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Hello! A very warm welcome to our
Inspirational Handbook on narrative-
based learning! Why inspirational you
say? Well, we are hoping that you will
find 'inspiration' as we have in the
story of our project ‘Connecting
through Voice' and in turn be inspired
to use stories in your teaching. Enjoy!

TWarumest wishes prom
Seya, his, Lawna ana, et

The Connecting through Voice project team
Erasmus University Rotterdam in partnership with
Durham University, UK
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Connecting thheugh weice

'PEOPLE MAKE STORIES,
STORIES MAKE PEOPLE'

Connecting through Voices is a story-
based educational learning tool relating
underrepresented student groups and
education staff through the creation
and sensemaking of stories.

Key Aims

1. To collect lived experiences of
underrepresented students by giving these
students a voice by telling their story. This
offers Higher Education (HE) institutions
information about what really matters to the
students as defined by them.

2. To provide educators with the skills related
to narrative competencies entailing how to
systematically adopt others’ points of view,
how to identify the meaning of individuals’
words and how to enter an authentic relation
with a teller. HE educators engage in dialogue
with each other and students’ stories placing
the students’ lived experiences at the centre
and ensuring teachers understand the
lifeworlds of their students better, which
results in a more efficient and personal
student-centered approach. This approach
offers teachers personal development
opportunities and at the same time ensures
better quality work and opens up opportunities
for student-centered (education) innovation
initiatives (by understanding what really
matters to students).

Rationale

The pedagogically embedded story-based
learning tool is oriented towards a pluralist
interpretation and meaning-making of stories
through dialogue. Telling and listening to stories
is the starting point and opens the metaphorical
gateway to a new world of higher education in
which lifelong learning together and mutual
learning are central. Here, interpretive
capacities are foregrounded as central, that in
turn draw on and deepen skills around listening,
communicating and contextualizing what we
call narrative knowledge.

This narrative knowledge offers students and
university staff the opportunity to develop the
skill of narrative reasoning, and to learn through
the structure of (their) stories. The key learning
process through which this is fostered is
reflective learning, based on dialogue around
the interpretation of stories.
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TWhat i8 narvnative?

‘Narrative is a story ‘composed
of a unique sequence of events,
mental states, happenings
involving human beings as
characters and actors’

(Bruner, 1990)

A narrative is not just an objective list of Stories can be complex and multi-faceted
facts, rather it is a subjective description as a result. But sometimes it does not make
that contextualizes and organizes life sense to tell completely coherent stories
experiences so that they are given and they can also be contradictory and
meaning. Through narrative an individual confused, revealing when it can be hard to
relays an experience or event in time in integrate difficult or complex life events.

such a way that their values, priorities
and/or expectations are revealed. In
telling a story we choose what to say and
how to say it depending on the context
and audience.

We make sense of the variety of
experiences we have every day by
storying them, by giving them coherence,
to make sense out of chaos, establishing
connections between these experiences.

Find out more:
Outreach: Building New Blocks- Funded Projects | Erasmus University Rotterdam m
(eur.nl)



Jhe walue of Story,

‘Stories are powerful
precisely because they
engage learners at a deeply
human level...they engage
our spirit, our imagination,
our heart, and this
engagement is complex
and holistic’

(Clark and Rossiter 2008)

Why stories?

Stories based on experiences can be
particularly powerful, revealing when there
are underlying tensions or conflicts that result
from considering life’s events holistically.
Stories are told to someone and therefore
told in the context of this audience and in this
sense also shaped by the relationship of the
teller to the listener. Stories often elicit an
emotional connection. This interpersonal
aspect of stories moves us to a more
humanistic and collaborative relationship
where lived experiences is considered
important. Listening to stories with a greater
capacity for attention can help us to
systematically adopt others’ points of view,
deepening empathy for our students. But this
kind of attention can be very hard to foster in
an environment of restricted time and heavily
prescribed procedures — as in Higher
Education — and so narrative-based learning,
adopted in particular contexts or activities,
can foster opportunities for deepened
relationships through this emphasis on the
interpretation of stories.

A4

What is narrative-based learning?

