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Abstract:  Storytelling, an ancient tradition, is taking new form with the advent of digital technologies and the World Wide Web.  This paper explores the concept of storytelling as a strategy to create online learning communities and communities of practice for teachers who use technology to teach and learn.  Inspired by models such as Apple Learning Interchange, the George Lucas Foundation, enGauge, Knowledge Loom, inTime, and others, the paper describes how a Vermont online learning community project, VT3 – Vermont Teachers Teaching with Technology, a spin-off of the University of Vermont’s 2000 Preparing Tomorrow’s Teachers to Use Technology (PT3) grant, envisions a statewide learning community focused on best practices in teaching with technology. Issues concerning sustainability and ongoing support are explored.

Stories in the Digital World

Digital storytelling combines the tradition of oral storytelling with 21st century multimedia and telecommunications tools. It is a relatively new art form (evolving over the last decade) that leverages the power of music, image, video and narration to create stories about people’s lives, their work and experiences that are shared online via the World Wide Web. Digital stories are created by ordinary people, museums, libraries, community organizations, elementary and high schools, professional development organizations, colleges and universities, and businesses; in short, anyone who wants to create them. Regardless of origin, they preserve and connect human emotion with experience. This connection enables the power of the story to be unleashed and remembered. As an old adage states –

Tell me a fact and I’ll learn …

Tell me a truth and I’ll believe …

Tell me a story and I’ll remember… 

In the 21st century, oral tradition remains a strong but fluctuating influence. Lambert (2003) noted that through stories, individuals continue to provide unique perspectives about their careers and new meaning to others. As computers have become more affordable and connectivity to worldwide networks has improved, the ancient tradition of storytelling is taking a modern form. The Digital Storytelling Association, based in Berkeley, California, states that digital stories “provide a catalyst for creating communities of common concern on a global scale” (Defining Digital Storytelling 2005). The association supports a community of practice whose members comprise a diverse group of the world’s people, ranging from artists, writers and educators, to amateur and professional videographers. Digital stories and their applications are as varied as the people who create them, and the movement to tell stories online is growing.

Digital Stories and Teacher Professional Development

During the last decade, a wave of digital “stories” has surfaced about teachers and teaching practices to illustrate and advocate the use of technology in teaching. Apple Computer was an early innovator in this area. It created The Apple Learning Interchange (http://ali.apple.com/) to provide an “online educational environment to facilitate the interchange of ideas among teachers, education leaders, visionaries, and innovators” and “provides the vehicle for reflective discussion of contemporary education practices through a network of organizations dedicated to improvement” (Apple Learning Interchange Affiliates 2005). The Apple Learning Interchange uses digital stories, supported by online resources such as lesson plans and templates, to inspire teachers to undertake new practices and procedures. Apple’s collection of stories has grown to over 350 and now includes –

· ALTEC Learning Interchange (http://ali.apple.com/ali_sites/hpli/)

· Arizona Learning Interchange (http://ali.apple.com/ali_sites/azli/)

· Digital Edge Learning Interchange (http://ali.apple.com/ali_sites/deli/index.shtml)

· The George Lucas Educational Foundation Learning Interchange (http://ali.apple.com/ali_sites/glefli/index.shtml)

· Hawai’i Learning Interchange (http://ali.apple.com/ali_sites/hli/index.shtml)

· New Hampshire Learning Interchange: http://ali.apple.com/ali_sites/nhli/exhibits/1000566/
The ALI website continues to add stories and features and invites new affiliates to join this effort to tell stories about teachers who seek to improve their teaching practice by integrating technology. 

The George Lucas Educational Foundation (http://www.glef.org), a nonprofit organization created in 1991,  “documents and disseminates information about exemplary programs in K-12 schools to help these practices spread nationwide.” The Foundation has created an extensive video collection that contains digital stories of teachers who use technology or are engaged in education reform.  This site incorporates video, images, and audio to augment articles that are organized by thirteen educational reform topics of interest to the Foundation. Digital stories of teachers, students, and communities provide a personal connection between the narrative and its real-life application and impact. The stories reveal pictures of practice, enabling the reader to see pedagogy in action. These digital stories can be assigned as readings or used in workshops to stimulate conversation and build vision. The Foundation actively maintains its site and is expanding its distribution via a new publication, edutopia magazine.

