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Abstract 

In October 2018, an Information Technology class of twenty-four Year 8 boys participated in an 

eight-week learning project on social media. Through the careful scaffolding of learning tasks, 

this action research project sought to evaluate how incorporating storytelling might encourage 

boys to use empathy in understanding and making decisions that impact their digital footprint. 

With many opportunities for reflection and debate, the use of stories fostered connection and 

contributed to a deeper understanding of the consequences of behaviour. In evaluating the final 

app prototypes the students created, it was evident that stories had encouraged them to think 

critically, design creatively, and solve problems collaboratively. The results of this action research 

project focused my attention on the strategies I could use to empower students to monitor their 

own behaviour. Moreover, it allowed me to share my findings with my colleagues and work 

collaboratively with them to create opportunities for incorporating stories, rich debate, and 

problem-solving in the curriculum.  

Introduction 

The widespread use of social networking sites by children has significantly reconfigured how they 

communicate, with whom, and the possible consequences of any interaction. As a result, I have 

become increasingly aware of how difficult it is for middle school children to grasp the gravity of 

negative behaviour on social media, be it cyberbullying, lack of privacy, or inappropriate posts.  

In my experience, warning children about the consequences of risky online behaviour by teaching 

the facts and legal implications has little effect. Although they might understand the concepts 

intellectually, they soon revert to previous habits. Livingstone (2014) suggests that “children have 

more easily learned the messages (such as don’t talk to strangers or don’t disclose personal 

information) than changed their behaviour” (pg. 284). Paluck, Shepherd and Aronow (2016) 
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concur - in an intervention experiment across 56 schools with 24,191 students, they made the 

observation that there is little evidence to suggest that anti-conflict and anti-bullying 

interventions have reduced student conflict or improved school climate. Having been part of 

many safety and awareness campaigns over the last three years to help adolescents understand 

the risks of sharing and engaging on various social media sites, I too have realised that these 

campaigns have very little, or at best, very short-lived effects. 

The 2018/2019 IBSC action research topic, Boys and Stories: Pathways to Learning, afforded me 

the opportunity to examine my current practice and adapt my teaching for the better. I wanted to 

try a different approach to the usual “factual” teaching of this module. Research has shown how 

stories and particular compelling narratives cause the release of oxytocin in the brain, leading to 

changed attitudes, and even empathic and generous behaviour. The change in oxytocin is 

associated with a sustained attention span and a concern for the characters in a story (Zak, 2015). 

Paying attention to a story and becoming emotionally engaged with the characters cause a 

physical reaction, which in turn moves people into a particular empathetic behaviour. With this in 

mind, I chose to investigate the following question: How might incorporating storytelling into an 

Information Technology course encourage Year 8 boys to understand and manage their digital 

footprint? 

Action research, as outlined by Mertler (2017), proved most effective in evaluating the efficacy of 

my intended action. During the course of the eight-week research project, storytelling was 

introduced as a strategy to engage boys, create awareness, teach facts and evaluate their 

understanding of digital citizenship. The data collection methods were mainly qualitative, 

allowing boys to express their thoughts in interviews and the creation of a video. The evolving 

and reflecting nature of action research allowed me to be flexible and make subtle changes when 

necessary, which meant that as a teacher, I was as much a participant in the project as a 

researcher.  

Literature Review 

Why is it that adolescents engage in risky online behaviour? Adolescents often seem to act 

impulsively and this may be in part because the development of that part of the brain is slower 
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than that of the emotional parts of the brain, including the limbic system (Blakemore, 2008). It 

has been suggested that adolescents may engage in risky behaviour because they have not yet 

fully acquired the mental ability to curb impulsive behaviour or to make entirely rational 

judgments (Steinberg, 2007). 

During adolescence, teenagers also start forging their own, unique identity. During this process, 

they develop important attachments with people other than their parents, build new social 

relationships, and experiment with “trying on” different identities (Blakemore, 2008). Social media 

facilitates many aspects of identity formation (Livingstone, 2014). 

Why Do Adolescents Gravitate Towards Social Media? 

Drawing on Piagetian theory of cognitive development, Livingstone (20014) concludes that 

adolescents are focused on gaining autonomy and individuality, “facing the crucial social 

developmental tasks of constructing a credible, valued and sexual identity and building 

meaningful relationships” (p. 13). These developments fit well with the use of social media, which 

facilitate self-expression (designing and updating a profile), testing trust (checking message 

meaning with others or reflecting on exchanges during online asynchronous communication) and 

sharing intimacies (by managing privacy settings and sharing intimate details (Peter & 

Valkenburg, 2013). 

