decades, the market be-
gan to grow and more publishers engaged with labeling literature
that was defined as a ladder between children’s and adults’ books as
YAL. Testing the boundaries and narrating the complexities of grow-
ing up, the 1960s and 1970s were a pivotal era for the development
of YAL and are today called the “first golden age of young adult lit-
erature” (Cart 2016, 34).

With its uprising in the 1970s, YAL today can be defined as con-
sisting of texts produced specifically for young adults within the age
range of twelve and eighteen that feature predominantly first-per-
son narration and addresses independence of young adults (Nilson,
Donelson 2012). Typical themes are romance, loss, search for identity
and bullying and various formats such as novels, graphic novels, au-
diobooks, and prose fall into this category (Boyd, Darragh 2019; Cart
2016). Thus, Glasgow (2001, 54) has early on highlighted the bene-
fits of YAL by stating that “young adult literature provides a context
for students to become conscious of their operating world view and
to examine critically alternative ways of understanding the world
and social relations”.

Starting out with portraying classical middle-class white youth
coming of age, in recent decades YAL has become widely popular and
more sophisticated. Additionally, the imperative of growth has been
neglected and more and more books simply highlight storytelling to
address their young readers (Coats 2011, 320). As a result, the top-
ics and representations within its literature have expanded and the
latest texts are more inclusive, addressing pressing contemporary
issues of equality, diversity, and oppression. Protagonists are from
diverse ethnic, racial, class, and gendered backgrounds and the top-
ics align with contemporary global debates, such as mental illness,
police brutality, discrimination, and climate change. With a grow-
ing body of works on race, ethnicities, gender identities and sexual
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orientations, YAL has transgressed its old image as “too White” (Lar-
rick 1965; Boyd, Darragh 2019, 13-14). As a result, the themes and
topics addressed by contemporary YAL reflect global issues that align
with principles of global citizenship education to “bring the world into
the classroom” through literary texts whilst at the same time aiming
to deconstruct problematic aspects of us/them and here/there (CoE
2019, see Menegale, infra).

Another crucial aspect worth mentioning is the emotional compo-
nent of contemporary YAL, which contributes to its success. As re-
search has shown over the past decades, young adults think differ-
ently than children or adults due their use of a different part of their
brain, namely their amygdala. This part of the brain is considered
the emotional reaction centre, whereas adults rely on the frontal
cortex of the brain which relies more on calculating risks and moral
considerations. Hence, additionally to rapid hormonal fluctuations,
teenagers’ physical and mental coordination is hindered by a grow-
ing cerebellum which results in physical clumsiness and instability
of emotions. Therefore, emotional issues within YAL resonate ideal-
ly with the developmental stage of young adults (Spinks 2002, quot-
ed in Coats 2011, 321).

Moreover, YAL plays a significant role in negotiating the individu-
al lived experiences through a narrative level (Polzleitner, Schumm
Fauster 2022). Thus, Alsup (2010, 13) argues that

teens whose subjectivity is not consistent with those who control
society’s economic and cultural structures have an even more dif-
ficult time creating a sustainable identity than teens who belong
to dominant social, ethnic, or racial groups.

As a result, YAL can function as a medium to fill the gap of this
representation and provide the possibilities to see individual disen-
franchisement through a literary lens in order to develop a critical
literacy (Giroux 1987) which helps to navigate the individual lived
experience within social relations. YAL can contribute to the signif-
icant part of maturation of

seeing one’s personal subjectivity as part of a larger system of so-
cial relationships which often become politicized, thereby seeming
to disconnect individual identity from the objectives of the larger
social group. (Alsup 2010, 13)

Hence, the teaching of YAL in secondary school has been marked
by conceptions of identity and responses to such through the en-
gagement with young adult texts. In this context, Lewis and Dockter
(2011, 82) outline that “the teaching of literature has always been
and remains tightly connected to readers’ identities’ as it seeks to
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influence the ‘making’ of particular kinds of people and particular
kinds of readers”. Therefore, not only reading but also interpreting
these texts becomes an “act of negotiation of shifting and slippery
identities as readers re-imagine and re-identify themselves past, pre-
sent, and future, and experience new self-possibilities in the process”,
as Lewis and Dockter (2011, 83) continue to outline. This process is
specifically interesting for the language classroom where YAL can
represent global issues in line with global citizenship education (CoE
2019) and simultaneously contribute to the strengthening of various
FL learning skills. Hence, the potential of allowing the students to
read and engage with YAL provides an authentic language engage-
ment that fosters critical literacy (see Fina, Fazzi, Da Lio, infra and
Fazzi, Da Lio, Guzzon, infra).

Moreover, as contemporary YAL attempts to cater to the growing
literary market of diversity literature, it encompasses a wide range
of representations of marginalized groups. Noteworthy Anglophone
authors here are Elizabeth Acevedo (Poet X, 2018; Clap When You
Land, 2020), Angie Thomas (T.H.U.G. - The Hate You Give, 2017), Ka-
cen Callender (Felix Ever After, 2021) and Cherri Dimaline (The Mar-
row Thieves, 2017). In their writing all of them aim to address topics
close to young adults’ lived experience whilst highlighting the com-
plex interrelated issues of our contemporary world including climate
change, growing inequalities, border regimes and unequal distribu-
tion of wealth. Through these diverse narratives, a critical literacy
can be practiced where the individual young adult “recognizes the
overriding importance of a fair and just society that respects the
rights of all over the individual needs of one” (Alsup 2010, 13). As a
result, they also contribute to the premise of global citizenship edu-
cation by providing a literary narrative of pressing global issues (CoE
2019, see also Menegale, infra).

4 From Reading to Storytelling: The DigLit Method

As the discussion of both digital storytelling and YAL has shown thus
far, both emphasize a critical literacy which aims at amplifying the
localization of the individual identities and lived experience within
social relations. Therefore, the methodological combination of the
two follows the same critical literacy approach as outlined by Hen-
ry Giroux in his introduction to Paulo Freire and Donaldo Macedo’s
Literacy: Reading the Word and the World:

The issue of literacy and power does not begin and end with the
process of learning how to read and write critically; instead, it be-
gins with the fact of one’s existence as part of a historically con-
structed practice within specific relations of power. That is, human
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beings (as both teachers and students) within particular social and
cultural formations are the starting point for analyzing not only
how they actively construct their own experiences within ongo-
ing relations of power, but also how the social construction of such
experiences provides them with the opportunity to give meaning
and expression to their own needs and voices as part of a project
of self and social empowerment [...] To be able to name one’s ex-
perience is part of what it meant to ‘read’ the world and to begin
to understand the political nature of the limits and possibilities
that make up the larger society. (Giroux 1987, 5; italics in original)

Thinking with these negotiations of Giroux on critical literacy not
only as the result of knowing how to read and then to read, but as a
crucial aspect of seeing one’s lived realities in relation to structural
circumstances provides the grammar for the methodological combi-
nation of reading YAL and digital storytelling.

As research on reading in the foreign language classroom has
shown, the activities involved are crucial to enhance a successful
outcome. Moreover, the DigLit methodology based on these critical
approaches follows the pedagogical lens of reader-response theory,
as introduced by Louise Rosenblatt and Robert Probst. Guided by
the belief that the reader of any text brings knowledge to it and that
their response “are mostly valid products of personal experience in
combination with textual representation” (Alsup 2010, 7), reader-re-
sponse theory highlights that personal responses are essential to
understanding any literary texts and are thus seen as a valid com-
ponent to any reading, specifically in educational settings (7). Fur-
thermore, research has shown that when reading YAL with students
within the foreign language classrooms and then encouraging a per-
sonal response by the students to the text, a more positive reaction
towards the overall reading experience is provided by the individu-
als involved, as Alsup (2010) proclaims.

Guided by reader-response theory, the DigLit methodology* pro-
vides a scaffolded approach of combining extensive reading of con-
temporary YAL with digital storytelling as a post-reading produc-
tion. Based on the two simple, yet intriguing steps of, firstly, reading
a contemporary young adult literary text with students in the foreign
language classroom, and then doing a DST workshop afterwards,
the DigLit method proposes to see the process of these two parts as
the most crucial component rather than the outcome of the digital

4 The DigLit methodology was developed in the Erasmus+ project DigLit: Lit. Up Your
Phone: A Digital Toolkit for ESL/EFL Classroom to Combat Social Inequalities in Times
of Covid 19 Crises, which was co-funded by the Erasmus+ programme of the Europe-
an Union.
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storytelling. We are aligning here again with Lambert’s (2013) idea
of the storytelling process as the central focus in any workshop de-
spite the common urge to focus on the final product of the digital
story. Hence, the engagement with contemporary YAL begins to set
the scene for the unfolding of the methodology (Bergner et al. 2023).

Step 1: Selecting Contemporary YAL

The DigLit method encourages educators to select together with their
peer group an ideal text for the extensive reading. This selection of
literature can be done using various ways. However, it is crucial that
the process is based on a democratic participatory principle where
the educator and the students have an equal say in the decision (see
also Fazzi 2023). Principles from participatory research in education
drawing back to Freire (1970) are crucial to understand that agency
of the individuals involved in the process enables a better outcome
of the method. To cater to this paradigm, the DigLit project has pro-
vided an online selection of contemporary YAL accompanied by tags
and keywords, which can be used to start the selection process and
to equally involve the students and educators in the selection (YAL
Collection DigLit project 2023). Making use of the developed digital
collection may support the research process for both the educator
and the students where the tags and keywords are helpful posts to
find texts more efficiently. In addition, the collection is also built to
function as a blog, where everyone can add to the list and thus, cre-
ate an interactive archive of contemporary YAL texts.

Moreover, the inclusion of the students within the selection pro-
cess of the literary text is crucial to enhance a better understanding
of what content and genre appeals to the individual groups. Hence,
Alsup (2010, 7-9) points out that when the YAL provides characters,
settings, and/or situations familiar to the readers, young readers
can readily identify and the narrative structures and plotlines can
provide fruitful insights for them on how to make sense of the world
surrounding them.

Step 2: Reading YAL

The selection of the young adult text is followed by reading it; ideal-
ly over a longer period of time to give the students and the educator
enough time to engage with the text. Again, the DigLit method en-
courages a participatory pedagogical approach of including the stu-
dents in defining what an accurate amount of time is necessary to fin-
ish the book. Through this active engagement, the reading process
will be less stressful and the time frame for the individuals can be
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considered in contrast to the educator providing it for them. Every
step of the methodology follows a participatory and dialogical peda-
gogy, which is crucial for the project to work and to live by the prin-
ciples of bell hooks and Paulo Freire aligning with a critical literacy.

