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ABSTRACT
Building on Hillocks’ (1995) concepts of the declarative and procedural knowledge
that writers need in order to craft effective writing, this article explores the writing
process of one pre-service teacher as she moved from a personal narrative to an
essayto a digital story. The authors argue that digital writers—in addition to needing
declarative and procedural knowledge—must also understand knowledge of technology in order to more fully realize the potential of digital storytelling. Implications
for teachers and teacher educators are discussed in relation to Mishra and Koehler’s
(2008) “technological pedagogical content knowledge,” or TPACK.

W

riting.

It is one of the three “R’s” of education.
It is central to our lives as humans.
It continues to change as our world becomes increasingly digital.
And it is incredibly difficult to teach.
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As with many subjects, teachers can be excellent writers, yet not have the
pedagogical knowledge to teach others how to write well. Similarly, teachers may
understand how to engage students in the writing process and have conversations
about traits of writing, yet not have the deep knowledge and set of skills as writers themselves to share with their students. These challenges are compounded in a
digital world. Writing is no longer simply an act of putting pen to paper; writers must
navigate tools of technology that may support or constrain their ability to communicate a message. Given this ever-shifting landscape of what it means to write and be
a teacher of writing, many teachers enter classrooms without developing their skills
as writers, and even fewer as digital writers who compose websites, slide shows, or
other forms of multimedia. As teacher educators and National Writing Project participants, we (Troy and Kristen) understand that teachers must be writers themselves
(Lieberman & Wood, 2003; National Writing Project & Nagin, 2006). We must help the
teachers with whom we work to develop their own knowledge, even as they consider
how to help their students grow as writers. And, as we have considered the nature
of knowledge that writers need in a digital world, we have shifted our teaching to
include both traditional writing assignments such as personal narratives and argumentative essays, as well as digital writing pieces. Defined by the National Writing
Project, DeVoss, Eidman-Aadahl, & Hicks (2010) as a “compositions created with, and
oftentimes for, reading and/or viewing via a computer or other device that is connected
to the Internet” (p. 7, emphasis in original), digital writing can include a wide variety
of tools such as blogs, wikis, collaborative word processors, shared notebooks, and,
as described in this article, digital storytelling. We want our students to develop their
knowledge of writing in a digital world. We want them to practice writing digitally.
We want them to think critically about how digital writing opens possibilities for
exploration of self and other.
As teacher educators, we reflect upon these goals with the help of someone
who knows this process well, Jodi, a pre-service teacher who developed her writing
in Troy’s class, “Writing in the Elementary and Middle Schools.” In the fall of 2012, Jodi
developed a number of writing pieces including a writer’s profile, a personal narrative, and a “This I Believe” essay that focused on the broad idea of “social change,”
a theme inspired by her involvement with Alternative Breaks, a program at the university that sponsored meaningful volunteer work during academic breaks. Troy
believed that by having his students engage as writers, they would better understand their processes, as well as the elements of this kind of personal essay writing.
Later in the semester, Troy asked pre-service teachers to build upon this knowledge
by creating digital stories that further explored a topic of personal significance. As
defined by author and educational consultant Bernajean Porter,
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Digital Storytelling takes the ancient art of oral storytelling and engages a
palette of technical tools to weave personal tales using images, graphics,
music and sound mixed together with the author’s own story voice. Digital
storytelling is an emerging art form of personal, heartful expression that
enables individuals and communities to reclaim their personal cultures
while exploring their artistic creativity. While the heart and power of the
digital story is shaping a personal digital story about self, family, ideas, or
experiences, the technology tools also invite writers and artists to think and
invent new types of communication outside the realm of traditional linear
narratives. (Porter, n.d.)
Thus, the digital story project provided an opportunity for Jodi to express
herself as a writer and to think critically about how to integrate technology into her
own teaching. Jodi immediately connected the digital assignment to her “This I
Believe” essay, recognizing that the digital mode may allow her to accomplish more
by connecting deeply with her audience; she was unsure how to execute her plan.
Like all writers who are learning and changing as they build larger vocabularies, experience more in life, and gain a more sophisticated set of rhetorical skills,
Jodi needed to add a layer to her knowledge. She needed to understand how the
tools of technology could help her tell the story and how the form of a digital story
could broaden the focus of her personal essay. Through her work with Troy, Jodi was
able to develop her procedural, declarative, and technological knowledge to accomplish her writing goals, and we will elaborate on these forms of knowledge below. In
particular, Jodi took the initiative to schedule a writing conference with Troy on the
Friday before the digital story was due. Part of the talking and thinking that went on
in that conversation was, fortunately, captured in some notes that Troy took while
Jodi described her vision for the digital story and discussed how she might use the
ideas from her “This I Believe” essay that could translate into a digital story.
Through the rest of this article, the three of us have worked collaboratively
to provide a framework for thinking about Troy’s decisions as a writing teacher and
teacher educator, as well as Jodi’s decisions as a digital writer. We begin by adapting
Hillocks’ framework of declarative and procedural knowledge that writers need and
expanding that framework to include a third dimension that includes digital writing. Then, we share Jodi’s reflections on the process of composing her digital story.
Finally, we close with a discussion of how digital writing both expands and complicates the decisions that writers and teachers of writing must make as we incorporate
newer literacies and technologies into our teaching and learning.
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The Knowledge Writers Need
Hillocks (1995) articulated a sociocultural view of writing that evolves from a
rich history of composition theory. He suggested that traditional writing instruction
focuses on declarative knowledge—telling students what a given genre should look
like or include—and he argued that “the important knowledge is procedural” (p. 99),
or how to produce the writing itself.
Hillocks described the difference in this way:
It is one thing to identify the characteristics of a piece of writing but quite
another to produce an example of the type.... Knowledge of discourse, then,
appears to have two dimensions: declarative knowledge, which enables
identification of characteristics, and procedural knowledge, which enables
production. (p. 121)
Perhaps a more blunt way to put his findings would be this: it’s relatively
easy for students to tell us about the qualities of good writing. That is, they generally
know what good writing looks like. However, knowing how to craft good writing is
much more difficult. In fact, Hillocks argued further that writers need knowledge of
discourse (the form of the writing) and knowledge of substance (the content of the
writing). Smith and Wilhelm (2006) conceptualized this knowledge in a table, aligning declarative and procedural knowledge of writing with the form and substance
of that writing into a blank table, showing the relationship between these ideas
(p. 124). We have adapted their table into Figure 1, elaborating on the intersections
of these ideas.
Form

