
IMPROVING DIVERGENT 
THINKING THROUGH DIGITAL 
STORYTELLING

OVERVIEW

The purpose of this project is to promote middle school students’ critical and divergent thinking 
skills through the study of visual arts. Divergent thinking is the ability to think through problems 
using a variety of perspectives. Through purposeful classroom conversations and lessons, students 
are able to better understand others’ perspectives as well as their own sense of identity, while 
developing key problem solving skills. 

The project begins with an exploration of prominent global art and culminates in a digital storytelling 
project. The project asks students to take fifty photos that answer the following questions: Who are 
you? What is your story? What makes you, you? Students are also challenged to consider a social 
problem around them and to find a solution to that problem. 

Toni’s entire advanced art class participated in this digital storytelling project over the course of a 
year. The class is a rigorous, daily course made up of thirty students who are hand selected as a 
result of their artistic skill and enthusiasm for the arts. Students receive high school credit at the 
conclusion of the course. 

OBJECTIVE

Foster the development of students’ critical and divergent thinking skills through exposure to the 
arts and humanities.
● Empower students to participate in the historical tradition of storytelling through the 

creation of their own digital stories.
● Provide students with hands-on learning and challenge them to think critically and 

independently. 
● Introduce and practice 21st Century skills: 

○ Enhance written, verbal, and visual communication skills
○ Develop global and cultural awareness, 
○ Learn how to participate in a cooperative effort, 
○ Understand the role of social responsibility and citizenship
○ Expand technology literacy.

● Students will gain more positive attitudes about themselves and their own backgrounds and 
life experiences. 

Toni Bailey
2016 Winner



DESCRIPTION OF PROBLEM

As a doctoral student at Mercer University, Toni’s studies “opened her eyes to the essential 
things that children should get out of a school – more than a book sense. There are more 
intelligences that the traditional model of teaching addresses.” This new understanding of 
students’ multiple intelligences was reflected in her students’ struggles at school. Toni didn’t have 
to look very far to see that by failing to equip students with the ability to understand themselves, 
and the skills to work through problems, you fail to meet the needs of students. One of Toni’s 
sixth grade star art students could not keep up in her other classes. Toni struggled to understand 
how a student so gifted artistically was repeatedly in trouble with her colleagues and the school 
administration. Toni felt that this student had a story to tell and that telling that story could 
possibly help the student succeed. Consumed with passion to help her students who were full of 
potential but not able to engage in a traditional school model, Toni set her project in motion.

COST

$3,419. For more information about costs per
item, see “Cost Breakdown” in the following
pages.

MATERIALS

● 15 Nikon Coolpix L340 cameras 
(Toni was able to get these on sale!)

● 15 SanDisk - 16GB Memory Card
● USB Data Sync Cable Cord Lead for 

Nikon Coolpix
● 31" Storage Footlocker Storage Trunk with Wheels 
● SanDisk 8GB
● AA & AAA Battery Charger With USB Port
● Microfiber Cleaning Cloths, 6 pack
● 3 AA High-Capacity Rechargeable Batteries Pre-charged, 8 pack
● 12 Storage Square Clear Container for Small Items Organizer 1.5 inches
● Microsoft Photo Story Software (free download)
● Animoto video maker software (free for educators) 
● Computers for each student (provided by school)

TIMELINE/IMPLEMENTATION STEPS 

● Identify a storage space: Work with school administration and facilities personnel to 
identify where the digital materials will be stored - make sure it’s easily accessible and can 
be locked!

● Prepare, prepare, and order: Order materials early! How many cameras and computers 
will you need? What other technology is necessary? By getting a jump start on ordering 
needed materials and supplies, you can account for travel time, backordered items and 
needed returns/exchanges. 

