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A crosswalk of digital storytelling and 
multilingual learning
Nicole Ferguson-Sams, Emily Howell, Rebecca Kaminski, Victoria Pennington,  
Mihaela Gazioglu, Kavita Mittapalli, & Amlan Banerjee 

Abstract: This study draws on the practice of digital storytelling 
(DST) to address the limited use of technology in middle school 
multilingual classrooms. Through critical and multiliteracy fra-
meworks, DST can help create a more engaging and inclusive 
learning environment that supports the literacy development of 
multilingual learners (MLs). After reviewing and synthesizing 
empirical studies on DST as it applies to the middle school 
years, we provide a crosswalk focusing on four core areas: 
content, context, communication and language, and student 
identity. The crosswalk reveals how DST integrates Web 2.0 
technology and promotes language and literacy development 
among middle school MLs.

Keywords: critical literacy, digital storytelling, multilingual 
learners, multiliteracies

Successful Middle School Characteristics: This We Believe

● Educators respect and value young adolescents.
● The school environment is welcoming, inclusive, and 

affirming for all.

● Curriculum is challenging, exploratory, integrative, 
and diverse.

Teachers of multilingual learners (MLs) face the chal-
lenge of incorporating technology into their instruction 
while considering students’ unique needs and circum-
stances, especially as ML populations are exploding in the 
U.S. and the use of digital tools is pervasive (Li, 2017). Digital 
tools for MLs should be accessible, culturally relevant, and 
provide appropriate language support (Lahey & Rizopoulos, 
2023). Additionally, there should be guidance and training 
for students and teachers on the effective use of technology 
for literacy instruction. Despite the ubiquity of digital tools in 
a technological society, their use for learning goals is not 
intuitive (Howell et al., 2021). There is a gap in the research 

addressing how teachers should use technology specifically 
to meet ML learning needs (Sadik, 2008). By utilizing digital 
tools, teachers can make content more comprehensible and 
provide challenging, high-interest assignments that enhance 
the learning experience of MLs (Maunakea et al., 2022).

The present study found that while many middle- 
school teachers report using digital tools in their class-
rooms, technology usage among MLs was often limited 
to consumption rather than creation. Consumption of 
content in digital spaces involves students passively 
engaging with preexisting materials, while creation of 
content in digital spaces represents a higher level of 
student engagement and active participation (Lankshear 
& Knobel, 2007). This limited use of technology to 
create highlights the need for effective professional 
development (PD) that considers students’ cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds. To address this technology gap 
and promote effective teacher learning that values 
diversity, we propose the implementation of digital 
storytelling (DST) in ML classrooms through critical 
and multiliteracy frameworks.

Using DST as an instructional strategy can help 
create a learning environment that empowers MLs to 
engage in critical discourse and actively shape their 
identities.  

Using DST as an instructional strategy can 
help create a learning environment that 
empowers MLs to engage in critical dis-
course and actively shape their identities.  

Implementing digital tools for language learning is espe-
cially important for middle school students as they “learn 
best through trial and error, process information quickly, 

www.amle.org 27



connect with graphics before text, and require relevance 
in their learning” (Downes & Bishop, 2012, p. 6). After 
reviewing the literature on DST as it applies to the middle 
school years, we provide a crosswalk on how this strategy 
has been used to meet ML purposes of language learning: 
content, context, communication and language, and stu-
dent identity (World-class Instructional Design and 
Assessment [WIDA], 2014). This purpose meets The 
Successful Middle School Characteristics (Bishop & Harrison, 
2021), particularly those related to culture and commu-
nity. By recognizing and appreciating the linguistic talents 
and cultural assets MLs bring to the classroom, educators 
can respect adolescents and value a learning environment 
where students are seen, heard, and valued, affirming the 
school environment for all.

