
DIGI 340: Digital Social Narratives  

Ravindra N. Mohabeer, PhD Office: bldg 340, rm 235  

Narratives surround every aspect of our lives. Purposefully or not, stories inform 
the way we make sense of the world. But what complications does the digital age 
offer to story telling? How does narrative survive the random access, hyperlinked 
generation?  

The purpose of this course is not to teach you how to write nor to teach you how to 
tell stories. Instead we approach the construct of narrative as a guiding structure, a 
pathway through digital content. We will look at how stories are told using digital 
media and consider the intersection of digital practices, hardware of access, politics 
of ownership and reuse and originality.  

What you will do is think about narrative as a structure in your digital 
practice; consider how to build a narrative into different forms of information 
presentation; develop stories into the structure of your work; and share what you 
learn from constant reflection of on-going digital practice.  

Course Policies  

Policy on Good Academic Conduct:  

All materials submitted for grading consideration in this class must be produced 
entirely by you and must be created for the purposes of this class only. You are 
expected to engage in ethical practices as a student that shall include respecting 
the intellectual and material property of others including identifying the use of other 
people’s ideas (citations) and products (e.g. clippings, or copies, etc.), respecting 
the rights of other students to learn and participate in class and assignments, and 
the university, community, and beyond.  

Much of what we do is based on trust. Please ensure that all of the work you do for 
this class is done BY YOU and only BY YOU. You can work with others to increase 
your mutual learning, but you are still responsible for ensuring the independence of 
your learning and particularly of the assignments that you hand in as a 
representation of your work.  

No work that you create for this class can be submitted in whole or in part to fulfill 
the requirements of another class, nor can any work from another class, in whole or 
in part, be submitted to fulfill the requirements of this class. Should your 
coursework in this class overlap work that you are undertaking in another class or 
for an outside-of-school purpose, you are required to inform the instructor in 
writing PRIOR to creating the work and YOU must obtain permission from the 
instructor of THIS course AND any other course or purpose and identify clearly how 
this work satisfies the separate requirements of each activity. The instructor of this 
course reserves the right to reject any proposal for overlapping submissions if they 
are deemed to be too similar in nature or on any other reasonable grounds, and or 
if you cannot clearly distinguish how the objectives undertaken for this course differ 



from the objectives and work required for the other purpose. Should you re-use 
your own existing material or create and use the same material for more than one 
purpose without prior consent from the instructor you may be awarded a grade of 
zero (0) for the assignment and/or the entire course.  

Students are expected to attend class regularly and actively participate in their own 
learning and contribute to a learning environment that encourages and supports the 
learning of other students inside the class and beyond. You may be asked to leave 
class if you are found to be disruptive to the classroom environment and/or if you 
engage in activities that distract from your own learning or the learning of others 
(e.g. using your computer/tablet/mobile phone, etc. for non-class purposes during 
class time). Should this behaviour persist you may be referred to the Dean of the 
Faculty and/or asked to withdraw from the class.  

Grades Explained  

What your Grades Mean  

This course will be graded using the VIU grading scale from A+ to F  

 
A+= 90 to 100; B+= 76 to 79; C+= 65 to 68; D= 50 to 55;  

A= 85 to 89; B= 72 to 75; C= 60 to 64;  

A-= 80 to 84; B-= 69 to 71; C-= 56 to 59;  

F= less than 50 (failing) In the most general terms this is what the grades mean:  

F range: D range: C range: (i.e. if you do EXACTLY as described in the 
assignments and that's it, you should earn a C - not an A). B range: Exceeds 
basic expectations, shows relevant work beyond assigned criteria.  

Fails to meet the basic standards required. Approaching the standards 
required. Meets the basic expectations as outlined in the assignment 
criteria.  

A range: Demonstrates excellence, originality, outstanding level WELL past 
expectations.  

Assignment summaries  

Assignment 1: BLOG ....... 50% (10 x 5%) DUE weekly  

Assignment 2: Proposal ..... 20% DUE week 5  

Assignment 3: Project ....... 30% DUE week 11  

(The instructor reserves the right to substitute up to 10% of the combined grade of 
the Proposal and Project for a mid- term examination should it be necessary).  



BLOG: In week 1 you will set up a blog.  