This step can be done analogously where the students receive
hard-copies of the chosen YAL or a digital social reading project can
be realized. The DigLit method offers both approaches depending on
the availability for the participants. Digital Social Reading relies on
digital technologies where the students read the text on a digital de-
vice (e.g., smartphone, tablet, computer). Depending on the software
or app, the participants have a variety of options to read, annotate,
comment, and engage with the text digitally (see Fazzi, Da Lio, Guz-
zon, infra for more on digital social reading).

Step 3: Engaging with YAL

In order to engage with the literary text after the extensive reading
period, this paper proposes one method as essential before the digi-
tal storytelling, namely the close reading of the text with the help of
a catalogue of questions. This can be integrated when conducting a
Digital Social Reading project or an analog reading project. As Al-
sup (2010, 10-11) points out, it is significant in working with literary
texts with students to engage with the literary representation as a
means to show the similarities and differences represented in the
narrative and their own experience. Therefore, before moving to the
storytelling process where the personal experience is in the center,
the DigLit method proposes to include a thorough engagement with
the text by using provoking questions as outlined in the following
catalogue of questions:

a. Catalogue of Questions

b. How does the story begin?

c. How are the women, men and other gender identities shown?
What are the characteristics of them? What are their social
positions?

d. What kinds of relationships between women and men, and wom-

en and women are described (business, sexual, etc.)?

. Are the relationships presented institutionalized, family wise

or other?
What sort of conflicts arise from these relationships?

. Where does the action take place? What happens when and

where?

. What or who influences the movement of the narrative?

What sort of situations are presented and how do the women
behave in these situations?

@

L= «Q ™

304

ELLE e-ISSN 2280-6792
13,3,2024,293-310



Nicole Haring
Digital Storytelling and Young Adult Literature

j- In which stages of their lives are the women and queer people
shown?

k. Which age groups and age differences are there?

Do the portrayed women and people from the LGBTQI+ com-

munity have choices within the framework of the story? Do they

have the power to make decisions?

m. Do the women and people from the LGBTQI+ community change
in the course of the story? Do they develop a different view of
themselves and others?

n. How do they reflect these changes (perspective from within),
how do others (outward perspective) evaluate these changes?

0. What kind of futures do the women and people from the LGBT-
QI+ community envision?

(Maierhofer 2017)

[a—

The aim of these questions is to stimulate critical engagement with
the literary text by provoking the readers to look closely and adapt
their reading strategies to find clues on how the narrative structure
and the protagonists act. Additionally, the questions are following a
critical feminist literary approach of pointing the readers towards
unraveling the different and similar representations between gen-
dered groups and how these allow an interpretation of the power dy-
namics and social relations within narrative constructions (e.g., Fet-
terly 1978; Bartky 1975; Rich 1979).

The simple questions may provide a starting point for the class-
room discussion of contemporary YAL through the application of close
reading strategies to interpret the text and find evidence for the in-
dividual readings within them. Thus, the categorical structure of the
questions aims at guiding the students through their reading to even-
tually be able to relate their personal experience with the one repre-
sented in the text. Moreover, these questions aim at amplifying the
“similarities and differences between the text and their own experi-
ences” in order to create the “so-called educated imagination or the
holistic reader - the reader who is able both to experience a textual
world and to view it with distanced aesthetic awareness as a crea-
tion of the author’s imagination” (Alsup 2010, 11; italics in original).

Step 4: Digital Storytelling

Following the reading and the engagement of the chosen young adult
literary text is the digital storytelling workshop. The steps outlined
before follow a scaffolded approach of selecting, reading and engag-
ing with the text as the first crucial steps. However, the DigLit meth-
od emphasizes specifically on the post-reading production activity in
the form of DST as a means to combine the extensive reading with
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the engagement on a more personal level resulting in a storytelling
process.

As a result, DST functions within the DigLit method as a creative
counterpart to the reading process and aims at stimulating the stu-
dents’ imagination to create a short two-to-four-minutes-long video
using their own narrative voice and videos or photos from their per-
sonal archives. The digital storytelling process follows Lambert’s
Digital Storytelling Cookbook premises by centring participatory and
dialogical ideals within the classrooms. Students will go through the
processes of brainstorming ideas for the digital storytelling, sharing
them with their peers and then eventually writing the script for their
digital story and recording it by using their own voice and materials.

Moreover, the DigLit method® encourages a narrative connection
between the YAL and DST by amplifying the similarities and differ-
ences between the content of the read text and the lived experience
of the students. Educators are invited to provide enough time for the
students to brainstorm and find a suitable outlet for their experiences
to be turned into a digital story. The content of the digital story can
be freely chosen by the students and there should not be too much
interference of the educators in order to leave enough room for crea-
tivity and personal engagement with the digital storytelling process
(e.g., Lambert 2010; Macelroy, Shamsad 2020).

Eventually, the stories created will replicate a connection to the
literary text in a personal and creative way that allows discussions on
how extensive reading and critical close reading techniques can lead
to a personal engagement with the topics, themes and narrations of
the selected YAL. As outlined in detail before, contemporary Young
Adult fiction aims at addressing the lived experiences of the youth
and make thus the connection between the fictional level and their
circumstances easily recognizable. At the same time, the crucial as-
pect is to find a way to tell the personal story within the realm of the
digital storytelling method. Enough time for this production is there-
fore a crucial part of the process where the educators are in charge
to democratically discuss with their students on how much time is
necessary for this process in order to cater to individual needs.

Ultimately, the DigLit method encourages to organize a collec-
tive screening of the digital stories within the classroom to prepare
a stage for the created products to be enjoyed collectively. This is a
crucial step within the method and should not be neglected or un-
derestimated. Following the principles of digital storytelling, collec-
tively watching and discussing the digital stories at the end of the
project contributes to raising awareness for different lived experi-
ences and to showcase how the individuals involved engaged with

5 See Bergner et al. 2023 for a detailed description of the method.
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the topics and themes of the readings (Lambert 2013). Additional-
ly, it sums up the overall method by collectively and respectfully en-
gaging with each other’s stories as a means of valuing each other’s
participation and production.

5 Towards a Narrative Didactics: Conclusion

To conclude, the DigLit method aims at contributing to the contin-
uous developments of digital storytelling and the use of contempo-
rary YAL in the FL classroom. To do so, it provides a novel approach
of combining the two aspects in the service of experimenting with
participatory practices. The recent developments with regard to YAL
which focuse more and more on social justice issues have provided
an ideal terrain to explore how a person’s engagement in the form of
digital storytelling can be seen as a fruitful narrative approach to
link the lived realities of today’s diverse classrooms in Europe with
FL learning. Hence, aligning with aspects of global citizenship edu-
cation (CoE 2019). Engaging with critical pedagogies of participation,
democracy, and engagement, the DigLit method practices how multi-
media methods can be used to foster an awareness for the individual
within a collective structure, where one’s story can become a linkage
to the world students are experiencing today. With all its limitations,
DST and contemporary YAL nevertheless share the common goal of
bringing personal experiences to life by experimenting with storytell-
ing techniques that amplify ordinary voices. Thus, the methodolog-
ical combination presented in this paper may contribute to critical-
ly engaging with the lived experiences of the individuals within our
classrooms by reading fiction to spark their imaginations and make
connections on how to better understand the world we are living in.
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1 Introduction

Digital storytelling (DST) is defined as “short personal stories creat-
ed with digital technology tools that are then shared with others in or-
der to present information, ideas and opinions on a range of topics and
themes” (Robin 2016, 19). This definition extends the original focus of
DST on personal narratives to also include other genres, such as histor-
ical and socio-political documentaries, commercials, tutorials, or news
broadcasts (Christiansen, Koelzer 2016; Oskoz, Elola 2022). These sto-
ries are not only meant as tools of personal expression but also, and
mainly, of education (Gregory-Signes 2014). Also the range of technol-
ogies to create a digital story (DS) has dramatically changed, moving
from computer-based to mobile-based applications, which have opened
a whole range of other digital and multimodal affordances for learners
as well as teachers (Lambert 2018; Kim, Yatsu, Li 2021).

In the context of language education, DST has been used with young
students (Kim, Yatsu, Li 2021; Kim, Jia 2020) as well as university stu-
dents (Oskoz, Elola 2014; 2016a), and in the context of different for-
eign languages (FL), showing the many affordances for both students’
FL and multiliteracy skills development.* Also research has shown
that DST can be an invaluable tool in promoting students’ deeper un-
derstanding of difficult topics, self-reflection, and empathy (Kim, Jia
2020; Jiang 2022) in line with the premises of Global Citizenship Ed-
ucation (GCE; Unesco 2015). On the other hand, studies are showing
that DST can also support language students’ development of “medi-
ation of a text” skills (Council of Europe 2020) when used as a multi-
modal response to literature (Horne 2021). However, more research is
needed to explore how students combine different modes (Oskoz, Elo-
la 2022) and use remix strategies (Hafner 2015; see § 3.4.1) to create
new meanings that reflect their understanding and interpretation of
the text, while moving beyond it (Dail, Vasquez 2018).

Our research aims to fill this gap by reporting on the multimod-
al analysis of thirteen digital stories designed by upper secondary
students in response to the reading of Young Adult Literature (YAL)
in English as a FL. The multimodal analysis is complemented by
the qualitative analysis of the classroom observations and artefacts
showing how DST is in line with both the principles and objectives
of multiliteracies pedagogy and GCE, while also contributing to en-
hancing students’ skills regarding the ‘mediation of a creative text’.

Although the research was carried out jointly by the three authors, Maria Elisa Fina
wrote §§ 3.4.1, 4.1, and 4.2, Fabiana Fazzi wrote §§ 2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4.2, 4.3, and 5, and
Elisa Da Lio wrote §§ 1 and 6.

