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StEraNIA D’Avanzo”

Storytelling as a Teaching Tool: Some Reflections from
Experiences with Undergraduate Students

Abstract

In recent years, storytelling has been increasingly used to support teaching and learning
in higher education. Indeed, storytelling has been considered as an integral component
of learning as it has been shown to be able to support students in their sense-making
processes (Mokhtar et al. 2011; Alkaaf 2017; Abrahamson 1998). This study is aimed
at exploring corporate storytelling-based tasks and activities  involving undergraduate
students, while uncovering linguistic and multimodal methods and rools involved in
teaching English as a foreign language in a Business Department. While integrating
the perspectives of scholars from different fields (Cheng et al. 2021; Smeda et al. 2014)
the present contribution highlights the need to adapt the storytelling methods to specific
goals and learning needs. Therefore, different ways to work with stories are discussed,
along with structured approaches to adopt when students are new to storytelling.

Keywords: corporate storytelling, new insights in the teaching / learning process,
multimodal storytelling, corporate narration

1. Introduction

Storytelling can improve intercultural understanding and communication as
stories can give the students the opportunity to explore their own cultural
roots and come into contact with diverse cultures. Thanks to storytelling, they
can empathise with unfamiliar people/places/situations while getting insights
into different cultural traditions and values. From a teaching perspective, some
benefits have been explored including, among others, the promotion of a
feeling of well-being and relaxation, encouragement in the active participation
by the students, in the use of their imagination and creativity, cooperation with
other students, etc. (Mokhtar ez a/. 2011; Alkaaf 2017; Abrahamson 1998).
In management studies, storytelling has two main spheres of application,
as itis considered both a knowledge tool and a communication one. Stories,
in fact, can be the object of research in the organisational field or be used
as a managerial tool. In particular, in the context of narrative inquiry,
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analysis through the collection, processing and interpretation of stories
can be useful in understanding and explaining numerous phenomena that
occur in the social reality of organisations (Alkaaf 2017)

Specifically, the narrative mode of knowledge consists in organising the
experience with the help of a scheme that starts from the assumption of the
intentionality of human action. Stories can be considered also as a means of
communication as they are among the tools that management can adopt to
guide and modify the behaviour of actors inside and outside the organisation. For
instance, the narrative is configured as one of the most valuable tools to stimulate
the identification of the members of the organisation with the company goals
(Napolitano ez al. 2018; Riviezzo et al. 2015). In this case, the purposes and
ways in which stories are used as a communication tool can themselves become
the subject of analysis and research (Czarniawska 2018). Starting from these
premises, this study tries to explore the benefits of storytelling-based activities in
the teaching-learning process. In particular, itillustrates some activities introduced
to the students attending Economics and Management degree courses in order
to highlight the learning achievements deriving from storytelling practice and
possibly provide some reflections concerning the teaching-learning process when
narratives are offered in the higher education process.

2. Theoretical Background

Some theories have illustrated the benefits of learning through storytelling,
For instance, through narratives students are encouraged to experience diverse
cultures while exploring their cultural traditions along with differences and
commonalties of cultures around the world (Gachago 2015; Norman 2011;
Smeda et al. 2014). Previous studies (Mokhtar ez 2/ 2011) focused on the
extent to which storytelling helps in enhancing students’ communication skills.
The findings showed that storytelling had beneficial effects on reading skills as
students reinforced their skill to associate meanings and emotions with words.
Students also had the opportunity to develop their vocabulary and learn when
and where to use words and phrases in an appropriate way. Another study (Alkaaf
2017) illustrated the teachers” and learners’ opinions concerning the impact of
the storytelling strategy on developing the story writing skills, thus testing self-
awareness related to usefulness of storytelling in writing skills improvement.
The outcomes revealed both teachers and learners could benefit
from storytelling practice in terms of skills improvements and personal
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involvement in the activities. In higher education storytelling has been
investigated from different perspectives, including, among others, the one
including pedagogical implications. Specifically, lively narrative formats
have been explored in higher education as these appear to be helping
students think critically. Furthermore, its use encourages the students to
focus on technical aspects of texts by providing concise, concrete examples
of the written material studied. Storytelling can clearly be viewed as the
foundation of the teaching profession (Abrahamson 1998). Advantages
offered by storytelling in higher education have also been explored in terms
of encouragement of a deeper understanding of a topic and development of
critical thinking skills. Specifically, it was emphasised how storytelling can
accommodate diverse cultural, emotional and experiential incidents, and
may be used in many different contexts including some formal/informal
ones or one-on-one/group setting (McDrury/Alterio 2003).

