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Introduction

This review presents in detail the evolution of shadow puppet theatre and puppet theatre
as storytelling methods in four European countries: Greece, Poland, Czech Republic,
and Germany. It explores the traditional storytelling methods utilised in these countries
and examines the benefits of arts, storytelling, and digital storytelling when applied in
educational settings.

Storytelling has been used since ancient times as a means of sharing stories and bringing
people together. Over the years and across different cultures, various forms of
storytelling have emerged, including epic poems, classical theatre plays, folktales,
folksongs, fables, myths, fairy tales, proverbs, and more (Czarkowski, 2019; Jedlickova
& Kos, 2023; Honzikova et al., 2023; Skotheim, 2022). It is a form of expressing
emotions and ideas and when utilised in educational settings it can benefit both students
and educators (Giannakou & Klonari, 2019). Storytelling as a form of art, whether
through methods such as tandem storytelling, story theatre, picture book reading,
drawing combined with narration, finger play, role-playing, or the use of objects and
toys like puppets and shadow puppets, or more modern forms like digital storytelling,
can serve as a powerful tool for advancing social justice and inclusive practices (Grant
& Berry, 2011; National Art Education Association, 2021). Storytelling, whether in its
traditional form or its modernised version of digital storytelling, is a cost-effective
method that can be used with underrepresented and marginalized groups, including
women, refugees, immigrants, individuals with disabilities, and students from diverse
backgrounds (Fish & Syed 2021; Giannakou & Klonari, 2019; Gkoutsioukosta &
Apostodilou, 2023; Jager et al., 2017). All these individuals and groups are given the
chance, to articulate their voices by giving them the opportunity to share their stories
and a platform for their voices to be heard (Burgess, 2006; Moutafidou & Bratistis,
2018; Schuch, 2020). Especially when used in educational contexts, digital storytelling
can support students with varying abilities in developing a range of soft skills, such as
empathy, self-awareness, reflection, and collaboration, as well as hard skills by
enhancing their digital competencies (Giannakou & Klonari, 2019). Educators, by
using engaging digital pedagogy in their classrooms, integrating technology through
digital storytelling, and acting as facilitators, foster an inclusive and democratic
learning environment. This approach not only enhances students’ active learning and
academic outcomes, but also strengthens educators’ digital skill sets and improves
teacher-student relationship (Anderson et al., 2020; Choi & Yi, 2016).

This systematic review aimed at examining the history of storytelling and shadow
puppet theatre in the four countries and possible links with social justice issues,
empathy, inclusion, intercultural competence and interdisciplinary learning (e.g.,
science, technology, engineering, arts and mathematics [STEAM]). The focus was on
initial teacher education and what are the professional development needs for preservice
teachers, if any, around the implementation of digital storytelling in their educational
practice. The methodology used and the research questions are described in the next



section of methodology. Findings are then presented in a thematic manner, providing
the answers to the five research questions and finally a conclusion is summarising the
whole review and offers recommendations for future research.

Methodology

This review analyses the evolution of shadow puppetry and traditional storytelling in
four European countries and explores how arts, storytelling and digital storytelling can
promote empathy, inclusion, and social justice. It also investigates the role of digital
storytelling within STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, and
Mathematics) education and lastly, explores the professional development teachers
need in order to use digital storytelling effectively. Five research questions guided the
search:

1) What is the history of shadow puppet theatre in Greece, Poland, Czechia,
and Germany?

2) What are the traditional storytelling methods utilized in Greece, Poland,
Czechia, and Germany?

3) How can the arts, storytelling and digital storytelling promote inclusion,
empathy and social justice?

4) How digital storytelling can be associated with the STEAM approach? What
are the advantages and disadvantages?

5) What kind of professional development is needed for teachers to integrate
digital storytelling in their educational practices?

The methodological approach of this study is a systematic literature review. Systematic
literature review includes an extensive search to locate all relevant studies on a topic, a
methodical synthesis of the findings, and an evaluation of the scope, type, and quality
of the evidence related to research questions (Siddaway et al., 2019). It provides a
structured approach to gathering and evaluating scientific evidence to address research
questions and they aim to be transparent and reproducible, striving to include all
relevant studies on the topic while critically assessing the quality of the evidence
(Lame, 2019).

In conducting the review, the PRISMA (2020) (Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) statement was adopted. PRISMA was
developed to assist systematic reviewers in clearly reporting the purpose of the review,
the methods they used, and the results they obtained. It helps researchers design and
carry out systematic reviews by ensuring that all recommended information is
thoroughly included (Page et al., 2021).

PRISMA statement (2020) involves a description of how the reporting guideline was
developed and presents an expanded checklist that details reporting recommendations



for each item (PRISMA, 2020). This systematic literature review was organized
according to the following PRISMA checklist:

i.  Eligibility criteria (inclusion and exclusion criteria)
ii.  Information sources
lii.  Search strategy
iv.  Selection process
v.  Data collection process
vi.  Data items
vii.  Study risk of bias assessment
viii.  Synthesis methods

In accordance with the PRISMA checklist criteria and following a comprehensive
review of the existing literature addressing five research questions (see below Table 1),
a thematic analysis and coding of the data were conducted to enhance the clarity,
organization and synthesis of the findings. Thematic analysis is “one of the most
common and popular methods” (Mwita & Mwilongo, 2025, p. 51) for qualitative data
analysis. In this approach, researchers aim to discover and recognize recurring patterns
within the data they have gathered. This method requires a thorough review of
qualitative data, after which the patterns are identified, categorised, analysed, and then
reported (Mwita & Mwilongo, 2025). Coding is a crucial step in thematic analysis by
enabling grouping of data into meaningful categories, thereby beginning the process of
simplifying the information for clearer understanding (Mwita & Mwilongo, 2025).

i. Eligibility Criteria

Inclusion Criteria

e Language & Publication Date: English or Greek, published between 2015 and
2025

e Scope: education, children and teachers

e Source Type: peer-reviewed papers, chapters in scholarly books, educational
institutions (e.g., universities) and websites from each country with historical
info on storytelling traditions and shadow puppet theatres

Exclusion Criteria

e Papers that do not meet inclusion criteria

Justification for Including Pre-2015 Sources



While the defined inclusion criteria limited the date of publication to the period between
2015 and 2025, exceptions were made for the first two research questions, which related
to historical information (the history of shadow theatre and traditional storytelling
methods). Consequently, selected documents published before 2015 were incorporated
with the earliest for research question 1 being published in 1855 and for research
question 2 in 1939. Overall, for the first two research questions, 19 pre-2015 and 24
post-2015 documents were analysed to provide a comprehensive review of the
historical development of shadow theatre and traditional storytelling.

ii. Information sources

To enhance transparency and ensure relevance to the research questions, a systematic
approach was employed in selecting search terms. This involved the strategic use of
specific and diverse keyword combinations aligned with the predefined inclusion
criteria. Information was sourced from a broad range of platforms, including databases,
publisher platforms, and reputable websites, to ensure the comprehensiveness and
validity of the findings.

The information sources comprised a diverse and credible selection of publications,
including documents retrieved from internationally recognised, peer-reviewed
databases such as ERIC, IEEE Xplore, EBSCO, and Scopus. Additionally, scholarly
publications accessed via major publisher platforms, including SpringerLink, SAGE
Journals, Taylor & Francis, and the ACM Digital Library, were incorporated. The
review also encompassed academic documents, conference proceedings, and sources
such as the Ministry of Culture of Czechia (2024), UNESCO (2016) and the
International Puppet Union (Dubska Malikova, 2012; Kratochwil et al., 2013; Reusch,
2012; Waszkiel, 2015).

iii. Search Strategy

The search strategy utilised for retrieving information from search engines was guided
by predefined inclusion criteria and refined through the systematic application of search
strings, advanced search and Boolean operators (like “or”, “and”, parenthesis and
quotation marks, e.g. digital storytelling AND “inclusion”), filters, and targeted
keywords. As filters for finding information were used: the date, the language of writing
(Greek and English), the peer-reviewed rating of the studies, the topics and the
keywords.