https://www.amazon.com/Nikon-Coolpix-Digital-Optical-3-0-Inch/dp/B00THKEKEQ
https://www.bestbuy.com/site/sandisk-16gb-sdhc-uhs-i-memory-card/9631906.p?skuId=9631906
https://www.amazon.com/SLLEA-Cable-Nikon-Coolpix-Camera/dp/B01FS28X3K
https://www.amazon.com/SLLEA-Cable-Nikon-Coolpix-Camera/dp/B01FS28X3K
https://www.amazon.com/Storage-Footlocker-Trunk-Wheels-Blue/dp/B01ITNGALM
https://www.amazon.com/SanDisk-SDHC-Memory-RETAIL-PACKAGE/dp/B000UZL0YU
https://www.amazon.com/AmazonBasics-Ni-MH-Battery-Charger-Port/dp/B00TOVTZ7K
https://www.amazon.com/MagicFiber-Microfiber-Cleaning-Cloths-PACK/dp/B0050R67U0
https://www.amazon.com/AmazonBasics-High-Capacity-Rechargeable-Batteries-Pre-charged/dp/B00HZV9WTM
https://www.amazon.com/Paylak-Storage-Square-Container-Organizer/dp/B005E0WMJ8/ref=pd_lpo_vtph_201_lp_t_3?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1&refRID=BW0AJ6HRV325S7SHW5JW
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/download/details.aspx?id=11132
https://animoto.com/


TIMELINE/IMPLEMENTATION STEPS CONTINUED...

● Map it out: Working with other school staff, plan where and when your students will meet 
and the scope and sequence of the project. By mapping out your course, you will be prepared 
to get to work right away with students. Toni’s class met daily as part of her advanced art 
course, which gave students ample time to work on their digital storytelling project. If you 
have less time, make sure to plan in advance so your time is spent wisely. To learn more about 
Toni’s unit breakdown and implementation schedule, see “Toni’s Implementation Schedule” in 
the following pages. 

● Sum Up the Learning: Consider an end of the school year activity to summarize the learning 
experience! One great idea is for students to present their projects to one another and 
provide feedback based on a rubric and performance task criteria. These peer-evaluations 
allow students to develop critical thinking skills while participating in collegial conversations.

● Reflect and Revise! Now that they’ve received feedback from peers, allow time for students 
to go back to their projects and incorporate the suggestions of their classmates to make an 
even stronger project. This revision process gives students a chance to reflect on their own 
learning and how to improve their work, thus teaching them to have a growth mindset!

● Close Out with the Community: Consider planning an event for staff, parents, and 
community members to see the amazing projects your students have created. Work with the 
school administration to communicate with parents and families, and look for other partners 
as well! Next year, Toni plans to host a large film festival in which students can showcase their 
digital stories to their friends, family, teachers, and fellow community members.

OPPORTUNITIES TO COLLABORATE!

There are many ways to involve community partners.  Here are some that helped Toni’s project grow! 

● Toni’s school purchased Chromebooks for every student in her class. While this may not be a 
possibility for your class, it’s worth connecting with community members and external 
organizations like DonorsChoose to get funding for as many computers as possible.

● This project requires lots of technology, and Toni was greatly assisted by an IT staff member 
at her school to creatively determine how to use the school computers for the projects.

● In the future, Toni plans on engaging parents and community members to help organize and 
host a film festival. 

https://www.donorschoose.org/


TONI’S RESULTS

At the beginning and end of this project, Toni administered a modified version of the “Critical Social 
Consciousness Scale” for use with her middle school age students. The purpose of the test is to assess 
students’ cognition and perception of society, justice, school success, and purpose. After 
administering the Critical Social Consciousness Scale again after completing the project, the data 
indicated that students became more aware of social issues that directly impacted their lives and the 
need for them to become advocates of change through acknowledging the roles tolerance and 
individual value play in societal justice. The most significant changes noted in the results from the 
pretest to posttest, were for the following questions:

● All social groups are respected by everyone in school 
20% Agreed with this statement on the pretest
15% Agreed with this statement on the posttest

● All teachers promote justice and fair treatment of all students
52% Agreed with this statement on the pretest
38% Agreed with this statement on the posttest

● I treat people fairly, regardless of their cultural/social group
95% Agreed with this statement on the pretest
85% Agreed with this statement on the posttest

WINNER’S WORDS

“Many of my students gained both confidence and acceptance. They began to be confident in their 
positions on social topics, while respecting the ideologies of others. I saw them become more willing 
to think critically about society and their roles in it. This project furthered those thought processes by 
asking the students to use their critical and divergent thinking skills to solve a social issue. Thus, 
through carefully guided lessons and dialogue, the students became advocates of equity. I hope that 
my students will continue on their path of being socially conscious and use this awareness to maintain 
a healthy self-esteem, but also to help others in their communities by being advocates of social equity 
and justice.”