Narrative-based learning is a process of
reflection and dialogue about stories that
foregrounds listening and empathy through
emotional engagement. Stories can be
interpreted in different ways too, depending
on the context of the telling and who is doing
the listening. We can learn much from
considering how these differing interpretations
arise and what enables us to listen better so
that our interpretation is as open as it can be.
For instance, listening with this kind of
attention, in a scaffolded and structured way,
to some of the diverse stories or our
multicultural heterogeneous student body,
can, in a relatively short space of time, orient
us to lived experiences that help us reconsider
how we enter into dialogue with students. We
do not need to know all their stories - this
individuality is not the point of narrative-based
learning — rather we are oriented to the
humanistic and interpretive aspects of
communication through stories.

L 4 4 4
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WHY DIGITAL
STORYTELLING?

Digital Storytelling

Durham




EXAMPLE OF NARRATIVE-
BASED PRACTICE

A digital story is a short (2-
4min) multimodal, audio-
visual narrative, usually
created following a series
of workshops, that support
participants to author,
curate, create and in so
doing tell a personal story
of a transformative
experience (Lambert
2006).

The story holds meaning for the
teller/creator and as this is drawn from
personal experience, it often
communicates a (life) ‘lesson’ or ‘message’
which the audience or viewer is invited to
interpret and connect to. The affordances
of DS are such that it offers a rich
tapestry on which the lived experiences of
students can be held and offered us the
potential to capture and share stories
across platforms in an easily accessible
and engaging way.

The choice of adopting digital storytelling as a
methodology was valuable on a variety of levels.
Firstly, it offered us a powerful mode in which to
meet one of the primary aims of the project,
namely, to place the student experience at the
centre (Mazzoli Smith, 2020). The work was
founded on many of the tenets of relational
pedagogies in its seeking to foster meaningful
learner engagement and positive student-staff
relations that work from a position of positive
affirmation, inclusion and an ethics of care (Garvett,
2021). This approach is reflected in the design and
delivery of the workshops which was tailored to
address the aims of project but that we saw as very
much entangled in a responsiveness and sensitivity
to the specific group and context particularly
important given the challenges such as isolation
and disconnection brought about and heightened
by the Covid-19 pandemic.

Whilst on the one hand Covid-19 pandemic has
heightened inequalities across the sector within
and across institutional realities, it also offers us
opportunities to tease out and confront and work
with our vulnerabilities in educational spaces,
embracing them with all their messiness, and thus
providing opportunities for true human connection.
This was key not only to the larger project of higher
education within which we are all involved, but also
intricately linked to the aims of our work here on
‘Connecting through Voice'. It was thus a central
tenet of the approach to foster positive affirmation
and processes of facilitation that are supportive,
responsive and collaborative, that worked for
students not only with them. This was also crucial
in the way in which the work was reflected on
across the project team and how the mentoring of
project team who had not experienced this work
before was offered and approached.



Secondly, digital storytelling offered us a powerful way of
working that allowed the development of story to emerge
through a reflective process that belonged both to the
individual, but also to the group. This is a particular
strength that digital storytelling affords, and which the
process of storywork and working through the storycircle
fosters, what Matthews and Sunderland have called
‘reflective listening’ (2017). This involves a process of
listening for and to story: telling and retelling, active and
empathetic listening, relaying what was heard and
mediating and interpreting its meanings. This was
impactful on a variety of levels. As one of the students
notes in a blog piece that accompanies his story ‘By
sharing our own struggles and triumphs, we were able to
connect with the audience on a deeper level and make
our stories more impactful. It was for me wonderful to
hear other people’s stories and to be able to gain a
greater understanding of different experiences and
perspectives. However, it was also sad to hear about the
hardships that some people have faced.” The sharing
experiences of telling stories became a shared
experience in turn that became a powerful agent for voice
itself, as well as a vehicle for bridging the personal and
public concerns that storywork brings to the fore.

Notwithstanding the challenges we faced by putting the
workshops online, the overall approach transgressed
physical and spatial boundaries and we were able to
create powerful connections, achieved through sharing
stories and vulnerabilities, through an accessing of our
human selves (hooks, 1994). This concept of space aligns
with Massey’s conception of it as ‘a simultaneity of
stories-so-far’ offering us a more dynamic understanding
which is not founded solely on the physical but on the
fluid constellation of interactions, the simultaneity of
many stories, and a multiplicity of experience (Massey
2005, cited in Gravett & Ajjawi 2022). As such, the
workshop for students became more than simply learning
to create a digital story, but was an amalgam of
interrelated stories, interconnections, a plethora of
connecting voices. Students thus referred to the whole
experience one student referring to this as a ‘one-of-a
kind-experience’ and a ‘brilliant new discovery’, another
calling it ‘transformative, softly blurring the line between
power and vulnerability’.