To ensure comprehensive and valid data retrieval, a broad range of keywords and key
phrases was employed, structured through various combinations using Boolean
operators in alignment with the study’s five research questions (see Table 1). Given the
scope and complexity of the search strategy, it is not feasible to present all keyword
combinations in detail; therefore, a selective set of indicative examples is provided to
illustrate the approach.



Table 1: The five research questions and examples of keywords and Boolean Operators

used
Research Questions Keywords Boolean Operators
1. What is the history of shadow shadow puppet theatre, “Shadow puppetry”, AND history,

puppet theatre in the four
countries? (Greece, Poland,
Czechia, Germany)

2. What are the traditional
storytelling methods utilised in each
country? (Greece, Poland, Czechia,
Germany)

3. How can the arts/ST/DST
promote inclusion, empathy and
social justice?

4. How DST can be associated with
the STEAM approach? What are
some advantages and
disadvantages?

5. What kind of professional
development is needed for teachers

to integrate DST in their educational

practices?

history, tradition, folklore,
puppetry, etc.

oral tradition, storytelling,
folk tales, myths, narrative
techniques, etc.

digital storytelling,
inclusion, empathy, social
justice, arts-based
education, etc.

digital storytelling,

STEAM education,
integration, science,
mathematics, etc.

technology,
integration,
professional
development,
implementation, etc.

OR Czechia OR Poland, “cultural
heritage” AND puppetry etc.

“Traditional Storytelling”,
Storytelling AND Greece, OR
Germany, “Oral Storytelling”
methods etc.

"Digital storytelling"” AND
(inclusion OR empathy OR "social
justice™), "arts-based education
AND "marginalized groups" etc.

"Digital storytelling” AND "STEAM
education”, "digital storytelling"
AND (benefits OR challenges OR

limitations) etc

"digital storytelling" AND
pedagogical innovation,
“professional development”,
implementation AND pedagogical
strategies etc.

iv. Selection Process

A total of 357 references were initially retrieved through the search strategy. These
documents were carefully reviewed in multiple stages, beginning with detailed
examination according to the study’s predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria and
then to an assessment of titles and abstracts to determine preliminary relevance. As a
result of this evaluative process, 122 documents were selected for inclusion in the
review, as they were assessed to be the most pertinent and directly addressed to the
research questions.

A total of 122 records met the eligibility criteria, with specific exceptions applied to the
first and second research questions as previously indicated. The exclusion of the
remaining documents was attributable to various factors. Primarily, these were either
deviations from the inclusion criteria (such as publication date or language restrictions)
or a failure to address the research questions directly.



v. Data Collection Process

The data collection process was guided from the outset by predefined eligibility criteria,
which formed the central foundation for the identification and selection of relevant
sources. A variety of keyword and key phrase combinations were used to conduct
systematic searches on various search engines, including Google Scholar, Google and
Microsoft Bing. To enhance the accuracy of the results, advanced search functions were
used where available, particularly in Google and Google Scholar.

Initial selections were based on the relevance of titles and abstracts in relation to the
inclusion criteria. Documents that met these criteria were subjected to further
examination at full text level to confirm their relevance. Once the final set of studies
was identified, a process of thematic analysis and coding was applied to synthesise the
findings and structure the systematic literature review in a clear and organized manner.

All references included in the review were in English. To ensure accurate understanding
of the content, translation tools were used, when necessary, such as DeepL Translator
(https://www.deepl.com/translator), Google Translate (https://translate.google.com)
and also Al language models such as ChatGPT for translation purposes and grammar
checking (https://chatgpt.com/).

vi. Data Items

To answer the five research questions of this study, information from 122 peer-
reviewed papers, collected from international databases, peer-reviewed journals (e.g.
“Journal of Computers in Education” and “Journal of Planning Education and
Research”) and authoritative websites, was selected after extensive research. There
were many variables that influenced the selection of studies, the main ones being:
language, date of publication, and peer review of the papers. All references consulted
are in English, apart from one: "Ceské asociace oralni historie (Czech Oral History
Association)™ (n.d.). The aim was to use documents from the last decade; however, for
the reasons described above, older sources were also included in order to address
research questions of historical content.

The aspects studied were different and complex and therefore numerous references
were reviewed and relevant data were systematically collected through coding and
thematic analysis. A concise example in the context of traditional storytelling in Greece
(research question 2), are the codes such as ‘folk tales’, 'mythology' and ‘traditional
orality' that were used in order to analyse the themes, categorise and group data.

vii. Study risk of bias assessment

A small number of the studies identified in relation to the first two research questions
were country-specific and written in the respective national languages. This created
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challenges in terms of accessibility and interpretation. As a result, these studies did not
meet the inclusion criteria for this review and were excluded from the final analysis.

Furthermore, in relation to the first and second research questions which focus on
historical, traditional, and cultural elements, there were some sources that demonstrated
a degree of subjectivity and bias. These biases were particularly evident in discussions
surrounding the origins of shadow puppet theatre, with conflicting claims attributing its
emergence to China, Turkey or India. Such perspectives were excluded from the review
because they did not meaningfully inform the research questions under investigation.

Moreover, most of the literature published after 2015 focuses mainly on digital
storytelling (DST), often with little emphasis on traditional forms and methods of
storytelling. This recent shift in focus reflects broader trends in educational research,
showing greater interest in contemporary digital tools.

viii. Synthesis Method

Following the establishment of inclusion and exclusion criteria, a comprehensive set of
relevant documents was identified and reviewed. Each study was assessed for its
relevance to the predefined eligibility criteria and research questions. For those that met
the criteria and contributed meaningful insights, key information was extracted and
documented in a data table. This table included the research questions, thematic
categories, and detailed bibliographic information for each source (including title,
author, and publication year).

The creation of a data table supported the entire review and the thematic analysis by
helping to organise and structure the topics, the literature and the five research
questions.

Through the thematic analysis of the texts and the systematic recording of information
in tables, several key thematic categories emerged. These include the historical
evolution of shadow puppet theatre within four cultural contexts (Greece, Poland,
Czechia, and Germany), the examination of traditional storytelling techniques across
these countries, and the exploration of the role of the arts in promoting social justice
and inclusive practices. Additional themes identified were the ways digital storytelling
can foster inclusion, empathy, and social justice; the benefits and challenges associated
with integrating digital storytelling (DST) into the STEAM approach; and the
development of the necessary skills for effectively incorporating DST into educational
settings. Findings of the review are organized according to these themes.



Findings

The Historical evolution of shadow puppet theatre in four
countries

This section addresses the first research question, ‘What is the history of shadow puppet
theatre in four countries?’, by examining historical and related sources. It is organised
into four parts, each providing a historical overview of one of the four countries. The
discussion begins with Greece, followed by Poland, the Czech Republic, and finally
Germany.

Greece

Puppet theatre in Greece falls under two categories; the one played with three
dimensional puppets and the one played with flat figures which are projected onto an
illuminated translucent white sheet. The latter form of storytelling is called shadow
puppet theatre (or just shadow theatre) and it can be encountered worldwide including
in China, India, Indonesia, Turkey and Europe (Chen, 2003). The shadow puppet
theatre in Greece flourished at the end of the 19th and in the beginning of 20th centuries,
its great popularity declined in the mid-20th century mainly due to the rise of film
entertainment (Myrsiades & Myrsiades, 2014), even though it still remains a popular
means of entertainment mainly for children but adults enjoy it too (Moraiti et al., 2016;
Moumoutzis et al., 2022).