Each of the first 10 weeks contains an in/out of class activity. You will write up your 
experiences of the activity at blog length and publish it on your blog.  

Each submission will be posted online (and ideally linked to one another) AND will 
be copied and pasted into a Word .doc file or PDF document and uploaded to the 
assignment drop box along with a URL to the blog post.  

Each blog post is due by Friday afternoon on the week in which the activity takes 
place. Each blog post will be marked out of 5%. Late blog posts will NOT be graded.  

  
ASSIGNMENT 2: PROPOSAL  

In consultation with the professor, you will develop a final project of your choosing. 
This proposal will outline the project IN DETAIL.  

The project will be one of:  

a multi-media translation of an existing story; a hypertext narrative story (fiction, 
non-fiction, creative non-fiction); a web based project that follows a digital 
narrative approach; a digital story-telling documentary style project; a corporate or 
personal identity project based on narrative (and not about you).  

Your proposal must clearly outline your intended project, your approach, the 
materials you anticipate needing/using, a sketch of your narrative structure, 
character sketches, a context statement, and a specific timeline for completion.  

It is expected that you make an appointment to discuss your project one-on-one 
with the professor PRIOR to submitting the proposal. It is your sole responsibility to 
arrange this appointment.  

ASSIGNMENT 3: PROJECT Based on your proposal, you will undertake the project 
outlined above.  

As this is a 3rd year course, and this project is worth 30% of your final grade, it is 
expected that this project be substantive in nature, well executed and 'portfolio-
worthy' in quality.  

	  
Week 1: Activity (do not hand in the first part)  

Today we lie. To each other, to ourselves, to the world.  

In a loose paraphrase, Friedrich Neizche suggests that the 'truth is a lie that we tell 
ourselves but for the risk of maddness.'  

 
BLOG explained  



On [at least] a weekly basis you will write stories of one variety or another. They 
can be fact based, fiction, based on the course, based on your life, but written, 
published and shared.  

These stories will be 'handed in' by way of a blog [or more of a multi-media 
blog/vlog/phlog kind of thing]. This assignment requires you to submit the link/URL 
to your blog. If it's not submitted here, it won't be graded. It's worth 30% of your 
overall grade so keep up and be on time. Late enteries will NOT be graded.  

Each entry is due by the Friday afternoon after we meet. By example, we meet first 
on Tuesday September 3 so your first blog entry is due by Friday afternoon 
September 6, 2013.  

Week 2: Making a Scene  

A little before it's time, Will Straw came up with the idea of 'the scene' as a way of 
capturing the notion of 'the moment' or as the French call it, millieu.  

Today we think about the value of 'the scene' as a way of thinking about 'context' 
or setting the stage for your stories. Think of it as 'deep background.' Why?  

All good stories come out of knowing your characters and how they will react to the 
scenarios that come up ... by making them come to life. Knowing people 
necessarily also involves knowing 'places' or the way that people float through 
spaces and make them their own.  

  
What you are asked to do is construct a believable lie. One that tells us a little bit 
about you but that is also untrue.  

What you must do both when you tell the lie and when you listen to other people 
lying is consider how the structures of storytelling work (or don't) to make what 
you say believable.  

This will be your first blog post - a blog that you will maintain throughout the 
semester as a record of your 'sandbox' play with storytelling. You will be graded on 
the complexity (if brevity) of what you write, on its timely submission, and on your 
escalating use of multimodal support for your stories (i.e. the involvement of 
additional digital resources to enhance your stories).  

Example: How to 'lie' with numbers vs. Reality check on Arts Grads  

READINGS: Will Straw: Scenes and Sensibilities Randy Ingermanson: Writing the 
perfect scene Thought Catalog: 28 Signs you're a hipster wikiHow: How to be a 
Hipster  

Watch:  

Portlandia  



Psycho Shower Scene 

Student Example: 'Longboard Lifestyle'  

Lords of Dogtown [trailer]: The origins of skate culture (You might be able to find it 
on Netflix)  

Week 2: Activity (Blog 2)  

Today we engage in an act of disruption - either literal or figurative, private or 
public.  

 
Assignment 2 explained  

ASSIGNMENT 2: PROPOSAL  

In consultation with the professor, you will develop a final project of your choosing. 
This proposal will outline the project IN DETAIL.  

