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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has forced lecturers at South African universities to reconceptualise
their teaching and learning activities. Universities had to embark on remote teaching to salvage
the 2020 academic year. This created the opportunity to draw on students’ creative and digital
skills to promote digital storytelling as a way of enhancing their learning experience. This article
describes the journey of a teacher educator and a group of students registered for a language
didactics module in an initial teacher education programme. Film study was traditionally
presented through lively conversations in a contact session where students could exchange
their perceptions and opinions regarding various aspects of film. Because of the COVID-19
lockdown this approach had to be reviewed. The lecturer in question employed digital learning
competencies to transform learning through the innovative use of digital tools and resources
to rethink student engagement with film. Students were invited to create digital stories. The
outcome of the process not only improved their understanding of teaching film but also
promoted their digital competencies and empowered them to create resources they could use
in their careers.
Keywords: Digital storytelling; film study; digital competencies; COVID-19
Introduction
Sam Walton, the founder of Walmart, (Walton, 1992) once said: “Many of our best
opportunities were created out of necessity”, a notion entirely consonant with the possibilities
inherent in the educational situation that COVID-19 has forced upon our children and university
students. Educators and students alike are finding themselves in unfamiliar territory. Although
distance learning has been a part of our institutions for some time, we are all scrambling to find
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the best way to facilitate online teaching for students who previously attended face-to-face
contact sessions on campus. The question of teaching is one side of the coin, the other being
the development of students’ digital competencies, especially those of future teachers and in
the context of COVID-19 (Jackman et al., 2021; König et al., 2020; Intrenational Labour
Organization & Bank, 2021; Perifanou, 2021).
Within teacher training language courses, literary study has always been a cornerstone, with
film study becoming more and more important in recent years. Literature and film studies are
traditionally associated with lively discussion within a classroom, where students could give
their opinions on what the literary or filmic work aims to say and how such a text could be used
in teaching at school (Ahn, 2020; Stephens et al., 2012). This is not possible within the context
of COVID-19, especially in an unequal society like South Africa’s where not all students have
access to devices and stable internet all the time. In a classroom setting a lecturer could show
students a full-length film and the camera angles, lighting and much more could be discussed.
As students had no access to campus, not only could the film not be shown or given to students
because of copyright laws, most students were unable to hire Afrikaans films or download them
on streaming services. This led to a rethinking of the module, and of how students might
differently engage with the content knowledge of drama and film while imagining how filmic
concepts and conventions might be introduced in the intermediate phase language classroom.
The aim of the article is to report on the changes implemented and on students’ perceptions
of these changes. The focus is on a task where students had to create their own animated voiceover films, written drama, and report on how they would use these in the classroom. The
students also comment on how they engaged with the technology used to create the film and
why they chose the film that they did (see research question under the methodology).
Review of Literature
Film as part of teacher training courses
At the university in question, there is a module that focusses on the integration of drama and
film in the intermediate phase (Marais, 2020). This module combines content knowledge of
drama and film with pedagogical knowledge to prepare intermediate phase students to use
drama and film to facilitate language learning. The aim is to equip future teachers not only with
the capacity to use drama and film texts to facilitate language learning, but also with the ability
to engage with a new generation of children who are more familiar with visual technology in a
variety of forms. Within the South African curriculum, film study is not an outcome in the
intermediate phase (SA, 2011), and therefore can be used with much more freedom within the
language classroom in that phase. According to Robin (2016), digital storytelling can be a
powerful educational tool for students of all ages. Moreover, if students are given the
opportunity to share their work with their peers, they gain valuable experience in critiquing not
only their own work but those of other students.
Film making encourages students’ creativity and gives them control over what they deem
appropriate and what they want to use it for (Robin, 2016).
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Digital competencies of pre-service teachers
It is becoming increasingly important that in their pre-service years, student teachers start to
explore the use of new technology in their teaching, especially in the context of COVID-19.
Within the current curriculum, they might encounter technology as part of assignments, microlessons, or compulsory teaching practice at schools. The integration of technology into teacher
training has become essential, especially in the light of the Digital Framework presented by the
South African Government in 2019 (SA, 2019). Pre-service teachers must be prepared for
presenting content knowledge through the use of technology and made to understand that the
use of technology is strictly functional, a way of facilitating learning.
It is widely acknowledged that future teachers and in-service teachers should have adequate if
not comprehensive knowledge regarding the integration of technology in the classroom
(Martines et al., 2019; Robinson & Aronica, 2015; Tamika et al., 2021; Tondeur, 2018; Tondeur
et al., 2019). This is also a growing field within the South African context. In his State of the
Nation address on 7 February 2019, the President of South Africa stated that the government
would like a tablet in every child’s hand to aid their learning by 2025 (De Villiers, 2019). This is
not a new notion in South Africa, since a White paper on e-Education in 2004 asserted that
South Africa needed to transform learning and teaching through the development and
integration of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT)(SA, 2004). The Department
of Basic Education has set out the digital learning competencies and digital literacy skills that
teachers need for teaching in the digital age (SA, 2019). South Africa has struggled in this regard
because of budget constraints, gaps in teachers’ technical knowledge, and even crime in
instances when schools have been broken into and equipment stolen.
Aside from these problems, there is still a drive to develop our teachers’ and pre-service
teachers’ digital competencies. The Digital Framework identifies thirteen competencies that
are required of teachers, ranging from the competencies of beginner teachers to highly
developed literacy, numeracy and information technology (IT) skills (SA, 2019). In this project,
the focus was on the transformation of learning through the innovative use of digital tools and
resources (SA, 2019).
The Digital Learning Competency 8 – transforming learning through the innovative use of digital
tools and resources – is achieved if teachers (or, in the case of this project, students) are able
to do the following:





Explore new uses for established digital tools and resources;
Explore opportunities offered by new digital tools and resources;
Facilitate learning that was not possible before the introduction of digital tools and
resources;
Understand the impact of digital tools and resources on the nature of learning.

The Department of Basic Education (SA, 2019) goes on to say that the knowledge, skills and
attitudes that a teacher or student could acquire could include a spirit of being innovative,
exploring the potential value of new digital tools for learning, and implementing new
approaches to learning.
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Tondeur et al. (2019) claim that it is becoming more and more important for teacher educators
to prepare prospective teachers for the presentation of material through the use of various
technologies. Teacher educators need to bridge the gaps that prospective teachers might have
with regard to their technology, pedagogy and content knowledge (TPACK) (Koehler et al.,
2013). Tondeur et al. (2016) and Tondeur (2018) concede that trying to prepare pre-service
teachers for the effective integration of technology, so that technology adds to the learning
experience and is not used simply for its own sake, is a complex process (Aslan & Chang, 2016).
According to Tondeur et al. (2016), pre-service teachers do not use technology during their preservice work-integrated learning as they do not have the skills nor the knowledge (besides the
use of PowerPoint) about how effectively to integrate technology. Aslan and Chang (2016)
claim that new teachers should have the knowledge and skills to plan and prepare content using
aspects of technology that facilitate learning. They also need the motivation to do so (Tondeur
et al., 2016). Hammond et al. (2009) cite several reasons why students might not embrace the
use of technology. These include teachers’ pedagogical beliefs, innovativeness, workload, the
school’s access to ICT infrastructure and the school’s culture. He asserts that there is a need
for in-service teachers to be assisted with access to and the use of technology (Hammond et
al., 2009; Ohlin, 2019). The same can be said about pre-service teachers. According to Aslan
and Chang (2016), although pre-service teachers do use technology more than in-service
teachers, their skills tend to be limited to technologies they are familiar with: using search
engines to look for information and employing a data-projector to project PowerPoint
presentations.
This situation makes it clear that we need to expose pre-service students to new technologies,
technologies that they can use to present content in ways that enhance learning. Especially in
the context of the ongoing pandemic, it is important to help students imagine how they might
engage technology to create their own resources for classroom use, rather than just exploiting
technology to repeat content to learners. As stated above, the module that is the focus of this
study aimed at developing and facilitating students’ digital competencies to enable them to
create their own resources for use in the classroom, and in doing so develop their knowledge,
skills and attitudes toward new approaches and resources for the language classroom.
Creating their own resources
If there is one thing in education that the exigencies of COVID-19 have taught us, it is the need
for teachers to be able to create their own resources and make use of technology. Although
numbers of learners do not have access to devices like iPads or the internet and thus could not
avail themselves of resources while the schools were closed, now that they are back at school
teachers need to think critically and creatively about how to help them to catch up. Teachers
therefore need the digital competencies to make smart decisions.
A critical problem in language education and film in South Africa is gaining access to resources
in the language that is being taught, especially the African languages and to some extent
Afrikaans. Most films are only available in English, so teachers will just use the English film or
no film at all. Giving students guidance on how they might use technology to create films in
their language of choice is a way to decolonise the curriculum while imparting vital skills.
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The challenges posed by the pandemic gave the author the opportunity to combine the
development of digital competencies and home language resources as an activity for her preservice student teachers.
Methodology
The research methodology sets out the procedures that was followed by the researcher
answers the research question and is defined as the methods, facts and epistemological
approach used (Creswell & Cresswell, 2017). In this section the task that was assigned to the
students will also be discussed.
The task assigned to students
The assessment that the students had to complete was as follows:
Use an animation film like Tom and Jerry or any other animated film that you see as
appropriate to teach Afrikaans. As part of the assignment, you have to do the following:
1. Choose a short animated film, such as Tom and Jerry, that you deem appropriate for
a particular grade.
2. Write an appropriate text (in the drama format) for the short animated film. Look at
Study Unit 1 for the characteristics of a drama.
3. Recreate the film by recording your drama as a voice-over with the animated film.
4. Use this newly created film to prepare a listening and speaking lesson to be used in
a school classroom. Remember to integrate language components into your lesson.
What you have to submit:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Your drama text.
Your reworked film.
300 to 500 words on how you would use this film to teach a lesson.
300 to 500 words on why you have chosen this specific film for the Intermediate
Phase.