Theoretical perspectives
Literacy instruction in multilingual classrooms often cen-
ters on teaching foundational reading and writing skills 
through repetitive worksheets and isolated vocabulary 
words (Li, 2017). Li states that because of this lack of 
engagement, “many students maintain their silence” 
(p. 244) and can lose interest in literacy learning. Students 
should be taught to be active learners by connecting their 
own experiences and backgrounds to critically examine 
the text they are reading and writing (McLaughlin & 
DeVoogd, 2004). By incorporating critical literacy prac-
tices into DST activities, students learn to view the stories 
they create and consume with a critical lens and develop 
a deeper understanding of the world around them 
(Honeyford, 2013). Additionally, the multiliteracy frame-
work supports DST by recognizing its potential to engage 
and empower learners, especially those struggling with 
traditional forms of literacy (De la Piedra, 2010). By 
implementing critical and multiliteracies through DST, 
teachers can create more engaging and inclusive learning 
environments that support the literacy development of 
MLs.

Critical literacy
Critical literacy lacks a unified definition but is often 
described as a theoretical model with pedagogical impli-
cations (Behrman, 2006). Vasquez et al. (2019) describe 
critical praxis as analyzing a text or issue from several 
angles to consider the meaning and “suggesting possibili-
ties for change and improvement” (p. 300). Critical lit-
eracy praxis encourages students to become active readers 

and thinkers and challenges them to analyze a text to 
question its purpose, biases, and underlying assumptions. 
Passive readers may comprehend information without 
thoroughly questioning the message or source, but with 
a critical stance, students become aware of various view-
points, inequities, and absent voices (McDaniel, 2004; 
Wilder & Msseemmaa, 2019). Integrating critical literacy 
into classroom instruction helps students become critical 
thinkers and doers. Readers are encouraged to examine 
a text from various viewpoints and possibly change their 
perspective based on the facts (Vasquez et al., 2019).

Although critical literacy requires students to express 
their opinions and ideas, it does not require a high profi-
ciency in a particular language (Lau, 2013). In Luke’s 
(2000) view, the goal of a critical approach is to create 
a learning environment that impacts and teaches students 
to reassert their identity. As teachers integrate critical 
literacy into the curriculum, they should note that the 
approach lacks a formulaic method (Behrman, 2006; 
Luke, 2000). While Luke provides examples of what class-
room implementation of critical literacy may look like, he 
cautions against uniform methods by reiterating that cri-
tical literacy praxis cannot be diminished to a “single-step 
method or a commodity for publishers” (p. 454). Instead 
of seeking a set of instructional strategies, teachers should 
leverage their students’ experiences, language skills, and 
cultural backgrounds to help promote a critical stance 
(Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2009). When creating a digital story, 
students must choose the text, images, videos, and sounds 
they will use to convey their message. They should think 
critically about how to use these different modes of com-
munication effectively to create an engaging story. While 
Luke’s stance addresses the foundations of critical literacy, 
it is based on the use of alphabetic text and lacks the 
inclusion of digital tools in a technological era. Thus, we 
turn to multiliteracies for a lens that grapples with digital 
tools and the multimodality they often entail.

Bridging multiliteracies and critical literacies
We draw on critical literacy (Behrman, 2006; Luke, 2000; 
Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2009; Vasquez et al., 2019) and mul-
tiliteracies (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2020; New London 
Group, 1996) frameworks to examine the benefits of 
implementing DST in literacy learning for MLs. 
According to the New London Group (1996), multili-
teracies involve a shift from a focus on traditional literacy 
skills to the ability to use multiple modes of 
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communication to navigate an ever-changing, diverse 
world effectively. WIDA Consortium (2020) English 
Language Development Standards acknowledge this shift 
by expanding forms of communication to include 
“movement, gestures, facial expressions, images, equa-
tions, maps, symbols, diagrams, electronic devices, and 
other means” (p. 19). Multiple modes of communication 
or multimodality, including the combination of these 
expanded forms, are integral components of communi-
cation (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2020). Sociocultural fac-
tors influence the use of specific modes of 
communication, and particular communities determine 
their combinations (Smith et al., 2021).