In this section, further theoretical concepts have been explored. The
latter were introduced during the activities carried out by the students.
In particular, the students were invited to focus on the contrast between
Denotation and Connotation, which was related to two fundamental
concepts applied to the investigation of pictures included in social
semiotics approach. Through a ppt presentation, they were told that
Denotation is related to showing something. For instance, some images
show particular events, people, places or events, so, they denote (Machin
2020). Denotation characterises photographies, which represent people or
things. It does not mean that they are ‘neutral’ recordings of reality as it is
likely to provide subjective perspectives while shooting a photo.

According to Barthes (1977), there is no image free of connotation.
Notwithstanding, there are degrees of this in terms of image use. Anyway,
lack of abstraction is a peculiar feature of denotation. Connotation,
instead, represents the second layer of images meaning, that is, the ideas
and values associated with them. It is conveyed by connotators, such as
poses, objects and settings, and photogenia. A further concept introduced
during this stage was ‘modality’ from a multimodal viewpoint. Abstract
or realistic representations are some other elements the students were
invited to explore. In particular, modality is the main concept related to
potential realism or lack of realism in pictures as it refers to the way we

communicate as how true or as how real a representation should be taken
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(Kress/van Leeuwen 2006; Machin 2020). Modality is interpersonal, as it
is not about expressing absolute truths but about aligning listeners with
some truths and distancing them from others (Kress/van Leeuwen 20006).

3. Methodology

The classes started in 2023 (II term) and lasted three months (since
February to May). The students attending the classes were about 50. They
had already passed their exam of English Language during their three-year
course — Business Administration or Economics and Commerce —, which
implied the achievement of a B1- level of knowledge and skills according
to the Common European Framework

A student-driven approach was followed, which involved three main steps.
During the first step, some ‘prepared’ stories about companies, consumers or
brands were used (e.g., on corporate websites, in mass media advertising, videos),
in order to develop the skills of identifying and interpreting key story aspects. At
this stage the students were invited to focus on the narratives delivered by the
companies themselves but also on the image-text complex characterising the
sections where corporate stories were told through a combination of images.
Thus, they could explore storytelling in corporate discourse through verbal
messages and through images. During the last part of this stage, attention was
devoted to theories and methodologies about narratives (Labov/Waletzky 1967;
Linde 1993; Lieblich ez 2. 1998), narratives in corporate discourse (Catenaccio
etal. 2021; Riviezzo et al. 2015; Napolitano ez a/. 2018) and multimodal analysis
(Machin 2020; Kress/van Leeuwen 2006). The latter was mainly employed to
invite the students to focus on the corporate stories told through images by the
companies. Some multimodal concepts including, among others, Denotation
vs. Connotation, and the representation of social actors through images were
introduced in order to encourage the students to explore promotional strategies
enacted by the companies to promote their identities and products.

During the second step, the students were asked to plan the ‘story’
of the company they were supposed to work for. In particular, they were
invited to create their own project work including a PPT presentation or
a digital product where creative corporate storytelling would be produced.

The two steps lasted 28 hours divided into 14 lessons — three per week.

Finally, the third step included the assessment of the skills acquired
during the learning / teaching process. Specifically, narrative skills were
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assessed, which included some key competences, such as writing stories
according to Labov’s categories, through images and through the image-
text complex. It is necessary to point out that the Professor supervised the
whole process while facilitating the comprehension of some key-theoretical
concepts mentioned above.

