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Motivation and Theory 

For English as Second Language (ESL) learners, writing skill is a vital part of their 

English language skills. However, a lot of writing classes we have experienced as ESL 

learners consisted of drills and teacher-graded papers, and were restricted to certain formats 

and topics; learners were not able to follow their interests and write what they wanted. But 

one of our team members (Linying) had been inspired in high school from fanfictions, which 

took her English language learning to a next level. From reading and translating fanfictions, 

she was able to see how the language was used in a real context. Because of her interest in 

the topic domain, she was highly motivated to engage in a deeper level of learning, such as 

referring to and keeping record of new words, learning how different words were used in 

different contexts, etc. Although the results of such learning weren’t necessarily reflected in 

tests, she demonstrated a stronger mastery in real-life language usage, rather than just being 

able to perform well on artificial classroom assessments. Reflecting on such experiences, we 

want to design an educational intervention in which ESL learners can be inspired by their 

topics of interest, and engage in a deeper level of learning without an explicit expert model of 

“good or bad”, or any explicit teaching materials telling them what grammar they should use, 

what structures they need to follow, or what format works best. 

The main theoretical foundation supporting our design follows two branches of thought: 

the allied theories of constructivism and constructionism as well as situated cognition and 

communities of practice. Because we were so inspired by self-motivated and self-directed 

learning, based in personally meaningful real-world contexts, we immediately connected our 
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design to Papert’s introduction to his seminal book, Mindstorms, where he wrote of his own 

inspiration and motivation to learn about the inner workings of gears (1980). Papert’s 

constructionist ideals, within a constructivist learning theory, suggest that learning best 

occurs when the learner is responsible for constructing their own knowledge through the 

tangible manipulation of objects-to-think-with (1980; Holbert & Wilensky, in review). 

Instead of relying on an expert model provided by, say, an English language teacher, the 

learner develops their knowledge by encountering and reflecting on new information in 

relation to their own experiences; the learner crafts a mental model in the moment. There is 

no need to be right “the first time,” because a learner is motivated to grow and improve 

through tinkering and reflection. New knowledge constructs are built alongside tangible 

artifacts, and each is edited in real time based on a dynamically shifting needs. Because this 

theory is learner-centered, personal choice and motivation are central to constructivist 

learning theory, as is a meaningful and real learning context (Piaget, 1977). This is a 

characteristic constructivism shares with situated cognition: learning happens in context. 

Wenger and Lave’s theories of situated cognition and, in particular, communities of practice, 

gave us a blueprint for developing an object-to-think-with that is dynamically social (1991; 

Wenger, 1998; Thomas, 2005). Feedback from others helps you learn directly by making 

changes based on the critiques and suggestions of others, but more importantly it helps a 

learner reflect on their own practice by putting an emphasis on tailoring your work to fit 

within a larger context (Piaget, 1977). A situated object-to-think-with offers a 

learner-centered workspace placed squarely in the tangible, meaningful real world. 
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Overview of the Design 

StoryTree is a website for English as Second Language (ESL) learners to collaboratively 

write fan fictions in a relay writing fashion to help them improve writing, literacy, and 

narrative skills (Yi, 2008). Users begin writing a fanfiction by choosing a topic 

(fiction/comic/movie, etc.) of their interest, such as Harry Potter, The Lord of the Rings, or 

The Song of Ice and Fire, or can provide a new topic if it doesn’t already exist in the website. 

Like other fanfiction sites, users write the fanfiction based on some background, characters, 

or plots of the original work, but can have the freedom to alter or add new characters and plot. 

However, the main factor, which differentiates StoryTree from other fanfiction sites, is its 

collaboration. Since the main purpose of StoryTree is not to explicitly teach English grammar 

or writing skills, but to foster improvement through constructivist learning, the activity of 

writing fanfiction on StoryTree is not solo but in the form of relay writing. The user who 

starts a new story writes the first few paragraphs, and then other users can jump in to 

continue writing other paragraphs. StoryTree will match users with stories based on their 

interest. Also, the relay writing is not solely linear, so users can continue the story after any 

paragraphs they like, thus creating many versions of the same story, just like tree branches. 

Figure 1 shows the landing page of StoryTree, where popular stories are beautifully displayed 

as trees, with branches indicating different versions of the story and leaves representing users 

who contributed to the stories. If the story gets too complicated, users can zoom in to see 

detailed “branches.” Users can select different categories to see popular stories in each 

category, and create a new story by clicking the “Create New Story” button.  
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The design of StoryTree takes into consideration the support for ESL learners. First, 

users can mark up others’ writing where they feel needs improvement (such as grammatical 

errors) and suggest corrections. Second, when users write stories, there will be a built-in 

dictionary to help them search for words to best express their ideas, and the dictionary will 

not only return common definition but also examples from other users’ stories, thus providing 

real vocabulary usage in context. Third, beginners who are not so confident in their writing 

can choose to indicate their stories to be “Beginner” level or choose to only work with 

beginners to continue writing the story. Apart from that, there’s no level system based on the 

English level of users to differentiate users because StoryTree aims to create a “community 

of practice” where users write stories together because of common interest and passion, 

Figure 1 
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rather than their skill levels (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Thomas, 2005).  