1 Abidinetal. 2011; Fu, Yang, Yeh 2022; Oskoz, Elola 2016a; 2016b; Yang, Chen, Hung
2020.
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2 Literature Review

2.1 Digital Storytelling to Promote Multiliteracy and Global
Citizenship Skills Developmentin a FL

Digital Storytelling is today a well-established pedagogical tool across
different disciplines. Its popularity is due to the power of storytelling
as inherent to human nature combined with the creative use of digital
tools and resources with which students are somewhat already famil-
iar. In fact, as Kim, Yatsu, Li (2021) point out, young students already
engage with digital practices that underpin DST, such as selecting pic-
tures and sounds, filming, and editing, when creating short videos on
TikTok and Instagram. This is why using DST is believed to lower the
distance between formal and informal ways of knowing and learning,
promoting students’ motivation and active engagement with content.
In this context, studies have shown that when DST is employed in the
FL classroom, it can lead to different gains for students, including the
enhancement of listening (Abidin et al. 2011), speaking (Fu, Yang, Yeh
2022) and writing skills (Oskoz, Elola 2016a; Tanrikulu 2022), the in-
crease of motivation (Yang, Chen, Hung 2020; Hava 2021) and willing-
ness to communicate (Huang 2023), as well as the development of dig-
ital (Wake 2012) and other 21st century literacy skills (e.g. research,
critical and creative thinking, interpersonal; Yang, Chen, Hung 2020).
For example, Huang (2023) used DST with EFL university students in
Taiwan and demonstrated its efficacy in promoting students’ devel-
opment of speaking proficiency, including lexical and grammar use,
pronunciation, and intonation. In fact, DST offers rich opportunities to
practise, and re-record spoken words which encourage learners to re-
fine their pronunciation and enunciation (Oskoz, Elola 2022, 264). On
the other hand, Fu, Yang and Yeh'’s (2022) research also demonstrates
that DST can promote students’ fluency, intended as speech rate and
mean length of utterances, because it involves them in authentic com-
municative tasks focused on specific topics. As regards writing skills,
Oskoz and Elola (2014) found that university students engaged in DST
in Spanish as a FL not only developed a wide range of stylistic devic-
es, learning to differentiate between the language required in a more
traditional essay and in a DS, but also experimented with grammar,
to convey the desired tone and rhythm, and vocabulary, to evoke the
intended emotions. Oskoz and Elola (2016a) confirmed these results
by showing that DST can promote students” writing styles and man-
ners. As Castafieda (2013, 46) claims, when creating a DS, students
are primarily engaged in the crafting, revision, and narration of the
story, rather than on the use of technology which is secondary. It is
this focus on writing in the DST process that helps foster students’
“personal creativity and practice with specific discourse structures”
(Oskoz, Elola 2014, 197).
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However, when creating a DS students are not only involved in tra-
ditional literacy practices (reading and writing) but also in new lit-
eracy practices which require a wide range of skills, including: tak-
ing advantage of technological tools and meaningfully interacting
with them (technological literacy); finding, evaluating, and synthe-
sising information on the internet (information literacy); effective-
ly orchestrating different modes (verbal, written, visual, and audito-
ry) for meaning making (multimodal literacy); and learning to know
themselves, developing empathy, and working with others in a con-
structive way (socio-emotional literacy).?

In this context, research has shown that DST is in line with the
aims and principles of multiliteracies pedagogy, which extends the
notion of literacy to include “the burgeoning variety of text forms as-
sociated with information and multimedia technologies” (The New
London Group 1996, 61) and addresses the different forms of knowl-
edge and practices that characterise our multilingual and multicul-
tural world. When creating a DS, students “select and manipulate
semiotic resources like images, music, transition effects, and nar-
ration” (Kim, Yatsu, Li 2021, 2) and use different remixing strate-
gies (Hafner 2015; see § 3.4.1) to create new meanings and express
deep emotions that would otherwise remain unexpressed through
only using the verbal mode (Hafner 2015). It is this process of mul-
timodal composing which helps students bridge the gap between
in- and out-of-school experiences and develop their identity (Kim,
Yatsu, Li 2021, 1).

In this sense, DST is also an effective tool in the context of Glob-
al Citizenship Education (GCE; Unesco 2015). By thinking carefully
about what they want to say and finding their own perspective, DST
has in fact proven to promote students’ deep learning and self-re-
flection (Kim, Li 2021) as well as civic participation (Jiang 2022). For
example, through using DST, the lower secondary students involved
in Kim and Jia’s (2020) study were not only able to develop a better
understanding of mental health disorders, but also to connect with
this difficult topic in a personal manner. The analysis of the stories
developed by these students shows how they underwent deep inter-
pretative and reflective processes which fostered their empathy to-
wards people suffering from these disorders as well as the reflection
on their own emotions and experiences. Finally, when DST is carried
out in the context of GCE, it can also help transform students into
‘activists’ (Jiang 2022) as DS are always meant to develop different
types of strategies to connect and share with an authentic audience
(Hafner 2014).

2 Vuorikari Rina, Kluzer, Punie 2022-DigComp 2.2; Council of Europe 2018; Pegrum,
Hockly, Dudeney 2022; Robin 2016; Menegale and Haring, infra.

314

ELLE e-ISSN 2280-6792
13,3,2024,311-332



Maria Elisa Fina, Fabiana Fazzi, Elisa Da Lio
Digital Storytelling as multimodal response to Young Adult Literature

Despite the affordances of DST briefly outlined above, research
has also highlighted the challenges related to producing a DS in an
additional language. Both students and teachers agree that DST is a
time-consuming process that requires linguistic, research, and tech-
nical skills that need time to be developed and scaffolded (see Lu-
gossy et al., infra). Additionally, while students might be familiar with
the use of technology, they often lack the multimodal literacy skills
necessary to successfully and critically orchestrate different modal-
ities for meaning making (Pegrum, Hockly, Dudeney 2022; Oskoz,
Elola 2022; Fu, Yang, Yeh 2022). Finally, dealing with difficult top-
ics and encouraging students to become civic participants require
well thought-out workshops that allow students a safe space of dis-
cussion and self-expression (Kim, Jia 2020; Jiang 2022) as well as of
language development.

2.2 Digital Storytelling as a Multimodal Reader Response
to Literature

Aless popular, but rising, field of research is DST as a multimodal read-
erresponse to literature. The recent introduction of the new literature
scales in the CEFR (Council of Europe 2020) has certainly increased
both researchers’ and teachers’ interest in how to develop students’
skills of mediating a text. These skills require language students to
express different types of response to literature along an increasing-
ly complex cognitive and linguistic continuum, which goes from being
able to express the effect of a work of literature on them as individu-
als (e.g. engagement, interpretation) to being able to give broader and
deeper interpretations of such a work (e.g. analysis, evaluation; see
Menegale, infra). Multimodal composing has already been established
as a powerful tool to promote these skills in the language classroom
(Kress 2003). In Malta, for example, Camilleri Grima and Mantellato
(2021) asked adult students of Maltese as a FL and language teachers
to produce short videos in response to their engagement with a va-
riety of creative texts, including literature. Their findings show that
the use of multimodality “was definitely more effective in stimulat-
ing reflection and empathy than if they had to rely only on one mode
of communication” (280). On the other hand, multimodal composing
has also been proven to support learner-centred approaches to liter-
ary texts (Bland 2018), promoting dialogue and reading motivation,
fostering the sharing of different perspectives and interpretations
(Ludwig 2021), and creating robust responses that extend beyond the
text while remaining grounded in it (Dail, Vasquez 2018; Horne 2021).

One multimodal type of composition is DST. For example, Horne
(2021) engaged A1-A2 students of French as a FL in the reading of
The Outsider (1942) by Albert Camus and found that students were
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able to engage more personally in the analysis and interpretation of
the novel, changing their reading posture. However, when analys-
ing the stories closely, students appeared to have only concentrat-
ed on character’s mental states, failing to incorporate post-colonial
themes. In another study, Hirsch and Macleroy (2020) harnessed the
affordances of DST to engage secondary multilingual students with
poetry. Their findings show that using DST as a reader response en-
courages students to bring together “traces from personal stories,
experiences, cultures and languages to construct new meanings”
(Hirsch, Macleroy 2020, 54), while also helping them to connect and
be more kind to each other. However, the two authors also highlight-
ed the challenges encountered in the first few weeks as their students
“struggled to grasp the concept that they would be making their own
version” of a DS (50). Indeed, despite DST being widely recognised
today as a valuable tool in the FL classroom, there is insufficient re-
search on how students orchestrate and remix different resources to
create meanings that reflect the text while also extending it (Oskaz,
Elola 2022; Kim, Yatsu, Li 2021; Dail, Vasquez 2018).

In light of the above, our research questions are the following:

1. How did upper secondary EFL students orchestrate and re-
mix across different modes and resources to creatively re-
spond to YAL through DST?

2.  What are the benefits and challenges of using DST in response
to YAL in the EFL upper secondary classroom?

3 The Study

3.1 Description of the Digital Storytelling Process

The DST project reported in this article was part of the research car-
ried out within the Erasmus+ project DigLit.* This project aimed at
developing upper secondary students’ multiliteracy and global citi-
zenship skills in English as a FL through the reading of Young Adult
(YA) novels and follow up design of a digital story (DS) inspired by
the novel they had read. Specifically, in the reading phase of the pro-
ject, the students selected the novel they were most interested in and
engaged in pre-, during- and post-reading activities on two digital
platforms (Glose for Education and Moodle) (see Fazzi, Da Lio, Guz-
zon, infra). These activities (or better prompts) aimed to stimulate

3 The Erasmus+ project DigLit: Lit. Up Your Phone: A Digital Toolkit for ESL/EFL Class-
room to Combat Social Inequalities in Times of Covid 19 Crises was co-funded by the
Erasmus+ Programme of the European Union and the findings of this project are pre-
sented in this paper (https://diglit.narrativedidactics.org/).
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them to reflect on aspects of the novel, draw connections between
the text and themselves and between the text and similar events tak-
ing place in the world, and become aware of the thematic, structural
and formal features of the novel. Each YA novel allowed the students
to explore both global issues, such as mental health, LGBTQ+ issues,
racism, and other themes related to teenagerhood, such as coming
of age and friendship. After the reading, the students were guided
to create a reader response in the form of a digital story through a
mixture of online and in-presence sessions designed by the three au-
thors and delivered with the support of the English teachers at the
partner schools in Italy and Hungary. In the first online session, the
students were introduced to digital storytelling and were encour-
aged to reflect on the characteristics of a digital story (Lambert
2018) through a guided multimodal analysis.* Specifically, they were
asked to watch a few examples of digital stories and identify both
macro features (e.g. length, theme and structure of the story, and
the multimedia elements used in the story), and micro features (e.g.
the style of English and prosody, the type of music and images used,
and the emotions conveyed through their combination). In the follow
up in-presence sessions, the students were asked to brainstorm ide-
as for their digital story by discussing the following questions about
the YA novel they had read:

* What is the YA novel about? (themes, topics, characters, and

moments);
* Which of these themes/topics/characters/moments might be of
inspiration for your digital story?
* How can you relate them to your own experience?

