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Digital Mathematics Storytelling is a construct I’ve used to elicit mathematics stories within multiple 
communities in multiple countries. The framework, based on the idea counter-storytelling, has come 
from multiple iterations of digital mathematics storytelling workshops from youth and mathematics 
teachers. In this paper, I reflect on what I’ve learned about the power of storytelling for connecting 
mathematics to community, cultural, and family identities. But I have also seen how digital media can 
become weaponized, particularly in the ways it has created a new form of consumerism. In this paper, 
I make the argument that digital mathematics storytelling not only helps to elicit narratives around 
mathematics identity, but also helps forge a new critical digital media literacy within our field of 
mathematics education. 

OBJECTIVES 

Storytelling, a fundamental thread in the fabric of human culture, serves as the original medium 
through which knowledge, traditions, and values get passed down from generation from generation 
(de Jager et al., 2017; Prusak et al., 2012). Storytelling can be seen as the original form of culturally 
sustainable pedagogy, embodying the essence of shared human experiences across diverse cultures 
(Paris & Alim, 2017). Storytelling also entices young minds, particularly opening up space for voice 
and agency from young peoples from oppressed communities to express themselves (Love, 2014; 
Nunez-Janes & Cruz, 2013). Furthermore, storytelling can serve as an inclusive tool for 
acknowledging and respecting the heterogeneity of all cultures and communities (Solórzano & Yosso, 
2002). 

Furthermore, storytelling plays a significant role in decolonizing educational practices (San Pedro & 
Kinloch, 2017). Focusing on storytelling challenges the hegemony of Western epistemologies by 
recognizing and centering knowledge as emerging from the people and the community, rather than 
imposing knowledge bases from outside the community as absolute truth (Matias & Grosland, 2016). 
This is particularly crucial in indigenous and marginalized communities, where traditional knowledge 
systems have often been undervalued or entirely erased. 

In the context of mathematics education, storytelling offers an innovative approach to learning. 
Storytelling enables youth to not only showcase the ways they engage with mathematics within their 
communities but also facilitates their self-positioning in relation to mathematics (Chao et al., 2022). 
Through stories, learners can relate mathematical concepts to their lived experiences, thus making 
learning more relatable and meaningful (Zazkis & Liljedahl, 2009). 

The objective of this paper is to weave together the intricate threads of storytelling, community, and 
mathematics, and envision how they are intricately connected. This paper is a snapshot of my thinking 
in progress, as I engage in the work of how storytelling and mathematics connect through my own 
lenses as a Chinese American cisgender male living in the United States.  
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THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

Storytelling: The Heart of Community 

Storytelling serves as the backbone of human civilization. In an era where technology is rapidly 
evolving, storytelling remains a steadfast medium through which traditions, values, and knowledge 
are continually passed down (Prusak et al., 2012). For centuries, communities have relied on stories to 
fortify their cultural heritage and impart wisdom to subsequent generations. Furthermore, storytelling 
can foster inclusive environments in which youth develop strong senses of identity and agency, often 
based upon their community, family, and heritage. 

However, with the advent of the digital age, mainstream media has (in)advertently created a disconnect 
between individuals and their traditional storytelling roots. The dominant narrative structures, often 
aligned with Western storytelling formats, overshadow the rich diversity of storytelling that defines 
various cultures. This creates a single format for how stories are shared, creating a true single-story 
experience, one in which all stories have a traditional Western protagonist who must go through Acts 
1, 2, and 3 to culminate in a nice, tidy ending. This mono-cultural storytelling dominance robs children 
of the variance of storytelling types and formats from diverse cultures and narratives. Commercialized 
mainstream media not only shows the same types of stories over and over again, be it in books, movies, 
and YouTube videos, but encourages passive viewership of youth to consume, not just large amounts 
of media, but also goods and services (Hill, 2011). So while we live in a world surrounded by stories 
and technology to create our own stories, many of the stories we see are still only the stories from the 
dominant groups, and they are not used to share important knowledge or culture, but rather to sell, to 
influence, and to propagate, rather than helping all of us develop our own storytelling skills or learn 
to grow closer to our communities. 

We are Inherent Storytellers 

Human beings have been guardians and purveyors of stories since the dawn of consciousness. The rich 
tapestry of our shared heritage is painstakingly embroidered with narratives passed down through 
millennia. In the communities I have been working within, storytelling ascends beyond tradition; it 
becomes the lifeblood that courses through generations, linking the past to the present and 
foreshadowing the future. From the profound ancestral lore among Asian American families to the 
sagas of defiance and resilience among Black American families, our stories are interwoven into our 
very fabrics of existence. 

