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Abstract

In the digital wilds, thriving storytelling practices (often in transcultural and
multilingual contexts) share with Maker culture a belief in learning through
doing, bricolage, collaboration, and playfulness. Key examples are fanfiction,
a form of creative writing that transforms popular media in some way, and
interactive fiction, a form of nonlinear narrative that verges on the world of
gaming. This paper documents a pedagogical intervention carried out within the
FanTALES project, which leverages creative writing and meaning-making prac-
tices from the digital wilds, in order to develop teaching and learning activities
that engage secondary school learners in the writing of multilingual interactive
fanfiction. Adolescent learners of English as a foreign language (N=21) wrote
multilingual interactive fanfiction based on the digital game series Assassin’s
Creed. Qualitative content analysis of focus groups with these learners suggests
that they experienced intrinsic motivation and developed skills in language and
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storytelling as well as transversal competences. They also dealt with a lowered
sense of autonomy due to the open-endedness of the tasks, and struggled with a
lack of sufficient knowledge about storytelling practices and the source text, as
well as with project management. Potential improvements for the pedagogical
implementation include more scaffolding of the tasks, and better integration with
curriculum and assessment.

KEYWORDS:FANFICTION, INTERACTIVE FICTION, MULTILINGUALISM, COLLABORA-
TIVE WRITING, MAKER CULTURE, MULTILITERACIES.

Introduction

New literacy practices are thriving in the digital wilds, namely, informal online
spaces, communities, and networks that are independent of formal educa-
tional contexts (Sauro & Zourou, 2019). In these spaces, language users are
collaboratively telling, performing, discussing, and transforming new sorts
of stories, often in transcultural and multilingual contexts. Key examples of
such technology-mediated and participatory storytelling practices are fanfic-
tion writing and the creation of interactive fiction (IF). They share with Maker
culture a do-it-yourself ethos, bricolage, and playfulness, among other charac-
teristics, and can, like Maker culture, be approached through the theoretical
lenses of constructionism and multiliteracies for studying learning processes.
While empirical evidence is emerging on the benefits of these storytelling
practices for informal language learning, relatively little work has been done
to document their pedagogical implementation in more institutionalized,
formal learning contexts, especially in secondary schools, and in particular
in interdisciplinary projects.

This contribution therefore documents a pedagogical intervention that was
carried out within the FanTALES project (www.fantales.eu), which focuses
on transformative digital storytelling in the language classroom. It leverages
creative writing and meaning-making practices from the digital wilds, in order
to develop teaching and learning activities that engage secondary school learn-
ers in the creation of multilingual interactive fanfiction. The project aims to
bridge the learning of language and culture in the foreign or second language
(L2) classroom with what happens in online communities for storytelling,
building on earlier work (e.g., Sauro & Sundmark, 2016) that demonstrated the
benefits of fanfiction writing for language and literary learning in instructed
contexts. Its understanding of storytelling also draws on the concept of pluri-
lingual competencies put forward in the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001, 2018a): “a communicative
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competence to which all knowledge and experience of language contributes
and in which languages interrelate and interact” (Council of Europe, 2001, p.
4)'. Individuals who engage in multilingual storytelling—be it “in the wild”
or in the classroom—draw on the plurilingual competencies of “building on
plurilingual repertoire” (Council of Europe, 2018a, pp. 1571f.). Multilingual
storytelling, which draws on multiple languages for meaning-making, can
therefore be considered a multiliteracies practice (New London Group, 1996;
see also “Multilingual Participatory Storytelling Practices in the Digital Wilds,
and their Relevance for Language Learning” below).

The current manuscript maps the benefits and challenges associated with
implementing a fanfiction-based multilingual IF project in a secondary school
classroom in Belgium. It aims to show how transformative creative writing
can reflect the power of the Maker movement in language education, and that
“there is always an option” (in the words of one of the participating students)
for learners to express their creativity and meet task demands in an otherwise
challenging and open-ended project.

In what follows, we first introduce Maker culture with respect to multi-
lingual digital storytelling, and then discuss fanfiction, IF, and multilingual
storytelling as played out in the digital wilds, their potential for L2 learning,
and the practices that they share with Maker culture. Next, we report on their
process of implementation in an integrated creative writing project, and on the
analysis of focus groups with learners at the end of the project. We conclude
with implications for practice, in particular with potential improvements to
the pedagogical approach.