3.1. Methodological procedure
Step 1
During the first step of the learning process, the students were shown some
examples of storytelling from websites. In particular, they were invited to
explore EG Group’s Foodservice (EG Group 2024). The Group presents
a range of attractive Foodservice services with recognised global brands
including Subway, Starbucks, and KFC as well as some other proprietary
brands including Cooplands, Go Fresh, and Cumberland Farms. In recent
years, the Foodservice market has expanded across the countries in which
they operate, underpinned by long-term trends such as customers seeking
convenience and an increase in travellers from tourism in certain countries.
The rationale behind this choice was to provide students with examples
from a group of companies sharing similar goals due to their belonging to
the same group. Specifically, the students could explore more than one story
while focussing on similarities among them, thus providing observations
concerning the original intention and mission of the EG association.
According to some studies on storytelling from the marketing and
linguistic fields, communication studies have particularly benefited from
the growing interest in storytelling, where a “[...] considerable body of
research has emerged spanning across multiple areas of corporate discourse”
(Catenaccio eral. 2021). In particular, in corporate discourse, storytelling has
been considered as ‘responsible’ for corporate collective identity. The latter
“[...] ‘resides’ in the collective identity stories that, for example, people tell
each other in their conversations, write into corporate histories, and encode
onwebsites” (Brown 2006: 734). From a narrative perspective, organisations’
identities are identified as discursive linguistic constructs constituted by the
multiple identity-relevant narratives that their participants author about
them, and which feature, for example, in documents, conversations and
electronic media. Thus, while exploring these narratives, the students were

encouraged to reflect upon the promotional features and identity values

157



Stefania D’Avanzo

conveyed through the EG group website. In the following figure, some

sample materials used during the classes are provided:

&« 0O &

KRISPY KREME

seLowm g -~ “ NETHERLANDS u

SUBWAY

seLamm | > | > I |

Figure 1. Sample materials from EG group website (EG Group 2024).

As can be observed from the figures above, storytelling is combined with
images, thus creating a coherent whole. Thus, during this stage, the students
were invited to focus on both the structure of the verbal messages included in
the descriptions and the use of the images corresponding to the message. As
far as the structure of the texts is concerned, they were encouraged to divide
the texts into paragraphs in order to identify the sequential order of the events
occurred to the companies. Then, a debate in group was suggested, which was
aimed to explore the main tenses and verbal voices found in each paragraph.
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During this stage a quick revision of these grammar topics was offered while
inviting the students to practice through the British Council website (British
Council 2024). After discussing the analysis with the Professor, some
theoretical points were introduced concerning studies on narratives. At this
stage, the frontal teaching was aimed only at categorising and labelling the
paragraphs according to a precise methodological perspective. In particular,
the componential approach, which is considered as highly influential in
narrative analysis was introduced to the students. According to the popular
theory about the structure of narratives (Labov/Waletzky 1967), in narration
it is possible to identify five main steps including Orientation (reference to
people, place, time, situation), Complication (a serious of events leading to
a result), Resolution (results), Evaluation (the attitude the narrator holds
towards the narratives). Thus, the students were invited to explore the
paragraphs already analysed according to the theoretical notions introduced
before. Specifically, they were told to focus on a possible subdivision of
the same paragraphs investigated before into Orientation, Complication,
Resolution and Evaluation. Then, they were offered further practice through
some other examples from the website, as observed in the following figure:

@ swugouomaioc @ B9 DT ¢ « « Utima modifca: 24/09/2022 v P semabaemo @ - 0 X
fle Home Inserii Disegno Progetiazione Transioni Anmazioni Presentazione Regista Revisione Visualiza Guida | @Registra | |  Presenta in Teams | | 0 \
4 +* Blayoute i 4 A = I [ng) & Pioa ﬁ

B B @ ol YR
ncolla Moo Rutliza I RPIne Cs SeMe pav|f Ay =3 B2 fome Digponi Ge Sosiuisd | bt Addins Designer
< | daposiva~ digostive [ serone v . - B v v @ selriona
Appurti 5 Diapositive. Carattere Paragrafo Disegno Modfica Voce Riservatezza  Componenti. v
14 B 4
- wd |
Orientation —person, place, time, ‘
situation .