The lecturer supported the students by helping them through technical difficulties they might
encounter while recording their videos. Instructions were included on how to record their
videos by using either their phones or screen recorders, and how to re-size them.
In this assignment, students had to demonstrate the characteristics of a drama by writing their
own drama (thereby enabling assessment of their knowledge about drama) (lower level of
Bloom’s taxonomy). They then had to create a short film, as well as analyse and evaluate it (top
levels of Bloom’s taxonomy). For the final part of the assignment, the students had to submit
not only a rationale for choosing the film and but also an explanation for why the film was
appropriate for that particular grade, and how it could be used in the classroom. This displayed
their ability to understand the context of their learners and apply the knowledge they had
gained during the course to make decisions on how to use drama and film in the classroom.
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This assignment was not only aligned constructively with the outcomes of the module but also
modelled to students that they could create their own resources and think critically about them.
In the end, the activity addressed five fundamental elements, as illustrated below in Figure 1:
using the content the students had to learn from the curriculum to create their own resources
for the classroom, and in doing so develop their digital competencies. Having the opportunity
to share their films further developed their engagement not only with the content of the
module but how resources could be created, as students could see how others did it and could
learn from each other in a community of practice.

Figure 1: Development of the activity (Produces by the Author)
While the lecturer had a clear concept and goal in mind for the task, it is important to evaluate
what students learned and got out of the experience. To evaluate the students’ perceptions of
the task and the digital competencies learned, a questionnaire was distributed to them.
students. The following section will discuss the methodology and the results of the
questionnaire.
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Research Question
In this study the following research question was explored:


How can digital storytelling be used to develop students’ digital competencies and own
resources while assessing their content knowledge regarding drama in film in language
teaching?

