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Introduction

Fourteen years ago, I started on my storytelling journey when one of my students 

discovered iMovie, prompting me to consider how student-created filmmaking could 

be leveraged for academic benefit. As a classroom teacher, it was difficult to find 

many resources for moviemaking in core content areas. In the beginning, I searched 

diligently for lessons or strategies that could apply to my educational setting. Many 

guides were geared only toward media specialists and most books treated the topic 

of moviemaking as a prospective pit stop on a technological highway of possibilities. 

The purpose of this book is not only to showcase the power of digital storytelling, 

but also to provide classroom teachers and instructional coaches with concrete 

suggestions pertaining to how and why we should integrate moviemaking into our 

curriculum. 

Moviemaking in the Classroom: Lifting Student Voices Through Digital Storytelling is 

divided into three parts. In the first section, readers will learn about my journey as a 

storytelling teacher. They will also come to understand the role stories have played 

in our history, the brain science behind storytelling, and how it impacts our learning. 

Find out what makes stories effective and how student-created movies can redefine 

what learning looks like in classrooms and communities. 

The second part of this book will outline the nuts and bolts of the moviemaking 

process. After reading, educators will be able to purposefully plan lessons with mov-

iemaking in mind. One of my goals for this book is to help teachers develop multiple 

opportunities for students to create digital stories within a single academic year. 

So, this section covers effective lesson design, pathways for integration, audiovisual 

mini lessons, and assessment. It also identifies potential barriers to the storytelling 

process and how to remove them. ©Haw
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IntroductIon

The third and final part of this book outlines five quick-start lesson ideas teachers 

can immediately use in their classrooms, as well as best practices for storytelling in 

online environments. All of these lessons include templates and rubrics that allow 

teachers to create opportunities for storytelling right away. If you’d like to jump right 

to this section to suit your immediate needs, please do! However, I do hope you’ll 

want to explore the rationale and process discussion in the first two sections at some 

point. As leadership expert Simon Sinek teaches, starting with the why makes the 

whole picture clearer. 

As you read, I hope you can feel my passion for digital storytelling through mov-

iemaking. Whether you are just embarking on your journey or are a seasoned 

storyteller, my hope is that this book will both inspire and empower you as you move 

forward. Room 208 kids have told some incredible stories over the years, and I know 

your students will, too. 
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Chapter 1
My 

Storytelling 
Journey

One of the best moments of my professional life involved standing on the 

beach at the Salton Sea, the smell of sulfur filling my nostrils and the crunch 

of fish scales under my feet. Once a resort for the Hollywood crowd during 

the glamorous Golden Age of film, the Salton Sea is a deep, man-made lake 

that rests 236 feet below sea level. It is known locally as a place where the 

salt content is so high that many marine species can’t survive. Thousands 

of dead fish litter the sandy shoreline and though their bodies decompose, 

their scales remain. Agricultural runoff has polluted the waters, causing a 

sulfuric smell that travels for miles during the summer months—I can some-

times smell it from my classroom door at the other end of the Coachella 

Valley. Still, standing there in triple-digit heat on a Saturday in September, 

I couldn’t have been happier as I listened to the director give his actors a 

pep talk. 
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Chapter 1 My StorytellIng Journey

“What we need to remember is that these characters are on a quest. They could lit-

erally save this kid’s entire future if they find the buried treasure.” The director, Jebari, 

sat on a picnic table and leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. He spoke 

earnestly as the actors listened carefully. 

“This kid’s family is falling apart. He’s desperate and it’s our job to help viewers 

understand that. Maybe somebody who watches our movie will have parents going 

through a divorce, too. This story works because it’s relatable. We’ve spent a lot of 

time preparing. Now, let’s get out there and make it happen. Oh, and Isaiah? Spit out 

your gum, man.” 

There was a flurry of sand as the crew scrambled to turn on iPads, sweep up boom 

mics, and grab extra copies of the script. The actors double-checked their costumes 

and the producer yelled for places. Someone found the clapper board. Jebari put on 

the headphones that were connected to the microphone. He took a deep breath. 

“Quiet on the set, guys. And . . . action!”

Watching my middle school students carry out the complex enterprise of shooting 

off campus was a wonder to behold. Aside from occasionally troubleshooting tech-

nical issues or giving advice on how to adapt to the numerous lighting challenges 

created by the hot desert sun and the sparkling blue water, I wasn’t involved much. 

They ran the show. It was my job simply to supervise and enjoy the backdrop of the 

sea as it glittered in nearly every shot. 