Check out some of Toni’s student’s work:
● Sydney’s project
● Kaelah’s project
● Johan’s project

In the words of Toni’s students:

“It has made me a more critical thinker and it has showed me how to look at things in a different perspective.”
–J.M. (8th Grader)

“This class has impacted my skills, thinking, and beliefs by challenging all of those in just one class! I am now 
more experienced, more open-minded, and more tolerant.” –D.G. (8th Grader)

“I’ve noticed that I’ve been thinking about what I say and do. I realized that I have the power to shape the 
world if I want to.” –I.W. (8th Grader)

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/TXHVCS9
https://animoto.com/play/ZCUzy5s65iKu0A1yKesPfw
https://animoto.com/play/G758asmUN1YLur47mhYOeg
https://animoto.com/play/VClp1kI3Zdn21mqoiUp1Vg


STUDENTS’ WORDS CONTINUED...

“It gave me different perspective towards art, instead of just looking at the art, I can tell what it’s about.”  –
A.B. (8th Grader)

“The photography project has been my favorite this whole year, because the project allowed me to represent 
who I am.” –D.R. (8th Grader)

“You make students feel like they and their ideas matter, and that’s something most adults never do”. –S.C. 
(8th Grader)

SUGGESTIONS

Toni learned quickly that her students had never used a camera other than their cell phones before. 
She suggests anyone replicating this project begin by teaching the basics of photography (Toni used 
the short video, ‘Point and Shoot' photography - 5 tips, and created a lesson Cameras 101, which you 
can find at the end of this project plan).

When you’re using technology, kids can break things, so be aware of this and plan ahead. Toni 
recommends making a contract with students that both they and their parents have to sign that says 
they’re liable if they break the camera. Toni had to learn this the hard way! And lastly, make sure to 
go over maintenance of the camera as well - how to use them and how to care for them.

TONI’S UNIT BREAKDOWN

Unit 1: Visual Arts Thinking Maps 
● Toni and her students examined art pieces that highlighted various social issues, or 

representations of art movements. These issues/movements were organized into four 
categories: oppression, self-portraits, Enlightenment, and current events in the media. For 
example, in the oppression category, students discussed Guernica, Pablo Picasso’s famous 
masterpiece depicting the consequences of the Spanish Civil War. To see a breakdown of 
Toni’s selected art and corresponding units, see “Toni’s Implementation Schedule” below.

● Utilizing the OPTIC Strategy for Visual Analysis, students were prompted to write art 
elements and principles that described the art piece, and then engaged in a class dialogue 
about the dynamics, mood, and social implications of the art. 

Unit 2: Photography
● After many weeks of classroom dialogue about art pieces to enhance the students critical and 

divergent thinking, Toni led  students in a discussion about the power of photography.
● Students were provided with a lesson detailing how photographs could be used to express an 

individual’s reality, as well as transmit a social message that at times can be easier to 
understand than words. 

● Students were given approximately two weeks to photograph images (using the digital 
cameras) that represented who they are. They were then challenged to photograph a social 
issue that they would like to change if they had the power to, and what they would do to 
change it. For example, one student focused on the problem of littering. He photographed 
trash on the street to highlight the social issue, and then photographed someone picking up 
the trash, to demonstrate how to address the problem. (You can find Toni’s lesson plan 
presentation for this unit at the end of this project plan, after the Cameras 101 lesson!)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jk-8aDffjQA
http://thevisualcommunicationguy.com/2017/07/11/optic-strategy-for-visual-analysis/


TONI’S UNIT BREAKDOWN CONTINUED...

Unit 3: Digital Story
● Students transposed their photos from the digital cameras to a digital software, and created a 

digital story of their lives that highlighted their culture, upbringing, community, goals, and 
societal ambitions.

● Students exhibited their digital stories during a mini film festival.
● During this festival, the digital stories were evaluated by fellow students participants based 

on the story’s significance, communication of emotions, and use of visual effects.

TONI’S IMPLEMENTATION SCHEDULE
Please note, these dates were written for the 2017 school year. For many of the artists listed below, Toni’s 
students studied multiple pieces of their work. Specific pieces of art that students studied are named 
and linked to in the list. As this project was part of a larger year long course, Toni was able to expose 
students to multiple genres over the course of the year. Toni continuously shared art from world 
famous artists, photography from current events, and even her own work. 

