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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the effectof collaborative digital storytelling on media literacy,
critical thinking, and collective (local) identity among sixth-grade elementary school students
in Buin va Miandasht. This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
design with an experimental and a control group. The statistical population consisted of 1,322
sixth-grade elementary school students in Buin va Miandasht. Initially, 60 students were
selected through cluster sampling. Following the preliminary administration of the study
instruments, 30 students with lower scores were selected and randomly assigned to an
experimental group and a control group, with 15 participants in eachgroup. Data were collected
using Thoman’s Media Literacy Questionnaire, the California Critical Thinking Skills Test,
and the Collective Identity Questionnaire developed by Hejazi-Rabi and Lohrasbi. The
experimental group participated in a collaborative digital storytelling program comprising ten
40-minute sessions, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed
using univariate and multivariate analyses of covariance at a significance level of 0.05.
Multivariate analysis of covariance indicated a significant overall effect of group membership
on the combined dependent variables of media literacy, critical thinking, and collective (local)
identity (Wilks” Lambda=0.256, Pillai’s Trace=0.740, F(3,23)=22.310, p<0.001, n?=0.744).
After controlling for pretest scores, collaborative digital storytelling had a significant effecton
media literacy (F=22.611, p<0.001, n?=0.456), critical thinking (F=29.407, p<0.001,
n2=0.521), and collective (local) identity (F=20.965, p<0.001, 1>=0.437). Collaborative digital
storytelling can serve as an active and multidimensional instructional approach capable of
simultaneously enhancing students’ media literacy, critical thinking, and collective (local)
identity by engaging them in multimedia content production, information analysis and
evaluation, collaborative decision-making, and representation of local cultural elements.
Accordingly, its purposeful integration into elementary education may contribute to the
development of students’ media-related, cognitive, and social competencies.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The rapid expansion of digital technologies has substantially transformed the ways in which children and
adolescents access information, communicate, learn, and construct social and cultural meanings.
Contemporary students are surrounded by diverse forms of digital media and are continuously exposed to
textual, visual, auditory, and multimedia messages. Consequently, education can no longer be limited to the
transmission of curricular knowledge; rather, it must provide learners with the competencies required to
critically access, interpret, evaluate, and produce media content. Media literacy has therefore become a
fundamental educational competency that enables students to move beyond passive media consumption and
develop a more informed and analytical relationship with digital information. Although young people may
demonstrate considerable familiarity with digital technologies, their ability to evaluate the credibility and
relevance of information, solve media-related problems, and produce meaningful digital content may remain
underdeveloped (Pandian & Baboo, 2020). Digital storytelling has emerged as a potentially effective
educational strategy for addressing these needs because it places learners in the active role of media producers
and requires them to select, organize, evaluate, and integrate different forms of information. Previous research
has indicated that digital storytelling can facilitate critical media literacy by encouraging reflective evaluation,
analytical questioning, collaboration, and active engagement with media messages (Afrilyasanti & Basthomi,
2023). It has also been associated with improvements in information literacy and the development of a culture
of reading and active learning among students (Shabani et al., 2018).
Critical thinking represents another essential competency in contemporary education. It involves the ability to
analyze information, evaluate evidence, draw logical inferences, compare alternative perspectives, and reach
reasoned judgments. These skills are particularly important in digital environments in which students
encounter large volumes of information of varying credibility and quality. Storytelling-based learning can
stimulate higher-order thinking because students must establish relationships among events, evaluate
characters and situations, interpret meaning, and justify their own perspectives. Evidence suggests that
storytelling activities can contribute to the development of higher-order thinking and critical thinking skills
(Dewi, 2021). The integration of digital technologies into storytelling further increases opportunities for
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analysis and decision-making because learners must select appropriate information, images, sounds, and
narrative structures and continually evaluate their suitability. Recent research has demonstrated that digital
storytelling can strengthen critical thinking abilities, including information evaluation and logical reasoning
(Rosyid & Fauzia, 2025), while other findings have shown its potential to enhance critical and evaluative
reading (Gede, 2025). Similar effects on students' information literacy and critical thinking have also been
reported in educational settings (Farsi & Zare Dehghanani, 2025). Studies conducted with elementary school
students have likewise demonstrated improvements in critical thinking and self-efficacy following digital
storytelling interventions (Jahani, 2021; Yazdani et al., 2022), while conventional storytelling has also been
associated with the development of critical thinking among younger students (Gholami & Bahrami, 2024).
Beyond media and cognitive competencies, digital storytelling may contribute to the development of identity.
Identity develops within social, cultural, and interpersonal contexts and is influenced by interactions with
family members, peers, schools, communities, and media environments (Branje, 2022). Collective identity
concerns individuals' sense of belonging to social and cultural groups and is related to shared values,
experiences, traditions, and social relationships (Hejaziarabi & Lahrasbi, 2011). Local identity, as adimension
of collective identity, reflects individuals' attachment to their geographical, social, historical, and cultural
environment. Stories have historically functioned as important mechanisms for transmitting values, traditions,
memories, and cultural meanings across generations. Accordingly, storytelling and story reading can contribute
to the development of students' cultural and national identity (Akbarzadeh, 2021). Digital storytelling extends
this function by enabling learners to represent their own experiences and cultural environments through
contemporary multimedia formats. Previous studies have demonstrated its potential to foster cultural identity
(Humairoh, 2023) and facilitate identity development alongside learning (Kim & Li, 2021). Personal
storytelling in educational videos has similarly been associated with increased learner engagement and identity
formation (Molder & Anderton, 2025). This function may be especially important because unstructured or
excessive engagement with social media can negatively affect dimensions of adolescents' social identity
(Elsayed, 2021).