Problems Arising by Adolescents’ Use of Social Media 

Navigating the social media world is not an easy task. The instantaneous nature of social media 

and “screengrabs” prove to be problematic as it is difficult to maintain control of what is being 

shared and with whom. Boyd (2014) describes how the affordances of networked technologies 

and the persistence of online data have meant that past conversations and content can resurface 

at a later date with potentially negative consequences. “Tagging” on social media is also 

distressing for boys, and Barbour and Marshall (2012) define these digital tracks and traces left by 

others as the “Uncontrollable Self” - the digital footprint which is constructed as a consequence 

of not actively managing online tracks and tags. Furthermore, the perceived invisibility of an 

audience is problematic. Online communication is complex, and Berkowicz and Myers (2014) 

emphasize that we need to wrestle with questions about visibility, empathy, and compassion.  

https://paperpile.com/c/EbJuFJ/3z9L
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Developing Empathy Through Storytelling 

We certainly advocate for the use of technology with all of its amazing advantages. In general, 

however, the creep toward disconnectedness and perceived anonymity may have an unintended 

long-term effect upon the capacity to feel empathy and compassion and to act with respect 

(Berkowicz & Myers, 2014). Because the Internet can depersonalize communication, there is a 

need to develop empathy and compassion in its users.  

Exposing adolescents to stories might have a positive impact on acquiring empathetic 

competencies. Zak’s (2015) research found that stories are an effective tool through which 

empathy can be fostered for three reasons: they transport us and therefore generate empathy, 

they encourage concern for the characters in the story, and they highlight biases and thereby 

foster inclusiveness. These elements culminate in feelings of trust and belonging. Zak found that 

the neurochemical oxytocin is synthesized in the human brain when one is trusted, and that 

oxytocin increases prosocial empathetic behaviour.  

The word “empathy” is defined as “the action of understanding” (Merriam-Webster, 1999). 

Empathy as a translation of the German term “Einfühlung,” which means “feel at one with 

somebody,” can be defined as the capacity to vicariously experience another’s feeling. We have 

seen empathy and compassion online when people learn of another's problem and rally in 

supportive generosity. Since well-crafted stories can cultivate the neural foundation for empathy, 

we are in a unique position as educators to use storytelling as a tool to foster connection, which 

could lead to a deeper understanding of consequences of behaviour. 

Research Context  

St John’s College is an independent Anglican day and boarding school situated in Johannesburg, 

South Africa. It ranges from nursery school to Sixth Form, with most boys coming from middle to 

high socio-economic backgrounds. The school has a strong reputation of academic excellence 

and it is the aim of the College to be a “world class Christian school for Africa” where the values 

of compassion, integrity, responsibility, humility, and service are upheld.  

My research context was located specifically in the College where I chose to conduct my research 

with twenty-four boys in my current Year 8 Information Technology class. Boys have Information 
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Technology as a rotational module for 10 weeks from September to mid-November. There are two 

40-minute lessons per week.  

A letter outlining the nature of the action research project was sent to parents, and their consent, 

along with their son’s, was sought. The data collection process was detailed and assurances were 

given that information collected would only be used for educational purposes and within the 

context of this research project. Anonymity was maintained by withholding the boys’ names 

when discussing data and in the transcribing of the video recordings. 

The Action  

During the eight weeks of the research project, I introduced three main changes in my practice. 

Firstly, the incorporation of stories as a primary source for teaching digital citizenship, using 

digital storytelling for inspiration and modelling. Secondly, creating a climate of active listening, 

open discussion, and rigorous debate where all students’ experiences and contributions were 

treated with equal respect. Thirdly, continuously critical examining of attitudes and my own 

practice, making necessary adjustments as the research project progressed.  

Storytelling was at the heart of the project action activity and boys were required to use these 

stories as they completed the various learning tasks. While the unit of work comprised scaffolded 

learning tasks, which were structured to develop critical thinking around social media behaviour, 

it also included the regular IT curriculum requirements and, therefore, a variety of digital tools 

were used to carry out the learning tasks. These tools included Google Docs, Forms, Slides, 

Flipgrid, Photoshop, and various video creation & editing tools. The scaffolded learning tasks 

included:

Survey as Baseline Assessment 

 Boys completed an anonymous survey on their social media habits. 

Exploration of Presentation of Self  

Boys took selfies and then manipulated images to become a “better” version of the self. This was 

followed by a discussion on how online profiles are enhanced and curated versions of reality. The 
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boys added before and after pictures to a shared slide deck. They then reflected on the theme of 

curation on social media on the online video platform Flipgrid. 