The Greek shadow theatre has its roots in Middle East and Far East with the most
popular shadow character being that of Karagiozis (Moumoutzis et al., 2022). The
influence of Karagiozis on Greek shadow theatre was so great that, in the collective
consciousness, his name became synonymous with the entire genre. Even when other
figures are used in performances, audiences often refer to them as "Karagiozis." This
identification reflects the character’s deep cultural roots and the central role he played
in the evolution and preservation of shadow theatre in Greece. The Karagiozis tradition
dates to 18th century (at least back to 1799) and has its roots in the Ottoman empire as
it was modelled on a Turkish prototype, that of Karagoz, from the 14th century
(Myrsiades & Myrsiades, 2014). The Turkish Karagoz Shadows spread wide along with
the expansion of the Ottoman Empire and therefore, this tradition can be found, apart
from Greece, in various Arab countries as well (Chen, 2003).In the Greek context,
Karagiozis is a ragged man representing Greek people during the years where Greece
was under the Ottoman Empire, he lives in a shack opposite the Vizier's palace with his
wife and three children and he tries, often with crude and mischievous plans, to make
ends meet for himself and his family (Hatzigianni et al., 2016). Karagiozis plays address
contemporary issues around social, economic or historic matters and they have a
significant cultural importance in the Greek context not only because can be used for



personal expression and entertainment (Moraiti et al., 2016) but also because of its
highly didactic and educational value and because it encourages creativity and team
work (Hatzigianni et al., 2016; Moumoutzis et al., 2022). Furthermore, Greece’s
economic crisis, back in 2009, led people to turn to more traditional forms of
entertainment resulting in raising Karagiozi’s popularity (Hatzigianni et al., 2016).
Nowadays, Karagiozis plays are highly popular during the summer, in outdoor festivals,
but one can found plays throughout the year performed in preschools and primary
school settings, theatres or even prestigious venues including the Megaron — The
Athens Concert Hall (Megaron, 2025). While some digitalized plays can be found on
youtube with some of them having well over half a million views (Hatzigianni et al.,
2016).

All these make evident that shadow theatre remains even nowadays a popular form of
dramatized storytelling in Greece (Moraiti et al., 2016) but also in Greek schools abroad
as part of teaching practice (Hatzigianni et al., 2016). Children in Greece not only watch
traditional shadow theatre plays and learn about it in school but they also play with
shadow theatre puppets (Moumoutzis et al., 2018). Traditional Karagiozis plays include
historical information about life of the era the play evolves around and many sarcastic
elements about the authorities of these times while, Karagiozis is portrayed as a figure
who resists, tricks and undermines authority to address social and political injustice
(Hatzigianni et al., 2016; Moumoutzis et al., 2018). Another unique aspect of shadow
theatre is that every play has a, usually, unique local traditional musical theme and thus
enabling children who watch the plays to also learn about the various musical traditions
encountered across Greece (Moumoutzis et al., 2018).

It was likely the widespread popularity of traditional shadow puppet theatre that
prompted its digitalisation by the Laboratory of Distributed Multimedia Information
Systems and Applications of the Technical University of Crete (eShadow, 2025),
enabling broader accessibility and engagement and assisting in its modernisation by
opening new prospects both in shadow theatre and storytelling. This transformation
allows individuals without prior knowledge or expertise to interact with and utilize this
distinctive storytelling medium, which was previously the domain of specialised
practitioners, such as shadow puppeteers. The modernised version of digital story
telling is achieved through the use of the digital tool “eShadow” (Moumoutzis et al.,
2022). The aim of this, free to use digital tool, is to preserve and modernise the tradition
by allowing users to create, record and share digital shadow theatre performances.
Furthermore, the enhanced version of eShadow tool, the eShadow+ integrates mixed
reality technologies and it allows teachers and students to create, record, share and
watch their own figures, stories and digital multimedia content (Moumoutzis et al.,
2018; Moumoutzis et al., 2022). Therefore, eShadow+ provides a new form of digital
storytelling by combining the features of traditional shadow puppet theatre and the
features of digital storytelling and one could argue that indeed, for the Greek context
and maybe internationally, it can be seen as the modern digital version of traditional
shadow puppet theatre. eShadow can also be used in making traditional shadow theatre
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more popular as a learning tool and for facilitating cross-cultural teaching activities
since it can be used both locally and from a distance (Moumoutzis et al., 2018).
Especially for areas with long tradition in shadow puppet theatre such Asia, India,
Indonesia, China and western Europe (Chen, 2003) eShadow could be utilized not only
to preserve but also modernise the tradition of shadow puppet theatre.

Poland

Puppet theatre has existed in Poland since the 15" century (Waszkiel, 2015). Thus,
Poland has a long tradition in puppet theatre (Wisniewska & Suszczynski, 2019) but
not in shadow puppet theatre. Nonetheless, various Polish artists including Grzegorz
Kwiecinski, Tadeusz Wierzbicki and Adam Walny experimented, among other
elements, with light and shadow as well, and used the physical properties of wood,
paper, stones, mirrors etc during their performances. However, various kinds of shadow
theatre can be found in contemporary productions mainly for adults including in
Wierzbicki’s visual theatre of light and also in the Teatr Figur [The Theatre of Figures],
which was established in 2007 in Cracow, and specializes in shadow performances
(Wisniewska & Suszczynski, 2019). Nonetheless, the puppetter, as a profession, made
its first appearance in Poland in the second half of the 20th century (Waszkiel, 2015;
Wisniewska & Suszczynski, 2019). Up to that point, there were puppetters performing
around Poland who were influenced by Italian Dutch and German puppet players.
Puppet theatre shows flourished in the mid-18th century probably because they received
Stanislas (Stanistaw) August Poniatowski, the last king of Poland, support, and towards
the end of the 18th century, the public favoured the mechanical theatres (theatrum
mundi) which featured either stationary figures or ones that moved mechanically, set
against flat or specially designed painted backdrops, with motion achieved through the
use of gears or wheels (Waszkiel, 2015).

Starting in the 1870s, performers employing glove puppets in the style of the Viennese
Kasperltheater began making appearances on the streets. Puppet theatre declined in the
beginning of the 19th century and then started to regain its lost glory mainly due to
puppetters commitment to established methods and classic repertoires which shaped
the direction of the art but also because they moved the shows away from the major
cities and their grand venues, seeking audiences in suburban areas (Waszkiel, 2015).
By the end of the century, it was mostly foreign marionettists—primarily using string
puppets—who came to dominate the Polish puppet scene including, In the beginning
of the 20th century intellectual circles realized the educational potential of the puppet
theatre for young children and a theatre for children, founded by Wiadystaw Rybka in
Warsaw, combined puppets with optical illusions, magic tricks and tableaux vivants
(Waszkiel, 2015). Furthremore, in the 20" century the Italian puppeteer Vittorio
Podrecca played a significant role in shaping Polish puppet theatre. Puppet theatre
demonstrated its power to recall Poland’s history—particularly through szopka
performances—while also serving as a tool for subtle resistance and even as a stand-in
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for conventional theatre. Puppet shows were staged in numerous private homes over
the years, as well as in prisons and concentration camps such as Dachau, Ravensbriick,
Auschwitz, and Buchenwald, wherever Poles were held or Polish soldiers were present
(Waszkiel, 2015). Nowadays, puppet theatre in Poland is a multidisciplinary art form
that goes beyond traditional puppetry, encompassing object animation, masked
performances, shadow theatre, visual theatre, and various hybrid forms that blend
different modes of artistic expression (Wisniewska & Suszczynski, 2019).

Czechia

Even though shadow theatre is a 20" century discovery in Czech Republic (Dubska, &
Malikova, 2012), this is not the case with puppet theatre which some argue that has
ancient roots (Billing & Drabek, 2015). In fact, Prague is considered the capital of the
world of puppet theatre (Billing & Drabek, 2015). This is because in 1911, it was
established the Czech Union of Puppet Theatre’s Friends (Cesky svaz ptatel loutkového
divadla) which was the oldest puppet theatre association in the world and a few years
later, in 1929, it was founded in Prague the International Puppetry Association UNIMA
(I’'UNion Internationale de la M Arionette). All these became reality thanks to the efforts
of Jindfich Vesely (1885-1939), who had also established in 1912 the first puppetry
journal in the world called “The Puppeteer” (Loutkar), (Billing & Dréabek, 2015).
Furthermore, Czech puppeteers have organized various national and international
festivals while puppetry museums were established during the 20th and 21st centuries
including the Chrudim Puppetry Museum, the Puppet Museum in Pilsen and the
Museum of Czech Puppets and Circus (Dubskd, & Malikova, 2012). At the same time
a diverse range of groups including parents, teachers, actors and writers started to show
a significant interest in puppet theatre, highlighting its entertainment, educational and
artistic qualities and recognizing it as a legitimate form of art (Dubska, & Malikova,
2012). Furthermore, young puppeteers started training at the Department of Puppetry,
which was established in Prague in 1952 at the Academy of Performing arts and
renamed to Department of Alternative and Puppet Theatre in 1990 (Dubska, &
Malikova, 2012).

