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Abstract 
  

Although in China, English plays an important role in students’ academic and career 

life, and English is a compulsory subject since elementary school, students generally do not 

do well in speaking and writing compared to other language skills. The paper identified the 

problems and analyzed the different roles of ThumbScribes, an Internet-based collaborative 

writing tool, and reviewed the current methodologies and best practices in storytelling, game-

based learning and collaborative writing.  

In this paper, we designed a semester long curriculum which incorporates 

collaborative storytelling techniques, game-based learning and drama performing. We 

utilized Thumscribes and Once Upon A Time, an award-winning storytelling board game, to 

facilitate Chinese English Language Learners’ English speaking and writing practice. 

Students will play the game in groups, use various fairytale elements to form an oral story 

together, and then continue refining the story in the writing assignments on Thumscribes. 

Based on the phase they are in the curriculum, students either write a recap (during the first 

month) or a sequel collaboratively (during the second month). In the last month, students will 

choose a favorite story and perform it as a drama.  

 

 

Key Words: storytelling, game-based learning, EFL, collaborative writing, drama 
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Introduction!

1.1 Tools in Relation to Learning Objectives/Skills !

Internet-based tools have advantages in many aspects. For example, they are not 

restrained in physical space and persists data as long as it’s stored in the cloud. In our 

particular context, ThumbScribes is an Internet-based learning tool which facilitates our 

learning objectives and skills. Our curriculum is “Collaborative Storytelling for Chinese High 

School EFL Learners” and one of the main objectives is to let students practice writing skills 

in the form of storytelling. With the main function of ThumbScribes being writing short 

paragraphs, the tool is utilized as the sole place for students to write their stories. 

ThumbScribes is also a platform for collaboration, with built-in functionalities that support 

collaborative writing in a linear format, peer review, edit suggestions as well as messaging 

systems. The linear fashion of writing can also help students develop time management skills, 

and learn to work efficiently as a team, for they have to complete the story within a certain 

amount of time. This helps achieve another main objective of our curriculum, which is that 

students learn to collaborate with others as well as prioritize tasks.  

!

1.2 Tools in Relation to Implementing the Curriculum !

ThumbScribes plays several important roles in implementing the curriculum which 

includes a place for completing writing tasks, providing feedback, and communicating with 

each other. The first and most important role ThumbScribes plays in implementing the 

curriculum is that it provides an online space for students to complete writing tasks, such as 

writing recaps and sequels. In addition, the homework requires students to provide feedback 

for each other on ThumbScribes with its “edit suggest” function. Students who has been 

provided feedback can see the changes and choose to reject or accept the changes on 

ThumbScribes. The email and message functions also provide another convenient and private 
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way for the teacher and students to communicate with each other. Students can also use add 

friend function to follow each other’s writing which helps create an online learning 

community.  

!

1.3 Tools in Relation to Learning Measures and Evaluations !

In this lesson, formative assessment, self-assessment and peer-assessment are used to 

support students’ learning. ThumbScribes facilitates teacher to conduct formative assessment 

through the whole semester. Students will write sequels on ThumbScribes after the game 

playing session in class. The teacher will read students’ sequels, summarize the common 

mistakes made by students and then address these mistakes in class. At the same time, the 

teacher will also directly correct each student’s mistakes and give them personalized 

feedback, such as any grammar mistakes in their writing, any inappropriate word choices in 

the given context, or any illogical development of the sequels. These kinds of formative 

assessment from the teacher will help students notice their problems or mistakes immediately, 

and then students can modify and adjust their learning in order to achieve their learning goals.!

ThumbScribes can also serve as a record of student’s leaning process, because 

students can see the original content (i.e. the sequels they write), as well as the suggested 

edits from their classmates and the teacher. Students can clearly know where they need to 

improve, and what progress they have made. When the students look back at their learning 

experience on ThumbScribes, they can do self-assessment based on their learning records, 

meanwhile, the peer feedback between students on ThumbScribes help students do peer-

assessment on their writing. 

!

1. 4 Tools in Relation to Sense of Community/Belonging !
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 ThumbScribes is an online collaborative writing community. Therefore, it has several 

functions, such as “add friends”, “send message”, “inbox” and collabrative writing,  which 

help increase the sense of community and belongs in the class. First, the “add friends” 

function encourages students to follow each other’s post and to form online learning circles. 

Second, the “send message” and “inbox” mailing functions provide students another private 

and convenient way of interacting and communitcating with each other, which will greatly 

increase students’ sense of belonging. Third, the collaborative writing function in 

ThumbScribes encourages students to collaborate and interact with each other in their groups 

to complete their tasks, and thus the frequent and positive interaction will lead to the increase 

of students’ sense of community.  

!

1.5 Tools in Relation to Learning Environment !

In terms of the relationship to learning environments, ThumbScribes provides a 

unique online environment where students have academic and formal interaction with each 

other. This is important because although they know each other in daily life, their daily 

interactions might be more informal. Students rarely have the chance to see each other’s 

academic work, especially written ones, let alone comment on them. Thus, such an internet-

based tool serves as an extension to the offline learning environment and offers a unique 

opportunity for them to share and review each other’s academic work. Students will be able 

to know more about their classmates from an academic perspective, in this case, English 

narrative writing skills. Utilizing ThumbScribes’ feature of giving suggest edits, students can 

directly correct others’ mistakes, for instance, a grammatical error or a syntax error, or to 

acknowledge others’ writing by casting an “upvote”. Students can in turn see others’ 

suggestions and have a self-reflection on whether they want to accept the suggestions or not. 

This is more active than the traditional way of passively reading teachers’ correction. In fact, 
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according to some researches, many students didn’t read the grammar corrections from their 

teachers (Brown & Larson-Hall, 2012). On the other hand, such peer review on a large scale 

is very hard to achieve in an offline setting. 

 

Area of Interest�  
 

2.1 Different Content Areas Everyone Explored and the Decision Process for Choosing 

the Tool!

Linying was initially interested in teaching English speaking and writing as foreign 

language, especially in the context of Chinese classrooms. Xintong was initially interested in 

storytelling and language learning. She once designed a collaborative storytelling website, 

“WeStory”, for college students to improve literacy and writing skills. Fang was interested in 

both programing education and storytelling. As an afterschool programming course instructor, 

she is very interested in developing curriculum to teach programming in an effective, fun and 

constructionist way. She also had developed a storytelling board game called “Story!” to 

teach K5 students the basic structure of storytelling. She then revised the game and 

programmed it into a digital version. !

After discussing our interest with each other, all of us decided to choose storytelling 

as the subject and ThumbScribes as the tool for the following reasons. First, as for our 

personal interest, everyone is interested in and had some previous experience in storytelling, 

but not everyone shares Fang’s interest in programming education. Second, both of the tools 

will be difficult to use for programming education. Third, we found that ThumbScribes can 

be a great tool for teaching storytelling instead of MyHistro, simply because ThumbScribes is 

a platform to create collaborative content which shares similarities with WeStory and the 

timeline feature of MyHistro is more suitable to teach subjects like history.  

!
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2.2 Different Learning Objectives and Learning Skills Involved!