Months later, as my students walked on stage to accept an award for their movie, 

entitled Lost Ships, I was so proud that I cried. That spring, Jebari walked the red 

carpet at the Palm Springs International Film Festival because he earned a student 

director’s pass to attend panel discussions on filmmaking. All because of a little 

digital story that started out in my classroom and proved what I had always known: 

Storytelling opens doors. 

As a teacher, my discovery of storytelling happened quite by accident. I certainly 

didn’t start out filming on location, or filming at all, actually. During my second year 
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educatIonal context

of teaching, my principal asked for volunteers to pilot our district’s first technology 

initiative: a 24/7 MacBook program. There were only two of us who were willing to 

take part in the pilot. In retrospect, as a new teacher, I was living in a perpetual state 

of flexibility, constantly being forced to think on my feet as I learned how to teach 

middle schoolers. It was probably this adaptability that allowed me to approach the 

24/7 program without fear and to embrace instruction in a digital environment.

A few weeks into the pilot, I remember watching my students create digital plot dia-

grams when a hand tentatively raised into the air. The hand belonged to one of my 

favorite students—even though teachers are not supposed to have favorites. Kasen 

was a bright kid, with a mile-wide mischievous streak and the kind of sarcastic wit 

typical of middle school boys. 

“Um, excuse me, Mrs. Pack . . .” he said. “I found something really cool. Actually, a lot 

cool. I accidentally clicked on something. Did you know we can make movies on our 

computers? No, seriously. There’s this star icon . . .” 

Inadvertently, Kasen had discovered iMovie, and that was the moment my instruc-

tional paradigm shifted. Even now, fifteen years later, I can picture it clearly in my 

mind: The afternoon sun filtering through the skylight in my classroom, 35 students 

craning their necks to peer curiously over at Kasen’s desk. There was an undercur-

rent of excitement and whispered voices asking where to look for the star icon. We 

didn’t learn any more about plot diagrams that day. Instead, we went on one of the 

most important sidebars of my career, an exploration that would shape not only my 

professional practice, but my teaching philosophy, too. It would also function as the 

catalyst in my quest to understand what it means to be a storyteller, and ultimately 

discover my own voice as a teacher-filmmaker. 

Educational Context
There is a high level of need in my community and many students, families, and 

teachers face educational challenges. My school district serves approximately 21,000 
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Chapter 3
The Power 
of Student 

Voices
Though we are naturally drawn to stories, we are not automatically 

equipped to produce work that is compelling. Learning to craft messages 

that resonate is more than simply combining images and audio compo-

nents—it is also knowing how to engage the hearts and minds of viewers so 

they can enhance their understanding or discover truth. Compelling stories 

open up viewers to new information, changing the way they perceive others 

and building empathy. 

My students have many opportunities to create digital stories through-

out the year. The goal is always to provide as many storytelling chances 

as possible. This allows students to build storytelling fluency, which not 

only results in greater efficiency in the production process but also a sense 

of self-efficacy. Creative confidence is what enables children to find and 

develop their voices.©Haw
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Chapter 3 the PoWer of Student voIceS

Student voices are powerful because they are authentic. Over the years, I have 

found that young people are far more willing to be vulnerable or say difficult things 

than most of the adults I know. Digital storytelling can be an equalizer, amplifying 

voices that are underrepresented and providing opportunities that might other-

wise be inaccessible. Storytelling can provide a social-emotional outlet by offering 

an avenue to process the complexities of life or share burdens of the spirit. Perhaps 

most importantly, storytelling can be used to expose injustice, raise awareness, and 

instigate change. 

Storytelling as an Equalizer
Representation matters, but the sad reality is that many students do not see them-

selves reflected in the world around them. Ethnic identity is not valued in every quarter 

of society, and too often the stories of people of color are overlooked. Black and brown 

students have historically received the terrible message that their lived experiences 

are not important. Furthermore, for students who live in poverty, the lack of social and 

economic currency can seriously impact their self-esteem. I have worked with many 

children over the years who initially doubted whether they had anything worthwhile to 

say. They were certain that the important stories belonged to other kids, the ones who 

lived in nicer neighborhoods and led lives cushioned by privilege. 

Digital storytelling teaches all students that they have voices, and those voices can be 

amplified. Further, encouraging storytelling by marginalized groups, especially about 

culturally relevant topics, builds a sense of pride and belonging. For example, one 

of my Native American students, Gina, wanted to memorialize her grandfather. He 

had recently passed away and was the tribal chairman of the Agua Caliente Band of 

Cahuilla Indians. Gina created a beautiful tribute to her grandfather’s legacy, sharing 

both his love for his family and the ways in which he had served his people. 

Because an essential component of digital storytelling is the soundtrack used to 

help set the mood or tone, Gina spent days looking for the perfect music. She simply ©Haw
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