The student voice here is speaking directly to what it is
that universities need in order to move confidently into
that space which offers them ‘discovery’, ‘transformation’
connection, and that lives beyond skills and competencies
or towards particular outcomes. This was not simply
about ‘capturing’ stories, but a means of creating stories
whilst connecting, a realization of the name ‘connecting
through voice.’ It shows us that a sense of belonging can
be found through the telling and sharing of stories, and
through pedagogies that allow for students and
educators to transgress their boundaries and reveal their
human selves.
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Finally, the nature, approach and time given to the digital
storytelling workshops, were vital to achieving everything
we have outlined above. Relational pedagogies also
importantly need time: time on which to build connection,
space for people to tell and listen. This is often one of the
difficulties we face in the neoliberal university, where time,
a precious commodity is often what is constricted.

The spacing of the four workshops, the platform which
allowed and encouraged discussion across and beyond the
virtual modes, the ethos and ethics behind the storywork
was therefore crucial to this community-building aspect
which placed experience and storytelling at the centre.
Time, coupled with an insistence on the non-hierarchical
and relational approach to storywork allowed us to break
down barriers between educator and student, to approach
each other as human beings who were sharing experiences
through story. We demonstrated this commitment through
the participation of two of the educators (project team)
joining the students in the participation of the workshops.

Educators were both insiders (a part of the group) but also
outsiders (educators) reflecting on how their own
experience enabled their own understandings as
storytellers and future facilitators. This not only supported
their own professional development but fundamentally
deepened their understanding of how storywork can come
about: the approach, design and conditions required to
support students to engage with this work meaningfully. It
is this nuanced understanding and learning that comes out
of experiencing digital storytelling and reflecting on it with
a group, that prevents us from setting out the digital
storytelling work as a formulaic intervention, and reducing
it to a set of actions and activities that one can simply
follow. For meaningful work to come out of it, meaning has
been lived, worked on, engaged with, reflective: this is why
an offering of and the development of a future facilitator
workshop for digital storytelling is an intervention we insist
on and that we see as a necessary part of future
developments around this work. It is an intervention that
we feel could be meaningfully added as a follow up to the
educator workshop, for those interested in developing this
approach to storywork.

WATCH THE STUDENT DIGITAL
STORIES ON THE DS BLOG

Digital Stories: Connecting
through Voice - Digital
Storytelling Durham

L 4 4 4



Digital Storytelling

workshaps

AIMS & OUTLINE

3

Building your digital
story

The session introduces students to the
more technical side of story building
(including how to refine and finish it as
well as tools to use to build it).
Students are introduced to video
editing tools. We work on bringing
together the technical side and
meaning, thinking about how the story
comes together as a whole: narration,
images, music in order and how
meaning is layered in the story.

4

Digital Storytelling
Showcase

This final session sees us share our
final stories in a 'Digital Storytelling
Showcase' event which is like a film
premiere screening but just between
friends (our group!) We all share and
watch the final stories and are able to
reflect on where we have come and
what we've learnt along the way.

09
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NARRATIVE-PEDAGOGY

‘A narrative-[centred] curriculum is one
interpretation of narrative pedagogy,
whereby the educational focus is on the
interpretation of narratives so that narratives
become central to the learning of course
content. [...] One consistent finding, which
has emerged from studies into narrative
pedagogical approaches, is that when a
learning environment fosters interpretation
of narratives, a space is created for dialogue,
reflection and thinking about subject matter
in a different way from the thinking which
might happen in a lecture environment'
(Gilkison, Giddings & Smythe 2016 p.20-21).

Narratives are used widely across
educational settings to create a real or
concrete experience from abstract or
conceptual knowledge; the concrete
experience is a key component for learning
(Dewey, 2012 [1910]). Dewey argued that the
concrete experience rendered knowledge
more accessible through existing
relationships to the familiar, giving meaning
that ‘is readily apprehended’ (2012 [1910],
p.136). The transformation of theoretical or
conceptual knowledge as concrete case
studies using the story to describe ‘the raw,
lived experience of the characters in the
case' (ibid, p.298), makes this knowledge
more familiar for learners. Where this is done
as a conscious activity intended to enhance
learning in another, it is called pedagogy (see,
for example, Daniels, 2001). For Morris (2014)
this approach to teaching and learning
engages with ‘Kolb’s (1984) experiential
learning cycle where reflection upon
experience allows new concepts to be
formed which can subsequently be tested out
in practice’ (p.443).