Substance

Declarative Knowledge
(Answers the question
“what”?; can be tested.)

What the writing itself is,
including the generic/conventional characteristics

The content, topic or
subject of the writing

Procedural Knowledge
(Answers the question
“how”?; must be
produced.)

How to generate the
needed characteristics

How to generate the
content (inquiry)

Fig. 1: An elaboration on Smith and Wilhelm’s interpretation of Hillocks’ declarative and procedural
knowledge
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For Smith and Wilhelm, then, using procedural knowledge is putting
“declarative knowledge into practice” (p. 125). This framework suggests that writers need a knowledge of what, which includes identifying the characteristics of the
genre and the content focus of the writing, as well as the knowledge of how to produce the writing in a way that effectively communicates the message.
Examining Jodi’s path through Troy’s class, we can see her expertise as a
writer grow. In Figure 2, Jodi’s final draft of the personal narrative, which was due
about one-third of the way into the semester, is presented and, in Figure 3, Jodi’s
final draft of the “This I Believe” essay, due about two-thirds of the way through the
semester, is shared. Both are worth reading, as they demonstrate Jodi’s competence
as a writer. As a future teacher of English who herself was an advanced writer, she
possessed the declarative and procedural knowledge of form to write a personal narrative in the form of this essay. She knew how to focus on a main theme and to add
appropriate detail to craft the essay. She was able to tap into her experience as a participant in Alternative Breaks to generate the content for that piece, focusing broadly
on the idea of “social change.” She successfully met the goals of the assignment and
her personal goals as a writer, and she earned positive responses from her classmates,
especially on the final line of her essay: “For this, I believe in social change.”
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Fig. 2: Jodi’s personal narrative
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Fig. 3: Jodi’s “This I believe” essay