As part of this brainstorming phase, the students also discussed what
type of story (personal, realistic, imaginative) they wanted to cre-
ate and what message they wanted to convey, how they would work
(in group or individually) and what digital application they would
use in creating the video. Thus, the students first wrote a script
and then completed a storyboard® which they shared with the other
groups through story-circles® (Lambert 2018). After completing the
storyboard, the students collected or created resources, recorded
the voice over, and produced the first version of their DS, which they
showed in class to get feedback before working on the final version.

4 Themultimodal analysis sheet canbe viewed and downloaded at thislink on the DigLit
project website: https://diglit.narrativedidactics.org/teacher-resources.

5 The storyboard can be viewed and downloaded at this link on the DigLit project web-
site: https://diglit.narrativedidactics.org/teacher-resources/.

6 Story-circle is an activity in which people share their stories before moving onto
script writing or making a storyboard and receive feedback from their peers.
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At the end of the project, a public event was organised in each of the
two partner schools to allow the students to present their digital
stories to the school community and their parents, before uploading
them to the project website.”

3.2 Participants

While both the Italian and Hungarian students from the partner
schools participated in the digital storytelling project, in this study
we will only concentrate on the DS, DST process, and perceptions of
the Italian students. These were 39 students aged 16-17 with a B1-B2
level in English as a FL and were new to the process of creating a
DS. The students were selected based on their teachers’ availability
to participate in the project and belonged to two classrooms. Dur-
ing the DST project, the students worked in mixed groups of three
to four people based on the book they had read.

3.3 Data Collection

The data included (1) the digital stories, (2) the students’ reflective
diaries, and (3) classroom observations and artefacts.

331 Digital Stories

The primary source of data for this study are the 13 digital stories
produced by the Italian students in response to the reading of four
YA novels:

* We Were Liars (2014) by Emily Lockart, a psychological horror
novel that tackles mental health and wellbeing, specifically por-
traying the symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
as well as the pressure and expectations that come with wealth
and privilege (three digital stories);

* The Maze Runner (2009) by James Dashner, a book that explores
the importance of memory for both the individual and society
and the difficulties of growing up (three digital stories);

* The Hate U Give (2017) by Angie Thomas, a novel that was writ-
ten following the killing of a 22-year-old African American by

7 The digital stories produced by the students during the DigLit project can be viewed
at this link: https://unitube.uni-graz.at/portal/aufzeichnungen.html?epFrom=3
b2170b7-b1b0-4d39-be47-a3456ebcc4ed.
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the police and that deals with police brutality and racism (four
digital stories);

» Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe (2012)
by Benjamin Alire Saenz, a coming-of-age novel that tells the
story of two young teenage boys grappling with self-discov-
ery, especially in relation to their ethnic identity and sexuality
(three digital stories).

The videos were 3-5 minutes long and were created using a varie-
ty of digital applications (i.e. Canva, Capcut, Clipchamp, Filmora,
and Imovie) that allowed the students to combine stock images and
music, video clips, and self-created multimedia sources and effects.

3.3.2 Students’ Reflective Diary

At the end of the DST process, the students were asked to fill in an
online reflective diary aimed at collecting their perceptions of the
benefits and challenges of designing a DS in English as a FL as well
as giving a brief account of their design choices and motives, specif-
ically relating the DS to the YA novel they had read. The online re-
flective diary was administered as a Google Form consisting of an
introductory section, briefly explaining the objective of the diary, a
request to indicate the title of the book that had inspired the DS and
of the DS itself, and ten open-ended questions. These questions asked
students to explain what they intended to communicate with their
story, what aspects of the novel had inspired them and how the story
related to them, the design process, the effects of DST on their lan-
guage and multimodality skills, what they enjoyed, what they found
challenging, and what they were most proud of.

The students were asked to complete the reflecting diary within
two weeks from the end of the project. While the questions were in
English, the students were given a choice to reply in whichever lan-
guage (English or Italian) they felt most comfortable with.

3.3.3 Classroom Observations and Artefacts

Field notes were collected during the entire DTS process by the sec-
ond and third author with the aim of recording the students’ brain-
storming and discussion of the YA novel, negotiation of design choices
during storyboarding and multimedia collection/creation, and issues
encountered. Audio recordings, photographs and storyboards were
also collected to complement the field notes further enriching the
understanding of the students’ multiliteracy skills development dur-
ing the DST process.
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3.4 Data Analysis Procedures

34.1 Multimodal Discourse Analysis

Multimodal discourse analysis (MDA) has been used to analyse qual-
itatively the DS. Accepted modes of communication are writing, the
static and dynamic image, sound, speech, gesture, gaze, and posture
in embodied interaction (Jewitt 2013, 253).

These modes have been extensively theorised into analytical
frameworks for multimodal discourse analysis. For the analysis of
the DS produced by the students, we will refer to the model of sound-
scape (van Leeuwen 1999); for visual analysis, we will refer to the Vis-
ual Communication Grammar (Kress, van Leeuwen 2006).% A sound-
scape is a composite semiotic system made up of speech, music, and
sounds. In the soundscape these elements integrate with each other
(van Leeuwen 1999, 4) to define a “meaning potential” (van Leeuw-
en 1999, 10; emphasis in the original), which can be investigated by
means of a set of parameters (‘perspective’; ‘time and rhythm’; ‘in-
teraction of voices’; ‘melody’; ‘voice quality and timbre’; ‘modality’).
As for the visual mode, in their Visual Communication Grammar,
Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) draw on Halliday’s Systemic Func-
tional Grammar (Halliday, Matthiessen 2004) to describe visuals in
terms of three types of meanings. These are ‘representational’ mean-
ing (the way aspects of the world are represented, and representa-
tion can be ‘narrative’ or ‘conceptual’), ‘interpersonal’ meaning (the
interaction between represented participants and interactive partic-
ipants), and ‘compositional meaning’ (the way items are placed and
composed in images).

Also relevant to this study is ‘remix’ as discussed by Hafner (2015)
and Kim, Yatsu, Li (2021). In his study, Hafner (503-4) identifies four
types of remixing techniques: layering (or ‘mixing modes’), chunk-
ing (or ‘mixing resources’), blending (or ‘mixing generic resources’),
and intercultural blending (or ‘mixing cultural resources’). Layering
is the integration of distinct modes of communication; chunking is
the combination of students’ multimodal artefacts with those creat-
ed by others; blending is the combination of different genres to cre-
ate a hybrid blend; intercultural blending is the combination of ele-
ments from both local and global cultures.

As far as the methodology is concerned, the DS produced by
the students are so diversified that manual, non-software-aided

8 The analysis of gestures will not be carried out as it is not applicable to the DS. In-
deed, the students never appear in the videos as characters of the story, with one ex-
ception only (DS Learn from your mistakes: https://unitube.uni-graz.at/portal/
aufzeichnungen.html?id=de6b1302-86bd-45d8-aa46-5349663e37e9.
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annotation was deemed the most useful method to identify how the
different semiotic resources have been used and combined.

3.4.2 Qualitative Data Analysis

The reflective diaries and classroom field notes were analysed follow-
ing Miles, Huberman and Saldana (2014) thematic analysis. We first
compiled a start list of possible codes derived from the literature on
digital storytelling (see §§ 2.1 and 2.2), focusing on the students’ de-
sign choices as related to the development of their language, glob-
al citizenship, multiliteracy, and mediation skills as well as on their
perceived benefits and issues of DST. Data was first coded using this
initial list of codes, which was expanded to include emergent codes,
such as ‘difficulties in relating to the text’. During the second round
of coding, we worked at a more abstract level, combining the codes
identified during the first round into categories that represented the-
oretical constructs. The data collected through the students’ reflec-
tive diaries and classroom observations were analysed by the second
author and triangulated (Dornyei 2007) with the multimodal analy-
sis of the digital stories carried out by the first author. This helped
us in our understanding of the data and discuss any discrepancies
in our interpretation.

4 Results

We will begin the analysis by providing an overview of the main fea-
tures of the DS focusing on narration modes and organisation of con-
tents. Then, a few selected excerpts will be analysed in detail to show
how the different semiotic resources are combined for meaning mak-
ing. Finally, the qualitative analysis of the students’ reflective diaries
and classroom observations and artefacts will be provided.

4.1 General features of the DS

In all the DS, the narrators are the students with their voices alter-
nating usually at turning points in the narration. In terms of remix-
ing (Hafner 2015), all the DS are realised through layering, but a few
also involve chunking and blending. The most frequent structure of
the DS is the following:

* part 1: presentation of the topic and key points;

* part 2: development of the key points;

* part 3: call to action/conclusion.
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In part 1, the topic is introduced by means of a general statement,
which is then followed by a series of reflections upon the key issues
that the students decided to narrate. At this reflective stage the inclu-
sive ‘we’ pronoun is frequently used, plausibly because, being teen-
agers themselves, the students feel directly involved in the narrated
themes and want at the same time to involve the audience. At the vis-
ual level, this introductory part is frequently supported by static pic-
tures that semantically match the verbal message. The pictures can
be associated with the representational meaning (Kress, van Leeu-
wen 2006) and are mostly narrative pictures, as they often contain
participants carrying out actions in groups. In terms of interperson-
al level, these groups of people sometimes gaze directly at the view-
er, thus increasing involvement, while in others they do not. In part
2, the development of the key points raised in part 1 takes place in
different ways. In a few cases, the students embedded YouTube vide-
os in their DS (chunking). When dynamic pictures are not included,
static pictures are used with more or less direct connections with
the verbal message. In part 3, the conclusion usually involves a call
to action in the form of advice, rhetorical questions or proposed so-
lutions supported by the visual component. At this stage there is a
clear - and probably conscious - intention to leave the viewer with
some food for thought and to convey some practical intent.