Hearing/reading narratives fosters an
interpersonal link in the affective, cognitive
and experiential domains i.e. an emotional
connection to the narrative, an intellectual
interpretation of the narrative, and an
experiential engagement with the narrative
through dialogue. The narratives themselves
give space to hear feelings, mindset, desires
and wider considerations and exemplify why
various ways of listening fit with, reinforce
and challenge various mindsets. The key
means of learning is through reflective
learning, drawing on dialogue (for the group-
based training) and self-reflection (for
individuals) on the interpretation of narratives.
Narrative-based learning will therefore
support the development of communicative
competencies in responding to students’ lives.
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Educator Uorkshop

INTERPRETATION
EXERCISES

module 1

Mindset orientation and
reflection

Learning outcome - increased
awareness of strengths and
challenges of professional
practice in teaching and
learning

This module introduces trainees to the
concept of mindset — the lens through
which we habitually see and respond to
the world. Ryden et al. (2015) describe
mindset as the mental models that we
hold, which are both private and
cultural and under-pin individual sense
making, in that they are viewed as the
way the world works. The appreciation
of differing frames and negotiation
between them that results through
interpretative competencies is best
incorporated into practice as a tacit
skill, thought of as knowledge-in-
action. This explicit incorporation of the
concept of mindset necessitates
reflection on knowledge and how it is
formed, but in ways that are accessible
and concrete we suggest, rather than
abstract.

L 4 4 4



Educator Uorkshop

INTERPRETATION
EXERCISES
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module 3

Structure-based story

interpretation

Learning outcome - increased
communicative and
interpretative competencies

The exercises in this training module
focus on the formal, structural
features of narrated stories, which
are foregrounded in order to foster
deeper skills in interpretation.
Structural features of stories add to
the content with respect to how the
narrator achieves their persuasive
aims. Engaging explicitly with such
features supports teaching staff to
better interpret the emotional and
imaginative subtexts of student
stories. Yet structural features of
stories are less familiar than
considerations of content. In
everyday engagement we tend to
foreground the content of stories
over considerations of the structural,
or rhetorical elements, yet these
aspects are integral to how we hear
and therefore interpret meaning.
Exercises ask trainees to analyze
textual features such as metaphors,
which draw from, and hence
reference, socio-cultural discourse
and are resonant of the complex
interdependencies of experience.

Educator Uorkshop

INTERPRETATION
EXERCISES

14



module 5

Practice-based Skills

Learning outcome -
understanding of how to
embed skills developed in
professional contexts

The final module is focused on
embedding the skills developed
throughout the training in the
context of trainees’ own professional
contexts. The module returns to
mindset, asking trainees to re-
evaluate their own mindset in light of
what they have learned. This draws
on transformative learning theory,
understood as the process of using a
prior interpretation to construe a
new or revised interpretation of the
meaning of one’s experience in order
to guide future action (Taylor 1998).
The focus in this approach on how
our expectations, framed within
cultural assumptions, directly
influence the meaning we derive
from our experiences, has a clear link
to the interpretative competencies
the training aims to develop. It is
then perspective transformation, or
the move to cognizant thinking, that
entails a revision of meaning
structures, which is transformative
(Taylor 1998).
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Eaucator, Uorkshap.

INTERPRETATION
EXERCISES

Critical self-reflection at a cognitive
level is seen to be the key to adult
transformative learning theory, as is
meaning-making, as transformative
learning can be ‘understood as a
continuous effort to negotiate
contested meanings’ (Mezirow 2000,
p. 3). Critical reflection has a very
specific meaning in transformative
learning, that is awareness of being
caught in one’s own history and
learning to question the integrity of
assumptions and beliefs based on
past experiences. The narrative is
used as a highly effective tool
through which to reveal and explore
assumptions, when in dialogue with
others. The facilitator/trainer is
therefore a key part of the process,
with a disposition towards listening
and learning, as much as facilitating
and leading, whilst encouraging risk-
taking through promoting unfamiliar
reflective techniques but within a
consistent and known learning
context (Taylor 1998).



CONTENT

Look at the personal key reflections in the
story. What are experiences? What are
motivations in the story? How did they affect
behaviour? Based on what you heard how do
you think the storyteller engaged in
education?

STRUCTURE

What is the form of the story? What is the
genre? Is it a hero story or a victim story?
How is the protagonist positioned in the
story?