Multiliteracy practices can support students in devel-
oping their critical literacy skills, as they can create and 
analyze various modes of communication (Kendrick et al., 
2022). Howell and Dyches (2022) state that “multimodal 
design helps students externalize, reflect, and break bar-
riers traditional literacy may not lend them” (p. 102); thus, 
complex concepts are easier to grasp when students com-
prehend through multiple resources. Multiliteracies 
pedagogy provides multiple entry points for engagement 
and understanding, supporting literacy development 
among MLs (Ajayi, 2009).

The New London Group (1996) emphasizes the 
significance of a critical literacy framework within mul-
tiliteracies by arguing that addressing systems of power, 
standardized curriculum, and language (a major com-
ponent) is necessary to understand and challenge how 
language, culture, and power intertwine with various 
modes of communication. The multiliteracies frame-
work supports DST by recognizing the importance of 
multiple modes of communication and offering oppor-
tunities for engagement and understanding through 
multimodality.

Literature review
Digital storytelling defined
We define digital storytelling as a multimodal practice 
where individuals create and share stories using various 
combinations of digital media such as images, videos, 
music, animation, and audio recordings. Digital stories 
are short productions that use multiliteracies to move 
“beyond the traditional text-oriented approaches to 
include tools and resources as part of the text” 
(Castañeda et al., 2018, p. 21). This integration signifies 

that digital tools are not extraneous to writing but 
integral to the composing process. For example, 
Honeyford (2013), whose work is further examined in 
our findings, discussed student DST through a digital 
narrative poem using movie-making software. The use 
of digital tools for storytelling emphasizes a shift in how 
we perceive composition, thus illustrating that storytell-
ing in the digital age is as much about choosing 
a suitable medium as it is about crafting the narrative 
itself (Li, 2017).

Although DST originated in the United States, 
research by Wu and Chen (2020) reveals that the practice 
has quickly gained traction internationally. DST is com-
monly used in secondary humanities courses such as lit-
eracy, language arts, history, and social studies (Wu & 
Chen, 2020). Its content can reflect a wide range of topics 
and themes, from personal narratives and historical events 
to social issues and global challenges. The context in which 
the digital story is created and shared can vary depending 
on the instructional goals and the intended audience. By 
integrating technology and multiple modes of expression 
into the storytelling process, DST can provide students with 
a powerful and engaging way to develop their literacy skills, 
express their creativity, share their identities, and connect 
with diverse audiences (Dreon et al., 2011; Kendrick et al., 
2022). DST is founded in multiliteracies for its incorpora-
tion of modes beyond text and critical literacy for its capa-
city to use that design to push back upon dominant 
narratives. While DST has often been studied at secondary 
and higher education levels, the present study focuses on 
the need for DST to bridge multiliteracies and critical 
literacies for language learners in middle school.

Importance of DST for middle-school MLs
DST supports the development of language skills in the 
domains of listening, speaking, reading, and writing for 
middle school MLs (Chuang et al., 2019; Fu et al., 
2022). In middle grades classrooms, DST can serve as 
a medium to explore various digital tools and resources, 
help students identify and develop their personal nar-
ratives, and guide students through planning, produ-
cing, and sharing their digital stories (Castañeda et al., 
2018; Robin, 2016). The use of multiple modes, 
including written text, audio, video, and images, creates 
accessible pathways for MLs to share and receive infor-
mation (Ajayi, 2009). According to Kazazoglu and Bilir 
(2021), “Gen Z students are found to see tech and 
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creativity as an important and intersecting aspect [sic] 
of their identities” (p. 44). When MLs share their stories 
and perspectives through activities such as DST, they 
can develop a stronger sense of self and feel more 
connected to their peers and the school community. 
Despite the potential benefits of DST for middle school 
MLs, there are limited studies on its implementation 
across the United States, making it difficult to fully 
understand its impact. Furthermore, current research 
addresses how DST promotes language and literacy 
skills, but studies on how the practice explicitly affects 
the literacy skills of MLs are limited (Kazazoglu & Bilir, 
2021).