Research design
In order to answer this question, a qualitative research approach within the interpretive
paradigm was adopted. Qualitative research is conducted to understand people’s experiences
and provides an opportunity to understand what is important for people(Creswell & Cresswell,
2017; Silverman, 2020) or in the case of this study students experience of the task that was
assigned to them to develop resources and their digital skills in this particular course . The
interpretativist paradigm is used as it as it gives the researcher the freedom to explore the
meaning that an individual or an community may extrapolate from an experience (Creswell &
Cresswell, 2017; Rehman & Alharthi, 2016). According to Rehman and Alharthi (2016)
“researchers are inextricably part of the social reality of being researched, i.e. they are not
‘detached’ from the subject they are studying” (p.83) as the lecturer (researcher) was in the
case of this study.
Participants
The research was treated as a case study through the purposive sampling of students
completing the course detailed below. A case study is an research approach that is used to
gather in-depth, multi-faceted understanding of participants’ experience of a particular
phenomenon or situation (Creswell & Cresswell, 2017). Purposive sampling is widely used in
such qualitative research (Palinkas et al., 2015)to unpack and explore information-rich cases
that relates to the phenomenon that is being studied. The population for this study included a
cohort of student teachers completing a degree in education focused on the Intermediate
phase of the South African school curriculum. All students in this population was registered for
AFRI 311, (Afrikaans Home Language, Afrikaans Film and Drama), a compulsory module in this
programme. 84 Students from a class of 116 participated in this study after being invited to
complete a questionnaire about their experiences of completing the assessment task for this
module.
Research instrument and data collection
The Cirrus testing platform was used to conduct an open-ended questionnaire. Cirrus is a cloudbased, e-Assessment tool hosted by Amazon Web Services that is incorporated within this
institution’s Learning management system (Cirrus, 2021). Using Cirrus provided a platform that
participants were already familiar with and therefore did not add to their coursework or
workload. The Cirrus testing platform was adapted to only use open-ended questions that
would not be marked but where students could give their honest opinions.
Data analysis
The responses to the open-ended questions were downloaded in excel format and coded using
ATLAS.ti. ATLAS.ti is an computer program used to arrange and manage qualitative material in
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creative and systematic ways in for data analysis purposes (ATLAS.ti, 2021). The qualitative
data that was gathered from the questionnaire was subsequently evaluated and interpreted to
answer the research question set out above.
Three following themes were identified from the data:





Pre-service teachers’ preparedness to utilise technology to create a film as a digital
resource;
Pre-service teachers’ perceptions of the ease of use of new technology as a vehicle to
present content;
Pre-service teachers’ perceptions of creating their own resources; and
Students learning from each other.

Ethical clearance was obtained from the North-West Ethical committee within the Faculty of
education within the WILWORKS project. In another effort towards ethical behaviour,
participants were offered the opportunity to answer the open-ended questions in their home
language, Afrikaans, in order to create a safe space to express their views. This also contributed
to validity and reliability of the data.
As responses to the questionnaire was in Afrikaans, the direct quotations were translated to
English for the purpose of this article. Member checking and triangulation were performed as
the translations were sent to the students for their approval of the content and understanding.
Findings and Discussion
Pre-service teachers’ preparedness to utilize technology to create a film as a digital resource
Initially, students were negative about the use of new technology as most of the students, 73
of the 84 who responded, indicated that they had never done anything like this before. Only 9
students indicated that they did not learn any new digital skills. The majority of students
therefore had no pre-existing knowledge about using a film that was already created and
reworking it into something new. One student commented that he/she did not understand the
need for resources in the home language, as an English film would do just as well.
S41:1: I would not create such a film again, I do not see the need to create films
in Afrikaans for students, they can watch the English as it was created in English.
I would just rather use it as is.
Most students’ knowledge about technology was limited to word processing and watching
videos, not creating their own. Some students indicated that while they created TikTok videos,
this was something totally different, as TikTok videos are much shorter and do not fall into the
criteria as set out in the assignment.
Their initially negative attitudes spilled over into an unwillingness to learn new technology.
They did not want to try something new, and several students asked if they could present their
content on PowerPoint. It was evident from the students’ growing preparedness to try the new
technology that they were moving through the stages of concern identified by George et al.
(2006). This process was described by George et al. (2006), to explain how likely a person might
be to adapt to new technology based on their concerns regarding that technology. According
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to George et al. (2006), the stages of concern that might influence the adoption of new
technologies can be set out as follows:

Figure 2: Stages of concern regarding the adoption of new technology (George et al., 2006)
According to George et al. (2006), concerns about adopting new technology will vary according
to the user’s knowledge and experience of that particular technology, and these concerns will
influence the intensity of their adoption of the new technology.
When the assignment was first presented to the students, they were ‘unconcerned’ about the
new technology and did not want to use it. Numbers of students indicated that their first
response to the assignment was one of panic as they felt that they did not have the digital skills
to complete it, and would have preferred the familiarity of a medium like PowerPoint. As time
elapsed and students realised that they would have to complete the assignment, their concerns
about the new technology moved to a personal concern regarding ‘what do I need to do?’
(George et al., 2006). In this stage of concern, the students were uncertain about the demands
of the new technology and their ability to meet these demands.
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Creating a space of support was crucial in this regard, a space where not only support videos
were supplied but where questions were answered immediately. Students felt comfortable
enough to try new things with new technology. Thereafter they learned by doing.
Pre-service teachers’ perceptions of the ease of use of new technology as a vehicle to present
content
Ample support was given to students to make sure that they did not struggle with the creation
and uploading of a video. The lecturer explained everything via short instructional videos that
were sent to students on the Learning Management System and via a WhatsApp group. The
students could ask questions on the WhatsApp group and support could be given to them as
they needed it. It was important to ensure that students’ struggles with technology did not
influence them negatively. If students struggled with recording, presenting and reworking their
video, the Supplemental Instruction leader1 was there to supported them.
It was also important to make sure that students knew exactly what they would be assessed on.
The assessment focused on content knowledge, as this was the main focus for the
incorporation of film with a written assignment, and not necessarily how it looked. Secondly,
students were assessed on the presentation of their film in relation to the school grade for
which they had created it.
After students had overcome their initial ‘fear’ of the new application, they were asked in the
survey what they thought of various aspects of it. As many as 79 of them indicated that they
would be using the tools to which they had been introduced again to create their own resources
for their classrooms. Forty-eight of the participants indicated that although it was difficult at
the beginning, with support they were able to learn new digital skills that they could transfer
to other fields within their careers. The 5 students who indicated that they would not be making
or using such films in their classrooms gave very different answers for this. One student
commented that she would much rather use the English version of the film, even in an Afrikaans
Home Language class (see quote S41:1). This is quite unfortunate as we have a big problem in
South Africa with access to resources in Afrikaans and the other nine official languages. It seems
that we have not made it sufficiently clear to our students that when you give a learner
resources in the language that you are teaching they will learn the language better. It was
therefore important to have a follow-up session with the class to reiterate why resources in the
home language being taught are extremely important.
Another comment that spoke to why students would not use film again in this way had to do
with their interface with the new technology. The student commented that it takes too long
and it is not as perfect as Hollywood animation would be.
S56:5: I struggled to create a perfect Hollywood Film and it took really long, I
don’t think that I will do it again although I think children will enjoy it.