AGENTS

What are the different agents in the story?
What other people are mentioned? What other
organizations are mentioned? Are there
imagined other mentioned? What is the

quality of these relationships? Is there tension
mentioned?

GENERAL

How does the story make you feel?
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cleam
Reflections

O

Seeing the two side of this project come together, the student workshop and then the teacher
workshop, has been a real privilege. [...] It is a significant event in my own personal
development, as it actualizes the importance of the relational link between students and
teachers through storytelling and narrative. To my mind it is therefore also a good example of
relational pedagogy. Both students and staff were engaged in a process of rich reflective
learning, as were we in the project team. This is the strength of narrative-based learning and it
is hard not to find myself invigorated each time that | am engaged in digital storytelling related
activities. Dr Laura Mazzoli Smith, DU, 2023

There were a great many takeaways from this project for me, which included the openness and
genuine connection that we had not only within the project team, but within what became the
connecting through voice ‘family’, a term | am coining here perhaps slightly presumptuously but
nevertheless that | am holding dear. Whilst there is so much | can say here that speaks to many
of the affordances this work brings, one of the key takeways for me was the way in which this
project solidified how important this work is not only for students but for educators and for
institutions. Speaking with Sonja and Iris who were largely new to digital storytelling, and
reflecting with them through the course of the project along with my colleague Laura, it was
striking how much they gained as educators and how their insider and outsider role allowed
them to really connect with the pedagogic approach that | was leading them to discover and
which digital storytelling pedagogy here provided. This links to supporting educators not only
to learn the technical, curriculum development aspects of this work, but also what it means in
terms of developing and fostering a pedagogic approach and disposition that is founded on
relational pedagogies that support the telling of stories. This is necessarily an open, democratic
approach where hierarchical boundaries are broken down and where students and educators
are sitting side by side not looking up or down at each other. Dr Teti Dragas, DU, 2023
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cleam
Reflections

O

| am happy we were granted the possibility to contribute to promoting equal educational
opportunities at Erasmus University Rotterdam, because | feel strongly connected to this
important challenge. It was great to contribute to the design of a course based on the principles
of narrative-based learning, which is a concept | strongly believe in and gladly devote my
professional career to. Thirdly, it was truly inspiring to work with our English colleagues, who
were willing to share their extensive theoretical knowledge of narrative pedagogy and their
practical storytelling skills and creativity with us. Most importantly, it was greatly rewarding to
note that our course had a transformative, soul opening power, both for students and teachers.
| look forward to deepening our research together and working out implementable narrative-
based learning instruments for both students and teachers of EUR. Dr Iris Casteren von
Cattenburch, EUR 2023

All three of my team members are so humble; yet, we are power women! This is at least how |
feel about us. It's been a transformative project and | believe more and more in the power of
stories and learning through and with stories. Dr Sonja Wendel, EUR, 2023
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DR SONJA WENDEL
PROJECT LEAD

Assistant Professor of Marketing, School of
Economics, EUR, (project leader). Sonja and
Iris have since set up a university spin-off
The Human Stuff: a narrative-based
consultancy that helps people in
organisations create cultures of care.

Find out more about the Human Stuff here.

DR LAURA MAZZOLI SMITH
NARRATIVE EDUCATION LEAD

Laura is an Associate Professor, School of
Education, Durham University, UK. As an
education scholar her research spans many
fields but primarily she is interested in
Narrative Pedagogy and educational

inequalities and inclusion and development of

digital learning platforms. Laura's role in this
project: development and facilitation
(moderator) of the story-based learning
workshop for educators.

Find out more about Laura here.
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DR IRIS CASTEREN VAN CATTENBURCH
ASSOCIATE RESEARCHER

Associate researcher, GovernEUR, Erasmus
Research & Business Support, EUR. Iris is a
literary scholar, communications strategist and
entrepreneur. She specialises in qualitative
research and the application of narrative learning
and reflection methods.

Find out more about Iris at the Human Stuff here.

DR TETIDRAGAS
DIGITAL STORYTELLING LEAD

Teti is an Associate Professor (Education) in
Durham Centre for Academic Development (DCAD)
UK. She has a multidisciplinary background in
literary studies, creative writing, educational
professional development and languages. Her key
role in this project was the development and
facilitation of the digital storytelling workshop for
students and digital story facilitation mentor and
support on the educator workshop.

Find out more about Teti here and here.

Website: About - Digital Storytelling Durham
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