And so, our children are natural-born storytellers. Their vines of imagination and their buds of 
narration germinate early. However, traditional education structures often weed out these budding 
storytelling skills, especially when connected to mathematics. A folk science myth that continually 
lives within our schools is the archaic dichotomy of a “left brain” that focuses on logic versus a “right 
brain” that focuses on creativity, wrongfully separating mathematics from creativity and completely 
dissociating from storytelling (Geake, 2008). In truth, we know that mathematics is an art, intrinsically 
tied to our storytelling ability (Zazkis & Liljedahl, 2009). But the straitjackets of standardized 
mathematics teaching continue to suffocate this creative link between mathematics and storytelling. 
So, this is not a mere call to arms; it is a clarion call for an intellectual insurgency to reclaim spaces 
within mathematics education that allow children to unfurl their stories and, through this, bolster their 
cultural identities and critical thinking: All of us and all our children are mathematical storytellers.  
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Narrative Identity and Counter-Storytelling 
Identity is not only embodied within the stories a person tells about themselves, but also encompasses 
the actual act of narrating or storytelling (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). Identity is a verb, made and remade 
through the act of storytelling. Our stories are not merely descriptions of a static reality, but rather 
dynamic constructs that can change over time and context. Our narratives serve as constructs that 
embody our range of experiences, characteristics, and expectations, thereby defining the creation and 
evolution of our personal and social identities. Even more important than telling a story to explore our 
identity is the way that identities are reified and endorsed through the acceptance, validation, and re-
telling of our narratives. Simply put, our stories are our identities.  

Counter-storytelling, therefore, involves sharing stories and experiences that challenge existing 
dominant (and oppressive) narratives and stereotypes (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Counter-storytelling 
is a tool for individuals in marginalized communities to highlight their experiences and perspectives, 
and challenge destructive narratives that perpetuate harmful stereotypes. Through counter-storytelling, 
individuals and communities reclaim their own narratives and thereby their own identities (Chao et 
al., 2021). And we only learn how to tell counter-stories if we know how to tell stories first.  

We Need Safe Spaces for Story Sharing  
The transformative magic of storytelling happens during the moment of collective sharing - around 
campfires, across kitchen tables, or over steamers of dim sum. Magic happens when individual 
narratives, through collective listening and feedback, metamorphize into a story for the community 
during the sharing that happens in a storycircle. I build on this concept of storycircles, using Lambert’s 
StoryCenter model (2013), as a safe space for a small group of storytellers to share their stories in 
progress, not just to elicit feedback and commentary from others, but to also feel out various parts of 
themselves as they take on and inhabit their own stories. 

Our youth already navigate an intricate labyrinth of identity and marginalization based on the many 
shifting ways they are positioned and how they position themselves. Engaging in a storycircle, then, 
in which a young person shares a story in progress, a story they are still feeling out, to others who are 
listening and not judging, serves as a crucible for self-realization, self-actualization, and agency. Here, 
sharing is not just cathartic, but an act of defiance and self-assertion. I am no longer just the way you 
see me; I am telling my story and together, we are remaking who I am through this story. 

The storycircle becomes an inviting space of collaboration, to collectively generate, define, and revise 
our community mathematics stories. My emphasis on the safe space of a storycircle is to refocus our 
gaze from the polished, finished story and instead on the intricate, delicate process of how we 
collectively weave our mathematics stories together. 