 Because Linying had been an English teacher for two years in Shanghai, China, she 

was aware of the problems and challenges in Chinese EFL classrooms. These problems 

include: 1) lack of language environment; 2) lack of acknowledgement of the importance of 

speaking skills; 3) lack of real context and contents to practice oral English; 4) boring writing 

exercise. Despite the problems, Chinese EFL learners also possess advantages such as strong 

grammar knowledge and reading skills. Thus the learning objectives are mainly to apply 

English to real context and to practice speaking and writing skills in an engaging way, rather 

than to explicitly acquire new knowledge such as sentence structure, or grammar.!

Based on the past experience on the storytelling website design, Xintong was aware 

that there were two problems in second language acquisition: 1) lack of opportunity to write 

creatively; 2) lack of real context to practice speaking and writing. Therefore, the objective of 

this lesson can be creating a learning environment to support students in practicing speaking 

and writing in real context and in motivating students in learning speaking and writing.!

 With her previous experience in designing the board game and digital game to teach 

storytelling, Fang was mostly interested in how to use game-based learning to help students 

learn in a fun and effective way. In addition, she was interested in using digital tools, such as 

the game she created, to help students practice writing in a more relaxed and fun way. As a 

TOEFL speaking section teacher in China, she also identified several similar problems with 

students’ English learning as discussed by Linying and Xintong, which include, 1) The 

teaching methods was very boring and ineffective in traditional Chinese classrooms. 2) 

Chinese students can obtain high scores in reading and listening, but much lower scores on 

speaking and writing. 3) Students are very nervous when speaking English and often lack of 

interest in writing. Therefore, Fang’ overall objective is to help Chinese EFL students 
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improve speaking and writing skills through game-based learning which is a fun and effective 

learning process. !

As shown above, all of our team members share similar interests in helping Chinese 

students improve their English speaking and writing skills, and identify similar problems with 

current teaching methods of English in China. Thus we quickly reached an agreement on the 

main objectives of the curriculum. There were some slight differences in the learning skills 

involved in the curriculum. For example, Linying wanted to focus entirely on English 

speaking and writing skills and Fang proposed to also include vocabulary skills.  

!

2.3 Different Role the Tools Played Across the Different Content Areas !

Linying proposed to use ThumbScribes together with a game-based learning approach 

using the storytelling board game Once Upon A Time. ThumbScribes would play an 

important role in the lesson in that it would enable students to write stories collaboratively. 

Rather than writing compositions according to certain topics assigned by the teacher, students 

write their own unique stories. It would also be a Constructivism approach in that students are 

constructing their own knowledge and have the chance to practice writing skills. !

The board game Once Upon A Time is an award-winning story telling card game in 

which the players create a story together, using cards that show typical elements from fairy 

tales. “One player is the Storyteller and creates a story using the ingredients on her cards. She 

tries to guide the plot towards her own ending. The other players try to use cards to interrupt 

her and become the new Storyteller. The winner is the first player to play out all her cards 

and end with her Happy Ever After card” (Atlas Games, 2012). The game also has a 

reputation for being incorporated into classroom to teach literacy skills, therefore in our 

curriculum, it is an ideal tool to engage students in a meaningful and fun environment and to 

facilitate students’ practice in speaking. The nature of being a paper board game instead of a 
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digital one makes face-to-face conversation easier in classroom and easier to create 

immersive context.   

As for teaching programming, it usually requires a specially setup environment such 

as IDE or an online tool to support code compiling and running. So we decided it was rather 

difficult for ThumbScribes, a mainly text-based tool to do that. So there are certain 

limitations with the tool to teach certain content areas such as programming. 

 

Literature Review 
 

3.1 Xintong’s Literature Review!

            Since the start of the new millennium, English language teaching and learning is 

booming in China and it is becoming the most popular dominant foreign language in modern 

China (Anyaegbu, Ting & Li, 2012). Lots of efforts have been made to boost teaching and 

learning of EFL in China, however, there are still many complaints, including: lack of interest 

and motivation to learn English, lack of suitable English learning environment, lack of 

interactive teaching methodology to attract the digital natives, lack of confidence, lack of 

interests to master and remember English words, and bored teaching and learning attitude 

(Ruphina & Liu, 2011). Most research indicates that Chinese students’ EFL learning is 

mainly focused on reading and writing, grammar and translation and memorization of 

vocabulary and they don’t get enough communicative competence (Rao, 2002). Some 

Chinese students have learned English for 20 years but still cannot communicate in English, 

because of the examination-oriented and teaching-oriented teaching mode.!

         To solve these problems in current EFL learning in China, game-based storytelling is 

used as the main learning activity in class. Recently, storytelling has been a popular way of 

language learning, used by teachers in the classroom from preschool through university level 

(Fitzgibbon & Wihelm, 1998). Stories provide comprehensible input and output that 
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facilitates language acquisition (Hendrickson, 1992). The benefits of storytelling in language 

learning that are frequently mentioned in researches include: storytelling interests students, 

allows learning to take place more readily and more naturally in a meaningful, interactive 

communication context, allows students to experience authentic language input (Holt & 

Mooney, 1994, p.9), fosters teacher-learner collaboration and learner-centered models (Ma, 

1994), enhances all four language skills of listening, speaking, writing and reading (Atta-Alla, 

2012), and activates and build learner background knowledge and experiences or schemata. 

There are different ways that how teachers are using storytelling in classroom teaching. In 

Nicholas and Rossiter’s study (2011), ESL learners tell and share their own personal stories 

with classmates and learn English in an authentic context (Nicholas, Rossiter & Abbott, 

2011). Tsou, Wang and Tzeng (2006) use multimedia storytelling website to facilitate EFL 

teaching and learning, and indicate that web-based multimedia storytelling could improve 

quality of EFL teaching and learning, as well as increase students’ enjoyment and success in 

EFL learning. Casta (2013) infuse digital storytelling in high school fourth-year Spanish class 

and confirm that digital storytelling engage students in a meaningful and real word task in the 

foreign language classroom.!

         Another main element in our class is game-based learning. Language games are not 

activities mainly aimed to break the ice between students or to kill time. They are not just a 

break from routine activities, but a way of getting learners to use the language in the course 

of the game (Deesri, 2002). Lots of researches and studies have indicated that game could 

benefit language learning and is a useful strategy to promote students' language proficiency 

(Richard-Amato, 1996). Chitravelu, Sithamparam and Teh (1995) reported “games can 

remove boredom without sacrificing repetition that is necessary for successful learning of 

language elements, especially grammar”. Read (2007) points out that games help to promote 

learners’ positive attitudes to learning English, because they provide simulation, variety, 
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interest and motivation to learners. “Games spur motivation and students get very absorbed in 

the competitive aspects of the games, moreover, they try harder at games than in other 

courses" (Avedon, 1971). Besides, board game creates a social context that serves to connect 

players.!

         In our lesson, the game-based storytelling activities are implemented by using card 

game Once Upon a Time, then we could take advantages of both storytelling and game-based 

learning. Once upon a Time makes storytelling a fun and interactive experience (Mayer & 

Harris, 2010, p.107) and requires synthesis of information for an “on-the-fly creation of a 

fairy tale” (Mayer & Harris, 2010, p.18), which means students will collect information from 

other players, apply prior and new knowledge based on certain context and develop their own 

storyline. Therefore, Once Upon a Time engages students in higher-order thinking in a less 

stressful learning environment.!

         Students also learn new vocabulary in a more effective way when playing the game. 

Inferring from context and explicit teaching are two popular trends in teaching second 

language vocabulary (Sökmen, 1997). But either implicit instruction (guessing from contexts) 

or explicit teaching (direct translation) is not the best way to teach second language (Scherfer, 

1993, Sternberg, 1987). However the combination of implicit and explicit learning is an 

effective way to learn second language vocabulary (Sökmen, 1997).!