Background Literature

Maker Culture and its Relevance for Multilingual Digital
Storytelling

Maker culture refers to communities of people who collectively engage in the
creation of artifacts in physical and/or online spaces for playful and useful
ends, often with a view to learning new sKkills informally, and share their prod-
ucts and processes with others (Halverson & Peppler, 2018; Martin, 2015).
The artifacts created in Maker spaces can be material (e.g., woodworking),
digital (e.g., computer programs), or a combination of physical and digital
(e.g., robotics). Maker culture is typified by a do-it-yourself ethos (driven by
the idea that one can learn anything), interdisciplinary participation, and a
playful and failure-positive mindset, and it is often catalyzed by the use of new
production technologies (such as 3D printers and single-board computers).
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In the last decade, the Maker movement has attracted burgeoning interest
from the learning sciences. This interest takes a threefold perspective that is
equally relevant to research on multilingual storytelling practices in the digital
wilds: a theoretical perspective, a focus on the design of learning environ-
ments (in particular on linking formal and informal learning), and a focus on
identity. First, Maker culture is seen as contributing to theory about learning,
typically serving “as a bridging construct among theories of learning that do
not always communicate with one another” (Halverson & Peppler, 2018, p. 291).
Maker culture is primarily approached through the lens of constructionism,
but is complemented by ideas such as embodied and distributed cognition, as
well as a multiliteracies approach to learning (New London Group, 1996)—the
latter being of primary relevance to multilingual creative writing (see end of
this section). Moreover, as a form of learning that is primarily driven by interest
and playfulness rather than by a separable consequence such as obtaining a
grade or formal degree, Making also connects to theories of intrinsic motiva-
tion, such as self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000). This aspect is
also present in fanfiction and in the literature on game-based learning, with
which research on IF largely interacts.

Second, the Maker movement holds promise for the design of learning
environments, in particular, “to rethink the disconnect between learning in
and out of schools” (Halverson & Peppler, 2018, p. 285). This orientation is
equally inherent in a great deal of recent research on computer-assisted lan-
guage learning (CALL) that explores the value of vernacular technologies and
texts, as well as informal and out-of-class learning for the language classroom
(e.g., Thorne & Reinhardt, 2008).

Third, and relevant for how (multilingual) storytelling allows for identity
creation and negotiation (see “Multilingual Participatory Storytelling Prac-
tices in the Digital Wilds, and their Relevance for Language Learning” below),
learning scientists have been drawn to conceptualizing the identity of Makers.
This entails studying how Maker identity can be defined through a set of core
dispositions such as self-determination and resourcefulness that result from
learning collaboratively, and examining how participation in Maker spaces
can be broadened, recognizing that key strands of the Maker movement have
been dominated by white males (Halverson & Peppler, 2018).

While the Maker movement is typically associated with Science, Technol-
ogy, Energy, and Maths (STEM) disciplines, language skills can also connect
to it. Learning scientists have observed that “writing can also be considered a
form of making [...] and the composition process is closely associated with a
multiliteracies perspective on learning” (Halverson & Peppler, 2018, p. 289).
This applies in particular to creative writing, where the act of writing involves
the creation of meaning—or its reinterpretation and recreation, in the case of
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creative writing that is explicitly transformative such as fanfiction: “under-
standing the process of learning to make, then, is not too different from under-
standing the process of learning to write, or any other creatively interpretive
act, such as generating a novel or a creative read’ of a canonical work” (Hal-
verson & Peppler, 2018, p. 289). Writing, like other forms of Making, can draw
on a wide range of resources, both linguistic and non-linguistic. The role of full
and creative use of individual and societal linguistic resources (such as different
languages, dialects, and registers) becomes especially visible in multilingual
storytelling. The New London Group argued that, “when learners juxtapose
different languages, discourses, styles and approaches, they gain substantively
in meta-cognitive and meta-linguistic abilities and in their ability to reflect
critically on complex systems and their interactions” (1996, p. 69).

Multilingual Participatory Storytelling Practices in the Digital
Wilds, and their Relevance for Language Learning

Fanfiction can be defined as a form of creative writing that transforms popular
media in some way (Duffett, 2013), often as a means for fans to further engage
with, revise, or critique the media they are fans of (Sauro, 2020). The visibil-
ity and prevalence of fanfiction have increased alongside the growth of the
Internet and Web 2.0 technologies, which have supported the development of
international online fandoms and fan communities. These include fanfiction
communities, discussion forums, and archives associated with a single source
text, for example, the FictionAlley archives and forums for Harry Potter fan-
fiction (established in 2001), as well as multifandom communities such as the
fanfiction archives Fanfiction.net (established in 1998) or Archive of Our Own
(AO3), established in 2008 in response to legal threats to smaller fan archives
(Sauro, 2017). Fan communities also maintain wiki sites that document the lore
of source texts and organize writing challenges in which participants develop
stories in response to specific prompts or formats.

Online communities of practice (i.e., networks of people who share exper-
tise, values, and attitudes typically in the pursuit of a common goal) dedicated
to fanfiction provide affordances for engaging in informal language learning
(Sauro, 2020), in particular for the development of reading and writing skills
among L2 learners of English who engage in extensive reading and writing
of fanfiction in English (e.g., see Black, 2006). Further, fans who engage in
fanfiction writing challenges have been found to develop sophisticated literary
techniques and intertextual skills (see, for example, Curwood, 2013).