As the semester moved forward, Troy shifted expectations, taking Jodi (and
many of her classmates) out of her comfort zone as a writer by introducing concepts
related to digital writing. In particular, he introduced the idea of digital storytelling,
a genre in which digital writers combine a narrated script, images, transitions, video
effects, and music to create short movies. Since the 1990s, when programs such as
Windows Movie Maker and iMovie have come packaged on personal computers,
the possibilities for creating digital stories have continued to expand. And, as one of
many genres that he could ask students to produce as a final project in this methods
course, Troy felt that digital stories offered a good way to synthesize students’ learning from the semester.
After sharing two examples of digital stories, Troy introduced basic techniques for crafting such a text. These lessons focused both on declarative and procedural knowledge and included elements such as creating a timeline, including transitions, and recording narration. Still, even after writing about her experience in the
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Alternative Breaks program earlier in the semester, when Jodi first tackled writing
her digital story, she faltered. Like many students in the class, she had difficulty in
capturing her ideas in text-based writing while preparing the digital timeline for the
video components of the story. At her request, she scheduled a meeting during office
hours with Troy, a conference she did not need to fulfill a requirement for the course,
but chose to take on so that she could learn how to craft an effective digital story that
she would want to share with her friends and family.

The Knowledge Digital Writers Need
Perhaps the reason Jodi needed additional support in the writing of this
digital piece, one that built from the same personal experience as the text-based
narrative she had written earlier, is that the framework laid out by Hillocks (1995)
becomes more complicated when looking at digital genres. A digital story is a composition that involves spoken words, images, video, and other multimedia effects.
Unlike its cousin, the personal narrative, the digital story provides writers with a
broad palette of tools of technology that support rhetorical choices. In short, crafting a digital story requires technological knowledge, in addition to declarative and
procedural knowledge.
So what knowledge does a writer need to create an effective digital story?
As in the personal narrative, Jodi needed to understand first the elements of narrative (e.g., character, conflict, dialogue), but she also needed knowledge of images/
video, music/sound effects, and transitions/captions/video effects. She needed to
know that digital stories employee these techniques, but she also needed to know
how to use them effectively to move her story forward and to capture the audience.
Furthermore, she needed to understand the affordances of the technology both from
the perspective of the genre (form) and the content of the story itself (substance).
Porter (in Hicks, 2009) has suggested that media can be used in three levels
in digital storytelling. In her view, media might (1) decorate the story, (2) illustrate
the story, or (3) illuminate the story. Decorating is easy; finding clip art or an image
from the Internet will do, and matching it up with the script being read is sufficient.
Illustrating takes a bit more work, in the sense that the digital writer may use her own
images or create new ones, using them to highlight the spoken words. In order for
media to “illuminate” the story, a writer needs knowledge of technology and how it
intersects with both the form and the substance of the writing. The words, images,
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transitions, and sounds work together so that the “whole” of the digital story is truly
more than just the sum of its parts.
Visually, we have enhanced Smith and Wilhelm’s table by making it into a
cube when thinking about digital genres, where the front of the cube encompasses
what we know about traditional, print-based forms of writing and moving deeper
into the cube generatively complicates what we know and leads us to (potentially)
richer forms of digital writing. In this model, writers need to know both the “surface”
level of declarative and procedural knowledge as well as the “depth” that they can
add with technologies for digital writing (See Figure 4). As a concrete example, it is
the difference between knowing how to describe a character in writing as compared
to using an image to introduce a character and, with just enough writing, describe
her in a way that illustrates or illuminates her picture. In this way, the introduction of
technological knowledge intersects with both form and substance, complicating the
one-dimensional grid of writer knowledge.