However, puppet theatre in Czechia was not always flourishing. In fact, it was
considered old fashioned by many and this led to its extinction of the live folk tradition
in the early 20" century. However, Modernist and Avant-garde theatre artists managed
to revive it and this led to the ‘Puppetry Renaissance’ movement (Billing & Drabek,
2015, p.18). The era that the Czech puppet theatre reached its pick was in the 18th and
mainly the 19th century (Billing & Drabek, 2015). While, during the 20" century,
particularly in 1949 were established most of the professional Czech puppet theatres
that exist today, following the implementation of the 1948 Theatre Act (Dubska, &
Malikova, 2012). Even though various professional folk marionettists claim puppet
theatre’s ancient roots however, there is no such evidence when examined through the
lens of modern concepts like national traditions, institutions, cultural enterprises, or
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notions of tangible and intangible heritage (Billing & Drabek, 2015). However,
Dubskd, & Malikova (2012, para. 2) argue about the existence of “iconographic
evidence from the Middle Ages documenting the use of finger puppets as part of the
entertainment performances of comedians at markets and fairs”.

In Czech, puppet theatre was mostly used for entertaining and educating young children
rather than adults and the performances took place mainly in countryside, villages,
small towns, schools etc (Billing & Drabek, 2015), while there was quite widespread,
in the 19th century, the custom of “family theatre” where performances took place in
small home stages (Dubska, & Malikova, 2012). The main themes of the plays included
biblical stories such as the Nativity which initially was played only on Christmas but
later became a genre of its own, English tragedies, Italian comedies, operas, masques,
plays about knights and robbers and historical-patriotic plays called “Hussites” (Billing
& Drabek, 2015; Dubska, & Malikova, 2012).

The modernization of Czech puppet theatre includes dramaturgical changes alongside
various combinations such as puppet theatre and Czech humour but also programmes
which combined circus with puppetry (Dubska, & Malikova, 2012). According to
Dubska, & Malikova (2012), the most significant accomplishment of modern Czech
puppet theatre was its cultivation of numerous top-tier scenographers and visual artists,
thereby playing a key role in shaping the internationally respected Czech school of
scenography. However, this is not its only achievement, in fact the recognition of the
Czech puppet theatre as a cultural asset, both from the Czech government (Ministry of
Culture Czech Republic, 2024) and from UNESCO (2016) is a confirmation of the
cultural value of the Czech puppet theatre not just for Czechs but for humanity.

Germany

Various puppet scholars, including Georg Jacob (1862-1937), the founder of Turkology
in Germany, started searching for the origins of shadow puppet theatre and concluded
that India was the most likely site of origin however, not many could agree on the
specific route that shadow puppet theatre followed to end up in Germany (Brandt,
2018). In Germany, shadow theatre is referred to as Chinesische Schattenspiele
(Chinese shadow plays), but it is more likely that the German shadow puppet tradition
was influenced by the Ottoman puppet theatre rather than directly by Chinese or Indian
forms. Notably, the Ottoman puppet theatre itself has historical roots in Chinese shadow
puppetry (Chen, 2003). Jacob (1925) argues that Ottoman, Italian, and German puppet
theatre traditions are culturally connected, drawing parallels between the popular
puppet Karagoz and the comedic character Hanswurst. He proposes that this connection
likely emerged through the influence of Italian commedia dell’arte troupes traveling
into German-speaking regions. Jacob (1907) argued that shadow performances, being
nonverbal, were especially suited to international theater groups, as they could enhance
their shows with pantomime regardless of language. When foreign performers such as
Italian troupes of commedia dell’arte played to local audiences, the visual element—
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through puppets or shadows—bridged the language gap. The "silence™ of the puppets
enabled them to convey meaning purely through movement and imagery. Karagoz, on
the other hand, relied primarily on language, comically exaggerating the Turkish accent
of various ethnic groups in order to elicit laughter. In doing so, it paraded a form of
multilingualism (Brandt, 2018).

The shadow puppet theatre fascinated the Romantics and from 1780 it spread all over
Germany (Kratochwil et al., 2013). Initially it was played in fairs and festivals in urban
areas and then moved to private homes as a form of entertainment to mark special
occasions like birthdays (Brandt, 2018). However, it had and still has targeted children
as their main audience (Plassard, 2023). The romantic domestication of the shadow play
was enhanced by the popularity of the silhouette in Germany at that time and these two
types of minor art forms inspired each other (Brandt, 2018). According to Tieck (1855)
in German romantic shadow puppet plays staged after the French revolution human to
animal transformations often represent ongoing inequality and class differences.
Although romantic shadow plays embraced theatrical elements that the Enlightenment
had rejected—such as improvisation, physical comedy, visual trickery, and stock
characters from commedia dell’arte—they ultimately repurposed these features to
support a new nationalist monolingual agenda, one that erased the earlier street theatre’s
rich mixture of dialects (Brandt, 2018).

Shadow puppet theatre in Germany reached its zenith around 1850 and continued to
exist until end of the 19th and early 20th century (Brandt, 2018; Linden Museum
Stuttgart, 2015-2016) even though WWI war put its existence at stake because
puppeteers were called up for military service and their venues were either closed or
destroyed. However, they did perform in military hospitals and prison camps keeping
the tradition alive even in this difficult period of time (Plassard, 2023). During the
Weimar Republic, a time of artistic innovation in Germany, shadow puppetry became
part of the era’s creative spirit. Artists and theatre-makers began experimenting with
shadow performances, using modernist and expressionist approaches to mirror the
social and political unrest of the time. A standout figure was Lotte Reiniger, a trailblazer
in shadow animation. She was instrumental in producing The Adventures of Prince
Achmed (1926), the world’s oldest surviving animated feature. The film was created
using more than 100,000 individual photographs of carefully crafted shadow scenes
designed by Reiniger (Doe, 2010).

After World War Il, shadow puppetry in Germany, like other forms of puppetry,
experienced a revival (Kratochwil et al., 2013). A significant development, and at the
same time proof of this revival, is the establishment of the International Shadow Theatre
Centre in 1987 by Rainer Reusch. The International Shadow Theatre Centre is located
in Schwibisch Gmiind and is established under the auspices of UNIMA (Union
Internationale de la Marionnette) while it is the only institution in the world dedicated
to research, promote and spread shadow theatre (Reusch, 2012; Shadow theatre in
Schwibisch Gmiind, n.d). In the 21st century, modern shadow theatre in Germany has
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evolved into a respected art form, now considered on par with other types of puppet
theatre (Reusch, 2012).

Traditional storytelling techniques across the four countries

To explore the second research question, ‘What are the traditional storytelling methods
utilized in each country?’, this section presents a country-by-country analysis.
Beginning with Greece, the section then examines Poland, the Czech Republic, and
concludes with Germany, highlighting the distinctive narrative traditions found in each
context.