Our Technology Won’t Save Us, But We Can Save It 
I want to address the role of video storytelling in today’s age of TikTok, YouTube, and Instagram. We 
live in world in which almost all of us can make engaging, polished videos seemingly instantly on our 
mobile devices, capturing all aspects of our lives to share with the public. Yet, other developments in 
the evolution of digital video have happened too.  
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Mobile Video as Democracy. First, the ubiquity of live streams have allowed for documenting police 
brutality as it happens, effectively allowing the world to bear witness to the inhumane treatment that 
Black people face in their everyday lives (Hockin & Brunson, 2018). This use of video is not only 
powerful, but it has also transformed the conversation around racism in the United States through video 
evidence that systemic violence, so brutal and jarring that many of those who live within unaffected 
communities had trouble believing that this type of violence could still existed. Videos of Black 
individuals being murdered during routine traffic stops and videos of elderly Asian Americans being 
attacked on the street continually pop up on my own social media feeds. I’m often not in the mental 
space to watch them, because they are triggering. Yet I understand the power these images have in 
sparking anger, in creating action, and demanding change. 
Mobile Video Spreads Extremism. Second, however, the salaciousness of these violent videos brings 
up another side effect of the “video everywhere” era of today: clickability. Because so many videos 
are accessed through social media sites focused on generating views, engaging viewers to spend more 
and more time on their sites, and on collecting user data, the extremeness of videos that are 
immediately clickable or enticing has created an increase amount of videos that push on extreme 
viewpoints (Crain & Nadler, 2019). The amount of young people who claim to have been radicalized 
to a particular cause because of being served a more extreme YouTube video after a more extreme 
YouTube video is alarming, in which viewers are recommended videos with extreme or dark views 
after watching videos with relatively mainstream viewpoints (Ribeiro et al., 2020). This radicalization 
is scary and has major implications in the ways our young people are engaging with the world today. 
I certainly did not imagine that a byproduct of the democratization of video production would be that 
our world views would become extremely fractured, that our societies would become so polarized, or 
that once dead and buried philosophies such as fascism, eugenics, or race-based mathematics 
intelligence would find new communities of supporters. 

The Need for Digital Media Literacy. Third, the ever presence of mobile video media has spawned 
significant dangers surrounding our own privacy, mental well-being, and safety. Students deal with 
bullying at school but on their social media feeds, feelings of isolation or depression can be magnified 
when staring at seemingly perfect photographs of one’s peers, and issues of privacy abound as students 
and teachers can be captured on video at any time. Digital media literacy is a general term that 
encompasses the ways that students can be literate not just about the digital media they are surrounded 
with, but also be aware of how to safeguard their privacy, their mental sanctity, and be conscious of 
the psychological warfare being waged on them through social media (Park, 2012). A focus on digital 
media literacy allows young minds to critically engage with digital content and learn how to leverage 
digital media not just in a safe way, but to actually effect change within their communities (Yue et al., 
2019).  

And so, it is within this world that I am hoping to explore mathematics storytelling. The digital video 
revolution brings both opportunities and challenges. While it offers unprecedented avenues for sharing 
and amplifying stories across the globe, potentially enriching educational experiences and fostering a 
sense of community, the unregulated nature of social media and video streaming apps pose terrifying 
dangers, such as misinformation, cyberbullying, extremism, the destruction of democracy, and global 
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genocide. Our students and us need to walk into this technological landscape warily, with tools for our 
own protection, and safeguards so that our children can navigate through it safely.  

This is not just a call for revolutionizing mathematics education through storytelling but my urgent 
plea for a larger systemic metamorphosis. The same colonial forces that thrived on both a “divide and 
conquer” strategy to create infighting rather than solidarity and “bread and circuses” strategy to create 
distracting entertainment to dissuade revolution are mirrored in the divisive nature of social media. 
Our youth must be shielded and at the same time, ready to fight. 

I believe that as our children learn about mathematics in the world to better navigate it, they should 
also learn about how to navigate the digital landscape carefully and conscientiously, learn about their 
own power as digital storytellers while being vigilant of its potential, extremism-inducing pitfalls. We 
can weave together a safe space for mathematics storytelling, digital media literacy, and community 
building for our young minds to make their world a better place.  

THE DIGITAL MATHEMATICS STORYTELLING WORKSHOP 

The centerpiece of this research is the Digital Mathematics Storytelling Workshop. This workshop is 
structured around a few key modules or exercises, designed to engage young individuals or 
mathematics educators in the art of storytelling and its connection to mathematics. These workshops 
can last for as little as three days to as long as six weeks. Overall, the workshop involves these modules: 

1. Mathematics in Daily Life: In the initial stage, participants create brief videos that capture 
the essence of mathematics as it manifests in their homes, families, and communities. This 
stage is critical as it helps participants see the ubiquity and relevance of mathematics in their 
own everyday life. 

2. Drafting and Sharing: Then, participants dedicate time to crafting a rudimentary story 
centered around the mathematics they saw or their personal relationship with it. This story is 
then shared within small groups through a structured format known as a Storycircle. In a 
Storycircle, each participant narrates their evolving story to others who listen intently without 
interruption. 

3. Reflection and Refinement: After the Storycircle, participants reflect upon the feedback 
received and consider the emotional experience of narrating their story to an audience. Armed 
with this insight, they meticulously refine their stories. 