Every day, Toni began her class with a warm up discussion of a particular image. She would display 
the art and ask students to describe the image. She would then provide her own opinion, background 
information on the piece, and facilitate an informal conversation about the image. Students would 
reflect on their conversation in their personal journals and then the class would move on to the 
remainder of their day’s work on various medium and styles of drawing. Toni saw these daily warms 
ups as a way to build students’ critical thinking skills and understanding of the diversity of art, and 
hoped it would spill out in their digital storytelling project.

Art Theme Estimated 
Start Date

Estimated 
End Date

Middle Passage inquiry - Plan of a 
slave ship

Oppression 1/09/2017 1/13/2017

Francisco Goya/Cline Bailey Oppression 1/16/2017 1/16/2017

Jacob Lawrence - The Great 
Migration (The migration series)

Oppression/Freedom 1/17/2017 1/27/2017

Romare Bearden - The Street Oppression/Freedom 1/17/2017 1/27/2017

Faith Ringgold - Tar Beach Freedom 1/20/2017 2/3/2017

Elizabeth Catlett - Sharecropper Oppression 1/20/2017 2/3/2017

John Scott - Deep Cuts Freedom 2/6/2017 2/10/2017

Steve Prince - The Dreamer Resistance 2/6/2017 2/10/2017

Jean Michel Basquiat - Untitled-
Cadmium

Resistance 2/6/2017 2/10/2017

Terrence Osborne - Redecouvrez Freedom 2/13/2017 2/14/2017

Toni Bailey - Hurricane Katrina Oppression 2/13/2017 2/14/2017

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part1/1h295.html
http://lawrencemigration.phillipscollection.org/
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/bearden-the-street-l03884
https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/3719
http://archive.artic.edu/africanamerican/sharecropper/
https://arthurrogergallery.com/2017/12/deep-cuts-louisiana-cultural-vistas/
https://www.eyekons.com/steve_prince/steve_prince_linocuts_for_sale
https://www.high.org/collections/untitled-cadmium/
https://terranceosborne.com/product/redecouvrez/


TONI’S IMPLEMENTATION SCHEDULE 
CONTINUED...

Art Theme Estimated 
Start Date

Estimated 
End Date

Pablo Picasso - Guernica Oppression 2/15/2017 2/15/2017

Käthe Kollwitz - Outbreak Resistance 2/16/2017 2/16/2017

Auguste Rodin - Burghers of Calais Oppression 2/17/2017 2/17/2017

1950s Women’s Ads “Kitchen & 
Laundry Miracles”