         From this perspective, in our lesson plan, students will first build their own self-

selected vocabulary based on the game cards they get, and learn the meanings of these words 

directly from dictionary. This process gives students more motivation to learn new words, 

because they recognize the importance of the words selected by themselves (Haggard, 1986), 

as well as provides scaffolding for students who have low-proficiency in English, so that they 

won’t feel too frustrated in the storytelling section (Pressley, Levin & McDaniel, 1987). Then 

students will apply the new words they learned in certain contexts when they are telling 
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stories. Through storytelling, students could reinforce their understanding of words by 

listening and speaking (Sökmen, 1997), At the same time, students not only remember the 

single meaning of a word, also know the application of new words.!

         Collaborative writing on ThumbScribes is also a significant part of our lesson. 

Collaborative writing is a social process through which students could work on shared 

understanding. And collaborative writing has been proved to be an effective strategy for EFL 

learning. In Miyazoe and Anderson’s study (2010), EFL students take face-to-face instruction 

weekly and do out-of-class online writing activities for totally 15 class meetings, and they 

claim the positive effect of online collaborative writing on students’ language learning 

progress. When students work as a group on collaborative writing tasks, they will benefit 

from setting a common goal but having differential knowledge (Murray, 1992, p. 103). 

Therefore, students in this lesson will work on the sequel of their stories as a group and give 

feedback or comments to other classmates. A student could use his/her own knowledge to 

correct others and also learn from others. Studies also show that collaboration is not possible 

with large numbers of participants, and the maximum group size for problem solving is five 

(Nunan, 1992). We assign four students in a group, and want to give each students more 

opportunities to speak and contribute to the collaboration. Miyazoe and Anderson’s study 

(2010) also points out that if there is so much interaction planned and expected, the students 

may ignore some optional tasks. Therefore, in our lesson, we keep the online writing rules 

simple (each student writes two paragraphs in sequel and comment three other students’ 

paragraphs outside of his/her group) and give clear guideline for students, to make sure they 

could finish all the online writing tasks and fully get involved.  

!

3.2 Fang’s Literature Review!
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            In the paper “Serious Game Motivation in an EFL Classroom in Chinese Primary 

School”, the researchers identified several major problems of traditional teaching and 

learning of English in China. These problems include students’ lack of confidence, 

motivation, immersive English environment, and interactive teaching methodology to learn 

English (Anyaegbu, Ting, & Li, 2012). The researchers further pointed out that the focus of 

Chinese EFL learners’ learning strategies are primarily on reading and writing, on grammar 

and translation, and on memorization of vocabulary (Rao, 2002), and thus failed to “develop 

an adequate level of communicative competence” (Hu, 2002, p. 93). In addition, the typical 

teacher-oriented mode in which teacher mostly dominates the class provides little room for 

students to interact with the teachers (Anyaegbu, Ting, & Li, 2012).!

         Therefore, to tackle the lack of motivation problems in traditional Chinese EFL 

learning, the researchers used a computer game named “Mingoville” to explore the question 

that “how can serious games be integrated successfully in EFL classrooms in order to 

motivate Chinese primary school students” (Anyaegbu, Ting, & Li, 2012, p. 154)? According 

to the research results, several benefits of game-based learning has been identified, which 

include the improvement of collaboration, learning environment, and students’ satisfaction 

and engagement (Anyaegbu, Ting, & Li, 2012). Additionally, the researchers pointed out 

several factors, such as the class size, teachers’ attitude, students’ autonomy, which needed to 

be considered when integrating digital games into EFL classrooms (Anyaegbu, Ting, & Li, 

2012).!

         This paper not only informed us with the major problems of Chinese EFL classrooms, 

but also pointed out the benefits of integrating digital games to solve students’ lack of 

motivation problems, which overlaps with one of the objectives in our curriculum.  Since our 

curriculum utilized a board game  “Once Upon a Time” to engage students in English 

speaking, the research studies results further affirmed our assumption that game-based 
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learning can greatly increase students’ satisfaction and engagement as well as provide 

students opportunities to collaborate, interact and learn from each other. In addition, the 

research study also pointed out the possible challenges of implementing game-based learning 

which we also took into consideration in our curriculum design. First, as the researchers 

pointed out that the class size is a very important factor in terms of class management and 

organization. The researchers suggested that a class of 10 to 15 students is an ideal population, 

whereas most Chinese classes size ranged from 35-50 students (Anyaegbu, Ting, & Li, 2012). 

Therefore, in our curriculum design, we have thought of separating the class into small (3-5 

students) groups and possibly adding assistant teachers to manage the whole class. Second, as 

the researchers argued that “the teacher’s acceptance of the computer games can easily 

motivate and influence the students” (Anyaegbu, Ting, & Li, 2012, p. 162). Therefore, we 

also require the teachers to play and get familiar with the board game before they teach the 

class. Third, it is important to give students the autonomy to control their own learning 

(Anyaegbu, Ting, & Li, 2012). Based on this consideration, in our curriculum, we provide 

students with the opportunity to create their own cards and possibly make their own rules, 

since the game itself is very flexible and can be easily modified compared with digital games. 

Additionally, we require the teachers to change their role of being an instructor to a facilitator 

to further grant students’ control of their learning.  Finally, the researchers drew our attention 

to the negative opinions and feelings parents might have towards the use of digital games 

(Anyaegbu, Ting, & Li, 2012). This is one of the rationales for using a board game in our 

curriculum, instead of digital games as an easier transition from traditional classrooms to 

game-based learning.!

         In addition to the benefits which has been discussed above, in the book “Games for 

Language Learning”, the authors also identified several other advantages of game-based 

learning in language learning (Wright, Betteridge, & Buckby, 2006). First, language learning 
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is hard and requires constant effort, and games can help learners sustain their interest and 

work (Wright, Betteridge, & Buckby, 2006). Second, “Games also help the teacher to create 

contexts in which the language is useful and meaningful” (Wright, Betteridge, & Buckby, 

2006, p. 2). This is also one of our curriculum objective, which is to provide a situated 

learning environment for students to practice speaking and writing in a meaningful and 

authentic way. Furthermore, as argued by Kagan (1995), students will not “ensure language 

acquisition unless the input is received repeatedly from a variety of sources. (p. 2)” Therefore, 

the authors in the book argued that another benefit of the games is that it provides “repeated 

occurrence and use of particular language form ” (Wright, Betteridge, & Buckby, 2006, p. 2). 

Similarly in our curriculum, students will encounter and use the same word cards repeatedly 

in “Once Upon a Time”  and each time the words will be used differently depending on other 

group members’ stories. Thus, the repeated process in our game will not be boring for 

students compared with traditional memorizing practices. In addition, we offered students the 

opportunity to recap their stories online with the writing tasks which is also a way to 

reinforce their memories of new words in other forms.!