Another form of storytelling that materializes in the digital wilds is IF, a
sort of nonlinear narrative that verges on the world of gaming. The oldest and
perhaps best-known type of IF comprises textual artifacts, where the reader
interacts with a simulated and rule-structured world by typing commands that
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are processed by a parser, unfolding a narrative that is typically influenced by
the reader’s decisions and in which the reader usually performs the identity of
a fictitious character (Montfort, 2011). More recently, IF has become a catch-all
term to refer to various kinds of interactive narrative that respond to reader
input, including genres where visible choices that can be clicked on in the text
are the primary means for interaction, such as choose-your-own-adventure
style digital stories, hypertext fiction, interactive film, and even interactive
audiobooks (FanTALES, 2019). When IF largely lost its commercial viability
in the 1990s due to the rise of affordable multimedia video games and hard-
ware, a hobbyist culture emerged around IF that was mainly catalyzed by
online communities, freely available development tools maintained by these
communities, and online writing competitions. Nowadays, mobile platforms
for the publication of IF, a growing scene of “indie” (independent) developers,
and increasing academic interest have turned IF into a mature and innovative
field of practice and research, with dedicated conferences such as Adventu-
reX, Narrascope, and ICIDS (International Conference on Interactive Digital
Storytelling).

Interactive fiction has long been studied in CALL as a technology-mediated
means for practicing comprehension skills, lexical skills, or communicative
interaction, or for developing cultural knowledge of the L2 through simula-
tion and role play (Hubbard, 2002; Neville, Shelton, & McInnis, 2009; Pereira,
2014). A more recent research project demonstrated the value of IF as a spring-
board for creative writing (Lee, 2019). The teaching of digital fiction writing
is also making its way into courses on creative writing and game design at
the university level (see, for example, Skains, 2019). However, research on the
affordances of creating IF in interdisciplinary writing projects for L2 learning
is largely unexplored territory.

Fanfiction and IF share a culture where narrative can serve to celebrate
inclusiveness and critique dominant discourses through identity work and play,
for example, through multilingual storytelling. Digital texts and the online
communities in which they circulate provide many opportunities to use one’s
full repertoire of languages, to paint a community’s diverse linguistic land-
scape, and to question and form identities (e.g., Black, 2006; Leppédnen, 2007;
Thorne, Sauro, & Smith, 2015). Such multilingual practices in the digital wilds
are not limited to highly proficient language users. The internet is brimming
with multilingual niches; namely, spaces in which multilingual practices are
not only permitted, but socially and materially rewarded, and in which lan-
guage users at any language level can be “outsiders together” (Buendgens-Kos-
ten, 2016; Erard, 2012). Multilingual online storytelling, in particular, allows
language users great freedom to play with languages, to do identity-related
work, to question aspects of a source text that remain unexplored in more
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institutionalized or mainstream settings, and to use an additional language
as a plot device or to add humor.

For example, in a piece of Harry Potter fanfiction posted on AO3 “The
importance of knowing languages” (CaptainOf TheKryptonSpacemarines,
2018), Hermione, a female character from an English-speaking school (Hog-
warts) is romantically paired with Fleur, a female character from a French-
speaking school (Beauxbatons). Their use of French allows them to engage
in discourse that excludes monolingual English-speaking classmates from
comprehension, including Harry Potter himself. Due to the romantic nature
of the discourse, this leads to humorous situations relating to the clueless
Harry Potter and other classmates, but also to their feeling left out. Com-
ments from readers on AO3 reveal a similar sense of exclusion, with the author
replying, “That’s kinda the idea: To make you see how left out others are”
(CaptainOfTheKryptonSpacemarines, 2018), and to pique the readers’ desire
to become better at French, in order to fully understand what is going on.
This example shows that the purposeful use of multiple languages in a story
combined with the audience’s participation can achieve an effect both in the
story and in the reader’s mind, namely, that language can serve to form social
identities. Additionally, for L2 learners, the use of this narrative device in a
story that is predominantly written in their first language can create a strong
need to learn the L2.

An illustration of how multilingual IF can challenge dominant ways of
thinking is the award-winning indie IF game 80 Days (Inkle, 2014), based on
Jules Verne’s classic Le tour du monde en quatre-vingts jours. The massively
branching interactive narrative subverts colonial biases in the source text by
letting the reader play the role of the valet Passepartout, who decides how
the team circumnavigates the globe—the original story features the aristo-
crat Phileas Fogg as the protagonist—and how they interact with places and
characters that are neglected in Verne’s version. Moreover, in addition to his
francophone mother tongue and his L2 English (the main language of the
game), Passepartout is fluent in many languages through real-world experi-
ence, which often helps the duo to overcome obstacles during their adventures,
while Fogg’s knowledge of ancient Greek, likely acquired through traditional
schooling, appears ineffective when they pass through Greece (see Figure 1).
In playing the role of Passepartout and making choices that can affect the
course of events, the reader is not only witness to, but can actually participate
in a postcolonial critique of the classic adventure novel. In multilingual nar-
rative games like these, the readers’ agency (i.e., the sense that their actions
can make a difference in the game world) can invest them deeply in figuring
out the meaning and function of words and phrases in languages other than
the main language of the text, creating powerful conditions for L2 learning.
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Figure 1. Multilingual storytelling in 80 Days (© Inkle).

Common Practices between Maker Culture and Storytelling in
the Digital Wilds

The first section in the review of background literature discussed how crea-
tive writing can be considered a form of Making, and how digital storytelling
practices and the Maker movement can both be approached through con-
structionist and multiliteracies theories on learning. In addition, the online
cultures of fanfiction and IF can be put on a par with the Maker movement
in terms of mindset, as well as their use of community infrastructure and
dedicated production tools.