Methods
The data presented were collected in a design-based 
research (DBR) study, part of a larger, multi-year 
Department of Education, National Professional 
Development Grant-funded project with the goal of build-
ing capacity for MLs in high-need school districts. Design- 
based research often incorporates mixed methods of data 
analysis and collection and investigates an intervention 
toward a learning goal, with modifications made as inhi-
biting and enhancing factors are observed (Howell, 2018; 
Howell et al., 2017, 2021). We analyzed data from the needs 
assessment of 30 teachers pursuing their master’s degree in 
literacy with coursework toward certification in English to 
Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) and literacy teachers. 
We address the research question: How are teachers using 
technology to support MLs, and what strategy might sup-
port technology integration from critical and multiliteracies 
perspectives? We focus here on mixed methods of data 
analysis from 28 teachers completing an instructional log 
for each day of an instructional week, for a total of 153 logs. 
We examined these logs quantitatively for the percentage 
of time teachers used technology with MLs and qualitatively 
regarding their description of what that usage entailed. We 
used concurrent analysis, where quantitative and qualitative 
were analyzed separately and then considered one another 
to corroborate findings (Creswell & Clark, 2017). These 
instructional logs included seven teachers in grades 6–12 
who reported using technology with MLs for content pre-
sentation, Web 1.0 instructional activities, and assessment.

The presented instructional strategy of DST focuses 
on the high-need area of secondary teachers, particularly 
middle-school practitioners. DST allows MLs to engage in 
interactive and participatory Web 2.0 technologies, 

fostering active engagement, collaboration, and content 
creation, as opposed to the passive consumption of infor-
mation associated with Web 1.0 technology use 
(Lankshear & Knobel, 2007).

To examine DST, empirical articles were examined 
from peer-reviewed journals to explore the following sub-
sidiary questions:

1. How can digital storytelling help teachers integrate 
technology for MLs?

2. Does digital storytelling develop language learning 
purposes?

The search criteria were guided by our understanding of 
DST along with the definition provided by Castañeda 
et al. (2018). We included studies implementing DST 
practices with MLs in grades 5–9 or between the ages of 
10–15. A total of eight articles reporting original empiri-
cal research published between 2000 and 2022 were 
included in this crosswalk. Combinations of the following 
keywords and phrases were used to search for articles 
through Google Scholar and ProQuest: digital storytell-
ing, digital narratives, MLs, English learners, bilingual 
learners, multimodal literacy, multiliteracies, and critical 
literacy. After reading and synthesizing the literature, 
emerging themes were identified across content, context, 
communication and language, and student identity. 
These four core areas of evaluation are based on the 
purposes of language learning and technology use 
developed by WIDA (2014).

Findings from research
In the DBR needs assessment, we noted an inhibiting 
factor of the teachers using technology, but less so for 
specific ML instruction, especially at the middle-school 
level. Thus, we present research that led to the modifi-
cation of the crosswalk between DST and language 
learning purposes presented subsequently in our find-
ings. Twenty-seven percent of middle grades teachers’ 
(grades 6–8) instructional logs reported using technol-
ogy with MLs. This is less than the 52% technology use 
reported in the logs overall (n = 153) and less than the 
53% of use reported at the elementary level (grades 
K-5) and 60% use reported at the high-school level 
(grades 9–12). Following the qualitative analysis of the 
teachers’ instructional logs, teacher technology imple-
mentation was organized into three categories: presen-
tations, instructional activities, and assessments. The 
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reported instructional activities were limited to online 
educational programs, educational games, and math 
manipulatives.

We present the practice of DST to help MLs develop 
their language and digital skills, construct their identities, 
and share their lived experiences. This strategy thereby 
integrates multiliteracies due to the incorporation of 
multimodality through digital tools as well as critical lit-
eracy by giving students a vehicle to restory a curriculum 
often excluding their voice. DST can provide a more 
engaging and interactive learning experience by allowing 
students to capitalize on multiple modes to create and 
share their own stories. Thus, this crosswalk will be 
a modification shown to teachers in a technology module 
in an online class repository to address the inhibiting 
factor they had in tailoring digital tool instruction for 
MLs.