Collaborative digital storytelling may offer additional advantages because it combines multimedia production
with peer interaction, shared decision-making, dialogue, and collective problem-solving. Students
collaboratively select topics, develop narratives, divide responsibilities, produce multimedia materials,
evaluate alternative ideas, and revise their final products. Such processes can promote interpersonal and
intrapersonal competencies (Gholamhosseinzadeh et al., 2023), academic motivation (Yarijani et al., 2024),
digital literacy, twenty-first-century skills, and academic achievement (Kaptan & Cakir, 2025). Digital
storytelling also creates opportunities for meaningful communication and language development (Nair &
Yunus, 2021). Furthermore, when digital narratives are designed around culturally and educationally
appropriate content, they can integrate technological, ethical, cognitive, and cultural dimensions of learning
(Etemadi et al., 2022). Despite these findings, relatively limited research has simultaneously examined media
literacy, critical thinking, and collective local identity within a single collaborative digital storytelling
intervention, particularly among elementary school students. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate
the effect of collaborative digital storytelling on media literacy, critical thinking, and collective (local) identity
among sixth-grade elementary school students in Buin va Miandasht.

Methods and Materials

The study was applied in purpose and employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with an
experimental and a control group. The statistical population consisted of 1,322 sixth-grade elementary school
students in Buin va Miandasht. Initially, 60 students were selected through cluster sampling and completed the
study instruments. Based on the initial assessment, 30 students with lower scores on the study variables were
selected and randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with 15 students in each group.
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Media literacy was assessed using Thoman's 59-item Media Literacy Questionnaire, which evaluates media
consumption patterns, message characteristics, and message criticism. Critical thinking was measured using
the 34-item California Critical Thinking Skills Test, which assesses analysis, evaluation, inference, inductive
reasoning, and deductive reasoning. Collective identity was assessed using the 30-item Collective Identity
Questionnaire developed by Hejaziarabi and Lahrasbi, covering ethnic, national, and transnational dimensions,
with particular attention to aspects relevant to local identity.

Following administration of the pretest, the experimental group participated in a collaborative digital
storytelling intervention consisting of ten consecutive sessions of approximately 40 minutes each, whereas the
control group did not receive the intervention. Students in the experimental group were organized into groups
of four to five members. The intervention began with an introduction to digital storytelling, narrative
components, and the use of simple digital tools. Students subsequently engaged in collaborative topic selection,
brainstorming, character and setting development, narrative planning, script writing, and division of
responsibilities. Roles such as writer, narrator, illustrator, audio recorder, and editor were distributed among
group members. Students produced visual and audio materials, integrated appropriate multimedia elements,
created preliminary digital stories, received feedback from teachers and peers, revised their products, and
presented the final stories. Cultural and local themes were incorporated into the activities to facilitate the
representation of students' social and cultural environments. After completion of the intervention, both groups
completed the posttest. Descriptive statistics included frequencies, percentages, means, and standard
deviations. Inferential analyses consisted of univariate and multivariate analyses of covariance after assessment
of the relevant statistical assumptions. The significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The study included 30 students, of whom 12 (40%) were boys and 18 (60%) were girls. Nineteen students
(63.33%) attended public schools and 11 (36.67%) attended non-governmental schools. Descriptive findings
indicated higher posttest scores in the experimental group across all three dependent variables. The posttest
mean for media literacy was 188.27 in the experimental group compared with 177.65 in the control group. For
critical thinking, the corresponding posttest means were 26.76 and 18.45, while the mean scores for collective
(local) identity were 98.81 and 90.95, respectively.