As for the similarities in mindset, digital spaces centered around fanfiction
and IF cultivate a do-it-yourself ethos—both communities welcome (semi-)
professional and hobbyist creative writers alike—and promote grassroots
innovation, interdisciplinary collaboration, and playfulness (for example,
through online challenges such as gift exchanges and writing competitions,
and through role play). Also, fanfiction, in particular, revolves around what
Lévi-Strauss coined bricolage—another concept key to Maker culture usually
referred to as tinkering (Martin, 2015)—in that fanfiction writers “fragment
texts and reassemble the broken shards according to their own blueprints,
salvaging bits and pieces of the found material in making sense of their own
social experience” (Jenkins, 1992, p. 26). To enable this, like Maker culture,
authors of fanfiction and IF typically publish their work according to models
of the copyleft movement, using licenses that permit easy reuse and remixing.

Further, while the activity of Making has its roots in conventional hob-
bies and crafts, it has gained prominence through the use of novel tools and
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community infrastructure, more specifically, “the advent of digital fabrication
tools and online networks that make it easy to share, critique, and compare
ideas, designs, and project information” (Martin, 2015, p. 30). Equally, even
if the essence of both fanfiction and IF predates the age of digital and of the
World Wide Web—for example, Star Trek fanzines and choose-your-own-
adventure gamebooks, respectively—their growth has benefited greatly from
the release of free-to-use tools for the production of digital texts (such as the
IF authoring tools Inform, Twine, and Inklewriter), and from the democra-
tization of the World Wide Web (historically through Usenet groups, and
nowadays through dedicated community sites such as AO3 and Interactive Fic-
tion Database, as well as through social media presence). In sum, the (online)
communities of practice dedicated to the creation, discussion, dissemination,
and maintenance of fanfiction and IF can be considered the Maker cultures
of creative writing.

Pedagogical Intervention Study

Students, Learning Context, and Learning Tasks

Participants in this pedagogical intervention study were 21 upper second-
ary school students, 17 to 18 years old, who took part in an English class at a
school in Belgium. Their level of proficiency was around B2 of the Common
European Framework of Reference (Council of Europe, 2018a). Students organ-
ized themselves into eight collaborative groups (with two to three per group).
Each group completed an open-ended creative writing project in which they
wrote an IF story with multilingual elements around the digital game series
Assassin’s Creed, infused with other source texts that the students were a fan
of. The project thus comprised three core elements: fanfiction, IF, and multi-
lingualism. As part of this multi-week project encompassing approximately 25
hours of classroom time, their teacher (and fourth author of this paper) first
provided an introduction to fanfiction, and a basic training on Twine (http:/
twinery.org), an open-source tool for telling interactive, nonlinear stories.
The latter focused in particular on how to implement interactive choices for
branching stories.

Then, guided by their teacher, students collaboratively wrote stories in Twine
set in the universe of Assassin’s Creed. The teacher selected this game series as
the common source text for three reasons: it connected to the students’ extra-
curricular interests (about half of the class was familiar with the game series),
it offers a rich setting for storytelling, as well as for designing ethical choices
(a key element in many IF stories that engage the reader in making decisions
with regard to their conscience), and the many different historical time peri-
ods in the game series create possibilities for differentiation in the classroom,
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allowing students to choose between, for example, Ptolemaic Egypt, Ancient
Greece, pirates in the 18th century, the French revolution, or Victorian London
as the main setting for their story. Before starting the actual writing process,
students had time in class to search the web for information on characters and
plots from the game series (for example, on fandom sites), and to interview
the students who had already played the game, and who were encouraged to
make their peers enthusiastic for the game. One group played one of the games
out of class to get a better sense of the storyline. To increase the joy of writing
fanfiction in the differentiated classroom, the teacher encouraged students to
incorporate elements of other media that they were fans of into their stories.
These included characters or storylines from books, movies, and television
series such as Cold War, The Vampire Diaries, 13 Reasons Why, Blue Lagoon,
and the Marvel and Harry Potter universes.

Most students who were familiar with the game series used some story
elements and characters from the game (Figure 2), while others did not base
their story on the game, but only used a setting from the game universe. For
example, one group used the setting of Assassin’s Creed: Black Flag to write
about a female pirate captain, because they were all fans of Keira Knightley in
Pirates of the Caribbean and they wanted to add some romance to their story

Figure 2. Extract from the Twine story “Not about pyramids” produced by one of the
groups.
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Figure 3. Extract from the Twine story “In shallow waters” produced by one of the
groups.

(Figure 3). Another group used characters from the Marvel universe to replace
the gods in the Ancient Greek world of Assassin’s Creed: Odyssey.

The groups were also asked to include a multilingual component in their
story. The teacher gave some examples (dialect words, inscriptions on a build-
ing in another language, a meeting with a person who speaks a language the
main character does not understand), and encouraged students to think about
how this multilingual element could be important for an interactive choice
that would follow in their story. Only a few groups succeeded in meeting this
requirement. Figure 4 comprises an extract from a story set in a prison in Vic-
torian London where the main character (inspired by Oliver Twist) interacts
with a Russian-speaking guard.