Application of research to literature 
to practice
We turned to the literature based on the preceding dis-
cussion of the need we saw in our research. We looked for 
the specific intersection of multilingual learning, middle- 
school students, and digital tools. DST emerged as 
a strategy addressing the four components of language 
learning outlined by WIDA (2014). To present the find-
ings, we created The Crosswalk of DST and Language 
Learning (Table 1), which analyzes research as it relates to 
content, context, communication, and identity. The 
crosswalk shows that DST meets multiple areas of lan-
guage development and learning. Thus, we present this 
strategy from a review of the literature aligned in the 
crosswalk with language purposes as the necessary bridge 
between research, literature, and practice, specifically giv-
ing teachers technological strategies they can use for spe-
cific language purposes.

Content
Content refers to the subject matter being taught, and the 
knowledge, skills, and concepts students are expected to 
learn within a particular discipline. With DST, the same 
content can be implemented in various formats, such as 
digital narratives, poems, and playwriting (Honeyford, 
2013; Johnson & Kendrick, 2017; Okumus, 2020). In 
Honeyford’s (2013) study, a 7th-grade student, Gabriel, 
composed a digital narrative poem inspired by the 

Chapter “My Name” in the book The House on Mango Street. 
Artefactual literacies and narrative theory formed the 
central focus of the study by Honeyford, in which the 
author found that by remixing a written poem to add 
visual text and narration, Gabriel combined elements of 
fantasy and reality (magical realism) to create a magical 
atmosphere within his digital story. Gabriel used movie- 
making software to combine written text with images 
found on the internet and taken with a digital camera. His 
digital story included descriptive literary elements, 
including similes, metaphors, and allusions. Using multi-
ple modes in DST allowed Gabriel to express his thoughts 
and feelings and create meaningful, personalized content, 
applying genres of English literature in his creation.

Studies from K. P. Liu et al. (2018) and Okumus (2020) 
show how DST can assess understanding of content voca-
bulary. To determine the effects of DST on language 
learning and academic performance, sixth-grade partici-
pants from a study by K. P. Liu et al. (2018) constructed 
a digital story to culminate each English unit. K. P. Liu et al. 
detailed how students constructed sentences using target 
vocabulary words for their DST activity. Findings indicated 
that the practice of DST “had a positive impact on students’ 
language performance, particularly in oral reading fluency” 
(p. 930). In addition to reading skills, DST can also provide 
an opportunity for students to enhance other language 
skills, including writing, listening, and speaking, while 
actively participating in the learning process (Okumus, 
2020). In a study investigating students’ perception of tech-
nology integration, Okumus found that incorporating DST 
into English lessons makes learning more enjoyable and 
engaging. Eighth-grade participants wrote a script for their 
digital stories using newly introduced vocabulary words. 
Upon project completion, students indicated they wanted to 
continue using DST, stating that the practice was motivating 
and helpful in language learning. By using Web 2.0 activ-
ities, MLs can improve their content vocabulary develop-
ment and utilize their language skills to develop higher- 
order thinking; therefore, teachers should be intentional 
when implementing these tools into literacy instruction 
(Maunakea et al., 2022; WIDA, 2014).

Context
For this crosswalk, context refers to the experiences and 
factors that shape how content is taught and learned 
(WIDA, 2014). The instructional setting, available 
resources, and independent or collaborative student 
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grouping can influence context. In a study from M. C. Liu 
et al. (2018), 6th-grade students worked independently or 
collaboratively to complete a DST learning task entitled “I 
am a weather forecaster.” Students were instructed to 
cover three topics—weather, activities, and clothing—in 
their DST weather reports. Those that worked collabora-
tively divided the script and allocated a section to each 
classmate, while students that worked independently wrote 
the entire script themselves. The researchers found that 
MLs who worked collaboratively outperformed those 
working individually by measuring content knowledge, 
autonomous language learning skills, and emotional 
experiences. M. C. Liu et al. (2018) concluded that “group 
work reduced students’ anxieties about presenting their 
work to others and thus helped them develop autonomous 
language learning ability” (p. 1025). Regarding content 
knowledge, MLs in the collaborative groups achieved 
higher test scores than those working individually, sug-
gesting that the context in which students work can influ-
ence learning outcomes. When students participate in 
DST alongside their peers, it provides an opportunity to 
share content knowledge and ideas. By considering con-
text, teachers can tailor instruction and adjust to ensure 
all students achieve their learning objectives through DST.