The assumptions required for covariance analyses were satisfied. Shapiro-Wilk tests indicated no significant
deviation from normality, with significance values exceeding 0.05. The assumptions concerning homogeneity
of variances and covariance matrices were also considered acceptable.

After controlling for pretest scores, analysis of covariance demonstrated a significant effect of collaborative
digital storytelling on media literacy, F(1,27)=22.611, p<0.001, >=0.456. The adjusted posttest mean was
188.277 for the experimental group and 178.596 for the control group, corresponding to an adjusted mean
difference of 9.631. A statistically significant intervention effect was also found for critical thinking,
F(1,27)=29.407, p<0.001, n*>=0.521. The adjusted means were 26.769 in the experimental group and 18.210 in
the control group, representing a difference of 8.559. Similarly, collective (local) identity was significantly
affected by the intervention, F(1,27)=20.965, p<0.001, n*=0.437. The adjusted posttest means for collective
(local) identity were 98.886 in the experimental group and 91.352 in the control group, yielding a difference
of 7.534. Among the three outcomes, the largest effect size was observed for critical thinking, followed by
media literacy and collective (local) identity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that collaborative digital storytelling can simultaneously improve media literacy,
critical thinking, and collective (local) identity among sixth-grade students. The improvement in media literacy
can be explained by the active role students assumed in the production of media messages. Rather than merely
consuming ready-made digital materials, participants were required to select information, integrate text with
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visual and auditory elements, consider how messages would be communicated to an audience, evaluate the
suitability of different materials, and revise their final products. Such activities provide direct experience with
the construction of media messages and may enable students to recognize that media content is deliberately
selected, organized, and represented. Consequently, the intervention transformed media literacy from an
abstract concept into a practical learning experience.

The strongest intervention effect was observed for critical thinking. Collaborative digital storytelling
continuously exposed students to situations requiring analysis, comparison, evaluation, justification, and
decision-making. During topic selection, narrative construction, information evaluation, multimedia selection,
and revision, students were required to consider alternatives and determine which options best served the
intended narrative. The collaborative structure intensified these cognitive demands because students had to
explain their ideas, consider opposing viewpoints, negotiate disagreements, and reach shared decisions.
Critical thinking was therefore embedded throughout the learning process rather than taught as an isolated
skill. This may explain why critical thinking showed the largest effect size among the investigated outcomes.
The significant improvement in collective (local) identity indicates that digital storytelling can also function
as a culturally meaningful educational activity. When students developed narratives related to local
experiences, places, traditions, memories, and cultural themes, they actively reconstructed and represented
elements of their shared environment. Group discussion provided opportunities to exchange personal and
collective experiences and to recognize similarities in cultural meanings and social attachments. Through this
process, individual experiences became connected with shared narratives, potentially strengthening students'
awareness of and attachment to their local community. Digital technology therefore served not merely as a
technical tool but as a medium through which local culture and collective experiences could be represented in
forms meaningful to contemporary students.

Taken together, these findings indicate that collaborative digital storytelling constitutes a multidimensional
instructional approach capable of integrating technological competence, higher-order cognition, peer
collaboration, and cultural learning within asingle educational activity. Its effectiveness appears to derive from
the active role assigned to students throughout the production process and from the combination of individual
creativity with collective decision-making. The approach allows students to learn about media by producing
media, develop critical thinking through authentic decisions and evaluation, and strengthen collective identity
by transforming culturally meaningful experiences into shared digital narratives. Accordingly, the purposeful
integration of collaborative digital storytelling into elementary education may provide a practical means of
fostering students who are more critically engaged with information, more competent in navigating digital
media, and more aware of their cultural and social belonging.
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