Greece

Storytelling in Greece has a long history going back to ancient years. Maybe the first
well-known poet and oral storyteller was Homer with his two epic poems, lliad and
Odyssey. Wolf (1985) argues that Homer’s poems were not longs stories but rather a
combination of a series of traditional songs. According to Roots (2016, p.9) this form
of storytelling is regarded “written orality” and they “are stories, poems, and songs
which were created orally, received aurally, and then transmitted to a textual medium
faithfully with the intent to be read”. However, in ancient Greece but also during the
Hellinistic and Roman periods storytelling continued also with puppeteers known as
marvel-makers (thavmatopehe) or string pullers (nevrospasteh) who performed in
various contexts including the very popular at the time theatres using small-scale
puppetry and religious festivals using phallic puppets (Skotheim, 2022). Today there
are only two known professional puppeteers from the ancient years: Potheinas, who
performed in Athens in the 4th century BCE, and another whose name ends in "-sion,"
listed among the winners of a festival on Delos in 169 BCE (Skotheim, 2022). However,
it remains uncertain whether Potheinas used his puppets to present myths, fables, or
folktales like those of Aesop. In fact, Skotheim (2022) suggests that puppeteers
(nevrospasteh) who were hired to perform in theatres and religious festivals were
theater performers and not just operators of processional puppets.

Using theatre plays as a medium of storytelling was very popular in ancient Greece.
Zich (2015, p.11) argues that “Classical Greek theatre could be compared more
profitably to that of puppet theatre than to live actors’ theatre — since the faces of Greek
actors were hidden under a rigid mask and their physical gesticulation from a distance
asserted itself only in its gross features”. Classical Greek theatre, encompassing various
genres such as comedy, drama, and tragedy, and it was an organised and powerful form
of storytelling addressed to the general public. These plays often narrated myths and
historical tales, while also presenting moral and ethical dilemmas (Cowley, 2001,
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Mastrothanasis, & Grammatas, 2022). Even today, theatre remains one of the most
widespread and enduring forms of storytelling, both in Greece and around the world.

Poland

Poland has a rich storytelling heritage that dates back to before the advent of
Christianity. However, little is known about these early oral traditions, as the
introduction of Christianity in 966 led to the suppression of polytheistic beliefs and
ancient myths (Malinowski & Pellowski, 2008). Medieval documents reveal that
various forms of storytelling flourished all over Poland. Forms of traditional
storytelling include: a) epic poems which were a mixture of singing alongside chant
performed by Bards, b) chanted stories called piesnie dziadowskie performed by
travelling beggars called dziad who performed in flea markets and religious festivals
and accompanied their performances by playing an instrument called lira korbowa and
c) folk tales about animal and ghost stories or humorous tales performed by village
storytellers who learned and passed on their stories orally during harvesting times or
other gatherings such as feast days (Malinowski & Pellowski, 2008). Fairy tales
(Gaweda) are another form of storytelling which can serve various educational purposes
such as imitation and modelling (Czarkowski, 2019) while, a genre that can be found
in many countries including in Polish and Czech folk traditions is the weather lore
(Honzikov4 et al., 2023).

National mythology can also be considered a form of storytelling, as it is not only
created but also preserved and disseminated through various mediums, including books,
maps, monuments, paintings, tombstones, and protests (Zubrzycki, 2011). According
to Zubrzycki (2011), national myths are historic products; even though they are not
necessarily historical facts however, historic events shape myths and transform them to
new narratives since historic facts are blended with the interpretations (true or false) of
those facts. Finally, proverbs are an important form of storytelling in Poland. The
biggest collection of proverbs in Poland is that of Adalberg with 30,000 basic proverbs
and as many variants which was then extended by Krzyzanowski who tried to present
the origin of the proverb and its historical evolution in Poland alongside their meaning
and their function (Bienkowska, 1973).The importance of folk storytelling in Poland is
underscored not only by its revival in recent years but also by the establishment of the
Storyteller Museum in 2002 which opened near Warsaw (in Konstancin-Jeziorna) and
was founded by Michait Malinowski (Malinowski & Pellowski, 2008).

Czechia

Similarly, to Poland, Czechia’s main form of storytelling is puppet theatre. However,
other forms of storytelling such as ballads, legends, folktales, weather lores and fairy
tales can be found in both countries as well (Jedlickova & Kos, 2023). Nonetheless,
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Czechs have a long storytelling tradition that includes legends and folktales in general
(Pisarik, 1989) but also folktales and proverbs (pranostika) related to weather and
weather lore which continue, even nowadays, to spread orally or in written form
(Honzikova et al., 2023). Czech storytelling is not just oral storytelling but it is also
including various forms of narration including theatrical performances, books, movies
(Papcunova et al., 2021). A significant storytelling form encountered in Czechia is oral
history which, as a historiography method, is the only source of information about a
specific historical even when there is lack of other sources (Ceskd asociace ordlni
historie, n.d). Other forms of storytelling such as patriotic historical novels and poetry
were important the war years under Austrian occupation but Czech literature became
more widespread to lower classes after war with the spread of newspapers and
periodicals and the influx of translations from other countries literatures including
England, France, America and Soviet literature (Wellek, 1939).

Germany

In German tradition one can find various forms of storytelling genres including the
infamous weather lores (Honzikova et al., 2023) which can be found in other traditions
as well such as Poland and Czehia. Furthremore, fairytales (Mérchen) is another form
of narrative passed down orally from one generation to the next within families
(Cooper, 1996; Roots, 2016). However, not many agree with the oral transmission of
folktales. Bottigheimer (2010) for example, argues that fairytales came from books
written in sixteenth-century Italy by Giovanni Francesco Straparola.

Either the fairytales were transmitted written or orally, Johann Gottfried Herder was
without a doubt the key figure behind the rise in folktale collection (Roots, 2016).
However, it was Grimm brothers those who collected and published 156 folktales in
two volumes; one in 1812 and the other in 1815 (Grimm, & Grimm, 2015) and made
German folktale stories well-known globally. Indeed, no other German literary work
has been translated and spread as widely as that of the Grimm brothers (Blamires,
1989). The Grimm brothers’ fairytales were later grouped under various genres
including wonder tales, romantic tales, fables and formula tales (Cooper, 1996).
Folktales but also legends and historical fiction was used by intellectuals after the
French Revolution until 1815 in order for Germans to learn historical events because
Germans struggled with a sense of identity through these years (Roots, 2016).

Furthermore, folksongs are also considered a traditional form of storytelling for
Germany with Clemens Brentano and Ludwig Achim von Arnim putting together the
most influential folksong collection in Germany (Roots, 2016). Another form of
storytelling is oral reading which is performed by reading texts aloud to a group of
listeners (Roots, 2016). However, puppet theatre remains the most significant form of
storytelling even nowadays in Germany with Kasper, being its most famous and iconic
character in traditional German puppet theatre (Zich, 2015). Also, Germany is widely
recognized as having the highest number of theatres in Europe (Compendium of

17



Cultural Policies and Trends, 2019), with well over 1,500 theatres and stages, including
opera houses, drama theatres, and experimental venues (Deutschland.de, 2012) and
thus, theatre plays are even nowadays a significant means of storytelling.

The role of the arts in advancing social justice and inclusive
practices

The answer to the third research question, ‘How can the arts, storytelling and digital
storytelling promote inclusion, empathy and social justice?’, the section is divided in
three parts to assist clarity and cohesion. The first part is focusing on the role of all arts
in promoting social justice issues and inclusion. The second part analyses the potential
of traditional storytelling and the third one is focusing specifically on digital storytelling
in supporting social issues.

The forms of art discussed so far, such as storytelling through theatre plays, singing,
and puppet or shadow puppet theatre, alongside visual arts like painting and sculpture,
have been used not only to tell stories, express emotions and ideas, and bring people
together as a community, but also as a means “to communicate with others, to raise
awareness of social issues, to give visibility to people’s everyday milestones and
struggles, to advocate for those who have been left behind, to engage communities with
complex issues, to introduce new ideas, and to support social and political movements”
(Schiavo, 2024, p. 233). Schiavo (2024) argues that using the arts as a form of
communication is a valuable and effective approach for involving communities in
shaping interventions and policies, enhancing behavioral, social, and health outcomes,
and promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion in our health and social systems. Indeed,
the National Art Education Association’s (National Art Education Association, 2021)
stresses out that one of the art’s education main aims is to foster social justice alongside
with equity, diversity and inclusion by designing approaches and systems that integrate
diverse cultural art forms.

