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CHAPTER 6 

A longitudinal case study of learner 

engagement in digital storytelling tasks5 

Abstract | Engaging learners for active participation in the learning process is an important yet 

challenging issue. Digital storytelling (DS) is increasingly incorporated in participatory L2 learning 

to address the issue. Informed by Philp and Duchesne’s (2016) multidimensional framework of 

learner engagement in tasks, this 10-month-long study explores two English learners’ behavioural, 

cognitive, social, and affective engagement when iteratively performing a DS task, as well as the 

ensuing changes in their writing over time. Multiple sources of data (learning journals, DS products, 

semi-structured interviews) were collected and analysed. Results show that the two learners 

engaged differently in the DS task, and that the same learner exhibited differentiated on-task 

engagement in iteratively performing the task. It was also found that the two learners followed 

divergent developmental paths in terms of writing complexity. Pedagogical suggestions 

accommodating this variation across learners and within the same learner over time are provided 

to better design and implement DS tasks. 

5This chapter is based on: Peng, H., Jager, S., & Lowie. W. (submitted). A longitudinal case study of  learner engagement in 
digital storytelling tasks. 
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6.1 Introduction 

Digital technologies have dramatically reshaped the forms, genres, and purposes of writing in ways 

that transcend traditional literacy’s emphasis on the encoding and decoding of print-based texts 

(Chun et al., 2016). In the digital era, learners can now actively engage in a wide range of 

technology-supported writing practices in in- and out-of-class contexts (see, e.g., a recent special 

issue in the Journal of Second Language Writing edited by Yi et al., 2020). Digital storytelling (DS) as 

one such creative writing practice has increasingly been considered a promising approach for 

second and foreign language (L2) learning (e.g., Reinders, 2011). It entails the employment of 

“computer [and mobile] tools to help learners become creative storytellers through selecting a topic, 

writing a script, and developing an interesting story” (Liu et al., 2019, p. 908).  

Previous DS studies have found that it can provide important opportunities for increasing 

language learners’ motivation (Hava, 2019; Yoon, 2013), engagement (Liu et al., 2016; Liu et al., 

2017; Smeda et al., 2014), and academic achievement (Hung et al., 2012; Yang & Wu, 2012). DS 

research has also confirmed the effectiveness of this digitally mediated practice in supporting the 

learning and development of L2 writing (see, e.g., Hava, 2019; Sauro et al., 2020). However, these 

studies have much focused on exploring the experiential and developmental affordances of the DS 

activity, leaving the question concerning to what extent learners are authentically engaged in their 

performance of DS activities underexplored.  

Research on learner engagement is still in its infancy in the L2 field (e.g., Dao, 2020; Henry & 

Thorsen, 2020; Hiver et al., 2020; Philp & Duchesne, 2016). And yet, exploring how to get L2 

learners actively and sustainably engaged in digitally mediated learning is much needed, because 

learner engagement has been recognized as crucial for ensuring the quality of learning experiences 

(Aubrey et al., 2020) and as “the place where [successful] learning happens” (Svalberg, 2009, p. 

243). More importantly, such work is fundamental to understanding how language is used and 

interpreted in digital contexts, as well as informing curriculum design for classroom instruction 

(Sykes, 2019).  

The present study aims to gain a holistic and contextualized understanding of learners’ 

engagement in performing the DS activity. To this end, we explore intensive longitudinal data 

based on learning journals, interviews, and DS products of two EFL learners who performed a 

series of DS tasks over a period of ten months. We also examine the changes in their writing along 

their on-task engagement. The insights to be yielded in the study are aimed at providing a basis for 

designing and implementing DS-based tasks which generate more authentically engaging language 

use in L2 instruction. 
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6.2 Background 

6.2.1 Defining learner engagement 

Engagement was defined by Bygate and Samuda (2009) as the extent to which learners endorse the 

goals of the task, connect with its content, and grapple with the available resources in order to 

complete it. Philp and Duchesne (2016) highlighted the multidimensionality of the construct, 

defining engagement in terms of four interrelated dimensions: behavioural engagement (e.g., time 

spent on task or participation), cognitive engagement (i.e., sustained attention and mental effort 

learners put in the given task), social engagement (i.e., communication, discussion, and 

collaboration with other people), and emotional engagement (i.e., learners’ subjective impressions 

or responses during the task).  