Introduction of Stories  

Powerful emotive stories of teens and their digital lives were presented through various mediums 

- newspaper articles, film, blogs, and podcasts. These stories were positive and negative. Themes 

included image manipulation, curation of the online self, friend and follower numbers, perceived 

popularity, tagging and commenting, privacy, identity theft, suicide, depression, cyberbullying, 

crowd funding, and legal implications. It included the well-known Amanda Todd video, in which 

she describes her experience of relentless cyberbullying. Boys also researched and shared stories 

of their own. 

Individual and Group Reflection Tasks  

Students completed hyperdocs, which investigated their individual responses to some of the 

shared stories. They also captured video reflections as individual and group activities.  

Group Brainstorming and Tool Development  

Boys used post-it notes as a way to visually brainstorm strategies with which one might evaluate 

social media posts. These were displayed and grouped onto a virtual pinboard and formed the 

preliminary tasks to start designing an app prototype with which the might evaluate social media 

posts.  

Digital Management Tool Creation  

Boys developed their own app prototype: an evaluation tool incorporating story elements, design 

thinking, and computational thinking strategies. 

 

 

Video Reflection Task  
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A final short video reflection gave boys the opportunity to reflect on which stories they used in 

their ‘app’ development, as they designed to problem-solve for a specific audience, and which 

strategies they have developed in reflecting on digital footprints. 

Creating a Digital Story   

Students created a short promotional video using digital storytelling elements to introduce their 

new social media self- management tool to the world. 

Exit Survey  

In the exit survey, the questions mirrored the initial survey and provided the opportunity to 

assess whether there were any changed attitudes, perceptions, and behaviours.  

Data Collection  

Over the duration of the project, data were collected from the participants through a mixed 

methods approach. The quantitative data were collected at two points during the research 

project: the beginning and the end. Students first completed an initial baseline survey. Questions 

included rating scales and Likert-scale questions designed to measure attitudes, perceptions, and 

behaviours (Mertler, 2017), with particular emphasis on attitudes and behaviour to social media.  

These survey results provided insight into how the students had previously managed their digital 

footprint. I conducted an exit survey to gather information on whether the intervention had in 

any way impacted the boys’ views on social media, their digital footprint, and how to manage it.  

Qualitative data were collected throughout the project. Interviews and video reflection tools 

allowed for boys to reflect on the classroom activities. I collected samples of student work and 

reflection tasks throughout the research project. I also kept a field notes journal to log thoughts 

about the various activities, noting comments made by the boys, particularly noting statements 

involving perceived success or lack of success. These data provided  a description of the learners’ 

attitudes, the atmosphere in the class, the interaction in groups, and the enthusiasm with which 

they approached the various tasks. 

Credibility of Research  
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It was essential to observe, interview, and film students during each of the various learning tasks. 

The teacher reflection journal with field notes documented the learning process; the various 

opportunities to hear student voices through the use of video reflection tools ensuring 

trustworthiness and authenticity.  

Data Analysis  

The use of a variety of instruments and methods to collect data from multiple sources ensured 

that polyangulation was possible. I analysed data by first transcribing interviews and video 

reflections and then highlighting any overarching themes or common phrases. The analysis also 

allowed me to deduct which element of the unit has the strongest impact on the boys’ 

understanding of responsible social media usage. Their thoughts on the impact of storytelling as 

an audience member and how that impacted on the design of their own digital story were the 

main focus areas of the analysis.  

By comparing responses in the pre- and post-surveys and analysing the self-management tool 

and the final digital storytelling video, I could determine levels of understanding and empathy. As 

the majority of the data collection was qualitative, it was important to note the emerging themes 

and patterns to see whether the storytelling approach to teaching digital citizenship had any 

impact on students’ understanding. 

Discussion of Results  

Twenty-four boys completed the pre- and post-project surveys, which sought insight into their 

social media habits and behaviour. The quantitative data collected from the surveys were 

analysed and categorised, and the following findings emerged:  

● The majority of the boys were not convinced that people were being honest online and 

there was an awareness of the curation of a public social media persona.  

● The majority of boys enjoyed interacting with their friends on social media and wanted it 

to remain a lighthearted platform which they could explore, meet people, and gain social 

status.  
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● The majority of the boys agreed that the number of likes and followers significantly 

influenced social status.  

● Shockingly, the majority of the boys had also been a witness to, or the victim of 

cyberbullying in one form or another.  