At the verbal level, other features that have been noticed include
significant quotes from the book, which in some cases appear on the
screen and are read by the speaker, the use of rhetorical questions
addressing directly the viewer (e.g., “Have you ever thought ...”), the
use of ‘mental processes’ (Halliday 2004), i.e. invitations that are not
aimed at material action but that rather operate at the cognitive lev-
el (e.g., “Imagine waking up and not realising...”).

As for soundscape, non-diegetic music® usually accompanies the
narration. The preference is mainly for calm and melancholic piano
music, but other genres sometimes are also involved depending on
the emotions to be conveyed. Furthermore, specific sounds are used
to produce emotional effects.

Expectedly, the DS are not flawless. The most common inaccura-
cies involve mispronunciation, excessive use of external material, fill-
ing the slides with the whole verbal message uttered by the speaker,
music being too loud during the narration, or a non-relevance rela-
tion between the uttered verbal message and the visuals.

9 Diegetic music is used only in the DS Could this be your story, which relates to the
novel The Hate U Give.
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4.2 Multimodal Analysis of Selected Excerpts

Due to space constraints, the analysis will be focused on a selection
of fragments from the DS that were deemed most representative of
the students’ multimodal response to YAL. Since we are interested
in the students’ own multimodal production, the excerpts of external
videos that the students embedded in their DS will not be analysed.

42.1 Social Pressure - the Witch in Our Life

This DS relates to the novel We were liars, which is about post-trau-
matic stress disorder (see § 3.3.1).*° The main character is Cadence
Sinclair, the eldest grandchild of the wealthy Harris Sinclair, owner
of Beechwood Island (off the coast of Massachusetts), where the Sin-
clairs spend their summers in a house called Clairmont. Although her
family pretends to be perfect, her parents and relatives continuous-
ly bicker over inheritance. In the summer when she was fifteen, Ca-
dence has a mysterious accident that causes her to have gaps in mem-
ory and gives her migraines. She spends the next two years trying
to solve the mystery of what really happened to her that night. She
finally remembers that she had persuaded her cousins and friends
(the Liars) to start a fire to destroy Clairmont, but the Liars them-
selves died in the fire.

With chapter 16, Cadence begins interspersing fairy tales among
the chapters. In the DS here analysed, the students have basically
multimodally rewritten the fairy tale about the three children and the
envious witch. Social pressure is visually represented by a witch that
enters teenagers’ lives and deceives them, leading them to mental
health issues. Mental disruption is symbolised by a stylised dynam-
ic picture of fire, which in turn refers to the fire set by the Liars in
the book. The story is narrated by the voices of the three female stu-
dents, who are non-diegetic narrators alternating at turning points
in the story and voicing the witch by means of direct speech. The
plot takes place as follows:

1. Introduction: the definition of social pressure is provided;

2. Exposition: three beautiful children are born, and they are

gifted with virtues by fairies;

3. Rising action: the witch is introduced; she is envious of the

three children and wants to take their gifts away;

10 DS Social pressure - The witch in your life: https://unitube.uni-graz.at/portal/
aufzeichnungen.html?id=751b0903-8ab6-4a79-ba23-a480a9537b66.
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4. Climax: the witch visits the children on their 16th birthday,
and persuades them to set up fire. All their gifts disappear
in the fire;

5. Falling action: call to action and advice.

Soundscape plays a key role in this DS. The sound of heartbeat is
used throughout the DS and its pace changes according to the phase
of the story. It is fast when the definition of ‘social pressure’ is pro-
vided - plausibly to emotionally convey the anxiety produced by pres-
sure - and at the key moment of the climax (from 00:02:35), when the
fire consumes the gifts of the children. In terms of perspective - i.e.,
the relative loudness of simultaneous sounds (van Leeuwen 1999,
23) - the heartbeat increases in loudness as the narrator lists the
gifts that are being destroyed by the flames, thus increasing the emo-
tional load. The moment at which the children are completely void
of their gifts is marked by the sound of a flatline, which is common-
ly associated with clinical death.

Another interesting multimodal combination can be detected at
the beginning of the climax. The static picture of the witch holding
a sceptre with a raven on it - with the raven conveying an omen of
death - matches the words uttered by the witch when she persuades
the children to light the match. The repetition of “Go on, she said” for
three times is meaningful here, as it stresses how disruptive social
pressure is and conveys the feeling of anxiety that affects teenagers.

4.2.2 Friendship or Survival?

This DS relates to the novel The Maze Runner.** The story is set in a
distant future, where a group of teens are mysteriously teleported
into a giant, stone maze. Among them is Thomas, the main character
of the story. The teens’ memories have been erased, and they have no
indication as to how to escape. To go back home, they must solve the
maze, and this will involve them in difficult challenges and conflicts.

In terms of ‘remixing’ (Hafner 2015), not only layering but also
chunking has been used here, as the students embedded YouTube
videos containing excerpts from the book-related movie.*> They de-
cided to focus on the part of the story in which Ben has become dan-
gerous for the safety of the group and a decision needs to be made
about whether to banish him in the maze or save him (from 00:00:29).
Dynamic pictures from the film were layered with a soundscape

11 DS Friendship or Survival: https://unitube.uni-graz.at/portal/aufzeichnun-
gen.html?id=93a5e13f-9ec2-4168-9229-d9bfcfO71553.

12 Maze Runner (2014), directed by Wes Ball.
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characterised by ‘plurality’ in interaction of voices (van Leeuwen
1999, 84): suspense-generating, rhythmic music in the background
and the students’ voices in the foreground alternate in a dialogue
that effectively symbolises the ‘friendship or survival?’ conflict. The
students produced the dialogue script by themselves to imperson-
ate two characters of the story: one wanting to save Ben, the other
making the safety of the group prevail over friendship-related feel-
ings. Thus, diegetic narration here increases emotional impact and
viewer involvement.

4.3 Analysis of Reflective Diaries and Classroom
Observations

The analysis of the students’ reflective diaries shows that by pro-
ducing digital stories, the students felt to have developed different
literacy skills: language, digital, multimodal, and creative. As re-
gards language, the students claimed to have increased their vo-
cabulary, pronunciation, and writing, but also their confidence in
speaking and engaging with media and resources in English. In
fact, they stated that writing the script forced them to look for the
right words to fulfil their communicative intention in the most ac-
curate way possible, while recording their voice multiple times en-
couraged them to work on their pronunciation, which in turn helped
them feel more confident in speaking in English. On the other hand,
having to browse through resources and using tools in English al-
so gave them the feeling they were using English authentically and
not simply as a learning tool.

As regards digital and multimodal literacy skills, the students
claimed to have increased their ability to use editing applications
and combine different modes to construct a coherent and power-
ful story. Creativity was also among the positive outcomes identi-
fied by the students: many affirmed that both creating the script and
producing the video required considerable experimenting to find ef-
fective communicative and technical solutions. For example, a stu-
dent working on Could this be your story? claimed what follows: “We
had to get creative in order to film the different clips because some-
times we messed up something little and we had to re-do all; about
the speech we had to change our way of speaking depending on the
character we were playing”.

As for the positive aspects of the DST process, the students claimed
to have particularly enjoyed both the collaborative and more techni-
cal aspects of the project. Working in groups and sharing their prod-
ucts with their peers and with the school/parent community were
deemed as joyful and empowering moments. At the same time, re-
flecting on the topic/book and creating the videos were also seen as
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important positive aspects of the project from the point of view of
collaboration. Here are a couple of significant comments:
1. “Iespecially liked working in a group and collaborating with
my classmates”;
2. “Iliked most the part when we all together saw the video”.

As for negative aspects, students claimed to have encountered diffi-
culties in the brainstorming phase to find the right idea to convey
especially considering the short length of the video, as well as in the
production phase, when searching for the right images and sounds
and learning how to use the editing tools. Also, most students agreed
that creating the DS was time-consuming and added to their study
workload. However, the students were generally proud of their final
product and of being able to tell a story “from beginning to end” with
a strong emotional content delivered through the sensible orchestra-
tion of different modes and an original script. Several students, in
fact, highlighted that their video was “completely” their doing, dem-
onstrating a sense of ownership and empowerment.

The analysis of the classroom observations demonstrates that the
DST process allowed the students to practise their mediation skills
in line with the new scales relevant to creative texts and literature
(Council of Europe 2020). In fact, in the pre-production phase, they
engaged in long discussions about the main themes, characters, and
episodes of the novels, and how these related to their personal expe-
rience. An exemplary comment is the following:

3. “Like the characters, we have to face difficult situations, we
have friends, and we find ourselves in situations where we
have to convince others of our opinion and step out of our
comfort zone”.

Furthermore, discussing important passages and extracting
key-quotes was found to be a difficult process, too. In the field notes,
the second author noticed that the students had at first a hard time re-
membering what the novels were about. This is due to the long break
between the reading phase and the DST sessions, but also to the fact
that the students did not have physical copies they could browse but
only the digital versions uploaded on Glose for Education. The anal-
ysis of the classroom observations and of the DS (especially the sto-
ryboards) also shows the high level of critical reasoning behind eve-
ry design choice. The student group working on Social pressure - The
witch in your life, for instance, had a long discussion about the role
of sound in their story and how the change in the pace of the heart-
beat was important to signal the different phases in the story. As for
the storyboards, while some of the first drafts were not very detailed,
others appeared much richer in terms of visualising and defining the
students’ production process. Finally, during the DST sessions, the
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students referred often to the guided multimodal analysis conduct-
ed at the beginning of the project showing an awareness of the dif-
ferent macro and micro features of a DS.