Learners who elevate their engagement in a task multidimensionally to a sufficiently high level 

may achieve “a heightened level of motivated task engagement” called flow (Dörnyei, 2019, p. 58). 

This optimal learning experience—the state of flow—occurs when learners, in front of a 

challenging but engaging task, are fully aware of what to do and how, and at the same time they 

have confidence in their skills to complete the task.  

 

6.2.2 Previous studies on learner engagement 

For a long time, researchers mainly used time on task as an indicator of behavioural engagement 

when understanding how L2 learners undertake particular learning tasks and activities (e.g., Yang 

& Wu, 2012). Focusing on learners’ behavioural engagement could be problematic, as learners may 

sometimes consciously manipulate their behaviours in order to fake engagement in front of the 

teacher (Mercer et al., 2020). Such feigned engagement may threaten the validity of research 

approaches. Taking this into account, researchers have increasingly adopted the multifaceted 

construct of engagement (Philp & Duchesne, 2016), and explored how each dimension of the 

engagement was related to a series of psychological and contextual factors.  

Specifically, researchers have found that one or more engagement dimensions can be enhanced 

during task performance when learners have more control or choice over the task to perform (e.g., 

Butler, 2017), the topic to discuss (e.g., Phung, 2017), or the idea/content to bring up (e.g., Lambert 

et al., 2017). It was also found that, when learners find the topic or content familiar, personally 

relevant, and not too difficult, they are more likely to have a positive affective disposition toward 

the task (e.g., Phung, 2017). Some researchers paid specific attention to L2 learners’ flow-related 

experiences, in which learners multidimensionally elevate their engagement in a task to a sufficiently 
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high level. For example, Aubrey (2017) employed learner diaries to qualitatively analyse learners’ 

flow-related experiences, the occurrence of which was found closely related to learners’ sense of 

accomplishment in completing the task.  

Although the above studies presented compelling evidence for the influence of task design 

and implementation on promoting high levels of learner engagement, they were often cross-

sectional in design and focused almost exclusively on the classroom learning experiences. Recently, 

researchers (e.g., Liu et al., 2016, 2017, 2019) have begun to devote their attention to digitally 

mediating contexts wherein learners’ success in language learning “depends largely on the actions, 

investment, and engagement of the learner themselves” (Wang & Mercer, 2020, p. 260) and their 

engagement in task may be influenced by their use of multifarious technological tools and resources 

(Walker & White, 2013).      

 

6.2.3 DS as an authentic approach to promoting learner engagement  

DS as a digitally mediating practice involves a process that integrates various types of multimedia 

(e.g., graphics, audio, text, and video clips), through which learners synthesize textual, sonic, and 

visual elements to develop an interesting story and narrate it in their own way (Liu et al., 2016). Liu 

and colleagues conducted a series of research on DS in relation to learner engagement and learning 

outcomes (Liu et al., 2016, 2017, 2019). They found that DS activities were “effective in terms of 

maintaining learners’ intrinsic motivation, and ultimately keeping students engaged throughout the 

long-term storytelling activity” (Liu et al., 2016, p. 10). They also identified moderating factors (e.g., 

curiosity, interest) that could influence students’ engagement in the participatory DS activities. 

Additionally, they ascribed students’ disengagement in DS activities to the fading of the novelty 

effect or learners’ repeated actions in performing the DS activities (Liu et al., 2016).  

Unlike Liu and colleagues, Sauro and Sundmark (2019) endeavoured to integrate DS activities 

into an English language classroom. In Sauro and Sundmark’s (2019) exploration of learner 

engagement in DS activities, they focused on a specific form of DS writing practice—fanfiction—

in which learners, driven by their own interest in popular media and play, produce texts that 

transform or build upon existing stories, characters, and universes (see also Jamison, 2013). 