The qualitative data collected during this project from various reflection and creation tasks were 

analysed and categorised. When coded, the following broad themes emerged:  

● Storytelling promoted a deeper level of engagement  

● Developing empathy through storytelling 

● Shared reactions to stories promoted feelings of trust and belonging 

● Storytelling caused a shift in attitudes and behaviour  

● Storytelling lead to self-awareness and self-management strategies  

Storytelling Promoted a Deeper Level of Engagement With Social Media 

My field journal entries show my amazement at the boys’ interest when listening to stories, 

telling stories of their own, and working on the various tasks prompted by stories. When 

watching a story about Amanda Todd, a 15-year-old Canadian student and victim of 

cyberbullying who committed suicide, I wrote: “You can hear a pin drop. Every now and then I 

hear a gasp when they heard something shocking.”  Boys had many questions, such as “Why did 

they not understand she made a mistake?” and “Is this true, ma’m? Did people really treat her 

this way?” On 12 October I noted: 

Boys are huddled in groups and telling each other stories they found about teens 

and their online lives. Boys are making eye contact and listening to each other – I 

am noticing how they are giving each other full attention and not interrupting or 

judging. Very unusual. 
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Most notable, was their engagement with video stories and reflections of their peers on the 

Flipgrid platform. Each boy had uploaded a one-minute video for each of three tasks (thus 

totalling a maximum of 72 minutes). Access to these videos was restricted to the class only. As 

depicted in Figure 1, astonishingly, over 39 hours of engagement were recorded for these 

activities, indicating that boys had, on average, voluntarily spent 1-2 hours of their free time at 

home watching the videos of their peers and engaging with the subject matter. 

Figure 1: Hours spent watching video stories 

Developing Empathy Through Storytelling 

Exposure to stories elicited surprisingly emotional responses from the boys. In particular, 

storytelling about real people, such as Amanda Todd, generated empathetic comments, 

including: 

Boy A: “I really feel horrible about Amanda Todd. I find it so sad that making one  mistake can 

lead to all of this and you could never take it back after you put it online.”  

Boy B: “So about this Amanda Todd, I think that no one should ever have to go through 

something like that. I just feel really sad.” 

Boy C: “I actually feel so sorry for Amanda Todd - she didn’t actually know that what she was 

getting herself into.” 
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Boy D: “I think people who were hating on her and said mean things like that, they didn’t 

understand what she has been through and why she was the way she was. I feel sad for 

her. 

Concern for the character was evident in the adjectives used to describe her situation such as: 

“she was terrorized,” “she was tormented,” “they were brutal,” and “they destroyed her.” Through 

the course of this project, it became clear that stories were an effective tool through which 

empathy could be fostered. The boys showed true emotion in their responses; one boy even 

commented, “I think that the Amanda Todd story really broke my heart.” Stories transported 

these boys and encouraged concern for the characters in the story.  

Shared reactions to stories promoted feelings of trust and belonging 

The boys completed a Photoshop project in which they “improved” their selfies. In discussions 

around the curated nature of posts on social media, boys were willing to share that they do to 

“enhance” pictures in order to look more “acceptable.” In this trusted environment, they admitted 

that they post pictures in which they “wore the right brands,” “had whiter teeth,” “looked more 

tanned,” and were “more serious.” One boy remarked: “I don’t understand why we all feel this 

way, and we all feel we need to be so much better than ourselves and we all lie online. And we 

know that and say that here – but then we leave this class and we pretend again.”  

The shared sadness the boys experienced by watching the Amanda Todd video prompted them 

to speak spontaneously and openly about their feelings. It highlighted their fears, biases, and 

vulnerabilities. It was evident that the willingness to share and talk openly was because stories 

gave them the distance to ask questions about characters and discuss “fictitious” events, thereby 

allowing the conversation to happen without implicating others in the room or even talking 

about themselves. 

Shifting Attitudes and Behaviour Through Storytelling 

For some boys, exposure to stories prompted a change in attitude about privacy and social 

media. Students first completed an initial baseline survey designed to measure attitudes, 

perceptions, and behaviours (Mertler, 2017), with particular emphasis on attitudes and behaviour 

to social media.  These survey results showed, amongst other things, that boys had a somewhat 
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lax attitude towards privacy settings. Strict privacy settings prevented them from easily attaining 

more followers – and the number of followers you have is an indication of your popularity.  

At the end of the eight weeks, I conducted an exit survey to gather information on whether the 

intervention had in any way impacted the boys’ views on social media, their digital footprint and 

how to manage it. The exit survey revealed that there was a measurable shift in attitude and 

behaviour and that almost half of the boys had changed their privacy settings from “public” to 

“moderation.” One boy shared:  

I realised that having 3000 followers is a bit of a risk. I think I know like 340 

people and although it looks kinda cool to sport those numbers, I was just 

thinking about all the people that I don’t know that now owns information 

about me. 