Fig. 4: A model for declarative, procedural, and technological knowledge in digital writing

To successfully create a digital story, Jodi (like all digital writers) needed to
understand how to find and incorporate images, music, and other effects to illuminate her story. She could not complete the task without knowing what technologies to use, how to manipulate them, or in what ways these technologies helped
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her to develop both the form and the substance of her story. In our efforts to layer in
technological knowledge, to deepen teachers’ experiences as writers themselves, we
need to help them understand:
•

•

Declarative and procedural knowledge of form, in light of understanding
the similarities and differences between a traditional print-based narrative
to a digital story
Declarative and procedural knowledge of substance, in light of using specific affordances of the technology effectively to draw her readers into the
digital story

It is with this understanding of the digital writing process in mind that we
now bring Jodi’s voice into this conversation, hearing more about her thinking as she
composed and revised her digital story.

Reimaging the Writing Process
In order to elaborate the dimensions in this cube, we recommend first reading the personal narrative essay and This I Believe essay about her experience, then
viewing Jodi’s Digital Story1 before reading her reflection on the process of creating
this piece.

Jodi’s reflections on composing a digital story.
I know about stories. I know that when adults read to children, we ask them
questions about the moral of the story, the emotions of the main characters,
or the plot. In my early childhood development courses, I learned that these
questions help children to experience a story, rather than just read it. Knowing that readers can identify with narrators and experience stories helped
me envision the digital story that I wanted to create. Not only did I want
to fulfill the requirements that Troy set in place for the assignment, I also
had other goals. I wanted friends, family, and potential employers to see my
personal development within the Alternative Breaks program. But I didn’t
just want my audience to hear me speaking about my life as I narrated the
pictures I had collected during my four years in the program. I wanted my
readers to feel as though they were experiencing my story with me.
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In order to reach this goal I had to carefully structure my story, and I decided
to ask Troy to meet with me for a writing conference outside of class. We
met on a Friday morning, and began to think and plan together. I knew that
stories contain a beginning, middle, and an end; however, I also understood
that authors sometimes pick a point near the end of the story and then
flashback to the beginning, allowing the reader to see the growth of the
main character. I thought that a flashback might work well for my digital
story. Starting at the end and flashing back, I hoped to show my viewers
how much the Alternative Breaks program has helped me grow into the
person I am today. I wanted to share that I have not always had the privileges I’ve been blessed with through the Alternative Breaks program, but
that service has challenged me to be a better person. I decided that I could
best tell this story through three different leadership experiences—being
a participant, a site leader, and then a board member. Each of these topics
had their own stories within them that would give life and meaning to the
bigger picture of my writing. Troy listened to me talk, and he took notes
about my ideas and we worked together to create this timeline (Figure 5):

Fig. 5: Notes from Jodi’s conference with Troy about her digital story timeline

Once I knew the content of my digital story, I had to tackle the task of constructing the video. I had experience creating a digital presentation that
required me to choose a topic, pick a song, input pictures related to the
topic, and post the video to YouTube. However, that assignment didn’t need
to tell a story. I wasn’t sure how to take my knowledge of technology from
that other task and apply it to creating a digital story that would come full
circle. After watching the sample that Troy shared with us, I began to see
how transitions and other effects could help reach my goal.