It has been argued that, apart from using art to promote inclusion, empathy can be
promoted as well by using art-based projects with children (Grant & Berry, 2011) from
pre-school, to high-school (Morizio, 2021) and even to higher education (Harz et al.,
2023). Others as well (Bentwich & Gilbey, 2017; Zazulak et al., 2015) have highlighted
arts education capacity to foster empathy. Morizio (2021) argues that visual art methods
such as photography, collage, mixed media, drawing etc, being cost-effective tools for
use in empathy-promoting programs, also contribute to advancing social justice and
inclusion. Other studies have found that incorporating collaboration into children's art-
making activities not only fosters empathy and inclusion in schools, but also supports
the development of friendships, amplifies children's voices especially those with
learning and language difficulties, and promotes civic efficacy and social justice —

18



empowering children to become agents of change for equality (Hajisoteriou &
Angelides, 2017). In addition, Murray (2021) has found that visual arts can assist in
overcoming language barriers because they can employ signs and symbols that are
common across various cultures suggesting that this can enhance inclusion.

Many authors argue that visual arts also have the potential to bring positive social
change by communicating powerful messages that are thought provoking, by inspiring
action, and by fostering empathy (Bhroin & Cleary, 2021; Nyamari, 2024; Zaeri &
Roozafzai, 2024) and thus, contribute to building a more just world. For example, issues
that visual arts deal with such as migration, gender inequality, environmentalism and
technological innovation can provoke though and engage viewers in a deeper
understanding of the presented issues and thus, foster empathy and connection to
viewers (Zaeri & Roozafzai, 2024). This is because art-education projects, which are
used to foster empathy, can assist participants not only understand but also adopt other
peoples’ views (Harz et al., 2023).

Art programs are used for inclusion purposes for marginalised groups including
children with disabilities (Levy et al., 2017), but also the elderly and individuals who
face mental health challenges (Cheung et al., 2019). For example, various art programs
in countries such as the UK, Norway, and Australia are used as tools for social inclusion
and for recognising the therapeutic benefits of the arts since they can enhance these
people’s health, wellbeing and quality of life (Cheung et al., 2019). Kraehe et al. (2016,
p.240), argue that art education benefits children academically leading to better learning
outcomes but also constitutes a fundamental right for children, ensuring they have
"equal opportunities to develop a full range of human intelligence, talents, and gifts"
leading to social equality. Using arts to promote social justice is not something new.
Several authors (Belliveau, 2006; McArdle et al., 2013; Tremblay, 2013) have argued
about the benefits of using arts with young children to help them understand and think
critically about various matters of social justice.

Promoting inclusion, empathy and social justice through
storytelling

Focusing on storytelling and digital storytelling in this section, it was found that
storytelling in general is a powerful tool for social inclusion and for strengthening social
bonds among individuals and/or groups. Storytelling is as ancient as the world
(Sobczak, 2020) and it is widely recognised as a universal teaching method, making it
a valuable educational tool that resonates with learners of all ages. Furthermore, it plays
a significant role in cultural education, as it is a shared practice across diverse cultures
(Goksiin & Giirsoy, 2022; Czarkowski, 2019). Storytelling is also considered a highly
effective approach for supporting the social and moral development of preschool-aged
children (Hatzigianni et al., 2016). In fact, it has been found to help children learn and
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make sense of social justice issues in relation to themselves and others (Downey 2005;
Hatzigianni et al., 2016; Phillips, 2010). Furthermore, storytelling can be used to teach
children about diversity and acceptance (Coigley, 2021). According to Phillips (2022,
p.15) “stories are an inclusive mode of communication, they speak across generations,
across cultures, and break down barriers”. Those who utilise storytelling, pedagogues
or children, can engage in various forms of storytelling that allow children to express
their emotions or learn basic concepts, rules (Phillips, 2022) and values (Czarkowski,
2019). These storytelling methods include tandem storytelling, story theatre, picture
book reading, drawing combined with storytelling, finger play, role-playing and using
various objects and toys to tell stories including puppets or shadow puppets. Thus, by
utilising the different storytelling methods it can not only enhance children’s learning
competences and their development (Gajewska, 2020; Czarkowski, 2019; Hatzigianni
et al., 2016; Phillips, 2022) but it can also help children articulate their voices (Ketelle,
2017). Nonetheless, storytelling can also assist pedagogues “to develop critical
pedagogies that are socially just” (Ketelle, 2017, p.145). However, storytelling apart
from educational and developmental benefits for young listeners it could also assist in
their wellbeing (Czarkowski, 2019), and enhance relationship and friendship
development (Sobczak, 2020).

Fostering inclusion, empathy, and social justice through digital
storytelling

Digital storytelling represents a modern evolution of traditional storytelling methods,
and plays a vital role in methods like shadow puppetry (Moumoutzis et al., 2018;
Moumoultzis et al., 2022), as it supports their preservation and continued development
in contemporary contexts (de Jager et al., 2017). For example, Ngyuen (2023) argues
that digital storytelling is not only connecting the community but also assists in
preserving the Vietnamese language heritage by using approaches that differ from those
found in traditional storytelling-related literacy and language practices.

Digital storytelling was extensively used with underrepresented and marginalized
groups (de Jager et al., 2017). This is likely due to the arts in general, and digital
storytelling in particular, having the power to strengthen individuals’ sense of identity
and enable them to express their personal and cultural values, while also promoting
empathy, cultural awareness, and appreciation of diversity (Anderson et al., 2020;
Giannakou & Klonari, 2019; Ngyuen, 2023). This has been achieved, as Jager et al.
(2017) argue, by self-representation of the individual and the group to which he or she
belongs.

Digital storytelling also promotes inclusion when working with marginalised groups
including refugees, immigrants and people with disabilities but also with students from
diverse backgrounds (Fish & Syed 2021; Giannakou & Klonari, 2019; Gkoutsioukosta
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& Apostodilou, 2023; Jager et al., 2017) as it enhances teamwork, builds strong
relationships among students, and contributes to a supportive classroom environment
(Barca, 2022). Digital storytelling tools can also be extremely beneficial for children
with special educational needs not only because they encourage inclusion, but because
they also support communication, foster positive interdependence, and enhance active
listening (Filosofi et al., 2021). Research evidence show that digital storytelling can not
only benefit children (with or without special needs) to build confidence but also can
empower those who underperform due to their underprivileged social and cultural
background (Gkoutsioukosta & Apostodilou, 2023; Nilsson 2010).

Other benefits of digital storytelling for children include children’s active engagement
and participation (Bryant 2023), the enhancement of their critical thinking (Hwang et
al. 2023), and the fostering of their motivation and creativity (Kim & Li, 2020). When
children create their own stories, they explore imaginary worlds and give voice to their
thoughts and ideas. Indeed, Kim and Li (2020) also found that digital storytelling can
assist children to articulate their voices alongside developing their identities. The stories
affordances that allow children to articulate their voices is something that previously
had been supported about traditional storytelling methods (Ketelle, 2017). Furthermore,
digital stories allow immigrant students to explore their personal experiences and
cultures (Vinogradova et al. 2011). When students look at their stories and those of
others they can identify different cultural perspectives. This helps children build
intercultural competence, challenge stereotypes, and strengthen their identity as global
citizens (Anderson et al., 2020; Ribeiro, 2016).

Previous studies have demonstrated that digital storytelling is the most appropriate,
respectful and meaningful method to be used when one is researching marginalized
groups such as refugees and people with disabilities (Lenette & Boddy, 2013; Rise et
al., 2015). Furthermore, the digital storytelling method is more accessible to some
vulnerable groups such as people with limited verbal and literacy skills (Manning,
2010), and it is an affordable and cost-effective educational method (Szklanny et al.,
2021) similar to other art forms (Morizio, 2021). Others argue that some digital
storytelling methods such as visual storytelling which are used with disabled
individuals can improve their social participation and their quality of life (Szklanny et
al., 2021).