         Another major characteristic of our curriculum design is the use of storytelling as a 

way to practice and integrate English speaking and writing skills. In the paper “Integrating 

Language Skills through Storytelling”, the researchers reported the “effectiveness of using 

storytelling in integrating the four language skills and enhancing the language proficiency 

level of adult English language learners” (Atta-Alla, 2012, p. 1). The researchers first pointed 

out that numerous research studies has shown the effectiveness of using storytelling to 

integrate the four language skills, such as “developing language abilities, inspiring students to 

talk, write, perform, listen, communicate and learn” (Atta-Alla, 2012, p. 2). The author 

further argues that storytelling provides a “positive, collaborative, and supportive classroom 

learning environment” in which English learners can develop all four skills together (Atta-
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Alla, 2012, p. 2). In addition, storytelling-based language learning activities encourage and 

improve learners’ oral expressions and speaking skills (Atta-Alla, 2012). !

         The instructional model proposed in the paper used three types of stories: a) spoken 

stories (folktales) b) written stories to be read and retold c) picture book stories (Atta-Alla,  

2012). To enhance students’ communicative abilities, the researchers also used several 

classroom interaction models which include “a) Teacher tells stories and students listen, b) 

Students tell stories and other students listen, and c) A student tells a story and both the 

teacher and the other students listen” (Atta-Alla,  2012, p. 3). The research results showed 

that students were surprised at the “richness of their writing and speaking” (Atta-Alla, 2012, 

p. 5). They not only enjoyed storytelling, but also were motivated to spent a long time 

working on producing and performing their own stories (Atta-Alla, 2012).!

         In our curriculum design, we shared similar belief that storytelling game can help 

integrate all the four skills. For example, students need to read the words on the cards, speak 

out their own stories, listen to other people’s stories, and finally write recaps and sequels on 

ThumbScribes. In addition, the research results further affirm our assumption that storytelling 

game is a fun and interactive process for both the teachers and the learners. Furthermore, our 

curriculum shared similar types of stories and interaction activities with the instruction model 

proposed in the paper which has been proved effective. First, we both have the spoken stories 

which are told by the students. Second, students are required to write sequels and revise them 

into a play which is similar to the written stories used in the model. Third, in terms of 

interaction activities, students will tell stories to each other in our curriculum. However, we 

do not require teachers to tell stories due to the consideration that we hope to provide more 

time for students to practice and to increase students’ control of the class. The researchers 

also suggested that group work should be encouraged in storytelling (Atta-Alla, 2012). 
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Therefore, we require students to play the game, write sequels, and performance the play in 

groups.!

Moreover, to better facilitate the speaking learning process, Kayi (2012) offered 

several suggestions for English language teachers. First, “provide the vocabulary before hand 

that students need in speaking activities” (Kayi, 2012, p. 4). Thus, in our curriculum design, 

we ask students to first look up the words which they do not know the meaning or the 

pronunciation in order to prepare them for the game. Second, “circulate around classroom to 

ensure that students are on the right track” to see whether students need help (Kayi, 2012, p. 

4). Based on this consideration, we require the teachers to walk around the class while 

students are playing the game. However, as Kayi (2012) argued that teachers should not 

“correct students’ pronunciation mistakes very often while they are speaking” (Kayi, 2012, p. 

4). Instead of correcting students’ problems immediately, we require the teachers to only 

observe and summarize students’ common mistakes. The teachers then will have time to 

correct students’ common mistakes during the first ten minutes of every class.!

The final characteristic of our curriculum is cooperative learning. For example, 

students need to play the game in groups, write and revise sequels into a play in groups, and 

finally rehearse and perform the play in groups. As argued by the author of “We Can Talk: 

Cooperative Learning in the Elementary ESL Classroom”, cooperative learning has “a 

dramatic positive impact on almost all of the critical variables”, such as input, output, and 

context variables,  to language acquisition (Kagan, 1995, p. 2). To take the input as an 

example, Kagan (1995) argued that since students working in cooperative groups naturally 

adjust their input to make themselves understood by other members, “small group setting 

allows a far higher proportion of comprehensible input”, which is “luxury not available to the 

teacher speaking to a whole class (p. 2)”. In addition, cooperative learning provides a 

“supportive, motivation, communicative, developmentally appropriate, and feedback rich” 
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context (Kagan, 1995, p. 4). Kagan (1995) pointed out that the immediate feedback and 

correction opportunities can lead to “easy acquisition of vocabulary and language forms, 

whereas formal correction opportunities lead to self-consciousness and anxiety, which inhibit 

rather than facilitate language acquisition” (p. 4). Therefore, in our curriculum design, we 

constantly require students to learn in groups as well as provide a supportive and feedback 

rich environment to facilitate students’ language learning. For example, we require students 

to provide feedback to at least three groups on ThumbScribes whenever they have any written 

tasks.!

 

3.3. Linying’s Literature Review 

In the book Teaching EFL in China : What Every Foreign Teacher Should Know Before 

They Go (Wolff & Qiang, 2009), Chapter 7 discusses and criticizes the English Corner, a 

proliferating while unique phenomenon of oral English practicing methodology in China. In 

an English Corner organized by a school or community, students gather together to speak 

English, sometimes with a native speaker participating, in order to create an English 

Speaking Environment. It particularly points out that the questions students ask to the sole 

native speaker who’s required to participate are very limiting, and do not sparkle much 

conversation. According to the author’s observation, these questions are often simple and 

repetitive, for example, “Do you like China? Do you like Chinese food? Do you like Chinese 

people? What’s your favorite color?”  

From this perspective, our lesson plan, although with the same goal to create an English 

Speaking Environment in class, is much more enriching and avoids falling into the possible 

loop of such dry conversations. Because students are playing the game Once Upon a Time 

and telling a story collaboratively, they have plenty of unique and interesting contents to talk 

about. During the process they will utilize various vocabulary, sentence structures and story 
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development skills to tell the story. The practice of Oral English is thus rich and multi-degree, 

allowing students to practice the English used in every possible aspect of life.  

In order to enable language use in daily life, simulation by games is used as one way to 

encourage students’ motivation and immerse them into a real context. A research study 

conducted in Taiwan uses digital board games to facilitate genuine communication in EFL 

classroom. “Ninety-six high school Taiwanese students, who were randomly assigned to an 

ordinary instruction group, a board game language-learning group, or a digital board game 

language-learning group, engaged in a 50-min English class.” (Wu, Chen & Huang, 2014) 

The board game language-learning group used a simplified version of the board game Fresco, 

which depicts the daily life of a painter in the Renaissance Era, with the teacher acting as the 

game characters to interact with students for conversations. The digital board game group 

uses the digitized version of the same board game, with pictures, animations and computer-

aided instructions and game setup, on a special “digital learning playground”, which consists 

of a screen, single-touch whiteboard, projectors and computers, set up by the researchers. The 

aim of the instruction of all three groups was to “build fluency and increase awareness of 

language use in daily-life contexts” and the tasks included were specifically narrowed down 

to those related to the game: making polite requests, expressing purchasing willingness, and 

requesting a refund. Carefully designed pre-test, computer-based post-test and interview were 

conducted to test the results.  

According to the data, the digital board game group presented a higher increase in 

performance while the board game group gained the least increase. Students’ motivations had 

also increased significantly using the intrinsic motivation inventory (IMI). The researchers 

concluded that the digital learning playground entails context-relevant immersion and 

encourages communication. 

Interestingly, the results also showed that students felt less stressed when learning with 
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the digital learning playground, while the paper version of the board game caused more 

anxiety. According to the analysis of qualitative data obtained during the interview, “the 

pressure came from interacting with the instructor and unfamiliar instructions regarding to 

board game rules”. Because of the complexity of the game rules, “the participants were 

overwhelmed by understanding game rules”. On the other hand, the students in the digital 

learning playground group paid less attention to game details because the computer 

automated the game actions and set up.  