LEARNing Landscapes | Vol. 6, No. 2, Spring 2013

177

Troy Hicks, Kristen Turner, and Jodi Stratton
My “This I Believe” essay was already written, so I revisited it. I realized that
I had felt constrained by the formatting of a typical essay and that I had
struggled to write the paper about a broad topic like social change. I realized I needed to shift to writing about my journey through service-learning,
and I knew the digital story could help me better connect with my audience by showing my personal experience with Alternate Breaks. As I tried
to move from the written essay to the digital story, I thought PowerPoint
would be a tool to help me. I copied pieces of my “This I Believe” essay into
my PowerPoint document. I could see the slides on the right-hand side of
the screen, make notes at the bottom of the page, and print out the slides
to staple them together and have a paperback copy of my story. Making the
story a book first helped bring to life the plot of my digital story—which
ultimately became a personal and reflective story on a big chapter in my life.
After the story was sequenced, I recorded the narration one slide at a time.
I closed my eyes and really listened to what I was saying, allowing myself
to form a mental image of the story. I used these mental images to write
notes on each PowerPoint slide about what I saw happening in the scene.
Once this was done for all slides, I looked for pictures stored on my laptop,
searched old albums on Facebook, and reached out to a few friends who
had some photos, so I could begin adding visual images to my words.
From there, it was time to take all the pieces of the puzzle and put them
together. Going slide by slide and recording my voice one slide at a time
better allowed me to map out the timings of each photo and to put a transition in the middle so that things felt as if they were an integral whole.
Instead of selecting pictures and quotes that were memorable moments
from my break, I really made an effort to select photos and quotes that
encompassed my experiences that would give my viewers a more meaningful experience. My peers had recommended that I take the line of “For
this, I believe in social change” from my “This I Believe” essay and use that
at the end of my digital story. Because my “This I Believe” essay was strictly
text, my words couldn’t convey the meaning I wanted them to. Revamping
it, adding photos, and actually giving the words I was saying a voice was the
biggest component in making that statement a reality.
I aligned my narration with the pictures in iMovie, yet there was still something that was missing. I didn’t feel that the sub-stories fit well into the story
as a whole. I decided to give each chapter a page turn and each sub-story
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a different transition (fade to black, pixelate, or a blur) to see if that make it
more powerful. The transitions gave my digital story more depth. Whenever there was a page turn, it was symbolic of a new chapter occurring;
whereas the photos that faded to black were meant to show that the small
sub-story was ending and a new one was going to come. I used pixelations
at the beginning and the end to create a mirage that allowed me to transition quickly into a flashback or flash forward moment. The transitions made
all the difference, and everything fit together to make the story an integral
whole that I am proud to share with family, friends, and peers in the Alternative Break program.

Jodi’s Knowledge as a Digital Writer
We can summarize Jodi’s declarative knowledge of form and substance, in
this case of digital storytelling, quite simply: Jodi brought her extensive knowledge
of how stories work to this process of digital storytelling, and she knew that the genre
of digital story would allow her to connect with an audience by helping them “experience” her story. Particularly after Troy shared a model, she knew what a digital story
looked like and that she could adapt her “This I Believe” essay in terms of content. In
short, she understood the craft of story, in the broadest sense, and saw possibilities
with digital storytelling.
Procedural knowledge, however, became more complicated, both in terms
of form and substance for digital writing. She needed to develop her technological
knowledge in order to create the form itself, and she needed to understand how to
use technology to generate the content of the digital story. In some cases, the line
between form and content blurred. For example, in the personal narrative, Jodi was
able to develop her ideas about social change through the use of quotations and
description. In the digital story, she had other options. She could deepen her exploration of social change through the use of her own images, effective transitions, appropriate music, and literally bringing in her voice through narration. To accomplish
these goals as a writer, Jodi needed to understand how to use the technology to craft
an effective, emotionally rich story (procedural). The use of these tools of technology was not just a matter of form, however. Since Jodi’s story advanced via photos,
accessing appropriate images became as much a matter of content as it was the form
of the story. In fact, when she realized that she could not find adequate images on her
computer, she downloaded them from Facebook and asked friends to send them to
her. These methods of inquiry required technological knowledge beyond the movie
making program, requiring specific communication with others that enabled both
the form and the substance of the piece.
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To use Porter’s terms, Jodi’s story was “illuminating” throughout, from
beginning to end. Her process led her to develop knowledge of digital storytelling
in all four quadrants of declarative and procedural knowledge, yet it was her knowledge of technology (both declarative and procedural) that enabled the production
of the writing. The end result deepened her knowledge of writing—and her understanding of herself as a writer. This type of learning needs to happen for students as
they continue to grow and change as writers in a digital world.