Developing Self-awareness Through Storytelling 

Through the design process, boys created an app which might provide a solution to some of the 

social media problems they faced. Some of the boys chose to develop a “self-monitoring 

app’”and it was evident that they had really thought about the problems the characters in the 

various stories faced and had critically evaluated their own online behaviour in order to make 

these charming, and in some cases hilarious, apps. The appropriately named app “Post it or 

Ghost it” pops up as soon as a person touches the share button in photos. Through a series of 

questions, the app user is then directed to whether the picture is appropriate to post, or whether 

he should “ghost it.” Sample questions are shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Questions in the Post-It or Ghost-It App 

Another designed app, “Tolerant Texting,” walks the user through texting options and warns 

about inappropriate content. “SYFY” (Save Yourself (From Yourself) was another delightful 

exercise in curbing impulsive and risky behaviour on social media. 

In creating these social media tools and in explaining their motivation in the final digital 

promotional video, there was strong evidence that the boys had thought about their own 

thinking and mapped out where they themselves might make mistakes online, which enabled 

them to create apps which were thoughtful, useful, and relevant. 

Conclusion  

The incorporation of stories into the Information Technology course had a very positive effect on 

the boys in the course, and it was rewarding to see them wholly engaged with the subject, 

producing work of a high standard that reflected their critical thinking and understanding of their 

digital footprints. In the next cycle of this action research, it would be interesting to see if the 

connections they made had a lasting impact.  

The success of this project has implications for my future practice. The importance of building-in 

sufficient time in our busy schedule for discussion and reflection, for both teachers and students, 
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cannot be overstated. Much of this project’s success lay in giving the boys ample opportunity to 

reflect and discuss and to share experiences in a non-judgmental environment.  

Also, we might give them opportunity to think about and design what “right” looks like. We often 

are so focused on explaining to them what not to do, that we don’t really give them an 

opportunity to visualise and craft solutions. The pure creative genius of some of the apps the 

boys designed is proof enough that they have in them the ability to think critically, design 

creatively, and solve problems collaboratively if given an opportunity to do so. 

The findings of this research project indicate that the use of stories fostered connection in the 

boys and contributed to their deeper understanding of the consequences of online behaviour. I 

am hopeful that such awareness will contribute  to cultivating a community of upstanders and a 

culture of kindness in our schools. 

Reflection  

Participation in this action research project has had a significant impact on the way I teach 

Information Technology.  I have a new enthusiasm for how stories can be used across the 

curriculum in various non-humanity subjects to deepen engagement and understanding of 

topics.  

Immersing myself in this action research project was a wonderful experience. Reading widely 

around a topic, questioning the assumptions I had made in my teaching career, reflecting on my 

own practice, and looking for creative ways to do things better has truly brought such joy to my 

classroom and my teaching.  

The action research journey was, however, not without its fair share of obstacles! At the start of 

the project, I was appointed in a new campus-wide position, which brought about its own set of 

challenges, and then, as luck would have it, I was chosen as a Google Innovator and invited to 

join the Innovator Academy in Denmark in November. It was challenging to carefully design, 

rewrite the curriculum, plan, and conduct the research tasks within the time constraints. While I 

was working on my findings, the school changed its domain name. I was not fully prepared for 

the impact this would have on 3rd party apps where I had stored the video reflections, signed in 

under the previous domain name. Despite the frustration of having to retrieve student work and 
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the pressure of finding the time to meet the various deadlines, the richness of the work produced 

by the students and the depth of the feedback made it an incredibly rewarding experience in the 

end. I’ve come to appreciate the value of action research as a means to think creatively, apply 

new methodologies, and effect positive change within my classroom and hopefully in the 

educational experience of the boys I teach.  

An undertaking such as this would not have been possible without the support of Mrs Laura Sabo, 

whose insight and understanding was invaluable. Her encouragement and patience, particularly 

when domain changes affected my punctuality(!), is much appreciated.  

I am also grateful to St John’s College and our Headmaster, Mr Paul Edey, Mr Paul Emant as my 

mentor, and the formidable Mrs Margot Long who made this incredible experience possible. 

Mertler’s (2014) claims that teachers gain “an increased level of empowerment” and are “much 

more engaged with respect to what goes on in their own classroom as well as in their schools” (p. 

24) have certainly proved true for me.  
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