The project will be one of:  

a multi-media translation of an existing story; a hypertext narrative story (fiction, 
non-fiction, creative non-fiction); a web based project that follows a digital 
narrative approach; a digital story-telling documentary style project; a corporate or 
personal identity project based on narrative (and not about you). another project of 
your own creation and specs (to be cleared by the professor before starting work)  

Your proposal must clearly outline your intended project, your approach, the 
materials you anticipate needing/using, a sketch of your narrative structure, 
character sketches, a context statement, and a specific timeline for completion.  

It is expected that you make an appointment to discuss your project one-on-one 
with the professor PRIOR to submitting the proposal. It is your sole responsibility to 
arrange this appointment.  

 
Week 3: Yours, mine, ours: REMIX  

Yes, remix, again. But this time it's for the purpose of negotiating originality and 
narrative. What is the difference between narrative & meta-narrative? Can you tell 
a story about story telling? Of course you can. In this case we will look at re-mix 
culture as a way of thinking about inspiration, appropriation, and the boundaries of  

Why?  

Understanding the notion of a 'scene' in Will Straw's sense requires thinking about 
spaces as places, and people as characters who perform their identities in time and 
through spaces.  



Scenes, as much as anything else, can be thought of as contexts of storytelling or 
as the French might call them, the millieu in which a story takes place (the medium 
of transformation).  

What you are to do:  

Put on an ethnographers hat (a literal one is not necessary). Pick a space and act 
as a 'fly on the wall' to observe the people who occupy that space. 'Figure them out' 
- who are they? What role do they perform? What is their costume? What will it be 
when they are in a difference space? Who will they be in a different space?  

The act of disruption occurs in your blog (after an in-class disruption).  

Create a character and context sketch - a cojoined 'scene.' Develop your characters 
and know them well. Figure out how they will act and re-act in different settings. 
Determine their place in the 'scene.'  

Write it up as a blog post that will give us a sense of how the person will behave in 
a place other than the one in which you observed them - the more opposite the 
place the better.  

authorship.  

Telling a story, after all, is about sharing yourself and your way of seeing the world 
with others. But what happens if the stories you tell, particularly the digitally 
informed or produced stories are not entirely of your own making?  

Remix, my friends, is a major meta-narrative that cannot be ignored when it comes 
to digital storytelling. Let's not ignore it.  

READINGS:  

Kristina Busse & Shannon Farley: Remixing the Remix: Fannish Appropriation and 
the Limits of Unauthorised Use Michael Steeleworthy:  

Lessig, Remix (2008) - Media Matters Clint Lalonde: Remix, Mashups, Aggregation, 
Plagiarism oh my  

EXPLORE: storify: storify.com [make the web tell a story] (pick some and consider 
who is telling the story, really)  

Week 3: Activity (Blog3)  

I have this saying, a tagline of sorts from my famously unspectacular previous 
website,  

"...inspiration is everywhere, ideas take work."  

Steal something and reuse it. Find something that inspires you. Long live the muse.  



Today you are asked to pick something innocuous yet inspiring. Remix it and make 
it into something more poetic and lyrical by nature. That is, make it the substance 
of a fragment of your next story. It doesn't have to be complete, just a thought or 
idea sketch.  

How is this remix? The thing you pick can be as simple as a flower or blade of grass 
and as produced and polished as a stollen bit of music or a video clip. Tell a story, 
not about the story from which the thing came, but that comes to mind when you 
appropriate and re-mix your object into something of a different value for your own 
narrative ends.  

Blog this and submit it as Blog 3.  

 
Week 4: Choose your own adventure  

When I was a kid people read books (other people, I wasn't much of a reader-for-
pleasure).  

When I did read, the one kind of book I loved was 'choose your own adventure' 
where I felt like I was in charge of what happened [I wasn't especially clever 
enough to realize that if it was already in print I didn't create much of anything BUT 
I did pick the course of events by making choices along the narrative path].  

Hypertext writing is much like creating a 'choose your own adventure' story only we 
often don't think of it that way.  

This week's readings will explore some hypertext or 'choose your own adventure' 
stories in the narrative fiction sense and in the sense of following along a website, a 
narrative format of its own.  

When you build for the web, create a game, develop a pathway through any 
narrative, all of the bits and pieces must connect, if only by way of the reader. How 
can your narrative survive the lack of rigid structure that linearity provides?  