Propaganda 2/20/2017 2/24/2017

Italian Renaissance - The Last 
Supper

Freedom 2/27/2017 2/28/2017

Jackson Pollock - Blue Poles: 
Number 11

Resistance 3/1/2017 3/3/2017

Mark Rothko - Untitled, 1967 Resistance 3/1/2017 3/3/2017

Piet Mondrian - Composition in Red, 
Blue, & Yellow

Resistance 3/6/2017 3/6/2017

Picasso - Weeping Woman Resistance 3/7/2017 3/7/2017

Salvador Dali - Persistence of 
Memory

Resistance 3/8/2017 3/8/2017

Andy Warhol - Marilyn Monroe Pop-Art 3/9/2017 3/9/2017

Self Portrait - Frida Kahlo Self-portrait 3/10/2017 3/10/2017

Self Portrait - Vincent Van Gogh Self-portrait 3/13/2017 3/13/2017

Self Portrait - Albrecht Durer Self-portrait 3/14/2017 3/14/2017

Self Portrait - Pablo Picasso Self-portrait 3/15/2017 3/15/2017

Self Portrait - Andy Warhol Self-portrait 3/16/2017 3/16/2017

Media ads of men, women, and 
different cultures

Current events in the 
media

3/20/2017 3/24/2017

Photography of current events Current events in the 
media

3/27/2017 4/7/2017

Production of digital stories 4/10/2017 5/19/2017

https://www.pablopicasso.org/guernica.jsp
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=684786&partId=1
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=684786&partId=1
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/207812
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/207812
https://www.google.com/search?q=Italian+Renaissance-+%E2%80%9CThe+Last+Supper%E2%80%9D&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiC9pi_39LgAhVDXK0KHc-QDfQQ_AUIDigB&biw=1213&bih=630
https://nga.gov.au/international/Catalogue/Detail.cfm?IRN=36334&ViewID=2&GalID=ALL
https://nga.gov.au/international/Catalogue/Detail.cfm?IRN=36334&ViewID=2&GalID=ALL
https://www.art.com/products/p17572883536-sa-i7054330/mark-rothko-untitled-1967.htm?AIDCJ=11554813&PIDCJ=7852027&SIDCJ=&RFID=547673
https://www.art.com/products/p17572883536-sa-i7054330/mark-rothko-untitled-1967.htm?AIDCJ=11554813&PIDCJ=7852027&SIDCJ=&RFID=547673
https://www.art.com/products/p48292535798/product.htm?RFID=217825&ProductTarget=105221490207&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=google&utm_campaign=PLA&gclid=EAIaIQobChMInsiE8d_S4AIVRbXACh3YzQpCEAQYAiABEgJ7pPD_BwE
https://www.art.com/products/p48292535798/product.htm?RFID=217825&ProductTarget=105221490207&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=google&utm_campaign=PLA&gclid=EAIaIQobChMInsiE8d_S4AIVRbXACh3YzQpCEAQYAiABEgJ7pPD_BwE
https://www.pablopicasso.org/the-weeping-woman.jsp
https://www.pablopicasso.org/the-weeping-woman.jsp
https://www.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2016/may/10/salvador-dalis-the-persistence-of-memory-explained/
https://www.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2016/may/10/salvador-dalis-the-persistence-of-memory-explained/
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/61240
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/61240


TONI’S COST BREAKDOWN

Item Vendor Estimated 
Cost

Nikon Coolpix L340 camera
(Toni was able to get these on sale for $179.99!. If you can’t 
find them on sale, you may need to purchase less cameras to 
stay under Toni’s total project cost of $3,419)

Amazon $249.19 x 15 

SanDisk - 16GB Memory Card Best Buy $26.99 x 15
USB Data Sync Cable Cord Lead for Nikon Coolpix Amazon $11.99 x 2
31" Storage Footlocker Storage Trunk with Wheels 
Storage in Blue

Amazon $114.10

SanDisk 8GB Amazon $7.51 x 10
MagicFiber Microfiber Cleaning Cloths, 6 pack Amazon $8.99
AmazonBasics Ni-MH AA & AAA Battery Charger With 
USB Port

Amazon $14.99

AA High-Capacity Rechargeable Batteries Pre-charged, 8 
pack

Amazon $18.99 x 3

12 Storage Square Clear Container for Small Items 
Organizer 1.5 inches

Amazon $8.95

1 Month Plan (for pre and post assessment) Survey Monkey $26
Microsoft Photo Story Software Microsoft Free
Animoto video maker software Animoto Free
Computers for each student

https://www.amazon.com/Nikon-Coolpix-Digital-Optical-3-0-Inch/dp/B00THKEKEQ
https://www.bestbuy.com/site/sandisk-16gb-sdhc-uhs-i-memory-card/9631906.p?skuId=9631906
https://www.amazon.com/SLLEA-Cable-Nikon-Coolpix-Camera/dp/B01FS28X3K
https://www.amazon.com/Storage-Footlocker-Trunk-Wheels-Blue/dp/B01ITNGALM
https://www.amazon.com/SanDisk-SDHC-Memory-RETAIL-PACKAGE/dp/B000UZL0YU
https://www.amazon.com/MagicFiber-Microfiber-Cleaning-Cloths-PACK/dp/B0050R67U0
https://www.amazon.com/AmazonBasics-Ni-MH-Battery-Charger-Port/dp/B00TOVTZ7K
https://www.amazon.com/AmazonBasics-High-Capacity-Rechargeable-Batteries-Pre-charged/dp/B00HZV9WTM
https://www.amazon.com/Paylak-Storage-Square-Container-Organizer/dp/B005E0WMJ8/ref=pd_lpo_vtph_201_lp_t_3?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1&refRID=BW0AJ6HRV325S7SHW5JW
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/download/details.aspx?id=11132

