Story is the song line of a person’s life.

We need to sing it and we need someone to hear the singing.

Story told, story heard, story written, story read

Create the web of life in words.

(Baldwin 2005)

The process of storytelling has been a part of the human condition for centuries.  Everyone has stories that need telling, including our students, and the process of digital storytelling gives them a methodology for creating and sharing their most important and memorable moments.  Web 2.0 is a natural creative environment for nurturing this type of endeavor, and does so by providing the tools and resources necessary for the creation of the story itself as well as the repositories and venues for sharing the digital stories of our student’s lives.

The heart and soul of the online environment known as Web 2.0 is the ability of everyone to contribute to and participate in a global conversation.  As such, one of the most significant attributes of Web 2.0 is the presence of voice, whether that voice is contained in the writing of the blog, the spoken word of the podcast, or the collaborative contribution embodied by the wiki.  A digital story likewise provides voice, and in fact, a truly competitive and powerful one, one that has the potential to resonate deeply with all who participate in the experience of the story.
The Process

Digital storytelling is first and foremost about a personal story.  Contained within this story is a universal theme which forms the foundation, or essence, of the story.   This theme may be about accomplishment, or perhaps about something lost.  It may be about a defining moment in a person’s life, or it may be about something never said to that person that will never be seen again.  It may be about a special place, an influential person, or an adventure the individual has participated in.  Whatever the theme, it provides universal appeal, and pulls the viewer into the story emotionally.  It may not be our story, but we have experienced something similar.  We relate.
So what exactly is a digital story?  In its simplest form, it is a personal story, amplified by the inclusion of powerful multimedia elements such as voice, video, still-frame imagery and music.  These elements make the story come alive, and serve to extend the story to an entirely new place in a viewer’s consciousness.

In the classroom, the process of digital storytelling first begins by the development of a personal narrative.  This narrative represents the raw material of the digital story, and may be written and revised numerous times by students.  The narrative gives rise to the script, which is the fundamental essence of the story.  To isolate the script from the narrative, the student must first determine what can be conveyed through voice, and what is best represented by visual imagery, whether that is still frame imagery or motion video sequences.  This is a difficult task for students, and represents an exercise in critical thought so desired by educators.  Ultimately, it is this process that will provide the powerful and emotional essence of the digital story.  The author’s voice represents one track of meaning and the inclusion of imagery and music another.  As a result, and when combined together, digital stories have two tracks of meaning, one spoken, one visual, each playing off each other, and each contributing to an experience that neither could provide alone.  

Once the script has been prepared, the student must engage in a process of storyboarding; this helps the student visualize the sequence and imagery of the story, and prepares them for the next step-locating imagery, video, and music.  Students then must use Web search skills to locate imagery, or use digital cameras, digital video cameras, or scanners to develop the media that will compose the multimedia track of the digital story.  Once located, or created, the students must then assemble the components into a completed digital story of between two and three minutes.  This can be accomplished on a number of software platforms, including iMovie HD from Apple, Pinnacle Studio from Pinnacle Systems, or Photostory 3 or MovieMaker 2.1 from Microsoft (iMovie HD, Photostory 3 and MovieMaker 2.1 are available as free downloads from their respective companies).  The final step in the digital storytelling process is one of sharing and of critical importance, and represents the true power of digital storytelling-providing student voice.  This step typically means displaying the completed digital stories so that students have the opportunity to see a personal side to someone, to potentially connect with someone, and see that the girl with the blue hair in the next row is not that much different from them.  This typically takes place in a class, but doesn’t necessarily have to, or should.  Enter Web 2.0.  
Digital Storytelling and Web 2.0

The tools and resources of Web 2.0 have the capability to empower and extend the process of digital storytelling so that it becomes one of the most compelling communication tools available to generations of students.  The remainder of this paper will address three how three Web 2.0 tools/communities, Flickr.com, Creative Commons licensing, and YouTube.com, will change the face of digital storytelling.
An absolutely critical component of a high-quality digital story is high-quality imagery.  This can be found at Flickr.com, one of the largest (if not the largest) photosharing site online and an important Web 2.0 community tool. At the time of this writing, Flickr contained 241,979,740 images, with about one million photographs being uploaded daily (in the two minutes I took to write that sentence, 3598 photographs were uploaded!) (Butterfield 2006).  With such a large database, it should be obvious that through careful searching and creative and visionary storyboarding, students have the potential to create visually appealing digital stories that utilize the high-quality imagery of Flickr.
Students can and should take advantage of the Creative Commons licensing that is available on Flickr (see http://www.flickr.com/creativecommons) to locate photography with an appropriate intellectual property license.  Of particular interest to educators and students are the attribution and attribution-non commercial photo pools.  Searching within these pools will yield photography that can be downloaded and used in digital stories by students as long as the use is attributed, and in the case of the second pool, attributed and used for non-commercial purposes. The attribution can come at the end of the story, and is typically represented by students on a black slide with a scrolling list of Flickr “credits.”  This attribution process is facilitated by placing the screen name of the Flickr photographer directly into the name of the photograph before the photo is saved during the download process; using this technique ensures that students will not lose the photographers screen name that is so necessary to satisfy the licensing of the image.  Engaging students in the attribution process also teaches them about intellectual property rights and helps a generation who has grown up with instant access to information understand that not all content can be used in any manner in which they see fit.  There are indeed rules.  
Flickr has recently expanded the search functions within the site to include Boolean operators as well as including (+) and excluding (-) terms.  Like most Web 2.0 communities, Flickr makes use of tagging to provide a system for Flicker users to categorize their photography.  So, teachers that use Flickr in digital storytelling projects have the opportunity to teach Web searching strategies, as well as introduce students to the process of tagging, and take advantage of another “teachable moment.”  Once students have performed a search in either of the two pools, they should filter their search by most interesting.  This will greatly improve the quality of the photographs and will generally present very useful and beautiful photography.  Additionally, if one of the purposes of the visual track is to convey the different emotions of the story, savvy students can take advantage of the tagging system by entering search terms such as loneliness, frustration, excitement, or any other terms that represent feeling or emotion.  Surprisingly, students can locate imagery that they never thought they would include in their story (for instance, loneliness could be illustrated in a digital story by a single, solitary sailboat along a beach) which perfectly conveys the kind of mood they wish to create.
The use of Flickr in schools is not without issues.  With such a large database of images, it is entirely possible, and probable, that students may see inappropriate images.  As a result, students may not have access to Flickr depending on the policies of a school district, state, or country.  However, if Flickr is available to students, a discussion with students about how they should respond to inappropriate content is desirable.  Should Flickr not be available, teachers can create image libraries from Flickr resources and make those available to students through the school’s network; students can then still have access to high-quality imagery that has been screened by educators to construct their digital stories (this works surprisingly well and can yield some outstanding digital stories).
Sharing digital stories in schools typically means showing stories to classmates or pressing the creation to a CD or DVD so students can show their friends and family.  However, Web 2.0 extends the significance of sharing.  Students are no longer producing content for only themselves and their teachers.  Content creation is now for everyone-everyone that has the potential to connect online to the new video sharing sites.

For the next generation of digital storytellers to realize their full potential, and to take full advantage of the power of digital storytelling to produce a competitive voice, student creations must be published online for anyone to view.  The recent emergence of video sharing sites, such as YouTube, Google Video, Eyespot, and VideoEgg, make this a reality.  However, like Flickr, access to these sites may be not available within schools.  Schools that are serious about high-quality digital storytelling programs will find ways to make these sites available, and in the process, help students understand the tools that will help them experience a lifetime of creation, communication, collaboration and sharing that is Web 2.0.
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