In relation to our course design, the positive findings of this research affirmed that 1) the 

use of game as a simulation of real context would be useful in immersing students and 

increasing their motivation; 2) the form of face-to-face game surrounding setting could 

support collaborative construction of knowledge; 3) good use of game and proper design of 

tasks could facilitate situated learning. As for the lower results in the paper based board game 

group, it doesn’t necessarily mean that paper-based board game is not as effective as digital 

version. But it does inform us to diminish the possible elements that will cause anxiety such 

as having to interacting with the teacher or understanding very complex rules. Thus, the game 

we use in our lesson plan, Once Upon A Time, has a fairly easy rule. Students also need to 

read the game rules first and watch a gameplay video as homework before class, and since 

our course spans over a semester, students will have plenty of time to get familiar with the 

game. During the class session, the teacher acts as a facilitator and observer and will not 

directly participate in the game, thus avoiding students feeling pressured by having to speak 

in front of a teacher.  

Lee (2012) used a specially designed board game called SMARTies in Malaysian 

English classroom as a formative assessment tool and found a significant increase of 

performance in terms of general knowledge, grammar and spelling, as well as positive 

attitudes towards introducing board game to classroom, based on a study of 30 voluntary 
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participants. SMARTies is a simple board game with the main mechanics as answering 

questions and earning points. The questions are designed based on the text book used in 

Malaysia and are represented in the game in the form of cards. Although not creative, the 

game well serves as a formative assessment tool and, according to the survey results, eases 

the tension students usually have when facing a normal test. Participants also agreed that 

“SMARTies is simple to use, meaningful, academically rewarding and fun and enjoyable.” 

Because our course design doesn’t include lectures that teach specific contents such as 

sentence structures or topic development, rather, it requires students to practice their existing 

knowledge and apply them to real context, to some degree, it’s also assessing their listening 

and speaking skills at the same time. This study affirms that the use of board game is less 

threatening compared to a traditional form of assessment tool. In the case of listening and 

speaking skills, the traditional way of practicing and application in China is to ask students to 

do presentations in front of the whole class, which might exert some pressure. Thus, the use 

of board game in our lesson plan will create a relaxing and fun environment for students to 

practice speaking and listening skills, meanwhile, also self-assessing and allowing the teacher 

to assess their skills.  

Another main element in our course design, storytelling, is “a technique of teaching that 

has stood the test of time” (Chambers, 1970, p. 43). Storytelling is believed to help children 

“associate listening with pleasure” (Cooper, 1989, p. 3), “develop a sensitivity to the way 

language works’’ (Isbell, 2002, p. 27), and ultimately encourage them to engage in more oral 

practice in classrooms, which is especially important to EFL learners since most students’ 

language practice happened only in classrooms (Tsou, 2005). Thus, it is widely used among 

first language classrooms as well as some ESL classrooms, but in China, EFL teachers 

seldom integrate storytelling into language teaching either because of an overloaded 

curriculum, or a lack of experience or ability. (Tsou, Wang & Tzeng, 2006) The researchers 
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in Taiwan developed a multimedia Storytelling Website to study how web- based technology 

can help teachers easily integrate storytelling into their curriculum. The website allows users 

to “compose online multimedia stories in an easy, intuitive and quick manner” with plenty of 

built-in pictures, sound and animations assets. The study was conducted in an elementary 

school with a control group using storytelling methods without the website. Five stories were 

carefully chosen as “materials for teaching (three stories) as well as story structure and 

sentence complexity tests (two stories)”. Two groups were presented with the same stories, 

with the experimental group using the website and the control group using big books and 

flash cards. Then the students were tested with a scoring sheet using two stories, as well as a 

questionnaire and a brief interview to document comments. Pre-test were also conducted and 

showed no significant differences between groups. Results showed that students learning with 

the aid of the website did better in their sentence complexity and post language proficiency 

test.  

The results indicated that 1) the efficiency of storytelling in that they were very 

appealing to students so that they could easily comprehend the story and recall the story 

structure; 2) with the stimuli of multimedia, students tended to retain more words and retell 

the story with more details. “Furthermore, many details that the students included in their 

recalls were related to materials coming from their own creations, such as physical 

descriptions of the characters, their locations, and sound effects.”  

The interview also indicated that 1) students using the multimedia storytelling website 

were more confident and enjoyed their own creation of stories; 2) the instructor was more 

anxious when presenting stories in the control group. On the other hand, the website provided 

a lot of animated and colorful assets so that the instructor didn’t need to worry about finding 

them.  

This research is inspiring and affirms our approach to integrate storytelling in Chinese 
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EFL classrooms. Since most English teachers don’t have experience using storytelling in 

classroom, it would require huge efforts to train them, and the teachers would also have to 

find resources on their own. The results would be highly dependent on the teacher’s 

capability as well as the quality of resources they find. Thus, using the storytelling board 

game Once Upon A Time would largely eliminate the troubles because the game comes with 

many high quality illustrations with fun gameplay rules. Just like the multimedia website the 

researchers built, the game itself serves as a great tool to facilitate the storytelling process. 

What’s more, according to the study, students enjoy most when they are able to create their 

own stories, and this is exactly what they do when playing the game. After they 

collaboratively tell a fairy tale in class, students are then asked to write a recap as an 

assignment, thus practicing their story recalling skills. Since the story is told by themselves 

using cards drawn themselves, they will have a higher chance to recall more details and using 

more complex sentence structures.  

!

Detailed Outline of the Curriculum!

4.1 Student Population!

 The target audience of our curriculum is Chinese high school EFL learners. The 

rationale for choosing high school students is because they have the prerequisite knowledge 

needed for the curriculum activities. First, they have the basic English speaking and writing 

skills. Second, they have a solid vocabulary foundation. In addition, they are able to look up 

new words and infer the meaning of words within context. They also have the basic listening 

skills required for playing the game. What they lack of is the time to practice their speaking 

and writing in meaningful ways. Therefore, we chose Chinese high school students as the 

target population. !

4.2 Structure of the Curriculum !
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4.2.1 The Rationale for the Structure of the Curriculum!

This curriculum will last for one semester (typically 3 months), and students take one 

lesson each week. There are 12 lessons in total. The first month is a warm-up of the whole 

lesson, students will practice speaking and get familiar with the two tools (i.e. ThumbScribes 

and Once Upon a Time). The second month is a transition from the first month to the third 

month. As students know how to use these two tools, they will mostly focus on writing. 

Therefore, they will have more time to speak in class and write after class. In the third month, 

students will integrate their speaking and writing, and also practice their speaking and writing 

in a real context. Students will revise one of their sequels into a play, rehearse the play and 

act it out in their school. In our curriculum, students will practice speaking first and writing 

later. The order matters, because we use the game as a main tool to set up the context in 

which students will tell oral stories. Without such a game-based context, if we just let 

students write whatever they want, the task will be boring for them, thus using the game will 

be of no meaning. After they tell the stories, they will recap or write a sequel. When they are 

doing the writing tasks, they have a chance to revisit and reflect on their speaking, which 

helps them to find the imperfect parts of their speaking and improve their speaking in the 

future.!

4.2.2 Detailed Description of the Curriculum!

The following table shows the detailed plan of our curriculum.  

  



COLLABORATIVE STORYTELLING FOR CHINESE EFL LEARNERS   25 

Lesson Plan!