5 Discussion

Our first research question asked how upper secondary EFL stu-
dents orchestrate and remix across different modes and resourc-
es to creatively respond to YAL through DST. Our findings demon-
strate that students were able to structure their stories following
Lambert’s (2018) story arc (beginning, middle, and end) and includ-
ing the main characteristics of a DS (Robin 2016). Students also cre-
atively experimented across different multimodal genres (e.g. fairy
tale, book teaser, documentary, poetry), effectively using and com-
bining different multimodal resources to reflect the thematic, struc-
tural, and formal features of the novel as well as create new person-
al meanings. Many of the DS included important quotes from the YA
novels (e.g. Could this be your story?) or reinterpreted a scene from
the novel (e.g. Friendship or survival) or enhanced/transformed an
aspect of the book to communicate their chosen message (e.g. Social
pressure - The witch in our life). This demonstrates the potentiality
of DST as a digital mediation task (Council of Europe 2018) that un-
locks students’ imagination and meaning-making through multimo-
dality and transmediation.*® In fact, students had to work across dif-
ferent sign systems to build their own interpretation of the novel,
thinking carefully about the associations between the written text
and the other modes, which is intensive design work (Kress 2003;
Kesler, Gibson, Turansky 2016). In so doing, they also used a vari-
ety of remix strategies creating stories that (i) remain recognisa-
ble has having the assigned work of literature as its source materi-
al, (ii) alter/add to advance the story substantially by transforming
the literature, (iii) take risks and push boundaries to present a cre-
ative product, (iv) integrate multiple modes of composition, and (v)
communicate the message clearly (see Jenkins 2013 quoted in Dail,
Vasquez 2018, 95). The use of these strategies shows how DST can
provide a complex aesthetic experience, encouraging students to stay
true to the text while also creatively playing with their interpreta-
tions, that integrate both personal and critical perspectives (Kes-
ler, Gibson, Turansky 2016). In this context, working collaborative-
ly on a DS transformed students into co-inquirers of topics, themes,
and other issues dealt with in the novels in line with the mediation

13 Transmediation is “the translation of content from one sign system into another”
and it “is fundamental to meaning-making” (Mills 2011, 56).
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scales of the Companion Volume (Council of Europe 2020). Addition-
ally, students creatively used different discourse features (e.g. “Who
said talking isn’t doing something?”) in the target language as “rhe-
torical hooks” (Hafner 2014, 655) showing an understanding of how
to use language to appeal to the intended audience. Finally, most of
the stories presented a call to action, confirming that DST can en-
courage students to become civic participants (Kim, Jia 2020; Jiang
2022). However, students’ DS were not exempt of problems, which
highlights the need to offer them more opportunities to rehearse the
script multiple times to both work on their pronunciation and enunci-
ation skills (Oskoz, Elola 2016b), and develop digital and multimod-
al literacy skills to better orchestrate the different modes (Pegrum,
Hockly, Dudeney 2022).

In response to the second research question (What are the ben-
efits and challenges of using DST in response to YAL in the EFL up-
per secondary classroom?), our findings confirm previous research
on the benefits of DST for language students in terms of developing
language (Oskoz, Elola 2014, 2016a) and multiliteracy skills, includ-
ing digital and multimodal (Wake 2012), creative and critical (Yang,
Chen, Hung 2020), and socio-emotional (Council of Europe 2018). In-
deed, one of the things that students most appreciated was the oppor-
tunity to work with their peers, which scaffolded their learning (socio-
cultural theory; see Oskoz, Elola 2022) and allowed them to overcome
problems (Hirsch, Macleroy 2020) developing a sense of belonging to
a community (socio-emotional skills; Menegale, infra). Students also
appreciated the guided multimodal analysis carried out at the begin-
ning of the DST process, confirming Pegrum, Hockly, and Dudeney’s
(2022) claim according to which students need guidance to under-
stand how to exploit the affordances of different technological tools
to create efficient multimodal ensembles. Interestingly, students al-
so felt that working on the DST gave them the chance to use English
authentically through engaging with both resources and digital ap-
plications in English (Christiansen, Koelzer 2016).

Our analysis of classroom observations and artefacts also shows
that students developed their global citizenship and mediation skills.
Indeed, students deeply reflected on and discussed aspects related
to the global issues dealt with in the novels, building connections be-
tween the novel, themselves, and the world, examining relations of
power, and learning to question and act (Bland 2018). At the same
time, they also articulated their different responses to the YA nov-
els, explaining what they liked about the literary text and what they
thought were the most interesting aspects, describing characters,
giving personal interpretations, and commenting on the form of ex-
pression and style (Council of Europe 2020). However, our findings
also highlight some challenges, such as the time-consuming nature
of DST and the difficulty to work on the digital formats of the novels.
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Concerning this last issue, Pegrum, Hockly, and Dudeney (2022, 13)
argue that when students are engaged in long-form reading, “it is
easier to build a cognitive map of a text when turning the pages of a
three-dimensional book than when scrolling on a flat screen, in part
because information becomes encoded in memory along with its spa-
tial location”. As in the first phase students read digital copies of the
novels (see Fazzi, Da Lio, Guzzon, infra), locating relevant informa-
tion in the text for the design of their DS might have proven difficult.
More research is needed to understand the impact of reading digital
copies on the DST process.

6 Pedagogical Implications and Conclusion

Our study shows that DST can be an invaluable tool to promote both
traditional and new literacy skills and to foster students’ global cit-
izenship skills in a FL. It also highlights some pedagogical implica-
tions. First, the importance of providing students with multimodal
analysis workshops in which they have the chance to analyse differ-
ent multimodal compositions and discuss how different modes are
used to create new meanings (Gregory-Signes 2014). Second, the
need to give students ample time to rehearse their scripts, working
on their pronunciation and enunciation (Oskoz, Elola 2016b). Third,
the need to offer them technical support with technology, without
limiting their options in choosing the digital applications they want
to work with (Christiansen, Koelzer 2016).

Our research also shows that students developed their mediation of
text skills in the target language, using different remixing strategies
(Hafner 2015) and genres to develop digital narratives that transmedi-
ated the source book. The use of DST as a multimodal reader response
to literature is an interesting development and should be explored fur-
ther especially in terms of how to guide students’ transmediation pro-
cess in line with the CEFR (Camilleri Grima, Mantellato 2021).
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1 Introduction

Providing vivid and meaningful contexts for language learning has
been a continuing challenge for foreign language (FL) teachers across
contexts. Classroom-based studies document that integrating narra-
tives, particularly carefully chosen children’s literature and Young
Adult Literature (YAL) have the power to enhance students’ cogni-
tive and affective engagement and maintain their language learning
motivation (Fazzi 2023; Lee 2013; Lugossy 2024; Sun 2021; 2022).

In this study, we focus on secondary students’ multi-layered experi-
ences with YAL, that is, with texts that target readers aged 12-18 and
which typically explore themes that young adult readers would find re-
latable, such as coming-of-age, identity, relationships, and societal ex-
pectations (Bland 2013; Harrison, Ehlers 2024). We explore students’
emic perspectives on creating digital narratives as a response to their
readings in the framework of an international digital social reading
project in an English as a foreign language (EFL) context. During the
project, the participating students read novels in English and created
digital stories based on a chosen book. This study uses the term digi-
tal story to refer to short digital productions in which learners share
their own stories or create a fictional narrative (Haring, infra; Lam-
bert 2013; Kesler et al. 2016; Schuch 2020). In doing so, they also re-
cord their voices and add images or act the story out themselves.

In what follows, we overview some of the relevant literature on
the role of narratives, mostly YAL in an EFL context. We discuss
how engaging with relatable stories, including YAL and digital sto-
rytelling, creates an intrinsically motivating context for language
learning and how it shapes learners’ cognitive, affective, linguis-
tic, and literacy development.

In the second part, we present findings gained from a focus group
involving four Hungarian secondary-school students for whom Eng-
lish is a FL, and we explore how creating digital stories in English
shaped participants’ identities as readers and creators of stories, and
as language learners.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Contextualising Narratives in Learning

Focusing on the role of relevant reading materials in children’s per-
sonality development, Bettelheim (1976) argued that unlike text-
books, children’s literature addresses the unsafe aspects of exist-
ence in relatable ways. Much in the same way, literature written for
young adults addresses themes that resonate with the unique expe-
riences and challenges faced by adolescents (Harrison, Ehlers 2024).
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It deals with topics that open dimensions of experience in meaning-
ful and emotionally relatable ways. Because of this, exposure to YAL
promotes self-knowledge and a more discerning understanding of hu-
man relationships. It also nurtures interpersonal relationships and
social and cultural participation (Vogrincic et al. 2024).

Findings suggest that social-affective benefits result both from
reading and listening to relatable stories, as well as from partici-
pants creating stories themselves. Creating verbal and visual nar-
ratives as responses to the YAL, as well as other deep impact narra-
tives, adds depth to the reading experience by providing additional
perspectives on the text, it increases students’ willingness to commu-
nicate, while also cultivating a sense of community and connection
among participants (Camilleri Grima, Mantellato 2021; King 1993;
2005; King, Nikolov 1992).

While improving young adult readers’ emotional and psycholog-
ical well-being (Mak, Fancourt 2020) and social relationships, YAL
offers a relevant context for developing learners’ language and lit-
eracy skills across languages. Research demonstrates that system-
atic engagement with texts in a foreign language promotes reading
comprehension, supports incidental language learning, and provides
opportunities for interaction (Fazzi, Da Lio, Guzzon, infra; Krashen
2004; Menegale, infra; Vogrincic et al. 2024).

With their focus on contemporary social, political, economic, and
cultural issues experienced by a particular young adult person who
often appears as embedded in a group, YAL texts have the power to
make target culture more accessible in the EFL context. Reading
YAL helps to acquire a dynamic understanding of culture and cul-
tural phenomena, as it provides a complex framework and relatable
contexts for facts that remain open for interpretation. In this sense,
dealing with YAL may enhance the development of intercultural com-
munication skills by developing awareness and sensitivity to cultur-
al differences. While engaging with YAL texts, students can discover
their own identities, including their cultural biases and can construct
a sense of agency through topics that relate to the target language
culture (Haring, infra; Savitz et al. 2021).

2.2 Digital Stories: Impact on Engagement, Language,
and Literacy

Digital storytelling refers to the process of creating and sharing per-
sonal narratives by using digital technology. It combines multimedia
elements including still images, music, sound effects, voiceovers (as
narration or dialogue), and print to go beyond the traditional video
format to tell a story (Kesler et al. 2016, 42). Lambert (2013) iden-
tified seven key features of digital storytelling, which explain how
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multimodal meaning-making takes place. According to Lambert’s
frame, digital storytelling 1) is self-revelatory, 2) uses personal voice,
3) builds on scenes about a lived experience, 4) employs photos or
still images, 5) goes with a soundtrack of music or ambient sound, 6)
is short, something under five minutes, 7) builds on self-expression
and self-awareness (2013, 37-8). Moreover, digital storytelling often
experiments with non-linear narratives or even multiple outcomes
inviting the audience to add their reading and participate actively in
the meaning-making process.

