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I started to work with digital storytelling as a teacher but soon realized it is not so 
clear whether the process of digital storytelling is purely and only learning. 
Sometimes it is closer to therapy. There are both possibilities present in digital 
storytelling: learning and healing 
 
There are also situations when digital stories don’t promote learning nor theraphy. 
Sometimes outputs are rather like digital presentations and not digital stories with 
connection reflection and deeper learning. A learner always have to be self active 
and this means processing things also from personal point of view. Quickly done 
presentations with multimedia effects don’t bring any added value to learning. 
Certainly there are also learning aims when presentations are enough but they don’t 
represent digital stories at deepest level. 
 
Teacher should be aware how to facilitate the working in such a way digital stories 
are promoting learning and don’t limit to presentations. Teacher is nor a therapist and 
this difference should be kept in mind when working groups and individuals. When 
storyteller doesn’t get rid of the process it may be time to start longer personal 
therapy process. 
 
Digital storytelling criterions for deeper learning  
 
Teacher using digital storytelling should give enough space for participants’ creativity 
and reflection of emotions and memories. It is not only a question of how to use 
information technology. Instead it is all about how to be creative with multimedia tools 
that are at hands for everybody and how to find and represent own identities with this 
kind of a channel. This is the background for why and when digital storytelling 
connects with learning. 
 
It is allowed to be creative again.  
People need encouragement in order to tell personal stories. Also the group needs 
support when they face new things. As part of digital storytelling workshop 
participants produce own stories and present them to the group. The teacher can 
support the production process but s/he can’t do the decisions on behalf of the 
storyteller. Storyteller has to listen own emotions and trust own intuition. 
 
Production of the story means reflection of experiences and identity 
Storyteller in a way packs own experiences, life and lessons learnt together. After 
packaging it is easier to see them as part of own life and identity. Storyteller can see 
the story as part of his/her life within a distance and simultaneously part of present 
and future. 
 
Empowering visualization, voice and sounds 
When we combine photos, drawings etc. together with own voice and use also other 
kind of multimedia effects the empowering effect is strong. It is not always easy to 
build the visuals and sounds of the story. But when everything works both the teller 



and a listener can really feel the story. Role of the teacher is to support the learner in 
visualization and in design of voice and sounds but not to advice how the final output 
should look like. 
 
Memories and future come close 
When we see, hear and almost can feel the moments of our life as stories there is 
link between our history, present and future. With suitable guidance we can tell also 
future stories and bring it closer to us. 
 
Differences between learning and therapy 
 
Learning and theraphy processes don’t differ a lot from each others. Differences can 
be found at the beginning of the process when aim/aims are defined. In learning 
context formal curriculums often define the aims and objects and in theraphy it is 
defined based on individual needs and in collaboration with the therapist. Another 
difference is in the end when formal curriculum usually requires evaluation of 
outcomes and processes as score or grade. In theraphy evaluation is done according 
to aims set together at the beginning of the process and in this way is again more 
learner centred.  
 
 
Learning Theraphy 
Aim: To learn new things, to learn from 
past experiences, to know self better, to 
grow to new professional identity 

Aim: To catch meaningful things of life 
and to become conscious of what is their 
impact to current life, activities and doing. 

Objective: aims and objectives of formal 
education  

Objective: patient and therapist together 
form objectives 

Agency: increase student reflection Agency: Visual diary 
Increase student engagement Increase patient engagement 
Student emotion Photos are chosen based on patient’s 

interest 
  
Leverage multiple literacies Memories are becoming clearer 
Unheard and unseen students voice Meanings and unknown meanings 

become visible  
 Story of a traumatic situation or story of a 

happy moment? 
Material: real photos, abstract photos or 
photos produced only for this story, 
somebody else’s photos, empowering 
photos. 

Material: real photos, abstract photos or 
photos produced only for this story, 
somebody else’s photos, empowering 
photos. 

Music & voices: Can sharpen up or 
gentle the story told with photos and 
telling. 

Music & voices: Can sharpen up or 
gentle the story told with photos and 
telling. 

Evaluation: Teacher alone. Evaluation: Therapist and patient 
together. 

Publicity: Telling and retelling. Digital 
stories can be learning objects and other 
can identify with the storyteller. 

Publicity: Personal use of the story. 
Others with same experiences can 
identify with the storyteller. 