! Month 1! Month 2! Month 3!

Week 1! 1. introduction 
(10mins)!
2. learn new words 
(5mins)!
3. play Once Upon a 
TIme (25mins)!
!
homework !
recap the story on 
ThumbScribes.com!

1. feedback (10mins)!
2. learn new words (5mins)!
3. play Once Upon a Time (25mins)!
!
homework !
write sequel of the story on 
ThumbScribes.com!

1. choose a favorite 
sequel and revise it to 
a play as a group;!
2. rehearse the play 
and ask teacher for 
feedback/advice 
during this process!
!
*the play could be 20-
30 minutes !

Week 2! 1. present the story as a group 
(30mins)!
2. summary and feedbacks (10mins)!

Week 3! 1. feedback (10mins)!
2. learn new words 
(5mins)!
3. play Once Upon a 
Time (25mins)!
!
homework !
1.recap the story on 
ThumbScribes.com; !
2.make new cards!

1. feedback (10mins)!
2. learn new words (5mins)!
3. play Once Upon a Time (35mins)!
!
homework !
write sequel of the story on 
ThumbScribes.com!

Week 4! 1. present the story as a group 
(30mins)!
2. summary and feedbacks (10mins)!

present the play to the 
school/grade!

Figure 1 Detailed Curriculum Structure!

In the first two months, students will mainly focus on learning new words and 

practicing speaking by playing games in class. In the first two weeks of the first month, there 

is an introduction section in each lesson. The teacher will give students a general idea about 

how to use Once Upon a Time to tell stories collaboratively and how to use ThumbScribes as 

their online writing community. Students will play the game in class and recap the story after 

class on ThumbScribes. In the last two weeks of the first month, as the students get familiar 

with these two tools, the teacher will replace the introduction section with feedback section in 

each lesson. The teacher will give students feedback on their storytelling and writing in the 
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past two weeks. And students have another homework in these two weeks: they will make 

new game cards based on the new words they have learned outside this class. The new cards 

will help students learn by following their own interests and to apply new vocabulary in 

authentic contexts.!

In the second month, students will have more intensive speaking and writing practice 

and focus more on writing. Two weeks are combined as one unit. Therefore, there are two 

units in total in the second month. In the first week of each unit, students will play games in 

class and write sequels of their stories on ThumbScribes after class. In the following week, 

students will present their sequels as a group. Therefore, they have a chance to revisit what 

they have learned in the game playing section as well as their written sequels online. In this 

way, they can enhance the vocabulary and grammar they learned when they present their 

stories in the games. !

After students have accumulated enough speaking and writing experiences, in the 

third month, they will integrate writing and speaking together in real context. Students will 

choose their favorite sequel and revise it into a play. In the first three weeks of the third 

month, students will rehearse their plays and get feedback and support from teacher during 

the rehearsal. In the last week of the semester, students will perform their plays to their 

classmates. If possible, they will perform their plays to the whole school.!

Details of Learning Activities!

Learn new words! 1. Students look up the new words from the game cards in a 
dictionary.!
2. Students write down their own vocabulary list on a 
notebook.!

Recap stories! 1. Each student writes a recap of the story formed during the 
game by their group (Each student needs to write a full recap 
rather than one recap for the whole group so that they can 
practice summary skills).!
2. Teacher and other students will give him/her feedback and 
comments.!



COLLABORATIVE STORYTELLING FOR CHINESE EFL LEARNERS   27 

Write sequels of stories! 1. Each student writes at least 2 paragraphs. !
2. Students must use all the new words learned during the 
game.!
3. Each student also needs to “suggest edit” at least 3 
paragraphs outside his/her own group, focusing on grammatical 
errors and the usage of words, sentences, etc. !
4. Later on after all the sequels are finished, the teacher can use 
the “suggest edit” tool to check the grammatical errors of 
students’ stories. !
5. Students can “like” the stories and upvote the paragraphs 
(Avoid down voting).!
Figure 2 Details of Learning Activities!

4.3 Curriculum details !

4.3.1 Learning objectives of the Curriculum !

The learning objectives of the curriculum are:!

1.! Students can use given words to promptly speak complete, correct and meaningful 

sentences; 

2.! Students can summarize and paraphrase a story in written form; 

3.! Students understand how to develop a story and can write cohesive stories; 

4.! Students can self-study new words using dictionaries; 

5.! Students can apply new words in speaking and writing; 

6.! Students can collaborate with others and know how to prioritize tasks. 

7.! Students learn to act out a story with role-play.   

4.3.2 List of Specific Skills !

The specific skills students will learn are:!

1.        English Speaking skills:!

a)       Pronunciation is relatively correct;!

b)       Language use: be able to use basic language structure; use relatively 

appropriate vocabulary;!
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c)       Topic development: cohesive and coherent; be able to organize sentences 

logically.!

2.        English Writing skills:!

a)       Be able to organize paragraphs logically with appropriate transition words;!

b)       Appropriate use of vocabulary and grammar;!

c)       Basic storytelling skills (cohesive development of story).!

3.        English Listening skills:!

a)       Listening for basic comprehension (comprehend the main idea, major points, 

and important details related to the main idea);!

b)       Listening for pragmatic understanding;!

c)       Connecting and synthesizing information.!

4.        Vocabulary skills:!

a)       Be able to look up new words and pronounce them according to phonetic 

symbols;!

b)       Be able to infer the meaning of words within context.!

5.        Soft skills:!

a)  Time management skills;!

b)  Communications skills;!

c) Collaboration skills.!

4.3.3 Linking Skills to Specific Learning Objectives !

The improvement of students’ English speaking skills and writing skills are critical to 

meet the learning objectives. Objective 1 requires good language use and topic development 

in speaking skills. Objective 2 and 3 both require good command of writing skills. Objective 

3 requires vocabulary skills and objective 4 requires a combination of speaking, writing and 

vocabulary skills. Objective 5 is tied with time management and communication skills. 
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Objective 6 requires a comprehensive usage of all the English skills mentioned above, as well 

as some performing skills, art skills and even crafting skills, which are beyond the scope of 

this curriculum.!

4.4 Implementation!

 There are two challenges to implement this lesson plan in high schools in China. 

Firstly, students may have technical problems. For example, they are not very good at typing, 

or they are not familiar with online writing. Secondly, students may not be confident enough 

to speak. However, considering that most high school students in China have taken computer 

science classes before and there are warm-up lessons in the first month, which will help 

students get familiar with ThumbScribes and Once Upon a Time, we assume that students can 

overcome these two challenges in the first month and become fully engaged in the following 

lessons. !

4.4.1 Activities in Each Lesson to Obtain Each Skill!

Generally speaking, students obtain English speaking skills while they are playing the 

game and presenting their stories, and obtain English writing skills while they are writing 

recaps and sequels of stories online. Students can accumulate and improve their vocabulary 

during the whole lesson. They learn new words and apply these new words in certain contexts 

when playing games or writing online. Students need to play and learn as a group, they will 

share, communicate and negotiate with teammates, so they also acquire time management 

skills and communication skills during this process.!

Here is a detailed analysis on what skills students can obtain when doing different 

learning activities:!

Skills! Learning Activities!

English 
Speaking Skills!

Pronunciation ! Playing Once Upon a Time;!
Learning new words;!
Presenting stories.!

Language use: be able to use basic Playing Once Upon a Time;!
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language structure; use relatively 
appropriate vocabulary;!