How can you elevate your writing/creating to respond appropriately, incorporating 
'audience participation' without sacraficing your central ideas?  

Week 4: Resources  

  
READ: Caitlin Fisher: These Waves of Girls [explore for a while and tell yourself her 
story] Amanda Cosco: Are Twitter Storytellers the Heroes of a New Postmodernism?  

WATCH/EXPLORE:  

[[murmur]]: murmur Toronto a multi-media, participatory narrative of cities 
submitted by citizen participants; pick a neighbourhood from the list and explore 
the map (the red dots are the points of access)  



NeilCicierega: Haircut (a choose-your-own-adventure song)  

 
Week 4: Activity (Blog4)  

Write some fragments of a story, perhaps building on your previous posts. Now 
figure out how to adjust them and make them connect to tell a single story.  

After that, take a look at a website or even look out for an 'always online' person 
and track them (publically, no stalking please).  

Can you find bits and pieces that connect and tell a single story when considered as 
a whole?  

For your blog post this week, look at the online tidbits you leave, digital 
breadcrumbs if you will. Take the position that someone else has also stumbled 
upon these breadcrumbs and is putting together a 'choose your own adventure' 
narrative of you.  

What will it say - not what do you want it to say about you, but what does it 
actually say? Write up what the hypertext/'choose your own adventure' version of 
your digital presence tells other people about  

you. Consider this as a starting point, particularly if your final project will be a 
digital presence for someone else. How do you construct a consistent narrative out 
of largely disconnected pieces? Post this as Blog4  

 
Assignment 3 explained  

 
ASSIGNMENT 3: PROJECT Based on your proposal, you will undertake the project 
you outlined.  

As this is a 3rd year course, and this project is worth 30% of your final grade, it is 
expected that this project be substantive in nature, well executed and 'portfolio-
worthy' in quality.  

Week 5: Archive or external hard drive  

One of the greatest challenges of the digital age is 'archiving' or 
'remembering.' While it might seem 'true' that the Internet never forgets, this 
sentiment is more of a truism than a truth.  

If I go to a thrift shop and I want to buy a record I need to then find a record 
player on which to play it ... easy enough today since vinyl is making a comeback. 
But what happens if I want to find a cassette tape or 8 Track? Those are harder to 
find let alone the fact that the medium on which the material is recorded has likely 
degraded over time.  



So what stories are lost and/or can be saved by digital archiving?  

On the flip side, what is lost from stories once they are saved digitally? We all know 
about format wars and the millions of codecs that may or may not require a plug-in 
to work, but do we give something up when we save things digitally?  

Conversely, what manner of memory can we preserve when we archive things 
digitally?  

If we follow McLuhan's notion that a medium is an extension of a human capacity, 
thus dampening the need for the body/mind to perform that capacity at the same 
level, what happens when we come to over rely on digital archives for memory 
[ostensibly using digital tools as external hard drives for our brains]?  

If we follow Fredrich Kittler's idea that 'new media' are actually new, not an 
extension but the next logical step in the evolution of media, is digital memory a 
different kind of remembering and thus something that creates new knowledge in 
and of its own dimension? For example, is there something new about Big Data 
that exceeds the sum of the bits and pieces of information comprised therein?  

  
Week 5: Resources  

READ: Gregory Klages: Death on a Painted Lake: The Tom Thompson Tragedy 
unknown: The Napster Revolution: The Entertainment eZine - Music Will Straw: In 
Memoriam: The Music CD and Its Ends  

EXPLORE: EVIA: Enthographic Video for Instruction and Analysis  

Week 5: Activity (Blog5)  
Memory is a funny thing in the digital era. What you are asked to do today is tell a 
story about a memory.  

It can be a memory of anything - but ideally it will be a memory that you have that 
you don't have any 'evidence' to prove. It's one of those "I swear this happened" 
kind of memories not one for which you have photographic/video/audio proof. For 
instance, I have memories of things I've done that, to this day, I'm not sure 
actually happened. Yet I have memories of an old TV and an old bicycle that I don't 
actually recall but I have photographs to prove that I had. I don't know what my 
favourite shirts looked like but I have a few pictures that suggest that my parents 
used to dress my brother and I often in matching clothes.  