Similarly, Angay-Crowder et al. (2013), in a study 
focusing on reframing literacy pedagogy, allowed 7th and 
8th-grade students to complete DST narratives indepen-
dently or in pairs. Students were encouraged to use their 
cultural and linguistic backgrounds to discuss personal 
interests, political issues, or their heritage. They partici-
pated in writing conferences where each student elabo-
rated on their topic and was given specific instructions on 
improving their DST narrative. Additionally, a virtual 
space was created to post resources and allow students to 
share information about their digital stories with their 
classmates, fostering students learning from each other’s 
perspectives and cultural experiences. This research 
highlighted the impact of the context in which students 
work on their DST projects. Teachers can help students 
create meaningful and engaging DST narratives by pro-
viding independent and collaborative work opportunities.

Communication and language
WIDA (2014) states that communication and language 
should “specifically address deeper linguistic needs and 
goals for the language learner and should be used with 
knowledge of student language goals and language 

development standards” (p. 8). Through multiple modes, 
DST can help MLs overcome language barriers and make 
it easier for them to communicate their ideas. According 
to Yang et al. (2022), DST improves English speaking skills 
for MLs. In this study, students aged 14–15 participated in 
a cross-curricular DST project in their English and com-
puter classes. Students used digital stories to explore 
future career options and share their aspirations. The 
authors suggest that improved speaking skills resulted 
from “the authentic, output-oriented, and multiliteracies 
learning opportunities enabled by the interdisciplinary 
DST project, which empowered the students to create 
digital stories as personally meaningful multimodal arti-
facts in the literacy learning process” (Yang et al., 2022, 
pp. 856–857). The interdisciplinary nature of DST pro-
vides a learning space for students to express themselves 
in different ways and build confidence in their ability to 
communicate ideas.

Through DST, students can use their first language to 
maximize their ability to express themselves and commu-
nicate their stories effectively. Angay-Crowder et al. (2013) 
encouraged students to incorporate code-switching to 
“expand their literacy repertoires and means of expres-
sion” (p. 43). Hirsch and Macleroy (2020) studied the 
implications of poetry with multilingual digital stories. 
MLs aged 13–14 created a spoken word film to share their 
feelings of belonging. According to Hirsch and Macleroy, 
students “discover the power and versatility of language” 
(p. 54) through multilingual DST. The students could use 
their first languages for their DST poems to express 
themselves creatively, which helped them develop a sense 
of belonging and pride in their cultural heritage of their 
first language.

Student identity
Hall (2016) described students’ identities as “being 
shaped by their environment, their understandings of the 
norms of that environment, and how they view themselves 
in relation to those norms” (pp. 57–58). In the previously 
mentioned study by Hirsch and Macleroy (2020), the 
multilingual DST poems provided a space for students to 
take pride in their diverse linguistic and cultural back-
grounds. Students wrote and performed spoken word by 
translanguaging to combine their first languages with 
English. Translanguaging invites students to use their 
native languages to participate in classroom discourse, 
share their identities, and strengthen their literacy skills 
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(García & Kleifgen, 2020; Hansen-Thomas et al., 2021). 
The digital story poems were unique artifacts that blended 
languages and cultures to reflect their multifaceted iden-
tities. Through DST, MLs can utilize their language skills 
by creating and sharing multimodal digital stories that are 
meaningful and culturally relevant.  

Through DST, MLs can utilize their lan-
guage skills by creating and sharing mul-
timodal digital stories that are meaningful 
and culturally relevant.   