Knowledge Loom, (http://knowledgeloom.org/index.jsp), maintained by the Education Alliance at Brown University, has incorporated “Success Stories” as a component of  Stories of Practice.  The Knowledge Loom was funded by the U.S. Department of Education during 1999-2000. Its web site was created to develop a “sustainable, customer-driven, distributed repository/ database of information on best practices in teaching and learning.” The group realized, however, that the metaphor of a repository did not fully encompass its vision. They adopted the concept of a “knowledge loom” to represent “a comprehensive electronic environment that moves from information delivery to information creation, from data to people, from a learning library to a learning community” (Learning with the Knowledge Loom 2005). The site includes stories of best practices and supports interactive events, such as panel discussions, to build communities of practice. The site has about 7,000 registered users and is being maintained and developed, but does not currently have dedicated funding. New content generally supports related projects at The Education Alliance or its partner organizations. A new spotlight, Elementary Literacy, was completed in December, 2004. Knowledge Loom’s most active spotlights are Adolescent Literacy in the Content Areas, Good Models of Teaching with Technology, Choice-Based Art Education, and Principal as Instructional Leader (Brettschneider, A. personal email communication January 12, 2005).
PT3 - Preparing Tomorrow’s Teachers to Use Technology (http://www.pt3.org) sponsored a number of higher education grants between 1999-2003 that used video case studies to demonstrate best practices in using technology to teach. The PT3 web site includes “stories” of highlighted grantees whose projects incorporated video.  Most notable of these is inTime by the University of Northern Iowa.  InTime, which stands for Integrating New Technologies into the Methods of Education (http://www.intime.uni.edu/), was developed during 1999-2001. The site contains over 300 video case studies vignettes that include probing questions about the study, allowing pre-service teachers to evaluate simulated classroom experiences. One goal of the project was to redesign methods courses at UNI to include the use of video case studies that demonstrate best practice in technology integration, as well as other quality measures. The video cases were to be used by methods faculty to engage pre-service teachers in reflection and discussion, and as a result, encourage students to become critical thinkers about the role and application of technology in classroom teaching. In turn, UNI faculty would not only become more proficient in the use of technology but would also be able to utilize these simulations to remove barriers between the preservice and inservice classrooms (inTime Progress Check 2005). Even though grant funding ended in August 2003, the site continues to be maintained, although no new video footage has been added. A spin-off using some inTime video is a DVD and resource guide called Using Teaching Standards to Improve Student Learning. Other spin-offs include an Elementary Level DVD on Democracy in the Classroom: Developing Character and Citizenship, a DVD that features algebraic thinking lessons, and a current project for the Iowa Department of Education to create materials to accompany the Iowa Evaluator Approval Training Program to train principals and other evaluators of teaching according to the Iowa Teaching Standards (Krueger, K., personal email communications, January 13, 2005). The digital stories used in this project are being repurposed for additional professional development purposes.
A number of other educational organizations have used digital stories in professional development sites, but discontinued grant funding has stopped or reduced new development. enGauge  (http://www.ncrel.org/engauge/resource/stories/index.html) released in 2001 by the North Central Regional Educational Laboratory, for example, included a series of “Success Stories” that incorporated Quicktime movies with text-based articles and online resources. The site also included some success stories that did not use video. The enGauge site can still be used for its valuable resources and success stories, but as with many abandoned sites, its usefulness will undoubtedly fade.
Digital Stories and Staff Development Research

Digital stories of practicing teachers who integrate technology into their teaching should be an instrumental tool to increase teacher awareness and build peer support and collaboration. A number of studies in effective staff development models support this statement. The National Staff Development Council (2004) reports that staff development models that improve student learning organize learners into communities that support adult learning and collaboration. Further, staff development should strengthen content knowledge by research-based instructional strategies (NSDC 2004). Cradler and Cradler (1995) also find “educators need an understanding of ways to integrate technology into education reform initiatives.” Among their list of significant factors in successful professional development programs are:

· Teacher-awareness of effective technology applications

· Availability of teacher-mentors or other peer support

· Opportunities for educators to communicate with peers in other schools and conferences (CARET 2004).

Digital “stories” of educators who integrate technology into teaching are likely, therefore, to raise awareness and enable teachers to envision themselves as teachers who teach with technology. They provide educators with opportunities to connect with peers in other schools and geographic locations.  Digital stories enable teachers to recognize their connection to a community of practice that they may not have known to exist.

Shaping one’s identity as a teacher who teaches with technology is an essential step in the professional development process.  Riel (2001) states that a community of practice is a group of people who share a common interest in a topic or area as well as a particular way of talking about the phenomena, tools, and sense-making approaches for building their collaborative knowledge with a set of common collective tasks. Elmboldt (2001) writes that “meaning and identity relate to one’s participation in a community of practice: ‘We define ourselves by the communities we belong to and those we do not.’ (ENT 2004) Wiske 1997 & Emboldt (2001) put it more bluntly: “You teach who you are.”