Teacher role: How to promote the Therapist role: How to support the patient 



process in such a way it will not be only a 
presentation but a personal story? 

with stories? Is it individual working or 
working with groups? 

 
 
Methods of phototheraphy can widen the pedagogical use of digital storytelling 
 
Photographs can support therapeutic processing many ways. There is large scale of 
possibilities starting from family albums and ending to creative and empowering self 
potraits. All three types of phototheraphy methods are possible also in learning: 1) 
Watching of self biographical photos, 2) Watching symbolic or associative photos and 
3) Production of new photos self of with help of others. In digital storytelling the story 
itself comes first but at visualization stage the recognization of all these possibilities 
as visual methods support creativity and widen methods.  
 
Out of 11 methods of phototheraphy digital storytelling can utilize same 10 methods. 
Only diagnostic adjunct to verbal therapies doesn’t belong to the context of learning. 
According to Jerry L. Fryrear we can use photos with following aims: 

1) The evocation of emotional states 
2) The elicitation of verbal behaviour 
3) Modeling 
4) Mastery of a skill 
5) Facilitation of socialization 
6) Creativity/expression 
7) A form of non-verbal communication 
8) Documentation of change 
9) Prolongation of certain experiences 
10) Self confrontation 

 
For a teacher this variety in the use of photos opens new perspectives also for the 
educational use of photos and stories. Depending on the aim digital storytelling can 
start from photos or from the content. Like in phototheraphy the whole process of 
digital storytelling can start from a single photo or with certain photos important for 
the storyteller. Workshop can start by looking of family albums or by bringing some 
meaningful personal photos to the workshop.  
 
One pedagogical method connected to photos is empowering photo. Photos can 
empower individuals, different groups like families and work communities. With 
photos it is possible to promote interaction, clarify abstract things, empower 
resources or reflect and develop actions of self or community. Photos don’t include 
automaticly the empovering impact. First of all therapeutic and pedagogical photos 
must be without any dominance. From this perspective family photos and other 
photos are not free from dominance. With photos we can control people but in 
empowering photos object of the photo is simultaneously the subject of the photo. In 
digital storytelling one starting point can be to evaluate the dominance of the existing 
photos. Another way to create stories is to take empowering photos and build 
empowering stories around them. This has an equal connection with past and the 
future. Digital stories can be also future stories rather than stories focusing in passed 
life. A pedagogical innovation that digital storytelling has not utilized yet is this future 
perspective.  
 



Before we can use photos in empowering way we have to recognize cultural 
meanings of photographing. Do we have photos of meaningful moments in our life? 
Are there missing photos of our meaningful moments? Usually we photograph 
moments we suppose should be the happiest moments in people’s lives. But do we 
see the value of everyday moments in people’s lives? Should people photograph 
especially the difficult times of life instead of happy moments because this way the 
difficult times become more concrete and help us to reflect the emotions connected 
to them? Future oriented digital stories start by learning the cultural meanings of 
existing photos and by taking new photos of missing moments, persons, places etc.  
 
Multiple expertise needed in tutoring of a digital storytelling workshop 
 
Digital storytelling as a word has strong association to technology. But technology is 
only a tool for the expression of experiences and emotions. This means technical 
skills are not the most important part of teacher’s expertise needed in digital 
storytelling workshops. First and foremost teachers need understanding of learning 
and tutoring. Beside this history and culture of photographing and areas like 
phototheraphy and art theraphy provide valuable background information and wide 
variety of methods for the use of teacher.  
 
Brahea Centre for Training and Development in University of Turku has organised  
phototherapy training from short courses, seminars and workshops to more 
professional long-term training courses for therapists and psychotherapists. 
Psychotherapy training courses have been organised together with institutes of 
Psychology, Psychiatry and Child Psychiatry since 1986. Centre has also wide 
experience with family therapy, with psychodynamic and also cognitive individual 
therapy training courses and also psychotherapy for somatic illnesses and early 
interaction therapy (mother-infant therapy).  Ulla Halkola began to work with photos 
in therapy training courses some ten years ago with a team of colleagues from other 
organisations. Step by step group of experts have learned more and noticed in 
practice how powerful methods phototherapy methods are. It has been very fruitful to 
combine phototherapy methods with traditional therapy work and trainings.  
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