Student participants reported that they enjoyed steering 
their own stories by having the opportunity to make deci-
sions about their writing (Okumus, 2020). With DST, 
students can decide which part of their identity will be 
shared and how to share it. DST encourages MLs to con-
struct their identities, develop a sense of belonging, and 
share their lived experiences through the texts they create 
(Johnson & Kendrick, 2017; Karam, 2018; Linares, 2019).

Discussion and implications
In this crosswalk, the application of DST was examined as 
a solution to address the gap in participatory technology 
instruction in middle school ML classrooms. The findings 
revealed how DST incorporates Web 2.0 technology and 
addresses language and literacy development outcomes: 
content, context, communication and language, and 
identity. We conclude with three implications: (1) how 
DST met the need demonstrated in research, (2) how DST 
helps develop the perspectives of multiliteracies, critical 
literacies, and the four core areas of the crosswalk, and (3) 
how DST will be a modification in our research moving 
forward.

Based on the teacher instructional logs, classroom 
technology usage was limited to presentation, assessment, 
and Web 1.0 instructional activities. Teachers focused on 
using digital tools to provide information to MLs rather 
than creating participatory learning experiences. Siefert 
et al. (2019) advocate for “more purposeful student- 
centered use of technology that moves from surface level 
to more engaging, generative, and collaborative 
approaches” (p. 117). With DST, students are encour-
aged to draw upon their diverse backgrounds and take 
ownership of their learning by creating multimodal 

stories. As an instructional approach, DST addresses the 
limitations of Web 1.0 technology by allowing students to 
actively engage with digital tools and create authentic 
learning experiences that support their language and 
literacy development. DST promotes active participation 
and collaboration among MLs while creating multimodal 
stories that reflect their diverse backgrounds. Students 
are encouraged to think creatively and critically to con-
struct their learning experiences, thus shifting the class-
room environment from teacher-centered to student- 
centered.

As students create digital stories, they are pushed to 
think critically about how their stories will be shared 
through the integration of various modalities and how 
others may perceive the message being conveyed, thus 
merging the perspectives of critical literacy and multili-
teracies. This process requires MLs to make informed 
design decisions about the content they include, format, 
and presentation (Hirsch & Macleroy, 2020; K. P. Liu 
et al., 2018; Okumus, 2020; Yang et al., 2022). Along with 
giving students a voice and helping them to become active 
classroom participants, DST requires MLs to question and 
examine information, power structures, and perspectives 
(Angay-Crowder et al., 2013; Hirsch & Macleroy, 2020; 
Honeyford, 2013). Overall, DST is a powerful yet practical 
approach to participatory technology in middle school ML 
classrooms that promotes language and literacy develop-
ment and values diversity. By creating digital stories, stu-
dents can learn instruction content, improve language 
skills, develop a critical lens, construct their identities, and 
become active classroom participants and creators of their 
learning experiences.

As a modification to our current DBR study, this 
crosswalk will be included as an instructional resource 
in a technology module for middle school ML class-
rooms. As discussed herein, DST is a strategy that 
affords ML teachers the capacity to meet learning pur-
poses, including content, context, communication and 
language, and student identity. Thus, this crosswalk 
addresses both the need expressed in our DBR study as 
well as the literature writ large for technology use spe-
cific to ML learning needs.

Concluding thoughts
Meaningful integration of technology is contingent on the 
classroom teacher’s knowledge and skills to effectively apply 
digital tools to pedagogical practices (Sadik, 2008). Teachers 

34 Middle School Journal May 2024



must take a critical approach to technology integration and 
consider the accessibility and cultural relevance of the tools 
and resources they use in the classroom. Dreon et al. (2011) 
support DST but emphasize that teachers consider students’ 
individual learning needs and socioeconomic status regarding 
access to digital tools. Teachers should ensure that students 
have equal access to technology and that the resources used in 
the classroom are culturally responsive and relevant to the 
diverse experiences of MLs. As such, teachers must scaffold 
the use of technology and provide meaningful opportunities 
for multilingual learners to use DST to support identity con-
struction through content learning. By taking a critical 
approach to technology integration and considering the 
needs and experiences of MLs, teachers can create an inclu-
sive and equitable learning environment that supports the 
success of all students.
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