Ironically, this past summer, I remembered a major event that I'd completely 
forgotten about (i.e. being caught up in a murder investigation as a part of a very 
BROAD police dragnet that violated the civil liberties of an entire large 
neighbourhood of men). How could I possibly have forgotten about it and why is it 
important that I could find external memories/triggers online that re-told me my 
own memories but in somebody else's words?  



Are the memories that I have (the 'false' ones) more real than the ones for which I 
have 'proof' even if I don't remember them actually happening the first time 
around.  

Now I want you to consider how you will go about creating a digital representation 
of this memory - what tools will you need? What kinds of supporting media will you 
use? Where will it come from if you didn't have it in the first place? What 
consequence is there to using 'other people's' memories to reinforce or support 
your own recollections?  

In the end, the purpose of this story is to consider the way we can chronicle 
memories but also consider how memories are not only ours but live in a connected 
world. We will interrogate the idea that 'a picture is worth a 1000 words' as well as 
the possibility that imaginations are limitless, particularly when we are trying to 
'share' digitally and use 'borrowed' supporting materials that shape and change our 
memories.  

 
Week 6: On the go; mobile narratives  
I am struck by how much the world is transformed by 'mobile storytelling.' By this I 
mean that the world is changed by the mobile media devices we choose as travel 
companions.  

I always have a phone in my pocket that gives me access to the Interweb, keeps 
me 'connected' by voice/text/email, allows me to chronicle, track, archive my life ... 
and play Candy Crush when I'm bored [and I am trying to avoid eye contact]. It's 
funny how we often use these companions to deflect the world around us since we 
don't dare interrupt someone on their phone any more than we bother someone 
hiding behind a book or newspaper.  

At the same moment it is possible to harness the power of mobile devices to create 
and tell 'connected stories' that offer an enhanced way of travelling the world. Think 
here of geo-caching, mobile blogging, food photography, citizen  

UNESCO: Outline of Digital Archiving Project  

journalism, bluetooth art and beyond.  

How has the use of mobile capture and create devices changed the story of your life 
(for all you 1D fans ;)? How can we use the mobile platform to tell new kinds of 
stories?  

Week 6: Resources  

READ: Rita Raley: Mobile Media Poetics Henry Jenkins: Transmedia Storytelling 101 
& Transmedia 202: Further Reflections  

EXPLORE: Mobile Digital Commons Network (Sara Diamond & Michael Longford, 
Principle Investigators):  



The Haunting (read the artists statement/research summary then click on one of 
the other projects since this one has a dead link)  

   
Week 6: Activity (Blog6)  

Today we think about using the notion of 'mobile' as a storytelling mechanism.  

Consider one (or several connected) activities where you could use mobility as a 
part of your storytelling. Could you conceive of a 'game' of sorts using mobile 
devices to tell a story?  

Perhaps it would be possible to develop a campus tour that can be 'self directed' 
and offer opportunities for discovery using a mobile device, QR codes, and running 
commentaries - maybe a 'scavenger hunt' or even an 'alt guide' to VIU?  

Think through a solid sketch for such a mobile experience, paying special attention 
to the use of the mobile digital tools available and how they can transform the type 
of experience that you construct. Write this sketch up as your blog entry.  

  
Hand in Proposal  

Hand in Mid-Term  

Week 7: Playing within stories; Gaming  

The best/most successful games these days seem to follow some sort of narrative 
structure. But not all games do this. Do we develop a desire to become part of a 
game differently if there is a story? If so, why?  

Thinking about video gaming as a digital modality and 'traditional' games as more 
analog in nature with less or at least different storytelling devices available, does it 
make a difference when we occupy a 'first person shooter' stance and feel as 
though the story of the game is the story of us?  

What role can a good story play in making pixels come to life?  

  
Week 7: Resources  

READ:  

Ditching the three act structure of storytelling  

Week 7: Activity (Blog7)  

For your blog today I want you to play at least 2 games. Both can be video games 
or a mix of 1 video game and 1 not video game. Ideally one will be a 'story driven' 
game and the other a different sort of game (like a puzzle game or something like 



that).  

Consider what role storytelling plays in enhancing or altering the nature of the 
games you play. Can a bad game be better with a good story?  

Write up your findings as blog entry 7.  