Digital storytelling is used to increase engagement in the attempt to promote inclusion
in multicultural classrooms and in cases where individual differences exist (Gonzalez-
Tennant, 2017). This is because it empowers marginalised groups or individuals in
various contexts by giving them the chance for their stories to be told and the platform
for their voice to be heard and at the same time it promotes emotional intelligence and
social wellbeing due to building empathy towards diverse population (Burgess, 2006;
Moutafidou & Bratistis, 2018; Schuch, 2020). For Moutafidou and Bratistis (2018, p.
224), implementing digital storytelling can facilitate social inclusion and cohesion
because, when it is utilised in educational settings, it “increases the possibilities of
raising adults able to communicate their voices and claim their rights and equal
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participation in society, but also respect diversity and cultural heritage, thus
contributing to avoiding social exclusion and marginalization”. According to Schuch
(2020), digital storytelling is a versatile educational method that can be tailored to
match users' skills and needs. It supports a range of learning goals, such as promoting
multilingualism and intercultural understanding, while also fostering learner
independence and encouraging students to take ownership of their educational process.

Digital storytelling encourages students to share personal experiences, making it a self-
reflective process. At the same time, it provides teachers with valuable insight into
students’ learning progress and engagement (Tomczyk et al., 2019). According to
Tomczyk et al. (2019), collaboration in the creation of digital stories is essential, with
teachers playing a key role as facilitators who foster an inclusive environment. They
help ensure that all voices are heard, particularly by supporting participants who may
find it difficult to share in discussions often dominated by more vocal individuals.
Furthermore, digital storytelling can also enhance teacher-student realtionships due to
teachers gaining a better understanding of their students’ experiences (Choi and Yi
2016).

Benefits and challenges of integrating digital storytelling (DST)
into the STEAM approach

This section will steer away from the social issues focus and will analyse the benefits
(advantages) and challenges (disadvantages) of wusing DST for promoting
interdisciplinary learning, such as in using it to support the STEAM approach (fourth
research question: ‘How digital storytelling can be associated with the STEAM
approach? What are the advantages and disadvantages?’).

It is clear that digital storytelling can empower students from diverse sociocultural
backgrounds and with varying abilities by developing a range of both soft and hard
skills — such as empathy, self-awareness, reflection, and collaboration—while also
enhancing their creative and digital competencies. It can also benefit teachers by
facilitating personalised learning, delivering core curriculum content through both
group work and individual activities, and effectively addressing the needs of diverse
student populations (Giannakou & Klonari, 2019). In fact, digital storytelling can be an
effective medium for teaching a range of core curriculum subjects, including
mathematics, language, technology, and science (Biiyiikkarci & Miildir, 2021).
Research also suggests that it enhances preschool children's understanding more
effectively than traditional storytelling methods (Kocaman-Karoglu, 2015), while
serving as a valuable tool for distance learning (Tomczyk et al., 2019).

Ng et al. (2022, p. 2) argued that digital story writing as well “is an effective inquiry-
based pedagogical approach to enhance 21st century digital skills including
information, media and technological literacy across disciplines such as STEAM

22



education, computer science, and health studies”. Similarly, others studies highlighted
that digital storytelling can not only integrate technology into teaching but it can also
improve students’ digital skills (Goksiin & Giirsoy, 2022). However, digital storytelling
not only enables students to narrate stories by integrating technology with curriculum
subjects and personal experiences, but also creates a space for reflection and deeper
learning (Kim & Li, 2020). Kim and Li (2020) emphasise that multimodal resources
also offer learners meaningful ways to express their emotions effectively. Furthermore,
apart from being engaging, entertaining and motivating, when used in lessons, digital
storytelling can improve students’ speaking, writing, digital skills, problem-solving and
reflective thinking skills (Demirer & Baki, 2018; Kiingeru, 2016; Saritepeci, 2017;
Yilmaz & Celik, 2020) and thus, increase academic success (Yuksel et al., 2011).

On the other hand, researchers identified some challenges when using digital
storytelling in education which mainly associate with educators (or pre-service
teachers) competences in implementing digital storytelling into their classrooms. For
example, Biiyiikkarci and Miildiir (2021) found that pre-service teachers often failed to
follow all the necessary steps in digital story production, particularly neglecting
elements such as sound, music, and rhythm, features that are essential to creating an
effective digital story. However, there are also challenges associated with educators’
competencies in integrating digital stories into their subject matter and transforming
their knowledge into a story with an educational goal (Incikabi & Kildan, 2013).
Additional challenges include difficulties in expression, proper language use, and
identifying the correct mathematical symbols to use (Biiyiikkarct & Miildiir, 2021).
Moreover, most educational studies on digital storytelling primarily emphasise
language learning and language skills, whereas research in science, and particularly in
mathematics — remains limited (Wu & Chen, 2020), making it challenging to
effectively propose how digital storytelling can be integrated into the STEAM
approach.

Developing the skills needed to integrate digital storytelling in
education

This final section of findings, provides useful insights on what kind of skills and
professional development is required to assist teachers in integrating DST in their
educational practice. This section answers the fifth research question ‘What kind of
professional development is needed for teachers to integrate digital storytelling in their
educational practices?’.

At first glance, Information Technology courses in undergraduate teacher education
programs might seem sufficient to prepare future educators for the integration of digital
storytelling in the classroom. However, research indicates that these courses often fall
short in equipping preservice teachers with the practical knowledge and skills needed
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to use technology effectively to enhance student learning (Hare et al., 2002). Thus,
professional development programs are essential in order to assist teachers shift from
traditional teaching to a more interactive one and to enhance their digital skills
(Anderson et al., 2020). Integrating digital storytelling in educational process benefits
students both personally and academically but, this depends largely on teachers’
competence to include digital storytelling in the curriculum. More specifically, it
depends on teachers’ ability to transform their subject matter knowledge into a
meaningful narrative aligned with specific pedagogical goals (Incikabi & Kildan,
2013). However, this constitutes the second step, as the initial prerequisite is for the
teacher to possess digital competence. It has been found that pedagogues in early
childhood education (ECE), and beyond, lack in digital skills and thus, using digital
technology in ECE is limited (Undheim, 2020).

Many have argued that effectively incorporating digital technology into education
necessitates the integration of technological tools, pedagogical methods, and subject
content alongside with critically choosing when to include technology in activities and
how to use technology with children (Gonzalez-Tennant, 2017; Mishra & Koehler,
2006; Undheim, 2020). However, individuals with strong subject knowledge but
limited pedagogical and technological expertise may encounter difficulties when
attempting to integrate technology into their teaching (Goksiin & Giirsoy, 2022). Thus,
Goksiin and Giirsoy (2022) advocate for the inclusion of digital storytelling training in
all undergraduate teacher education programs.

Nonetheless, when teachers integrate digital storytelling in their classrooms it is
important to take up the role of facilitator and support the group, or the individual
children and make sure that all children are included and share their stories and ideas
rather than controlling the activity and how it should be carried out (Barca, 2022;
Tomczyk et al., 2019). Others argue that in storytelling projects, teachers should adopt
a mediating role, allowing the roles of students and teachers to shift as needed during
the storytelling creating process (Kearney, 2011). Nonetheless, teachers should
facilitate turn taking and coordinate activities (Fleer 2018) but also, they must be
competent enough to positively interact with children, support them during the process
and communicate (Letnes, 2014). For, Undheim and Jernes (2020, p. 256)
communication should be guided by an encouraging and supportive tone while they
also argue that “teachers’ various pedagogical strategies are equally important for the
process and product: Inviting to dialogue, Explaining the practical, and Instructing for
results”. Other pedagogical strategies that educators need to employ to successfully
support their students are: actively listening to children, respecting their choices, paying
attention to body language, showing sincere interest, encouraging them to elaborate and
clarify their ideas, offering suggestions and reminders, and asking open-ended
questions (Brodie 2014).