4. Video Creation: In this stage, participants adapt their revised stories into video format. This 
phase allows them to experiment with different multimedia elements to further enhance the 
expressiveness of their narratives. 

5. Community Screening: In the final stage, we organize a community screening party where 
all participants share their stories to friends, family, and community members. Each storyteller 
presents their stories; the screening becomes a platform for dialogue as the audience provides 
feedback and engages in discussions inspired by the stories. 

I am continually revising these modules, hoping to attain the research goals of fostering and eliciting 
participants’ mathematics and storyteller identities. I have found that this process starts the process of 
bridging the gap between mathematics and storytelling, encouraging participants to embrace their 
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mathematics selves as an integral and meaningful part of their narratives and communities. Yet, I still 
struggle to foster stories that reflect the breadth of the incredible stories and ideas that participants 
share during their storycircles. 

REFLECTIONS ON MY RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Storycircle is Life: We Must Have Space to Tell Mathematics Stories 

Storytelling is a quintessential human tradition. And yet, so many of the youth and the teachers I have 
worked with have very little confidence in their abilities as a storyteller. I think this is due to two 
things. First, in the vast amount of media we consume, often we see the same Eurocentric story 
structures again and again. So, when participants have a template in their mind of what a story should 
look and feel like, they often have a traditional three act story structure in their mind. This might feel 
disconnected with the ways that they might be thinking about or perceiving stories in their mind, so it 
makes them hesitant to share their story. Second, many of them have never had the opportunity to 
think about their own mathematics-connected stories, outside of devising a story problem. For them, 
a mathematics story must involve some sort of mathematics operation or number sentence, which 
limits the types of stories they can tell. 

I have found that when my participants engage in their first storycircle, it is a difficult and vulnerable 
space. But it is these difficult spaces that are crucial in helping them start to see that they have the 
power to tell stories using their own voice. While our students might have multiple opportunities in 
their daily school experiences to engage in some form of mathematics and opportunities to periodically 
engage in story creation in their literacy or arts classes, they have probably never had the opportunity 
to engage in any form of mathematics storytelling. All of us, not just our students, need these conducive 
spaces to inspire us to perceive and weave our mathematics stories divergently, to tell our mathematics 
narratives in our own voice. And this development is not instantaneous; it requires time, nurturing, and 
exposure to an array of storytelling forms. So, we need spaces like the storycircles, so that, in the end, 
all of us can be the storytellers we are meant to be. 

Screenings Matters: The Collective Sharing of Stories 

Public sharing and collective feedback imbue storytelling with a transformative energy that fosters 
community building, social change, and identity affirmation. I have always loved the celebration that 
occurs when young people can share their stories publicly, to showcase all the hard work they put into 
making their story happen. Often, this screening is a celebration, with family, friends, the community, 
and food! 

However, I have since learned that this screening is an important also a part of the process. Just because 
a video is “finished” for a screening, does not necessarily mean it is completed. During the screening, 
particularly when the screening is attended by the storyteller’s peers, the discussion that erupts around 
the story helps better connect the mathematics to the story. Or the discussion helps the storyteller better 
understand what the story means to them. The final screening opens many opportunities for important 
discussions that can extend the mathematics in the original video. 

Critical Digital Media Literacy 

I believe our youth can be equipped not only with the skills to navigate the digital world but also with 
the knowledge and conviction to utilize these platforms in ways that uplift themselves and their 
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communities. I am generally referring to these skills as Critical Digital Media Literacy, a loose 
grouping of the skills I see as necessary for youth to critically analyze the content they watch, 
understanding the psychological impact of the social media the engage with, and learn how to utilize 
digital media for positive change. So, as we embrace storytelling and its evolution through digital 
media, let us not lose sight of what we are trying to do. We are at a crossroads, where our digital spaces 
have largely been overtaken by traditional capitalist notions focused on generating the largest number 
of users to sell things to or control. But we can envision a better digital space, one based on the 
community knowledges and ways of knowing that come about in the stories we tell.  

DISCUSSION 

My journey using Digital Mathematics Storytelling has taught me so much, not only about how to get 
people to make and share mathematics story videos. What I have learned is where the edges of our 
world of mathematics education and our digital society are not clear, where our models break, where 
there needs to be more definition, and where our role comes in. What I have also learned is that this 
intersection between storytelling, community, and mathematics education is much more difficult to 
navigate than I anticipated.  
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