Specifically, they investigated how English learners’ use of technological tools and resources 

mediated their storytelling experiences based on multiple data sources (e.g., fanfiction products, 

reflective essays, interviews). They also found some distinctive linguistic features in fanfiction 

products generated by the participants as compared to similar fanfiction outputs found in online 
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fandom; that is, “the classroom fanfiction was less innovative with respect to focal characters yet 

more collective in its focus, with stories being told from multiple characters’ perspectives” (p. 40).  

 

6.2.4 Rationale for the current study 

Of the recently emerging research on learner engagement in DS, most studies have found that the 

integrated use of multimedia in DS overall is highly motivating and can increase learners’ interest 

and engagement in learning activities (e.g., Liu et al., 2017, 2019). However, there is some evidence 

indicating that learners experience different levels of (dis)engagement in performing the DS activity 

and their (dis)engagement levels can change over time. For example, Liu et al. (2016) observed 

dynamic patterns of learner engagement as learners repeatedly participated in DS activities, and 

different challenges encountered by different learners that led to their disengagement.  

The dynamic engagement patterns over time, and the variations in learners’ DS experiences 

suggest that learners may orient differently to this digitally mediating activity, and that the same 

learner may act differently upon the activity at different times. As such, “a more dynamic and 

context-sensitive approach” (Ellis, 2018, p. 152) is taken in the current study to better understand 

the contextualized, temporal, and partly individual-specific nature of learners’ DS engagement. As 

learners’ on-task engagement is often correlated with their learning gains (e.g., Sauro et al., 2020; 

Svalberg, 2009), we also examine the changes in writing that ensue.   

Another motivation for the current study is that, although previous studies on DS (e.g., Liu et 

al., 2016, 2017, 2019; Sauro & Sundmark, 2019) have explored learner engagement in DS activity, 

their operationalization of learner engagement focused either on learner behaviour or on 

engagement perception. No study, to the best of our knowledge, examined learners’ DS 

engagement concurrently in behavioural, cognitive, social, and affective dimensions. An in-depth, 

multifaceted exploration of learner engagement can enrich our understanding of “the underlying 

mechanisms of engagement” (Han & Gao, 2020, p. 68). As such, this study takes Philp and 

Duchesne’s (2016) multidimensional framework of learner engagement and explores how two 

Chinese EFL learners multifacetedly experience on-task engagement when they iteratively perform 

a DS task over ten months. Specific research questions are: 

RQ1. How do the two learners multidimensionally engage in a series of DS tasks?  

RQ2. How does the learners’ writing change when iteratively engaging in the DS task? 
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6.3 Methodology   

This study adopted a longitudinal case study design (Lowie, 2017), which enabled us to closely 

examine learners’ engagement (and its evolution) when iteratively performing a DS task from 

January 2019 to October 2019, and explore the (quantitative) changes in their writing (see also 

Creswell, 2013). Both quantitative and qualitative analytic approaches were applied to uncover the 

multiple dimensions of learners’ engagement in the DS task.  

 

6.3.1 Participants 

This research comprises a subset of data drawn from a larger dataset for the 10-month-long 

investigation into language development in an informal, out-of-class digital environment (see 

Chapter 5). The data were collected from 9 Chinese university students who learned English as a 

foreign language (EFL). In the present study, two participants (Colin6 and Julia) were purposively 

selected through an extreme case sampling strategy (Dörnyei, 2007). As this study aims to examine 

learners’ multidimensional engagement in DS tasks, we focused on two participants who showed 

distinct engagement patterns in performing the task implemented: Colin was chosen because of his 

active on-task engagement throughout the study, while Julia was chosen based on her obvious and 

quick decline in engagement. These two cases with contradictory or disconfirming evidence can be 

valuable “precisely because they reveal the complexity of the phenomenon being studied” (Duff, 

2014, p. 242). 