Learning new words;!
Presenting stories.!

Topic development: cohesive and 
coherent; be able to organize sentences 
logically.!

Playing Once Upon a Time!

English Writing 
Skills!

Be able to organize paragraphs 
logically with appropriate transition 
words!

Recapping stories;!
Writing sequels of stories.!

Appropriate use of vocabulary and 
grammar;!

Recapping stories;!
Writing sequels of stories;!
Commenting other classmates’ 
sequels.!

Basic storytelling skills (cohesive 
development of story).!

Playing Once Upon a Time;!
Writing sequels of stories;!
Revising sequels to plays.!
!

English 
Listening Skills!

Listening for basic comprehension 
(comprehend the main idea, major 
points, and important details related to 
the main idea)   !

Playing Once Upon a Time;!
Presenting stories.!

Listening for pragmatic understanding!

Connecting and synthesizing 
information!

Vocabulary 
Skills!

 Be able to look up new words and 
pronounce them according to phonetic 
symbols!

Learning new words;!
Making new game cards.!

Be able to infer the meaning of words 
within context.!

Playing Once Upon a Time!

Soft Skills! Time Management Skills! All learning activities in the 
lesson!

Communication Skills!

Collaboration Skills!

Figure 4 Relations between Activities and Target Skills!

4.4.2 The Role of the Technological Tools in the Curriculum !

ThumbScribes is an online writing community. It provides a collaborative online 

environment for students and teacher, and also helps students build their sense of belonging. 

When students write sequels of their stories as a group, they will work on the same story 

together, and each student will contribute at lease two paragraphs. Students will also read and 

comment each others’ sequels, which means that they can learn from each other, give 

feedback to each other, and construct their knowledge together on ThumbScribes. The online 
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writing activities improve the connection and interaction among students and teacher. 

Students not only get personal improvement, but also share the final outcome as a group. 

Therefore, ThumbScribes provides students a collaborative learning space outside of 

classroom.!

ThumbScribes also severs as an evaluation tool in this lesson. Firstly, students can get 

feedback and comments from the teacher and other classmates. These feedback and 

comments are formative evaluation for a student. Students keep getting feedback and 

comments while they write new sequels each week, thus they can know what they need to 

correct, improve and modify in their learning process. For example, the teacher or classmates 

can use the “suggest edit” function to correct the grammar mistakes in a paragraph, and 

student who gets this “suggest edit” can directly see what is changed in this paragraph. 

Secondly, ThumbScribes could record student’s learning process for the whole semester. At 

the end of this lesson, when the students look back at all their writing in ThumbScribes, they 

could easily see their progress and do self-assessment.!

Another tool used in this lesson is the card-game, Once Upon a Time. Once Upon a 

Time provides students a setting where they can practice speaking/listening skills and apply 

new vocabulary in authentic contexts without too much pressure. In this game, students get 

rid of boring speaking topics as those in traditional EFL lessons, and are more motivated to 

get involved in English speaking and writing. In addition, students can learn new words 

through applying them in real context, instead of only remembering the spelling of new 

words.!

4.5 Evaluation !

In traditional Chinese classrooms, students are often evaluated using summative 

assessment, such as final exams. However, summative assessment often serves as a grading 

tool rather than a tool for both teachers and students to adjust their teaching and learning. On 
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the contrary, formative assessment not only help teachers frequently adjust their teaching 

strategies, but also allows students to monitor and improve their own learning. In addition, 

“feedback is fundamental to learning, but opportunities to receive it are often scarce in 

classrooms” (Pollard, 1996, p. 192). Thus, it is important to use formative assessment as a 

way of evaluating students’ learning and providing frequent feedback for students.  !

In our curriculum, we used various formative assessment approaches including 

teachers’ feedback, self-assessment, and peer assessment. In addition, we used one 

performance task at the end of the curriculum as an opportunity for students to further 

integrate all the skills acquired and for the teachers to evaluate students’ learning.  As for the 

teacher feedback, the teacher will address common mistakes he/she find during playing the 

game and online writing. In addition, the teacher will provide personalized feedback for 

students’ written assignment on ThumbScribes. As for the self-assessment, students will 

constantly evaluate their performance after playing the game, reading other students’ 

feedback and comments. As for the peer assessment, which has been shown in many studies 

“to result in accurate feedback for the learner and a valuable learning experience for the 

grader”, students, will provide feedback and comments for each other’s posts, presentation 

and final play. As for the performance task, students will be evaluated based on the rubric 

depicted below. !

Criteria! Poor  0 pts! Fair  1 pts! Good  3 pts! Excellent  5 pts!

Clarity! Speech was 
awkward and 
incomprehensible 
at all times.!

Speech was 
awkward and 
incomprehensibl
e to understand 
some of the 
time.!

Speech was 
awkward at times 
but always 
understandable. !

Speech was 
clear and 
comprehensible 
at all times. !

Pronun-
ciation!

Student's 
pronunciation was 
incomprehensible. !

Student's 
pronunciation 
made 

Student's 
pronunciation was 
understandable 

Student's 
pronunciation 
was like a native 
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understanding 
difficult. !

with some error. ! speaker. !

Fluency! Student was 
unable to speak 
during the role 
play. !

Student showed 
great difficulty 
in performing 
the role play, but 
was able to 
complete the 
task. !

Students was able 
to perform the 
role play with 
little difficulty. !

Students were 
able to perform 
the role play 
clearly with no 
difficulty. !

Compre
hension!

Student was 
unable to follow 
cues, requiring a 
lot of repetition 
and help from 
partner/teacher. !

The student was 
able to follow 
cues but needed 
some help from 
their 
partner/teacher.!

The student 
understood the 
cues and 
responses 
required of her 
almost all the 
time. Able to self-
correct. !

The student 
fully understood 
the cues and 
responses 
required for the 
role play. !

Tone 
and 
Intona-
tion!

Student lacked 
tone and 
intonation 
completely. 
Speech was 
robotic and 
monotonous, 
showing no 
emotion or 
inflection at all. !

Student showed 
little change in 
tone and 
intonation. 
Speech was 
slightly robotic, 
showing very 
little emotion or 
inflection. !

Student showed 
good use of tone 
and intonation, 
however, the tone 
or intonation was 
inappropriate for 
the context at 
times. !

Student showed 
excellent use of 
tone and 
intonation. Both 
tone and 
intonation were 
appropriate for 
the context of 
the role play. !

Content 
(Script 
writing)!

Script was 
disjointed in 
content. Many 
grammar mistakes 
and inappropriate 
use of words. !

Script was 
slightly 
disjointed in 
content. Some, 
but not much 
grammar 
mistakes and 
inappropriate use 
of words .!

Script was 
cohesive: good 
use of target 
language. Minor 
deficiencies of 
grammar and 
choices of words.  !

Script was 
cohesive: Very 
little grammar 
mistakes and 
good choice  of 
words.  !

!
Figure 5 Performance Task Rubrics !

!
4.5.1 Measurement/Evaluation of Students’ Learning of Each Skill !

 Below is the detailed description of the assessment of each skill in our curriculum. !
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Skills! Assessment methods!

English 
Speaking Skills!

Pronunciation ! Self-assessment !
Peer-assessment!
Teacher feedback!
Performance task (critiera 1& 
2)!

Language use: be able to use basic 
language structure; use relatively 
appropriate vocabulary;!

Self-assessment !
Teacher feedback!
Performance task (critiera 6)!