 

 When users start a new story, they are planting a new seed of StoryTree (Figure 2). 

Because StoryTree aims to provide a highly open environment to allow users to create stories 

based on their interest rather than skill levels, it gives users ample choices in the following 

aspects: First, users can choose from a variety of topics which their fanfictions will be based 

on.  They set up a context based on their own interests, like theme, characters, background, 

and media resources. If the topics don’t exist, they can provide links or materials to create a 

new topic. Second, StoryTree provides three modes for writing a story to meet the needs of 

different users. The default mode is the “open” mode where everyone can read and contribute 

in. For those who self-identify as beginners, they can choose to indicate the story to be in the 

“beginner” mode so that they can only work with beginners. Otherwise everyone, no matter 

their English writing abilities, can contribute to writing the story, thus creating a “Community 

of Practice” where users learn from peers, rather than experts or teachers (Wenger, 1998; 

Figure 2 
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Lave & Wenger, 1991). For users who have a preference of who they want to work with, they 

can choose the “private” mode so that other users won’t be able to add on the story, but only 

read and comment on it.  

 

 After setting up the context for the story, users will click “Start” to enter the editing page. 

(Figure 3) Apart from the common text-editing tools, StoryTree also provides special tools to 

help ESL learners with writing, vocabulary, and grammar. For example, when users are not 

sure which word will be the most appropriate to use, they can use the “words” tool to search 

for it, and the result will not only show the basic definition, but also antonyms and synonyms, 

as well as the real usage examples in other stories, thus enabling them to link the vocabulary 

in multiple contexts. Similarly, users can also click the “grammar” button to refer to a built-in 

grammar guide, or ask questions about certain grammar rules, such as tense or sentence 

pattern, and they will see how such grammar is being used in different stories. Also there is a 

“correct” tool to automatically check the spelling. When the user is satisfied, he/she can 

Figure 3 
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publish the story segment and it will be displayed as a story tree (Figure 4), and he/she can 

await feedback from other users. Because the user is not the sole author, the story becomes 

unpredictable, and requires the user to constantly adjust his/her expectations. Though the user 

may not know ahead of time what grammar or narrative rules they need improvement on, the 

social system provides dynamic, in-the-moment feedback for the user. 

 

Our design embraces the flexibility and dynamism of the tinkering mentality at the heart 

of constructionism (Papert, 1980). It also creates a low-risk but meaningful and context-based 

arena for an English language learner to tinker and improve their writing skills because users 

write stories about topics or characters they share an interest in. They do so by responding to 

each other’s narrative developments in two ways: 1) adding to the story and 2) interacting 

Figure 4 
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with the story that’s already there (Figure 4). When a new segment of the story is added by 

someone else, a user must critically reflect on what they’ve read. Because of its social aspect, 

the user is still a creator and still in control of their own choices, but they are asked to be 

more aware and observant of those choices and what those choices communicate. Though 

this collaborative process may not be how an individual normally writes, it creates a model 

for good writing because it simultaneously puts both planning and flexibility at the forefront 

of the user’s mind. Additionally, while adding a new segment of the story represents one way 

to respond to other authors, users can also directly interact with the work of others by 

suggesting edits, asking questions, or otherwise adding comments to previously submitted 

segments. In constructionist fashion, knowing that your work is going to be shared and exist 

in the real world gives you more motivation and focus when creating a new story segment 

(Papert, 1980; Piaget, 1977), but it also gives you a safety net because you know other users 

can offer supportive feedback on your writing. The writing process becomes a conversation, 

then, on two levels: each segment of the story speaks to and informs the others, and the 

authors themselves are encouraged to “pull back the curtain” on their writing and directly 

engage in reflection (with themselves and others) on their growth and challenges as an 

English writer.  

Conclusion 

Writing a story is a dynamic process. While there are specific rules of written English, 

there is no “right” way to craft a successful story, and any experienced writer knows that 

reflection and revision are fundamental and ongoing steps in perfecting a story. While a 
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learner may know the basics of grammar or spelling, the implementation of any rule is 

dependent on context: how one word relates to the next, or one sentence relates to the 

sentence that follows, and so on. Native English speakers become familiar with the natural 

cadences, rhythms, and other contextual clues of written English early in life through 

constant practice and experience, but through our experience this comfortability is difficult 

for an early English as Second Language learner to develop. Constructivism gives us a 

framework for improving everyday English language usage because it is a learning theory 

based on experience and reflection (Papert, 1980). When an English language learner is asked 

to read or write something new, they must take what they already know and add to it, using 

generalized rules and applying them to specific situations in a way that makes sense. 

Constructivism argues that the learner ought to be the creator, increasing their abilities as 

they reflect on new information and make critical choices about what to do with that 

information (Piaget, 1977). The related theory of constructionism provides a tangible 

objective for this process because it stresses the importance of learning-by-making in the real 

world, as well as developing meaningful artifacts of learning (Papert, 1980). A story is a 

meaningful artifact because it is developed out of personal connection and motivation, and 

like any effective constructionist object, a good story is a product of tinkering, trial-and-error, 

and practice. As the story evolves during the writing process, the writer learns—not just 

about what to do next in the story but about writing itself. 
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