Colin was 19 years old, a second-year physics student. He had obtained a CET-4 score of 550 

before participating in this study. He started to learn English as a school subject in primary school 

at the age of 10. His English learning experience apart from school instruction was a half-year 

learning at a college entrance exam preparation program during high school. He had never been 

abroad. Julia was 19 years old, also majoring in Physics. Her CET-4 score was 426. She started her 

English learning as a school subject in primary school at the age of 7. She did not receive any out-

of-school instruction in English and she had never been abroad.   

Given that online resource exploration and utilization were an integral part of performing DS 

tasks, we also collected information on the participants’ habitual use of English learning resources 

and materials available online with a questionnaire (i.e., the questionnaire we designed for the study 

reported in Chapter 4, see Appendix B) distributed at the start of the study. Generally, Colin and 

Julia both would spend 2 to 3 hours online every day searching English learning websites, watching 

 
6 The participants’ names have been changed. 
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English movies and television series, listening to English songs and news, posting on social media 

in English (e.g., WeChat), playing digital games in English, or communicating with other English 

learners through social networks. This English learning routine shows that both students had the 

habit, as well as the ability, to use online tools and resources for English learning in their daily lives.  

 

6.3.2 Fanfiction task 

The task employed in the study was digital storytelling in the form of fanfiction (Sauro et al., 2020). 

Fanfiction, originating in online informal practice, often refers to “writing that continues, interrupts, 

reimagines, or just riffs on stories and characters other people have already written about” (Jamison, 

2013, p. 17). In the current study, all fanfiction tasks were related a British television drama series 

Silk. This TV mini-series is episodic, with the same group of characters experiencing different, but 

analogous, situations from week to week. Using analogous tasks instead of a repeated-task design, 

we tried to minimize the task effect on the participants’ on-task engagement and written products 

while avoiding having the participants performing the same task repeatedly. The episodic TV series 

was also chosen because of its potentially motivating effect; that is, the participants might become 

interested in following the further twists and turns undergone by characters they have gotten to 

know (Webb & Chang, 2015). 

Prior to the fanfiction task, preparatory work including an introduction of the task was carried 

out. According to Kim and McDonough (2008), it is essential to introduce the practice of task-

based learning and to give instructions before learners begin their task. In this study, the 

participants never had any fanfiction writing experiences before, so the first author modelled ways 

in which they could complete the task, including some specific activities (e.g., watching the specific 

episode required, searching and researching information related to the story on websites, looking 

up dictionaries/translation apps or tools) they could engage in. 

We used a writing prompt for each fanfiction task. Table 6.1 depicts one such task prompt. 

During the task completion process, the participants had access to any online resources and 

materials that helped them generate ideas, collect related information, and overcome English 

language difficulties. To maintain the participants’ motivation to write every month, the first author 

wrote some encouraging comments on all compositions the participants wrote.  
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Table 6. 1 Example fanfiction task prompt 

Task assignment Watch Silk Episode 1, Season 1 closely, choose a character you 

like the most, and write/retell the story in 300–400 English 

words from the perspective and voice of the particular 

character you choose. 

Task description You may use online resources and materials (e.g., websites, 

dictionaries) to help you understand and develop the story; 

You may also borrow words and phrases from the episode you 

watched in your writing process.   

 

 

6.3.3 Instruments and procedure 

The data collection for this study lasted for 10 months from January 2019 to October 2019 (see 

also Chapter 5), and the data sources included the participants’ written products, learning journal 

entries, and semi-structured interviews.   

 

6.3.3.1 Fanfiction products 

The participants performed the fanfiction task on a monthly basis for 10 consecutive months. A 

total of ten fanfiction products were collected from each participant.  