Beyond possessing these skills and strategies, educators must also be able to create
engaging classroom experiences, an aspect just as important as developing their
storytelling abilities (Molthan-Hill et al., 2020). Furthermore, they need to be trained
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in the specific digital tools required for implementing digital storytelling in education.
Their training should also include inclusive practices, narrative development,
collaborative learning, and the effective use of storytelling methodologies in the
classroom (Filosofi et al., 2021). In some projects, teachers participated in online
workshops where they learned how to connect digital storytelling with specific school
subjects, design their own learning scenarios, and identify appropriate teaching
resources, an approach that proved effective in helping them implement these strategies
in their future teaching practice (Gkoutsioukosta & Apostolidou, 2023).

According to Anderson et al. (2020), teachers should encourage students to create and
apply their own criteria related to content, language, and multimedia use, in order to
foster critical thinking and strengthen their sense of ownership and responsibility.
Teachers can achieve that by using various scaffolding strategies including:
collaborative learning strategy, tailoring language to learners’ level, body language,
exemplifying/modelling, visual support, graphic organizers/diagrams, multisensory
approaches, reference sheets/posters, and developing students’ independence
(Anderson et al., 2020). Furthermore, new pedagogies, such as ‘engaged pedagogy’ is
a way that teachers could learn about to support digital storytelling in their classrooms.
Engaged pedagogy assists in making teaching more interesting and enjoyable for
everyone involved because it allows teachers to include in their pedagogy new
strategies which celebrate diversity, support experimenting with new assignments and
assessment strategies and enable meaningful connections with students (Gonzalez-
Tennant, 2017).

Conclusion

This systematic review, conducted in accordance with the PRISMA protocol, examined
122 sources to address five research questions related to storytelling and digital
storytelling (DST). The review provides a comprehensive overview of the history of
storytelling and shadow puppet theatre across four European countries, establishing a
strong foundation of research evidence. The findings underscore the rich educational
potential of traditional storytelling methods while also highlighting the promising
opportunities that DST offers in contemporary educational contexts. Challenges and
professional development needs were also examined and discussed as it was found that
there is limited training among preservice teachers and more attentions is imperative in
this field to capitalise on the advantages digital storytelling has to offer.

The historical overview revealed that the country of origin of shadow puppet theatre is
not agreed among scholars with some arguing that it is India (Brandt, 2018; Orr, 1974)
and others China (Chen, 2003). Similarly, the route that shadow puppet theatre followed
to arrive in Europe is not agreed. Some argue that it started from India, then moved to
China, then Japan, travelled across the Ottoman Empire, through the Mediterranean and
then into northern Europe around the 17" century (Brandt, 2018). Furthermore, those
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who regard China as shadow puppet theatre’s country of origin suggest that the
European shadow puppet theatre also has its roots in Chinese shadow theatre (Chen,
2003). However, in Europe, and especially Greece and Germany it is most likely that
shadow puppet theatre has its roots in Turkish shadow puppet theatre which was spread
across Europe and other Arab countries along with the expansion of the Ottoman
Empire (Chen, 2003; Brandt, 2018). Shadow theatre gained popularity in Europe during
the eighteenth century (Chen, 2003) and by the early 20th century, shadow puppet
theatre, alongside the marionette and puppet theatres, were deeply rooted in regional
cultures in many parts of Europe by mainly targeting young audiences either for
entertainment or for educational purposes (Brandt, 2018; Hatzigianni et al., 2016;
Moumoutzis et al., 2022; Plassard, 2023). The most popular shadow puppet theatre
figure, both in Greece and in Germany, is that of Karagioz having its roots in Ottoman
Empire it spread to Europe and served both entertainment and educational purposes
(Brandt, 2018; Moumoutzis et al., 2022).

Puppet theatre is popular in Poland and Czechia and shadow puppet theatre is quite
popular in Greece and Germany. Both of these storytelling forms have mainly
flourished in these areas over the last few centuries. However, there have been
numerous forms of traditional storytelling methods with some of them having their
roots in ancient times including epic poems, classical theatre plays, folktales, folksongs,
fables, myths, fairy tales, proverbs etc (Bienkowska, 1973; Malinowski & Pellowski,
2008; Papcunova et al., 2021; Roots, 2016; Skotheim, 2022; Zich, 2015). Some of these
forms of storytelling such as folk storytelling has been revived recently in some
countries including Poland (Malinowski & Pellowski, 2008).

Using the arts to tell stories, explore emotions and ideas and bring people together as a
community is not something new. However, art is also used, from preschool to higher
education (Grant & Berry, 2011; Harz et al., 2023), as a means to promote inclusion,
empathy and social justice (Bentwich & Gilbey, 2017; National Art Education
Association, 2021; Schiavo, 2024). Using art projects in education to promote empathy,
inclusion, and social justice is not only an enjoyable and engaging way to involve
students, but also a cost-effective one. Thus, they can be used to include marginalised
groups such students from diverse backgrounds and children with disabilities (Levy et
al., 2017). It also assists young children understand and think critically about various
matters of social justice (Belliveau, 2006; McArdle et al., 2013; Tremblay, 2013).
Furthermore, they help children understand and adopt other people’s perspectives,
fostering empathy in young learners through children’s active participation (Harz et al.,
2023).

Another cost-effective method that can be used with marginalised groups including
women, refugees, immigrants and children with disabilities to foster and promote
empathy, inclusion and social justice is digital storytelling (Fish & Syed 2021;
Giannakou & Klonari, 2019; Ketelle, 2017). Furthremore, storytelling, either traditional
such as tandem storytelling, story theatre, role-playing and storytelling using various
objects and toys such as puppets or shadow puppets or digital has various educational
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and developmental benefits for children (Hatzigianni et al., 2016; Phillips, 2022). These
include learning about values (Czarkowski, 2019), social justice issues in relation to
themselves and others (Hatzigianni et al., 2016; Phillips, 2010), cultural awareness and
acceptance, and appreciation of diversity (Anderson et al., 2020; Coigley, 2021;
Giannakou & Kilonari, 2019; Ngyuen, 2023). Furthermore, it enhances their critical
thinking (Hwang et al. 2023), and fosters their motivation and creativity (Kim & Li,
2020). In early childhood education, digital storytelling has been found to enhance
preschool children's understanding more effectively than traditional storytelling
methods (Kocaman-Karoglu, 2015). Additionally, some forms of digital storytelling,
such as visual storytelling, when used with individuals with disabilities, can improve
not only their social participation but also their quality of life (Szklanny et al., 2021).
When educators act as facilitators in the process of their students’ digital storytelling
creation, they not only ensure that all students' voices are heard and their stories are told
(Tomczyk et al., 2019), but also gain a better understanding of their students’
experiences and strengthen their relationships with them (Choi & Yi, 2016).

Studies have shown that digital storytelling is a valuable tool for teaching various core
subjects such as mathematics (though research in this area is limited), language,
science, and technology (Biiylikkarci & Miildiir, 2021). However, for teachers to fully
harness the potential of technology, and of their students, they need to possess a range
of digital skills. Yet, digital technology courses in Initial Teacher Education often fail
to equip preservice teachers with the necessary competencies to incorporate digital
storytelling into their classroom practices and enhance student learning (Hare et al.,
2002). For example, it was found that even preservice teachers struggle to follow all
the necessary steps in digital story production, in order to create an effective digital
story (Biiylikkarc1 & Miildiir, 2021) while other studies found that teachers lacked the
competency to transform their knowledge into a story with an educational aim (incikabi
& Kildan, 2013). To effectively use digital storytelling in core curriculum subjects and
help students develop important 21st-century skills, educators need dynamic, ongoing,
tailored professional development. These training programs should prioritise the
development of digital skills and digital competence but also emphasise pedagogical
skills and soft skills such as: active listening, respecting children’s choices, asking
open-ended questions, designing learning activities, choosing suitable resources,
promoting inclusion, supporting narrative development, and encouraging collaborative
learning (Brodie, 2014; Filosofi et al., 2021; Gkoutsioukosta & Apostolidou, 2023;
Molthan-Hill et al., 2020).
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