Complication —a srious of events
leading toa result
Resolution —restlts
Evaluation —. the attitude the

| narrator holds towards the narrtive

BURGER KING

| EST——

Comlication e

.

E :iu "S';ﬂli restaurants

| with Burger in 2017

King /

Jacquistion Evaluation
from the Kout Focus on

Food Group success over

the years 8

Orientati
Time (1954)
Place (in the

16

Disoustva 150123 helsno 1) 3 Acesibil verfca Sve B B  -———+m §

Figure 2. Example provided by the students during their own activity.
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The following lessons were devoted to the exploration of multimodal concepts
through the analysis of further examples from the same website according to
the student-driven approach already followed in the previous activities. In
particular, some video shots from the EG Group were shown to the students
in order to invite them to focus on the stories told through the images. In the
following figure, the video shots explored during the lessons are illustrated:

Figure 3. Video shots explored during this step (EG Group 2024).

After watching the video, the students were invited to provide their first
hypotheses concerning the sequence of the actions represented. Specifically,
during this step, questions concerning some background information, the
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position of the people represented (e.g., foreground or background, posing or
not posing), photos from daily life or lack of naturalism, colour differentiations,
camera angles were asked. The answers were debated in small groups.

Then, theoretical concepts related to multimodality were introduced
along with some other examples where the image-text complex was found.
It is necessary to point out that some theoretical notions concerning
multimodal concepts were provided only at this stage due to the inductive
nature of the teaching procedure chosen for all the activities.

After introducing these theoretical concepts, the students were asked to
work in group in order to explore the examples provided (see Figure 3 and
further material from the EG group website).

Specifically, they were invited to investigate the features of the
images debated during the previous activities according to a multimodal
perspective. They were asked to write their answers individually.

Step II
As mentioned in the Introduction section, at this stage, the students
started focussing on their final project while working in small groups. They
were asked to start writing narratives delivered by some fictious companies
according to the theoretical concepts learned and practiced during the
previous lessons. During the hours spent in the laboratory, the students
were also asked to do research concerning possible images to be used and
combined to tell corporate stories through pictures.

Step III

The final stage consisted in assessing the skills acquired. As mentioned
above, narrative skills included some key competences, such as writing
stories according to the narrative structures introduced by Labov (1967),
through images and through the image-text complex.

Although the actual assessment stage coincided with the exam sessions,
some preliminary tests were delivered before them. They consisted in
some exercises including the investigation of image-text complex and
schematisation of corporate storytelling according to Labov’s narrative
model. As far as the examination sessions are concerned, the achievement
of the initial objectives including creating corporate storytelling according
to narratives and multimodal concepts was assessed.
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In particular, the structure of Labov’s narratives was expected to be
found in their works along with the use of images chosen according to
their multimodal values.

4. Data analysis and Discussion

The study was aimed at exploring teaching activities and tasks related to
corporate storytelling addressed to students attending the two-year course
of Economics and Management. Specifically, the final intention was to
reflect upon possible the benefits of the exploration of corporate narratives
from a linguistic perspective during the teaching / learning process. In
particular, in the storytelling-based projects created by the students,
narrative skills including Labov’s categories were assessed according to

some specific parameters illustrated in the following grid:

Category Criteria Rating | Comments
(1-5)
Abstract - Summarises the story effectively
- Engages the audience's interest from the
beginning
Orientation |- Provides necessary background
information

- Sets the scene and context clearly

- Introduces key characters or elements

effectively
Complicating |- Describes the sequence of events
Action logically and engagingly
- Builds tension and interest through the
narrative
Evaluation - Highlights the significance of the events

- Provides insight into the narrator's
perspective or the company's values

Resolution - Clearly presents the outcome of the
events

- Satisfactorily concludes the narrative

Overall - Ensures the narrative flows smoothly
Coherence from one section to the next

- Maintains a consistent tone and style

throughout
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Creativity and | - Uses creative elements to enhance the
Style storytelling
- Employs a compelling and appropriate

narrative voice

Audience - Captures and maintains the audience’s
Engagement | attention throughout

- Effectively addresses the audience's
needs and interests

Table 1. Assessment grid illustrating Labov’s categories along with others (Overall
Coherence, Creativity and Style and Audience engagement) and the corresponding
rating and comments.