Reil (2001) believes that technology can remove the isolation that many teachers feel and is a vehicle for building and supporting learning communities that will help students thrive in the new millennium. Technology supports and expands the sociocultural links that help give us intellectual identity. This corresponds with a view of professional development that moves beyond skills training and generic models of delivering in-service training to a more flexible model of learning that includes continuous engagement with other experts in the field (Riel 2001). Bull (2004) writes that teachers are eager to learn from each other but that widespread virtual communities of practice don’t yet exist. Digital stories have the capacity to induce others to join online learning community by personalizing experiences and sharing one’s successes and failures. Stories of one’s peers can provide the stimulus that sparks an idea or a new approach in the classroom.

Professional development of teachers should provide continuous opportunities for peers to collaborate and learn from each other  (Riel 2001).  Online communities must be a source of intellectual stimulation, provide a forum for reflective dialogue, and be a place where people feel they belong (Wiske 1997). Teaching is learning through watching and engaging in approaches that one is expected to emulate. New technologies extend opportunities for collegial exchange about subject matter and effective practice (Wiske 2004).

 VT3 – Vermont Teachers Teaching with Technology

In May, 2004, the University of Vermont and Vermont Institutes (http://www.vermontinstitutes.org/) launched a web site called VT3 – Vermont Teachers Teaching with Technology (http://www.uvm.edu/pt3/vt3).  This project,  an outgrowth of a 2000 PT3 grant to the University of Vermont, was inspired by the stories developed by Apple’s Learning Interchange, the George Lucas Foundation, inTime, and others.  It represents a local effort to tell the stories of Vermont teachers who are using technology to support learning and to use these stories to stimulate an online learning community of Vermont teachers. Funding for this project was provided through a Title II D: Enhancing Education Through Technology professional development grant awarded by the Vermont Department of Education in 2003. 

VT3 is currently organized into three sections:  “Vermont Teachers,” “Teachers Everywhere,” and “Resources and More.” The first section, Vermont Teachers (http://www.uvm.edu/pt3/vt3/vtteachers.htm), highlights stories of typical Vermont teachers (P-20) who are using technology to enhance and improve teaching and student achievement.  K-12 teacher stories include an introduction to the teacher (Meet …) , the teacher’s beliefs about learning and how technology plays a role (Learning and Technology), support and infrastructure of the teacher’s environment (Support and Infrastructure), the teacher’s viewpoint on professional development (Professional Development), and the teacher’s recommended “top ten” list of resources  (Top Ten). Each story includes Quicktime movie segments that enable the reader to hear the teacher’s voice and make a personal connection to the teacher. Each story includes numerous hyperlinks to illustrate examples of student products or software products that are described or mentioned in the narration. 

Through the story, the reader is able to see how each teacher is addressing the Vermont Framework of Standards and Learning Opportunities (Vermont’ educational standards) and using technology to support these goals. Even though Vermont schools and districts have a great deal of flexibility to implement the Vermont Framework of Standards and Learning Opportunities, many Vermont schools adopt common curriculum applications.  Vermont history, for example, is typically taught in fourth grade across the State. VT3 provides a story of a Vermont elementary school librarian and the resources she has created to support the Vermont standards in her school.  Thus, through this story of a Vermont librarian, other Vermont teachers are able to benefit from her research and expertise.  In a rural state like Vermont, many schools are unable to employ full-time librarians. VT3 enables teachers from these poorer schools to benefit from districts with better resources.  In cases like these where technology support and infrastructure are scarce, VT3 provides a local model for other Vermont schools and teachers to emulate.

The Vermont Teachers section contains examples of K-12 teachers and University of Vermont higher education faculty. The higher education case studies, PT3 Case Studies, were developed during UVM’s first PT3 grant. These case studies provide stories of education faculty who are incorporating technology into coursework at the University of Vermont. Funding for further development of higher education stories ended in 2003 at the conclusion of the Technology FEAT grant. This portion of the site is currently maintained by UVM’s Center for Technology and Learning (Lathem, Morris & Vandersall 2003).
The Teachers Everywhere section of VT3 (http://www.uvm.edu/pt3/vt3/allteachers.htm) highlights a few of the digital stories available at The Apple Learning Interchange, the George Lucas Foundation, enGauge, and other sites previously mentioned.  The purpose of this section is to collect digital stories of teachers from around the world to inspire Vermont teachers to incorporate technology into their instructional strategies.  By selecting highlights at various grade levels and disciplines, Vermont teachers are provided a path to more digital stories and resources.