To situate the project in Vuorikari, Ferrari, and Punie’s (2019) model of
Makerspaces and Making activities for education and training, this particular
pedagogical intervention falls predominantly within the scenario “Making as
a life skill,” which merges incidental learning (as opposed to intentional learn-
ing), defined in Maker-culture terms as unplanned or unintended learning that
arises during the activity or project (Kelly, 2012), with a Maker program (as
opposed to Makerspace), which encompasses the idea that Making can occur
outside a dedicated space. While most of the language learning in the project
could be characterized as incidental and students had a lot of freedom, the
teacher did intervene on an as-needed basis to share models of literary writing
(elaborate descriptions, frequent use of adjectives, and figurative language) and
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Figure 4. Extract from the Twine story “The Russian connection” produced by one of
the groups.

storytelling techniques for IF (for example, to delay significant choices until the
reader has received sufficient context). The project was coupled to curricular
objectives related to conversational skills, narrative techniques, and creative
writing, and students could present and critically discuss their story in the
final oral exam, focusing on the development of the plot and the characters as
well as the motivation of the choices which the reader has to make. Language
learning that arose, however, was not in response to predetermined discrete
objectives for English language skills and knowledge (e.g., specific vocabulary),
but rather came about incidentally from the specific story and other media
which students selected for their interactive stories, and from the individual
needs for support that they encountered during the project. While students
did have access to dictionaries and other support tools for creative writing,
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the physical design of the classroom, in contrast with dedicated Makerspaces,
was not meant to specifically support the multilingual interactive fanfiction
project, thereby fitting more in Vuorikari, Ferrari, and Punie’s (2019) scenario
of Maker program.

Analysis of Learning Outcomes and Evidence of Learning

At the start of the project, the teacher informed the students that their work
was embedded in the FanTALES project and would be shared with the pro-
ject members, in order to inspire the development of teaching and learning
materials. After finishing their stories, all students presented the process and
product of their work to the project team and to the rest of the class, and took
part in focus group interviews in English aimed at eliciting the benefits and
challenges they experienced throughout the project. Before the presentations
and interviews, informed consent was acquired from the parents, or students in
case of adults, to anonymously process and share the interview data and stories
for the purpose of research. Six semi-structured focus group interviews were
held with small groups of six to nine students, and two to three interviewers on
each of the three major task elements: fanfiction, multilingual storytelling, and
IF. Recordings of the six resulting interviews were transcribed using a shared
transcription framework that emphasized literal over phonetic transcription,
with a focus on readability (e.g., omission of repetition and disfluencies) and
speaker identification.

The transcripts were then analyzed using qualitative content analysis (Zhang
& Wildemuth, 2009), a recursive process that entails several stages of coding,
comparison among coders, and refinement of coding categories. Pairs of tran-
scripts (i.e., two for fanfiction, two for IF, and two for multilingual storytelling)
were assigned to one of three coders in line with their respective expertise,
and analyzed for specific benefits and challenges articulated by the students.
Benefits were defined as positive aspects of the storytelling task. Challenges
were conceptualized as demands too high for the students, thereby carrying
a negative orientation that is more restricted than other uses of the term.
Next, the benefits and challenges were clustered into broad categories. These
were then refined into super- and subcategories in accordance with themes
drawn from the educational research literature on the Maker movement (see
Background literature section on Maker culture above), and on other topics
that emerged from the identified benefits and challenges.

The supercategories identified in the interview transcripts that are core to
the literature on the Maker movement are multiliteracies (Halverson & Pep-
pler, 2018; New London Group, 1996) and intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci,
2000). Under the assumption that Maker projects strongly invoke transversal
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competences (i.e., competences relevant across disciplines) in addition to
domain-specific skills, a further set of extracts was coded under the supercat-
egory of either language skills or transversal competences (KeySTART2Work,
n.d.). The latter framework was selected because it focuses on project work in
a European context, and was deemed a more specific fit to the current project
than the generic framework on key competences for lifelong learning devised
by the Council of Europe (2018b). The final supercategory that emerged from
the data was task complexity, for which we drew on Robinson (2007, 2011).
The remainder of subcategories were clustered under “other.” Discrepancies
and difficult cases in coding were discussed through a debriefing and used
to revise the coding categories. One more round of coding was carried out
using the revised categories. Table 1 comprises an overview of the final list of

Table 1
Overview of Super- and Subcategories from the Literature and Coded in the Data

Supercategory Subcategory

Multiliteracies Using broad range of resources for meaning-making (culture)
Using broad range of resources for meaning-making (languages)
Exploring possibilities posed by using multiple languages
Using more than one language

Intrinsic motivation Interest
Enjoyment
Autonomy
Relatedness

Competence

Language skills Writing
Vocabulary

General proficiency

Transversal competences Organization and time management
Collecting and processing information
Strategical and innovative thinking
Flexibility and adaptability
Teamwork
Decision-making

Complexity Task complexity
Task difficulty

Task conditions
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super- and subcategories drawn from the literature and coded in the data. No
specialized software was used for transcription or analysis.