Topic development: cohesive and 
coherent; be able to organize sentences 
logically.!

Self-assessment !
Teacher feedback!
Performance task (critiera 
1,3,4 & 6)!

English Writing 
Skills!

Be able to organize paragraphs 
logically with appropriate transition 
words!

Self-assessment !
Peer-assessment!
Teacher feedback!
Performance task (critiera 6)!

Appropriate use of vocabulary and 
grammar;!

Self-assessment !
Peer-assessment!
Teacher feedback!
Performance task (critiera 6)!

Basic storytelling skills (cohesive 
development of story).!

Self-assessment !
Peer-assessment!
Teacher feedback!
Performance task (critiera 6)!

English 
Listening Skills!

Listening for basic comprehension 
(comprehend the main idea, major 
points, and important details related to 
the main idea)   !

Self-assessment !
Peer-assessment!
Teacher feedback!
Performance task (critiera 6)!

Listening for pragmatic understanding!

Connecting and synthesizing 
information!

Vocabulary 
Skills!

Be able to look up new words and 
pronounce them according to phonetic 
symbols!

Self-assessment !
Peer-assessment!
Teacher feedback!
Performance task (critiera 6)!

Be able to infer the meaning of words 
within context.!

Self-assessment !
Peer-assessment!
Teacher feedback!
Performance task (critiera 6)!

Soft Skills! Time Management Skills! Self-assessment !
Teacher feedback!

Communication Skills! Self-assessment !
Teacher feedback!

Collaboration Skills! Self-assessment !
Peer-assessment!
Teacher feedback!



COLLABORATIVE STORYTELLING FOR CHINESE EFL LEARNERS   35 

Figure 6 Assessment of Each Skill!

4.5.2 The role of the technological tool in evaluating student learning!

ThumbScribes also severs as an evaluation tool in this lesson. First, it has functions, 

such as “suggest edit”, to support students in providing feedback for each other which is a 

form of peer assessment. Second, it has functions, such as inbox and messaging, which makes 

it easy for teachers to provide teacher feedback privately and individually. Third, it can 

document students’ learning process which supports students’ self-evaluation. !

 

Conclusion!

5. 1 Summarization !

Through a whole semester of research, design and iteration of the curriculum, our group 

gained more experiences and perspectives in terms of instructional design. First, we learnt 

how to develop a comprehensive curriculum and continually iterate on it. Through three 

assignments and the final paper, our boundaries were pushed and we were prompted to think 

more critically and deeply about our design rationale. For example, although the main 

framework of our curriculum was developed in Assignment A, we later on discovered 

through peer feedback that it was too short (only one lesson) for students to meet all the 

learning goals. Therefore, we iterate the design and changed it to be a semester long 

curriculum. Our feedback and assessment part was weak at the beginning too, so we added a 

comprehensive scoring rubric in the final paper.!

Second, we learnt to evaluate peer feedback and incorporated them into our curriculum 

design. Peer feedback was valuable in that they gave us insight from different angles than 

ourselves. However, not every single feedback was helpful or made sense. Some of the 

questions were raised due to a misunderstanding of our design while some are not very 

instrumental. From Assignment C, we were asked to write about the process we gave 
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feedback and how we incorporated feedback. We had to evaluate the feedback and decided 

how to incorporate them. It turned out that the useful feedback served more as a source of 

inspiration rather than an implementation guide we took. For example, Connie once 

suggested that we have more scaffolding to introduce the game and she gave us a detailed 

plan. Although we appreciated such a detailed feedback, considering the actual game rules, 

the plan was not very applicable. We realized the problem of lack of scaffolding, so we 

eventually changed the curriculum to be a semester long and differentiated the focus of each 

month to give more scaffolding.!

5.2 Challenges and Unfinished Issues!

The first challenge for this curriculum was that we had to choose the tool first and 

then designed the curriculum where the tool would be used. We designed the curriculum to 

cater to the functions and features of this tool. But in real world settings, an instructional 

designer will analyze the potential problems and define learning objectives first, and then 

chooses appropriate tools based on the objectives, learner’s needs and learning environment.!

Another challenge is how to implement this curriculum successfully in China. Firstly, 

some Chinese high school students are really bad at collaboration because of the 

examination-oriented education. Therefore, it takes time to motivate all the students to get 

engaged in the storytelling and writing. Besides, it needs the support from the whole school if 

students act out the play they revised to the school. The students need a platform to perform 

and also need feedback from the whole school. Last but not least, the teacher needs to change 

his/her role from a lecturer in the traditional Chinese class to a facilitator in this curriculum. 

Most teachers in China are not familiar with game-based learning, thus they need to change 

their communication and teaching method to support and guide students to play the game. !

5.3 Areas for Improvement !
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 In addition to the current curriculum design, we’ve also identified several aspects 

which can be strengthened in the future iteration. First, in terms of the current digital tool (i.e. 

ThumbScribes) used in the curriculum, we still think there are areas to be improved, such as 

adding the comment function and allowing for flexible words limitation. Currently, 

ThumbScribes only has the “suggest edit” function to provide feedback for each other’s 

grammar mistakes. However, we would like students to also write brief comments to provide 

constructive feedback instead of simple grammar corrections. Furthermore, teachers also 

need to provide feedback for each student. For now, we can ask students to write a new 

paragraph under each other’s post to provide feedback, but it will be ideal to have a comment 

function which can be easily differentiated from written tasks. In addition, the longest post 

each student can make is 300 words, whereas the written task of recap and sequels can easily 

exceed this word limitation. Thus, it will be ideal for the users to choose whatever word 

limitation they would like to set, otherwise students need to create two accounts to finish their 

tasks which can be a waste of time.  !

 Second, as we have mentioned in assignment A, it will be ideal if video recording can 

be provided in normal classes, so that both teachers and students can watch their performance. 

Although we understand that being recorded might cause students’ stress and teachers might 

not have enough time after the class to re-watch students’ videos. However, we still think it is 

very useful for teachers to monitor students progress and summarize students’ common 

mistakes. In addition, students can re-watch their performance to reflect and improve their 

own performance. After students are familiar with the games, we assumed that students will 

be comfortable with the video recording. Even though teachers might not have time to watch 

all the videos, it can be served as a documentation tool and can be used whenever teachers 

have free time or need to diagnose problems of specific students. !
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 Third, the current frequency for our game-based learning is only once a week based 

on the consideration that both teachers and students need time to experience the benefits of 

game-based learning and get used to new ways of teaching and learning. However, after 

implementing this curriculum, we would love to see teachers using similar game-based 

approach into their regular classes more often, and even in subjects other than language 

learning. To facilitate and support game-based learning, it will also be ideal for more teachers 

to be present in one class or to have smaller size classes.  
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Appendix of Materials!

1.! Example of students’ recap and feedback as well as teacher’s 

feedbackhttp://scrib.es/AZ9GE 

2.! Example of students’ sequels and feedback as well as  teacher’s 

feedbackhttp://scrib.es/RPNGA 

3.! Once Upon a Time, rule book 
http://www.atlas-games.com/pdf_storage/ouat_rulebook.pdfhttp://www.atlas9
games.com/pdf_storage/ouat_rulebook.pdf 
http://www.atlas9games.com/pdf_storage/ouat_rulebook.pdf!

4.! Once Upon a Time, collaborative storytelling board game rules and gameplay video 
http://youtu.be/1vbA7Bk6-pI 