Recent research reveals that this form of combining tradition-
al storytelling with additional digital sources of meaning can be a
powerful and engaging tool for learning in foreign language class-
rooms (Kesler et al. 2016; Robin 2008; Schuch 2020). First, digital
storytelling encourages students’ multimodal engagement and opens
new channels of scaffolding language. Kesler, Gibson, and Turansky
(2016, 43-6) have found that digital storytelling increases students’
willingness to respond to historical fiction: according to their study,
students’ responses became more engaged and in-depth, while the
activity system connected to digital storytelling generated collabo-
rative zones of proximal development and opportunities to take on
roles that shaped their identities. Studies also document that stu-
dents’ comprehension of literary texts also developed while using dig-
ital stories (Kesler et al. 2016). From a slightly different perspective,
Tour, Gindidis, and Newton’s study (2019) focuses on how experien-
tial digital storytelling affects the teaching and learning of digital
literacies as social practices, and they suggest that digital literacies
are essential in students’ successful participation in digital spaces
in a foreign language they are learning.

Tour et al. argue that digital storytelling offers teachers new
ways to engage their students “in complex transliteracies practices
in which meanings shift and change over time, space, relationships,
and resources” (2019, 1). Thus, digital storytelling emerges as a ped-
agogical technique to create a safe environment in which students
can experiment with connecting technology, digital platforms, story-
telling, and personal engagement in meaningful interactions. Accord-
ing to Tan et al. (2024), the classroom use of digital storytelling has
brought significant changes in traditional teaching methods to facil-
itate more active student participation. Using a PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis), Tan et al.
(2024, 625-9) report that classroom-based research on the impact and
challenges of digital storytelling has multiplied recently, including
such topics as skills development, fluency development, vocabulary
development, translanguaging, collaboration, metacognition strate-
gies, problem-solving, analytical skills development, as well as emo-
tional and behaviour management. To explore and use the full ped-
agogical capacity of digital storytelling and make its methodology
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more broadly available to different educational levels and schools,
digital storytelling research should continue to focus on classroom
work, also in a longitudinal setting (Tan et al. 2024, 635-6).

3 The Study

3.1 Research Context and Pedagogical Design

The context of our study was the Erasmus+ project called Lit. Up Your
Phone: A Digital Toolkit for ESL/EFL Classroom to Combat Social Ine-
qualities in Times of Covid 19 Crises (DigLit), which aimed to support
teachers in promoting secondary school students’ digital literacy and
their awareness of social issues while reading for pleasure in EFL.
During the project, students from Austria, Italy, and Hungary were in-
volved in a Digital Social Reading project relying on the use of Glose
for Education (see Fazzi, Da Lio, Guzzon, infra), an e-book reading ap-
plication which allows users to read e-books, share annotations, and
connect with other readers. As a follow-up task, students were also en-
couraged to create digital stories that reflected their perspectives or
experiences related to the stories they chose to read.

During the digital narrative-based project, first contact was made
between students and facilitators, the latter being EFL teachers from
the schools involved in the DigLit project. The facilitators were not
necessarily the English teachers of the students who participated
in the project. Zoom-based workshops were organised by the part-
ner university instructors to present students a framework for cre-
ating digital stories based on their readings. The fundamentals and
building blocks of digital stories were showcased and templates were
shared with participants, which served as scaffolding throughout the
entirety of the project. By using these templates, key steps, such as
brainstorming and storyboarding, were made more accessible for
students, and helped them reflect on the production processes of dig-
ital narratives in a graphically organised manner.

3.2 Research Question

Having a smaller subset of students who participated in the project,
encouraged us to narrow the scope of our research and place our in-
terests on the participants’ creative processes in digital storytell-
ing. This would allow for more personal experiences to be recalled
and later, understood better. This introspection into what went on
behind the scenes when it came to producing their narratives would
also make it possible for us, as researchers and teachers, to have a
closer look at less apparent phenomena. To explore students’ lived
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experiences with producing digital stories, we asked the following
research question:

RQ: What are the students’ perceived benefits and challenges
while creating digital stories?

3.3 Participants

Altogether ten Hungarian students participated in the project, and
four of them volunteered to participate in the focus group interview
reported in the present study. All the participants come from the
same secondary school, which is the partner school of the Universi-
ty of Pécs, typically attended by high-performing, socioeconomical-
ly privileged students who are motivated to pursue their studies in
higher education. The school offers six tracks for specialised educa-
tion, which means a more intensive approach to certain subject areas
and increased number of classes. For the specialised English class,
the number of English classes per week is five.

The four participants interviewed were tenth-grade girls (age 16)
who attended the same class. They had enrolled in the project a year
before the interview. All four participants had a B1-B2 level in Eng-
lish, they shared a passion for reading, and except for one aspiring
filmmaker among them, they had no previous experience in produc-
ing films. To protect their anonymity, participants are referred to by
the following pseudonyms: Anna, Dora, Olga, and Maya. The pseu-
donyms have been assigned randomly by the authors of the study.

34 Data Collection Instruments and Procedures

A focus group was applied to collect data about participants’ experi-
ences and feelings about creating digital stories as the end-product of
the project. Similar to one-on-one interviews or group interviews, fo-
cus groups allow for the in-depth exploration of participants’ attitudes,
perceptions, and beliefs, but unlike interviews, they rely on group in-
teraction as a data collection method (Winke 2017), thus allowing par-
ticipants to build on one another’s responses and generate ideas.
The focus group involved the four students who volunteered for
the discussion and the facilitator, who was also an English and IT
teacher at the school where participants studied, as well as one of the
authors of this study. The facilitator was not the participants’ Eng-
lish or IT teacher, but he had previously worked with the students
in the framework of the Digital Social Reading project. Familiarity
with the place, with one another, and with the facilitator was meant
to promote a safe environment and a relaxed atmosphere for the
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participants, who were also assured that their real identities would
not become public in this study.

The focus group lasted for 45 minutes, and it took place in the
school library, after the participants’ lessons were over for the day.
The language used was English not only because students’ high lan-
guage proficiency allowed for this, but also due to participants’
choice: they were happy to use English in an out-of-class situation.
The focus group was audio-recorded and transcribed.

During the discussion, the facilitator relied on six pre-determined
questions, while taking care to ensure the free flow of the discussion
by stimulating participants’ thinking and sharing of ideas. The ques-
tions, which were meant to elicit participants’ experiences with cre-
ating digital stories, were the following:

* What were some of the challenges in the creative process of

making your digital stories?

* How did you integrate the unique qualities of the book you read

into your digital narratives?

* In what ways did creating your digital stories deepen your un-

derstanding of the book you read?

* What was your source of motivation when creating your digi-

tal narratives?

* In what ways did creating your digital narrative contribute to

your personal development?

* What was your favourite part of creating your digital narra-

tives and why?

3.5 Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was applied to get a deeper understanding of par-
ticipants’ underlying ideas and experiences related to creating dig-
ital stories. Based on Brown and Clarke’s (2006) framework for the-
matic analysis, the focus group transcript was read several times
to help us become familiar with the data. Then, codes were gener-
ated, and the transcript was coded for themes and patterns that ap-
peared relevant to the research focus (Braun, Clarke 2006; Clarke,
Braun 2013). Coding was done manually, working through hard cop-
ies of the transcript. Finally, the emerging themes were identified,
defined, and discussed.
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3.6 Results and Discussion

3.6.1 What Were the Challenges of Creating Digital Stories
in the EFL Context?

Time Constraints

A major challenge identified by all four participants was the time-con-
suming aspect of digital storytelling. The opinions expressed by the
participants of this study support existing research in that brain-
storming ideas, outlining and coherent narrative, editing, and incor-
porating feedback at various stages require meticulous attention to
detail and take time (Burgess, Green 2009; Harris, McKenzie 2016;
Lambert 2013; Robin 2008). In what follows, we focus on some of the
most time-consuming aspects of creating digital stories through the
emic perspectives of the four participants.

For Anna and Maya, brainstorming for ideas and writing the script
were among the lengthiest phases of the task. Anna invested time
and thought in her digital story from the initial stages of the project:
“I spent a long time thinking about the idea for the story. And we had
to plan everything even before we started the work. Cos’ I wanted to
be sure that the pictures and everything match the story”. While both
she and Maya attributed the amount of time needed for brainstorm-
ing to their own lack of creativity (see discussion below), existing re-
search also suggests that effective pre-production takes time, and it
is mostly related to the complexity of the story told (Lambert 2013).

Besides brainstorming for ideas, Anna mentioned the need for re-
peated revisions as a laborious aspect related to scriptwriting:

We checked the text to make sure there are no mistakes. And
then we read it again, and we could see that not everything was
clear. [...] I mean, in our story. So we had to change those parts in
the script. To write them again [...] make it more understandable.

Anna’s reflections highlight the time-consuming and meticulous na-
ture of scriptwriting, requiring revisions and feedback loops before
finalization (Robin 2008).

It must be noted here that all the participants found the project
time-consuming due to their overloaded academic responsibilities
and extra-curricular activities. They unanimously agreed to have ex-
perienced a sense of relief when they submitted their digital stories
to their teachers. Ironically, Maya claimed that the submission stage
was her “favourite part of the digital story project”, while Dora be-
lieved it was “fun, but stressful” due to time constraints. These re-
sults underline the importance of time management when integrat-
ing digital stories in the curricula.
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Students’ Beliefs About Themselves

Three participants (Anna, Dora, Maya) believed that a major difficul-
ty when producing their digital stories related to their own perceived
lack of creativity. For example, Maya claimed that coming up with
an engaging idea for the digital narrative, structuring it into scenes,
and planning the visual elements for the scenes before the recording
were the most demanding parts of creating a digital story because
“these were the parts where [she] had to get creative, which [she
was] not really good at”. Similarly, Dora expressed her initial anxie-
ty about not having “a good idea for the story” to start with, as well
as her concerns related to the possible outcome of her work, saying:
“In the beginning, I was afraid that I won't get an idea for the story
at all, because I'm not a creative person. And then I was also wor-
ried that I can’t find the right pictures and the right music” (Dora).
Finally, Anna also found the scripting phase difficult for the same
reason: she believed that producing a script demanded creativity as
it required students to imagine how the story and the text would all
sound in the framework of a short film. As she claimed, she was not
convinced she would be up to the task.