Learning Outcomes

Multiliteracies

Three extracts from two focus group interviews were coded with the super-
category “multiliteracies” (one of them with two multiliteracies subcodes).
“Multiliteracies” was used here to refer to meaning-making practices that take
a widening range of linguistic and non-linguistic resources into consideration,
reflecting a “multiplicity of communications channels and media, and the
increasing salience of cultural and linguistic diversity” (New London Group,
1996, p. 63)*. Three out of four multiliteracies codes referred to languages and
language choice, always with a positive connotation. The use of additional
languages was seen as providing enjoyment in the storytelling process and as
improving the quality of the story.

It’s nice because you bring some culture in a text and with other languages you can
prove that you can mix languages to make a nice story. It doesn’t just have to be only
one language. (Multilingual storytelling interview 1, participant 1)

Intrinsic Motivation

Thirty-eight extracts were coded with categories related to intrinsic motivation,
of which 29 indicated a positive orientation. Among these, enjoyment was the
most frequently cited benefit with 14 associated statements, followed by inter-
est (four statements). Of the statements related to enjoyment, nine mentioned
enjoyment as a general benefit of the project, and five related specifically to
the multilingual storytelling aspect of the project.

I thought it was really fun because if other people would read our story they would
like say “what are they saying?” And it’s like really fun. (Multilingual storytelling
interview 1, participant 3)

Other sources of students’ enjoyment and interest were less evident in the data.

The remaining statements alluded to the students’” perceived competence,
autonomy, and relatedness, but not always in positive ways. This applied in
particular to students’ sense of autonomy, which we defined as “having a sense
of mission and purpose, and a manageable range of options,” in line with self-
determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Perceived autonomy occurred four
times with a positive orientation (i.e., as a benefit), for example, in relation to
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using their own languages (see multilingualism theme covered in the back-
ground literature) and writing a story of one’s own. However, it also appeared
six times with a negative orientation. Four of these indicated that students felt
overwhelmed, and experienced too much freedom, a lack of clear purpose, and
a sense of cluelessness as to what was exactly expected of them.

Participant 1: It was very difficult because we are not so / Me personally I'm not so
creative. We had no example of a story or a program or some / from a story or sto-
ryline, that kind of stuff. I didn’t really know what was expected from us. So, I did
not know at which level we had to write or tell a story, so that was difficult for me.

Interviewer 3: Do the others agree, or do you have a different opinion?
Participant 2: I pretty much agree. It’s true.
Participant 5: Me too.
(IF interview 2)

Students also saw their sense of autonomy as being undermined by the require-
ment that they include more than one language or specific storylines.

Perceived competence was referenced twice as a challenge, and three times
as a benefit. One student commented that she did not feel competent at creative
writing, and as a result, learned that she wanted to do other things later in life.
A sense of relatedness was mentioned twice as a benefit for motivation: once
as inspiring one another and learning from each other, and a second time as
experiencing motivation from connecting with the teacher.

Language Skills

The theme of language skill as a benefit or challenge related to this project was
invoked 24 times across the six interviews and mainly addressed two areas:
writing and vocabulary.

Under writing skill development, students referenced two distinct sub-
areas, that of narrative writing development and that of sentence-level writing
development. Specifically, students found that developing a story with a good
plot, multiple IF choices, and writing an ending posed a particular challenge
for those who had never written a story before. Although most students who
spoke about writing were positive about their improvement as a result, a few
were less certain and felt that they still struggled with resolving the story and
developing a decent plot. On the other hand, students who spoke of writing at
the sentence level were uniformly positive in describing the way in which the
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project helped them to develop more interesting and complex sentences with
varied structures, as clearly articulated by one student:

I think that with the English we had to pay attention to the structures of the sen-
tences because it was very tempting to start every sentence with “he ...”, “he did this
.7, “he did that ...”, and then continue like that or to just make very short sentences
instead of kind of trying to build a decent, beautiful sentence that you would actu-
ally read in a book. (Fanfiction interview 2, participant 4)

In the second area, that of vocabulary, students indicated that the nature of
the project meant that they had to develop and use their English vocabulary
skills to tell their stories using more descriptive language. Students pointed
in particular to adjective use, but also to learning specific nouns that were
essential for the context and type of story they were telling. For instance, one
student shared his experience with learning the word “emperor,” not a word
he frequently used in everyday conversation, but which was necessary in the
context of his group’s interactive story. This pattern reflects similar findings
reported by Sauro and Sundmark’s (2016) study of a fanfiction project imple-
mented in an advanced university level English class, whose participants also
pointed to vocabulary development, in particular descriptive language and
nouns, as a common learning outcome.

Transversal Competences

Forty-five statements were coded with the supercategory “transversal compe-
tences,” of which 22 had a positive orientation and 23 had a negative orienta-
tion. The most often cited benefits were related to the competences “strategical
and innovative thinking” (12 statements) and “teamwork” (seven statements).
The former focused on how the project helped students to develop creativity
in storytelling, in using multiple languages, and thinking outside of the box
more generally.

Interviewer 1: So the project is over now. What do you think you've learned from
doing this project? What would be the main takeaway for you?