Resources and More (http://www.uvm.edu/pt3/vt3/resources.htm) includes links to additional web sites that describe or use digital storytelling, digital video, and best practice research.  Links to additional Vermont educational web sites or organizations are also provided. This section will be expanded significantly in the next year and will point to Vermont initiatives that employ digital storytelling as a professional development strategy.  For example, Vermont’s Regional Educational Television Network (RETN) recently released The Vermont Social Studies Project (http://www.vermontsocialstudies.org/vssp/home.html). This site includes video segments of Vermont Social studies teachers describing their personal experiences and methods in teaching Vermont students about social studies. The web site includes links to curriculum resources.  As the number of professional development sites using digital stories grows, VT3 is well positioned to become a portal to digital storytelling sites that tell stories of technology integration.

From Stories To Learning Community

Through a 2004 professional development partnership between the University of Vermont and Vermont Institutes, we are planning to add new PK-12 stories to VT3 over the next three years. Work has just begun to create an online community of Vermont schools who are recipients of Title II D grant funds. To support this community, a new web resource (http://www.uvm.edu/pt3/VIP/) has been created. It includes an online forum for discussions (http://www.uvm.edu/pt3/forum/) and links to VT3 to provide models and examples of Vermont teachers and schools using technology in teaching.

From the research cited above, it is clear that building an online community is not a simple process and that participants must see the community as a stimulating vehicle for reflective dialogue and growth. Our challenge will be to create an online community where Vermont teachers and administrators feel they belong. We also know that sustainability of an online community and resources is difficult to maintain. As we move forward, we will seek creative ways to develop and produce stories of Vermont teachers – perhaps by running digital storytelling workshops or developing digital storytelling in graduate level course work – to keep VT3 active and viable.

Digital stories of Vermont teachers, stories close to our teachers’ personal environments, reflecting the atmosphere and conditions that exist in our professional community, have the potential to strengthen this community of practice. By moving the vision from that of “what other teachers do” to “what teachers I know do,” Vermont has an opportunity to both craft and share a vision of teachers who teach with technology.

Video Case Studies or Digital Stories

ALPS (Active Learning Practice for Schools), http://learnweb.harvard.edu/alps/home/index.cfm
Apple Learning Interchange, http://ali.apple.com
Curriculum Online, Video Case Studies,http://www.curriculumonline.gov.uk/CaseStudies/casestudygeneric.htm
Digital Edge Learning Interchange: http://ali.apple.com/ali_sites/deli/
Education with New Technologies (ENT): http://learnweb.harvard.edu/ent/welcome/
eMints Videos: http://www.emints.org/about/video/
EnGauge Success Stories: http://www.ncrel.org/engauge/resource/stories/index.html
George Lucas Educational Foundation, http://www.glef.org
How People Learn, John Bransford, http://hpl.peabody.vanderbilt.edu:16080/exploringhpl/
In Time, http://www.intime.uni.edu/
Knowledge Loom: http://knowledgeloom.org/index.jsp
Northern Arizona University’s Best Practices Clearinghouse: http://azk12.nau.edu/bestpractices/videocases/
Preparing Tomorrow’s Teachers (PT3) Video Learning Tools, http://www.pt3.org/stories/video.html
Vermont Social Studies Project: http://www.vermontsocialstudies.org/vssp/home.html
VT3 – Vermont Teachers Teaching with Technology, http://www.uvm.edu/pt3/vt3/
About Digital Storytelling

Arizona Learning Interchange, Digital Storytelling:  http://www.teachingteachers.com/story.htm
Center for Digital Storytelling, http://www.storycenter.org/
Digitales, http://www.digitales.us/
Digital Storytelling, by Mark Standley, Cable in the Classroom,

http://www.ciconline.com/Enrichment/Teaching/learningwithtechnology/magarticles/mag_0603_digital_storytelling.htm
Digital Storytelling: Using Technology to Enhance Literacy, http://abss.k12.nc.us/~storytelling/index.html
Elements of Digital Storytelling by Nora Paul and Christina Fiebich, http://www.inms.umn.edu/elements/index.php
Tech Head Stories – Digital Storytelling: http://tech-head.com/dstory.htm
Telling a Digital Story, a web-quest for pre-service educators, Salisbury University: http://faculty.salisbury.edu/~jrbing/Telling a Digital Story/Telling a Digital Story.htm
Visible Knowledge Project: http://crossroads.georgetown.edu/vkp/newsletter/0902/resources.htm
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