All three participants quoted above seemed to blame themselves
for not being creative enough and therefore for feeling apprehen-
sive when it comes to writing a script and producing a digital story.
Yet, as the interview proceeded, Maya and Dora highlighted the re-
lationship between anxiety on the one hand, and prior learning ex-
periences and unfamiliarity with the task, on the other hand. Maya
expressed her preference for predictable tasks, where she “could not
go wrong” and therefore could feel safe about “the right solution”.
while Dora pointed that her anxiety resulted from the fact that “do-
ing a digital story was totally different [...] not the kind of task we
usually get at school” (Dora).

Data suggests that participants’ beliefs about themselves as learn-
ers who lack creativity have been influenced by their lack of expertise
with certain task types and skills demanded by digital story-making.
Despite the variety of texts that students are required to produce in
different styles and about various topics, script writing is rarely part
of the requirements in Hungarian EFL classes, mostly because this
genre does not figure as a writing task in the accredited language
proficiency exams taken by Hungarian students. Therefore, teachers,
who are held accountable for their students’ results and language ex-
ams, usually opt for guided formal and informal letters, and occa-
sional forum comments as writing tasks, which leave little space for
the imagination. Classroom-based studies document Hungarian stu-
dents’ lack of confidence when it comes to tasks that require imag-
inative engagement, as well as their beliefs that tasks that are not
outlined in the curriculum, and therefore not tested, are not worth
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the effort (Hetesi 2022; Nikolov 2002). From a more general perspec-
tive, Bruner (1996) and Egan (1989) also point out that the dominant
models that inform educational programs focus predominantly on the
rational functions of the mind and tend to dismiss the value of imag-
ination as a tool for learning. Imaginative and affective learning ex-
periences, such as stories, for instance, tend to constitute the “edu-
cational margin or frills” (Egan 1989, 29).

We need to add that despite participants’ lack of belief in their cre-
ative powers, their digital stories gave evidence of originality both in
terms of verbal and visual narratives. When the interviewer pointed
out the controversy between participants’ beliefs about themselves
and the successful outcome of their projects, Dora responded: “so...
maybe the idea itself was hard”.

Technical Difficulties

Two participants (Anna, Olga) discussed the technical difficulties
posed by creating digital stories, showing that while some students of
this age may excel in using technology, others may find it overwhelm-
ing (Robin 2008). Anna felt her “technical gaps” frustrating: “I was
lost at this stage, and it’s a good thing that I wasn’t there alone to do
it”). As Anna suggests, not having the necessary technical skills for
creating digital stories may easily decrease motivation. Both she and
Olga emphasised the role of peer support and scaffolding in creating
their digital stories. The latter, resourcefully, asked for her broth-
er’s assistance in video editing, “because he knows all these things,
and it was easier like this... I could cut down on time. And he actual-
ly taught me how to do it”.

Students’ experiences highlight the role of providing necessary
training (Ohler 2008) as well as opportunities for cooperation while
creating digital stories. As discussed by Menegale (infra), while di-
verse technologies and communication channels enable individuals
to express themselves using different modes, multiliteracy pedago-
gy, including digital literacy, extends beyond tools, procedures, and
micro-knowledge: it encompasses the processes, competencies, and
socio-meta-cognitive strategies required to analyse, elaborate, pro-
duce, and exchange meaning. Along other studies (Robin 2008), our
findings indicate that students need to be technically trained to nav-
igate such complex ways of communicating meaning.
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3.6.2 What Were the Benefits Perceived by Participants
in Creating Digital Stories?

Digital skills development

All the participants reported various areas in which they improved,
among which video editing emerged as a skill that was honed dur-
ing the project. While for Olga, editing was a first encounter, Anna,
Maya, and Dora refined their skills: Maya grew “more familiar with
softwares,” and Dora “got to understand how these things work...
how you can create and atmosphere in a film” by relying on digital
tools. Students’ experiences underscore the importance of software
proficiency and digital skills as critical factors influencing project
success (Robin 2008).

Given that video editing is low on the priority list of IT curricula
in Hungarian secondary schools, undertaking such a project leads
students to take control of their education, even if on a smaller scale,
and get ahead of often outdated syllabi to attain more applicable
knowledge, especially in today’s digitised environment. Students’
experiences underline that digital storytelling can be a meaningful
technique for integrating technology into students’ learning experi-
ences. Equipping EFL learners with the ability to utilize technology
prepares them for future academic and professional environments
where digital literacy is essential. Based on participants’ reflections
on the technical challenges they encountered (discussed above), ed-
ucator support in helping students develop these competences is of
key importance for the success of the project (Ohler 2008).

A Deeper Understanding of Literature

Our data suggest that creating digital stories contributed to students’
literacy development by promoting a deeper and more nuanced un-
derstanding of literature. As shown in the discussion below, all four
participants found it important to add their ideas on how incorporat-
ing multimedia elements helped them interpret literary texts. Dora
claimed that her in-depth understanding of the book was supported by
story-based discussions in the planning stage of their digital stories,
as well as during the film itself: “because we talked about the story
in the video, I could really... sorry, how do you say in English: jobban
fel tudtam fogni [I could get a better grasp]? [...] Yes... thank you... I
could really comprehend it more”. In this quote, the role of construct-
ing meaning in interaction emerges both on the level of content and
on the level of discourse. Dora refers to the importance of rephrasing
and building on one another’s ideas in making meaning of a narrative,
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and in doing this, she is using a Hungarian term and asking for assis-
tance to clearly express her thoughts. This example is interesting not
only because it underscores the role of social interaction in creating
meaning, but also because it provides evidence that participants found
it important to reflect on their creative process in accurate terms. In
a later part of the discussion, Dora also adds that she had a better un-
derstanding of the plot in the book she was reading because “in the
video we... made questions and we answered them”.

Students’ experiences and reflections confirm the existing litera-
ture in this area. According to a study by Hirsch and Macleroy (2020),
traditional pedagogical approaches may not always address students’
needs, in the way multimodal practices do. Horne (2021) explores how
digital narratives enhance students’ engagement and comprehension
when studying literary texts in a foreign language context and pro-
vides evidence that incorporating multimedia elements allows stu-
dents to express their interpretation of texts. Our study also brings
evidence that creating digital stories not only makes literature more
accessible, but it also encourages deeper analysis and personal con-
nection to literary texts.

Another way in which creating digital stories opened new dimen-
sions in understanding the book included: recontextualising the sto-
ry through new locations and creating an atmosphere that resonates
with the book. Anna, who has cinematographic affinities went the
extra mile in all aspects of her video. She wrote, starred in, and di-
rected her own work, and she reported that she “tried to create the
atmosphere with the locations...and with the music”, too. She made
efforts to find locations that fit the setting of We Were Liars (Lock-
hart 2014), the book she had read, enhancing authenticity by stay-
ing faithful to the source material. Olga “wanted to keep the myste-
rious vibe of the book”, so she “chose pictures which had this vibe.”
Her digital story is a narrated montage, which captures and recre-
ates the peculiar atmosphere of We Were Liars through visuals and
music which reflect Olga’s understanding and response to the story.

Finally, all participants tried to grasp their chosen characters’ per-
sonalities and relate both to their verbal characteristics and to their
thoughts, emotions, and aspirations in their digital stories. Assum-
ing the role of a character, in any context, may lead to a deeper, more
empathetic understanding of them. Dora said she “tried to talk with
a style that was used by the character in the book”. Besides adopting
the verbal elements that make up the character, in her digital story
version of the character, Dora also had to add nonverbal and paraver-
bal components based on her imagination. It appears that creating
a digital story adds another layer to this process, by asking the cre-
ator to put vague characteristics into form. Anna, who acted out the
plot herself, indicated a deeper understanding of her book by claim-
ing that while acting, she “could feel all of the emotions and... have
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an empathy with the character. Because I acted it out, so I had to re-
ally think with her mind”. She then added, “we tried to recreate the
video thinking from inside and outside.”

4 Conclusions

This study highlighted that engagement with narratives can create a
meaningful and relatable context for language and literacy develop-
ment in the case of secondary school students. The four female stu-
dents involved in the study believed that digital storytelling greatly
improved their digital skills and promoted a deeper understanding
of literature by adding new perspectives to the book they had read.
In this sense, the findings are in harmony with theories and research
that support the role of narratives in participants’ knowledge con-
struction (Fazzi, Da Lio, Guzzon, infra).

The analysis of the data also called attention to the challenges en-
countered by students while creating digital narratives. Some of the
difficulties were of a technical kind, while others can be attributed
to the very little time Hungarian students generally have for option-
al tasks and activities during the school year. Balancing academic
tasks with digital storytelling constituted a challenge. This under-
scores the importance of time management when it comes to inte-
grating digital storytelling in the curricula.

One interesting finding relates to participants’ beliefs about them-
selves, namely their expressed fear of not being creative enough when
it came to writing digital narratives. As suggested in the discussion,
this belief may be linked to Hungarian students’ lack of experience
with tasks that encourage imaginative engagement and decision mak-
ing in the classroom context. Yet, the good news is that results al-
so indicated a discrepancy between students’ explicit beliefs about
themselves and what they can do on the one hand, and the outcomes,
on the other hand. The digital stories reflected students’ original and
imaginative approaches to the task, and so did the accuracy and en-
thusiasm with which they discussed the processes they employed
during the creative process.

This study has potential limitations stemming from the nature of
qualitative methodology, where the aim is to work with few partic-
ipants and provide thick descriptions of their specific contexts and
perspectives (Mackey, Gass 2021). Due to the uniqueness of the con-
text and participants’ experiences, the findings of the study cannot be
generalised. Yet, some of the main findings may be relevant for other
contexts. Another limitation concerns the relatively short amount of
time (45 minutes) that the participants had at their disposal for re-
calling and discussing their experiences. The author-facilitator part-
ly attributed the brevity of students’ responses in the focus group to
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the lack of time to build a rapport that would have allowed students
to express their views and beliefs in a more extensive way.

Despite the limitations discussed above, findings suggest the ben-
efits of the systematic and principled integration of narratives in the
curriculum, both as reading materials and as starting points for cre-
ating digital stories. In this study, reading YAL emerged as a strategy
which learners can autonomously apply for developing their language
skills, as well as a source of inspiration. Unlike most textbooks, YAL
provided opportunities for imaginative engagement and dialogue in
and outside the classroom, while digital storytelling emerged as a po-
tential tool in knowledge construction in several interrelated areas.
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