Participant 3: To be creative with your story, storyline. And that there’s always an
option. (laughter)

Interviewer 2: Can you explain? (laughter) That’s a good sentence! We could put that
as a headline: “FanTALES: There’s always an option”. But what does it mean? It’s a
great sentence. Good slogan!
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Participant 3: For example, you can be killed, you can / And then you can choose how
you will be killed, then who can kill you. And yes, there’s always an option. (laughter)

(IF interview 1)
Teamwork was considered particularly beneficial by those students who
thought they lacked creativity.

For me personally, I think working in group is better for me because I'm not so
creative. And with a partner or with two partners or three partners, it’s a lot easier
because they can give you one word or one thing. They can say one thing that opens
a box in your head, and all of a sudden you think about a lot of things. Voila. (IF
interview 2, participant 1)

Further, students commented that they learned that communication and coor-
dination were essential for producing a good story, and that a group size of
two or at most three was best.

In this supercategory, the most frequently occurring categories with a
negative orientation were related to the competence “organization and time
management” (10 statements) and “decision-making” (four statements). No
statements related to “organization and time management” had a positive
orientation. Making progress, checking the status, meeting deadlines, and
concluding the project were all seen as challenges. Further, students experi-
enced difficulties in making decisions that were good for their stories, as they
felt they lacked knowledge and skills in storytelling techniques, in particular
in relation to conceiving interesting choices in IF.

Yeah, I thought it was really difficult because like, you know, when you read a book
or something you don’t have to make choices. It’s like, in life you have to make
choices everywhere, but it’s difficult to write a story and then say, “OK this choice
or this choice, and what do I have to do next with it”? So it wasn’t really difficult to
take choices, but what do you have to have to do after it? After you take this choice,
you have to make another storyline than the other choice. That was difficult for me,
to write. (IF interview 2)

Complexity

Students mentioned the complexity of the overall project or portions of it in 21
different excerpts. Of these, the vast majority (19) were identified as a challenge
and not as a benefit. Drawing upon Robinson’s (2007, 2011) Triadic Compo-
nential Framework for task design, most students pointed to what Robinson
identifies as task complexity (i.e., cognitive factors such as amount of prior
knowledge required, number of task elements, and interdependency of task
steps), which they found particularly challenging with regard to the project.
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For instance, students identified the following as posing the greatest challenge
for them: the number of choices they needed to make in their storytelling and
plot development, the multiple components of the task, the need to integrate
Assassin’s Creed with other source texts they had selected (e.g., 13 Reasons
Why and Blue Lagoon), and the interdependency of the different components
of the task.

Specific to the writing of IF, students also struggled with managing the
combinatorial explosion that arises when the story branches at each choice.

When you had a choice, a choice you had to find another story for that choice and
then go on and go on and go on. (IF interview 1, participant 3)

Other Benefits and Challenges

Twenty-nine extracts were coded with the supercategory “other,” with 18 of
these having a negative orientation, indicating a challenge. One theme that
re-occurred multiple times in the data (five times in total) relates to the source
text, especially familiarity with the source text (four out of five). Comments
related to the source text appeared in five different focus group interviews
(both focus groups on IF and fanfiction, one focus group on multilingual sto-
rytelling), and four were of a negative orientation, with one being not clearly
identifiable as positive or negative in orientation. This implies that the choice
of the source text is of utmost importance, and that familiarity with the source
text is an important foundation for engaging in fanfiction-based activities
similar to this project.

Another prominent category that emerged in eight extracts was coded as
“usability,” all stemming from the two interviews on IF. Three extracts men-
tioned Twine’s usability in a positive way, namely, its ease of use, and how its
visualization of the story branches supports the writing of IF. The other five
statements pointed at some difficulties with using Twine, especially with saving
one’s stories. One student remarked that the process of coding and clicking in
Twine interfered with the process of creative writing.

Participant 3: But what was not so good is that you had to write, well, a simple line
of code, but you still had to write some line which you could not copy-paste because
these choices had to have a different title. So like, you write two signs and then the
title of your choice and then you stop that. And that actually slows down the writ-
ing process, because you could be writing, like very fast, you have a good idea, you
write a lot. And then you're like, wait, now I need to make another choice. And you
have to write that code. (IF interview 2)
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Discussion

The supercategories that emerged from the focus group data can be grouped
into two broad types: characteristics of the learning tasks (i.e., complexity and
multiliteracies practices in digital storytelling); and learning outcomes (i.e.,
intrinsic motivation, language skills, and transversal competences). Given the
exploratory and pedagogical nature of this study, and in line with the interest of
the learning sciences in Maker culture for the design of learning environments,
our analysis focuses on how characteristics of the creative writing task in this
project may relate to the learning outcomes as evident in the focus group data,
with a view to formulating improvements to the pedagogical implementation.