Conclusions
Jodi reflected on her experience:
The process of writing a digital story has affected me as a writer in more
ways than I could have ever dreamed. Through this, I see a different part
of myself as a writer and as a reflector. We, as humans, have busy lives and
are always going about our day-to-day tasks that can seem stressful and
monotonous. Writing this story helped me take a step back and see everything that I have accomplished as a person. It allowed me to see where I
used to be and just how far I have come. Every time I watch the video I identify with a different emotion and a different perspective on the story. As
a writer, I have been able to see my process of writing and how I can use
my words to create a powerful message. I’ve had the ability to move and
educate groups of people that are familiar and unfamiliar with Alternative
Breaks. Now, when I walk into an interview and they ask me about any ideas
I have on incorporating technology in the classroom, what are Alternative
Breaks, or even who I am as a writer, I have confidence knowing that I can
answer their questions not by telling them, but by showing them.
One of the most interesting elements of composing a digital story is the
recursive nature of moving back and forth between print text and video. Some students report that they write out the full script, whereas others organize all the pictures first. Most use some combination of the two, recursively moving back and forth
between traditional alphabetic literacy and multimodal literacy. For Jodi, brainstorming began many weeks before in her personal narrative and “This I Believe” essay, and
then on paper when working with Troy to develop the timeline. The most interesting part about the brainstorming was that, even as she described her experiences in
the Alternative Break program in a chronological order, Troy began to hear patterns
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to how she described the changes in herself and these changes did not follow the
chronology. Through their conference, they developed a story structure that met her
writing goals. Jodi discovered that the genre of digital story opened opportunities
for her as a writer.
As teacher educators and teachers continue to reimagine the writing process with many forms of digital writing, specifically with digital storytelling, we can
learn much from Hillocks (1995) and Smith and Wilhelm’s (2006) work. Pushing the
boundaries of declarative and procedural knowledge of both substance and form
to include the affordances of newer technologies allows us to build on theoretically
sound interpretations of writing as we justify decisions in curriculum, instruction,
and assessment.
Though we feel the need to go deeper into writing and to complicate our
knowledge by assigning digital genres is self-evident in Jodi’s story, we also consider
the importance of developing what Mishra and Koehler describe as “Technological
Pedagogical Content Knowledge” in teachers of writing. Specifically, one element of
that framework, “technological content knowledge” could be useful as we continue
to explore the types of knowledge that teachers need to have in order to succeed in
teaching digital writing:
Accordingly, Technological Content Knowledge (TC or TCK) is an understanding of the manner in which technology and content influence and
constrain one another. Teachers need to master more than the subject matter they teach, they must also have a deep understanding of the manner in
which the subject matter (or the kinds of representations that can be constructed) can be changed by the application of technology. Teachers need
to understand which specific technologies are best suited for addressing
subject-matter learning in their domains and how the content dictates or
perhaps even changes the technology—or vice versa. (Mishra & Koehler,
2008, p. 9)
In moving the two-dimensional table of declarative and procedural knowledge into a three-dimensional cube that recognizes the effects and importance
of technology, we appreciate how the “kinds of representations that can be constructed” are transformed as we move from print to digital text. In fact, we believe
that the intersections of technology and knowledge of substance and form represented in this cube indicate that content knowledge for teachers of writing subsumes
technological knowledge. In the digital era in which we live, technology cannot be
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divorced from a writer’s understanding of craft and substance. It is within the intersection that Jodi reimagined herself as a writer, and it is within the intersection that
we, as teachers of writing, reimagine what it means to teach writing.

Note
1.

See http://youtu.be/krKHBIiwIF0
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