1

An supplemental Instruction leader is an senior student that support students within a subject if and when
they struggle. They do not lecture, but support students in question that they have and as a group the students
solve the problems and learn from each other.
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This is unfortunate. As teachers, they will not have the financial capacity to create Hollywood
films, and if this is their outlook they will never give their students access to films in a language
other than English.
Pre-service teachers’ perceptions of creating their own resources
The students were asked if they would create such films again and use the films that they had
created in their classrooms. To this question the answer was an overwhelming ‘yes’, with the
exception of two students. The students who responded that they would use these resources
in their classroom commented that the films helped them to explore the availability of films in
the home language in question, and now saw the need for them.
They furthermore commented that having the creative space to write the story and then create
the film had them thinking more deeply about what is appropriate for the Intermediate phase
and how they would use this kind of material in their classroom. One student commented that
she wanted to teach a lesson about intensive form. Using an already created film would not
necessarily use intensive form that the teacher could use as part of their lesson, but seeing that
she had created the dialogue she had the freedom to make sure that intensive form phrases
were included.
S12:3: I struggled but enjoyed creating the dialogue that could support my
lesson. I wanted to do a lesson on intensive form, but no film includes this,
especially in Afrikaans. Writing the dialogue, I could include it to correlate with
my lesson.
The two students who commented that they would not use or create such films again had two
different arguments regarding the matter. One student indicated that it takes too much time
to create your own resources, while the other commented that s/he does not see the need to
give learners the resources in the language that s/he is teaching. She stated that they can watch
the English film and just answer questions in the language being taught.
S76:3: I would not create my own film, you would save time to just use resources
that the school have, or the department gives you, even if they are not available
in Afrikaans. It takes too much time to write the words and create the film.
Both of these are problematic responses, as the one indicates a fundamental problem – that
some students and teachers only want to use the resources they have, no matter the
circumstances – and the other suggests that the student does not understand the fundamental
principles of language instruction, i.e., giving students a chance to experience the language.
Students learning from each other
Although this was not originally planned, the films and drama texts that the students created
were shared among them after they had submitted their work. Most students indicated that it
broadened their understanding and that they learned from each other. The students had a
resource bank they could use for teaching practice and when they taught in the future. Putting
together this resource bank pooled resources not only for the students but also for the larger
community if the students were to give their consent.
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The fact that students were able to watch other students’ films allowed them not only to see
different and creative ways that other students presented their drama and used Afrikaans
Home Language in animated films, but also engendered an awareness of variance in Afrikaans,
as coming from different contexts in the diverse society of South Africa, the students speak
different variants of the language.
Students further indicated that the assignment held their attention and incorporated creativity:
it motivated them to think differently about language teaching and the resources they could
use and even create. This was evident when students had to create content and resources later
on in the course, when several students made use of film instead of traditional assignment
types. Some students attempted even more unusual and original exercises. When I asked these
students why they tried the format that they did, they indicated that the creativity encouraged
in the course spurred them to think outside of the box and take things a step further. This is
evident from some of these quotes:
S8:5: It was nice for me to be a bit creative I enjoyed the opportunity to be
creative and to create my own resources it was a positive experience that aided
me to think outside of the box and prompted me to think about ways to create
resources to support my learners.
S26:3: It was really creative and different. This challenged me to think differently
not only about teaching language, but about resources.
Students indicated that the ‘different’ approach that was used within this module led them to
examine language education and look differently at the teaching of the various language
components. They said that their experience in school and hitherto during the teaching practice
opportunities had induced them to see language teaching as boring and textbook bound. They
have felt that children did not enjoy it and that they had not known how to make it interesting
for them.
When asked whether this new approach had changed their views on language teaching, the
students indicated that it had indeed made language teaching more interesting [S6:2: “It was
really interesting way to present a lesson in the language classroom”]. They claimed that they
had been allowed more creativity, and that this had changed their own approach to language
teaching. They indicated that they would like to make language teaching more creative and
engaging for learners, by using modern teaching approaches and technology.
Conclusion
Finding a way to critically engage students during COVID-19 pandemic with film and how they
would use it within an Intermediate classroom created a challenge for me as a lecturer. I was
always very reliant on the lively discussions that showing films to students engendered,
especially their ideas about one would use a particular film in the classroom and the value of
doing so. The advent of the pandemic required me to think differently and go beyond the
creation of a zoom classroom where some students could end up not attending or muting their
microphones or even doing something else while the discussion proceeded.
Challenging the students to create their own films developed their digital learning competency
by transforming learning through the innovative use of digital tools and resources. This in turn
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challenged and developed the students’ spirit of innovation, their exploration of the value of
technology and their thinking about new ways of learning and teaching. The activity described
in this article challenged the students to engage with the content and to understand it
thoroughly: not only by creating a drama but by thinking critically about why, how and what
the true value is of what can be created in the language classroom. Each student had to engage
on his or her own but with the opportunity to ask questions and learn. From the students’
feedback, it is clear that the assignment did push them out of their comfort zone, but they rose
to the challenge and in the end acquired not only content and pedagogical knowledge but also
digital competencies, rendering them more prepared for the changing world in which they
would be teaching.
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