The nature of the creative writing task was such that students needed to
integrate knowledge and multiple skills simultaneously. The task required them
to apply a recently developed technical skill (writing interactive text in Twine)
to the writing of a fictional story that met all of the requirements set by the
teacher (for example, literary language, a multilingual element, and interactive
choices that provide for some kind of dramatic effect), all done collaboratively
and negotiating with their peers. Combined with the open-endedness and
novelty of the task, and for some students with a lack of familiarity with the
source text upon which their teacher or group had decided, this yielded a level
of complexity, which the students pointed out as particularly challenging, and
perhaps too much so at certain points in the process. While some degree of
choice in the tasks with which people engage is typically considered beneficial
for their autonomy satisfaction (Ryan & Deci, 2000), in this project the range
of options may have been too wide in some respects (multiple students com-
mented that they did not really know what was exactly expected of them ini-
tially), resulting in a limited sense of purpose in the students. This could have
been exacerbated by their lack of organization and time management skills in
this specific area of digital storytelling. In other respects, yet to a lesser extent,
the task may have been too restrictive (for example, the requirement to work
around a particular source text or include a language other than English). In
order to better support students’ need for autonomy, more guidance may be
needed, for example, by showing them models of stories, or by breaking down
the procedure for creating interactive multilingual fanfiction into smaller steps,
and setting requirements and deadlines for these steps, all without spoiling
their emerging creativity.

Many of the issues raised by the complexity of the project were alleviated
by the guidance which the teacher provided along the way, and by the group-
based nature of the work and the quality of collaboration. As for the former,
students explicitly recognized that their teacher’s ad-hoc support was criti-
cal in helping to keep them on track, both in terms of their language needs
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and for planning their project. This will likely have resulted in the reported
learning outcomes related to vocabulary and writing. Further, students com-
mented that working in groups helped to complement each other’s thinking
and provided motivation (i.e., satisfied their need for relatedness), and that the
small size of the groups was perfect for achieving their goals in an efficient
manner. The latter corroborates previous findings on the effects of group size
in collaborative writing. Storch (2017) reports that pairs are best for most L2
collaborative writing tasks, but also discusses research which showed that
small groups (i.e., four students) can work better than pairs because “they have
more linguistic resources at their disposal (i.e., they can draw on the linguistic
knowledge of four students rather than two)” (p. 135). For multilingual digital
storytelling projects, it would seem that having additional resources on the
team—linguistic, literary, and digital—is preferable, thereby legitimizing the
need for small groups.

Finally, a clear source of enjoyment for the students was the freedom to use
other languages in addition to English in their stories. While this source of
intrinsic motivation was observed on the basis of a limited number of state-
ments in the focus groups, it must be seen in the context of an educational
system characterized by a monolingual habitus in the language classroom,
and by a policy where the use of languages other than the official language of
schooling is often not permitted in the playground. In this sense, the possibility
of interacting in class with languages other than the target language will have
been an eye-opener for some students.

Conclusion

This exploratory study aimed to investigate to what extent digital storytell-
ing tasks inspired by the Maker cultures of creative writing in the digital
wilds, namely fanfiction and IF, as well as by multilingual practices can be
implemented in foreign language education at the secondary level. The project
engaged students in activities that are rather atypical in the context of the par-
ticipating class, requiring them to combine their knowledge of popular media,
creativity, technical skills for the creation of interactive texts, and storytelling
in multiple languages, all in a collaborative learning format. Results from
focus group data show that students experienced challenges due to the open-
endedness of the project, a lack of sufficient prior knowledge about storytelling
practices and source texts, and in relation to managing their organization and
time effectively. Yet, driven by interest and enjoyment, and relatedness to their
peers and teacher, they were able to persevere and realize that “there’s always
an option” for expressing their creativity and meeting the task demands, and
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as a result likely developed domain-specific skills in language and storytelling
as well as transversal competences relevant for other types of projects.

Future implementations would benefit from showing students more elabo-
rate examples or models in each of the three key areas of the project, namely,
fanfiction and IF produced by hobbyist writers in the digital wilds, and exam-
ples of purposeful use of multiple languages in a story. Collectively reading
(parts of) a common source text would also help to overcome students’ per-
ceived lack of sufficient knowledge about the source materials. Next, a more
structured approach to help students plan the writing of their stories could
potentially alleviate issues of project and time management. An open research
question, and important pedagogical point, is to what extent such a more
structured approach to creative writing would still yield the power of learn-
ing through Making. Students often feel more comfortable with less complex
learning tasks and more strict guidelines, but this may not always be effective
in project-based learning.

Further, with a view to deploying similar projects to settings where teach-
ers cannot afford the luxury of experimenting at length with innovative sto-
rytelling practices drawn from the digital wilds—where time is more ample
than in institutionalized learning settings—the project could be reduced to
less extensive tasks that can be carried out in a few lesson hours. This could
be done by providing templates (for example, an IF story with a pre-given
structure), unfinished stories, and/or a set of prompts for students to kick-
start their creative writing, perhaps on some sort of educational repository.
Finally, similar to scaling issues encountered in other types of Maker projects
in educational settings (Vuorikari, Ferrari, & Punie, 2019), digital storytelling
projects of this kind will need to be integrated with curricular objectives and
assessment practices, in order to serve as viable alternatives for other types of
communicative language practice in secondary school contexts.

Notes

1. This notion is closely related to the notion of “translanguaging,” which, in
many ways, overlaps with the notion of plurilingualism/plurilingual com-
petencies, but is distinct in other ways (see Leung & Valdés, 2019).

2. This code overlaps with codes related to specific software affordances, which
were coded separately.
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