  
Hand in Blog7  

Week 8: Other stories; digital storytelling & participatory digitally  

This week we talk about participation, power, and ethics.  

I define ethics for the purposes of this class in a practice sense as the thoughtful 
negotiation of the dispensation of power by all actors in a defined relationship. 
That's a fancy way of saying that you need to consider power relationships, 
vulnerabilities and inputs/outputs/outcomes at all stages along the way.  

Today we will also look at the question of 'the bigger picture' to figure out how to 
manage your workload and keep on task. The main way we will do this is by looking 
at Program Logic Models.  

Week 8: Resources  
Since we are talking about participation, we will necessarily need to consider ethics. 
What better way to look at this than 'hands on.'  

Tri-Council Tutorial on Research Ethics  

This is an interactive tutorial/quiz. After you are complete you'll get a certificate 
that you can print out. Either way, please pay attention to the things the tutorial 
teaches and also consider the meta-narrative of what is being protected.  

The second reading is more of an example of application but the core idea of a 
'program logic model' is what we're after here.  

Program Logic Model (via U.Wisconsin Extension School)  

 

Week 9: I work alone  

What is the value of squirrelling yourself away in a neat and controlled little cubby 
hole? Sometimes we forget that the process of storytelling is impacted deeply by 
the environment of story creating.  

Today we aren't really exploring a storytelling technique as such but a way to 
consider how we structure the act of producing. In so doing we can think through 
the value of working alone versus working with/alongside/near others.  



Week 9: Resources  

READ:  

Spinuzzi, C. (2012). Working Alone Together: Co-working as Emergent 
Collaborative Activity. Journal of Business & Technical Communication. Vol.26(4) 
co_working.pdf  

EXPLORE:  

SquareOne Coworking Space in Nanaimo Qualicum Beach Digital Media Studio  

Week 9: Activity (Blog9)  
 
For this blog I want you to work through your process - really pay close attention to 
how your story creating environment impacts the stories you tell. Why?  
 

This week seems like a good time in the project phase to stop and take stock of 
your process. How has your environment of production alone or together with 
others impacted your work (this work and/or other work)?  

How can you take advantage of different working environments to contribute 
different elements at different times? Write this up as Blog 9  

 

Week 10: Putting on a façade  

We all wear masks of different sorts. Many of us hide behind these masks 
differently at different stages of our lives and in different contexts of use.  

One of the big trends in 'digital living' revolves around the illusion of 'self as brand.' 
We are encouraged to actively live digitally but to also balance this living with a 
concerted form of self branding.  

In more traditional conceptualizations of branding, the 'story of you' started with a 
logo - an icon that boiled down what you want people to think about you in a 
succinct visual device.  

But do you even notice these façades any more? Of course you do but how 
conscious are you of the stories they tell?  

As a project within the MRL (Media Research Lab) here at VIU, we are looking at 
municipal logos on Vancouver Island as digital/visual representations of 'place.' 
What story do these logos tell us as insiders about where we live and what stories 
do they tell 'outsiders' about what to expect when they come here?  

 



Week 10: Resources  

A link to MRL logo raw data to be added here ... remind me if I forget.  

READ:  

Cleave, E., & Arku, G. (2015). Place branding and economic development at the 
local level in Ontario, Canada. GeoJournal, 80(3), 323-338. (available through VIU 
Library online)  

(PDF here/content/enforced/74131-
MEDI_DIGI340_N01_F2015/municipal_logos.pdf)  

 
Activity (Blog10)  
 
This week's blog activity will be 'original research' or rather analysis.  

I've assembled 40 municipal/regional district logos from Vancouver Island. You are 
asked to look at the totality of the 40 logos (or a logical sub-grouping) and conduct 
an analysis of the story you read from the logo(s).  

What kind of place is this (where place is not the physical space but also the social, 
cultural and economic feeling or meaning of this space)? What tools do the logos 
use to tell this story?  

What's missing? How could you envision something different?  

How can you use this knowledge to come up with a logo for yourself or an alt logo 
for one of the municipalities in this study?  

You will write up your brief analysis and submit this as your Blog 10 entry (and you 
will also be asked to share this on the MRL logo analysis project site in a format 
TBD).   

Week 11: Work projects  
 
Week 12: Final Projects  
 
Hand in Assignment 3  
 
Week 13: Class wrap-up  
 