The grid above was aimed at assessing both the correct adaptation of
Labov’s narrative categories to the corporate stories created by the students
and their general cohesion along with the level of linguistic creativity
and audience engagement. A further grid was used, instead, to assess the
students’ skills related to their ability to generate stories through images
while evaluating the acquisition of multimodal concepts by Kress/van
Leuween (20006):

Category Criteria Rating | Comments
(1-5)
Salience in - Evaluates the prominence of social
Images actors in images (e.g., size, focus, color)

- Analyses the effect of salience on the
audience's attention and interpretation

Interaction | - Assesses how effectively images and text
with Text complement each other in representing
social actors

- Considers the coherence and overall
impact of the combined image-text
narrative

Ideological |- Analyses the underlying ideologies
Implications represented through the depiction of
social actors

- Evaluates the potential influence of these
ideologies on the audience

Table 2. Assessment grid evaluating some relevant multimodal concepts.
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As can be observed above, several multimodal concepts were assessed,
which were consistent with the initial objective of the whole teaching-
learning process, that is, assessing narrative skills while writing corporate
stories. In short, the two tables above summarise the expected results
in terms of acquisition of narrative skills according to both narrative
categories and multimodal concepts. The results took into account the
percentage of students who passed or failed their own exam, which tested
the acquisition of the skills concerning the correct use of Labov’s categories
and the appropriate use of images. Firstly, 80% of the students passed
their exams. They mainly created narratives of fictious family-businesses,
where they tried to combine narrative categorisations with images taken
from websites. Most of them delivered some power point presentations.
Only three groups created videos where they combined images with
verbal messages, texts and music, thus providing interesting examples of
digital corporate storytelling. As far as the outcomes referred to the grid
in Table 1 are concerned, it is possible to assert that the highest points
corresponded to the first five Labov’s categories (4/5 points) whereas, some
lower points related to the other categories (Overall Coherence, Creativity
and Style and Audience engagement) were obtained, where the average of
3 was reached by the students. This outcome is consistent with the lack
of linguistic proficiency by the students attending the Department. In
particular, the repetition of some linguistic structures was often observed
along with the lack of cohesive linkers when the students needed to move
from one category to another (e.g., from Abstract to Orientation). The
grid in Table 2, instead, revealed some very high points corresponding
to the first two categories — Salience in images and Interaction with Text.
In contrast, some lower points corresponding to Ideological Implications
were obtained by the learners.

This was probably due to a lack of deep awareness among the students
concerning the theoretical multimodal concepts involved in the activities.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, it is possible to assert that the main benefits deriving
from the activities consisted in the acquisition of new skills such as
categorisation of narratives according to a linguistic model, critical

interpretation, selection and combination of images according to
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multimodal parameters. This outcome was particularly relevant, especially
if the weak prerequisites belonging to the students with poor linguistic
skills are taken into account. It is important to point out that one of the
difficulties sometimes encountered by the students themselves was some
limited awareness of the theoretical concepts referring to both narrative
categorisation and the multimodal assumptions implicit in the activities.
Specifically, while showing advanced skills in creating corporate stories
through the combination of different narrative categorisations, they
could not sometimes give their right definition when some more detailed
questions were asked to them. Furthermore, uncertainties mainly related
to textual coherence and cohesion emerged. In the future, some classes
could be devoted to the reinforcement of linguistic and syntactic skills,
thus encouraging the students to improve their proficiency before inviting
them to focus on writing corporate stories.
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