 

6.3.3.2 Learning journals 

In completing each fanfiction task, the participants kept a learning journal to document the process 

of their task performance. Learning journals are a valuable research tool for uncovering 

psychological processes and changes in language learning, generating rich contextual information, 

and enabling the participants to self-reflect (Oxford, 2011; Wang & Mercer, 2020). Although there 

were no fixed guidelines for the journal entries, focal themes included specific learning activities 

the participants performed to complete the writing task required, the amount of time they devoted 

to each activity, and reflective comments on the specific activity they engaged in. In the current 

study, our analysis of learner engagement mainly relied on the learning journal data.  
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6.3.3.3 Semi-structured interviews  

At the end of the study (in October 2019), a semi-structured interview was conducted in Chinese 

by the first author through WeChat (a social communication app) with each participant. They were 

asked about their perception of the fanfiction task and its effect on their writing improvement, as 

well as their suggestions concerning learning strategies (linguistic or digital) and online resources 

(e.g., learning apps) they would need for enhancing the learning potential of this digitally mediated 

writing task. During the interviews, the researcher took detailed notes of interviewees’ responses 

to each question. Specific interview questions are presented in Appendix F.  

 

6.3.4 Data analysis 

6.3.4.1 Learner engagement 

To explore the level and evolution of the participants’ engagement in the fanfiction task (RQ1), we 

examined and triangulated learning journal data and interview data. As learner engagement entails 

“heightened attention and involvement, in which [learner] participation is reflected not only in the 

cognitive dimension, but in social, behavioural, and affective dimensions” (Philp & Duchesne, 

2016, p. 51), the learning journal data and interview date were quantitatively and qualitatively 

inspected in four dimensions.  

In terms of behavioural engagement, we included two quantitative indices: amount of time the 

participants devoted to each task and number of Chinese characters they wrote down in their 

reflective comments. Because the reflective comments were made in the participants’ L1 (Chinese 

in our case), language problems did not hinder their writing. As such, the number of Chinese 

characters they wrote was likely to indicate the extent to which they engaged in the task, as 

suggested in Nitta and Baba (2018). Both indices were coded based on the learning journal entries.   

As regards cognitive engagement, we referred to learners’ meaning-making and meaning-

negotiation processes (Early & Marshall, 2008). In this study, we operationalized the participants’ 

cognitive engagement as the number of specific learning activities (reported in the learning journals) 

they performed for the completion of the fanfiction task. This is because, in performing each task, 

the participants would engage in a range of learning activities, trying to familiarize themselves with 

the content of the story to be written, make clear some baffling plots, and understand the meaning 

of some words and phrases related to the story. 

Unlike behavioural and cognitive engagement measured with quantitative indices, social and 

affective engagement in this study were analysed qualitatively with learning journal entries and 
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interview data. Prior to the coding of social and affective engagement, we organized the learning 

journal entries and interview excerpts by individual participant. The data files of each participant 

were read reiteratively. Social engagement was used to indicate the participants’ endeavours to 

initiate communication/discussion with others in performing the fanfiction task. We sub-coded 

the social engagement into Discussion with friends (online or offline) and Discussion with other 

fans of Silk on online platforms (e.g., Zhihu), two typical forms indicative of the participants’ social 

engagement involved in their task performance. Below Except 1 from Colin’s learning journal (for 

Task 4) shows an example of coding for social engagement.  

Excerpt 1. Social engagement—Discussion with other fans of Silk on online platforms 

     “In completing this writing task, I also used Zhihu to read others’ understanding of and comments 

about this show. It helped me understand better some plots used to puzzle me.” 

Affective engagement in the current study was used to indicate the participants’ feelings 

involved in and attitudes toward performing the fanfiction task. It was sub-coded as Emotional 

reactions (e.g., anxious, pleasant) and Attitudinal responses (e.g., positive, negative). Below Excerpt 

2 from Colin’s interview gives an example of coding for affective engagement.   

Excerpt 2. Affective engagement—Attitudinal responses 

“I love this kind of writing.”  

 

6.3.4.2 Changes in writing  

As far as writing is concerned, we used linguistic complexity as a valid descriptor of students’ 

writing performance and development (Norris & Ortega, 2009; Verspoor et al., 2017). Taking the 

multidimensionality of the complexity construct into account (Norris & Ortega, 2009; Bulté & 

Housen, 2014), the current study adopted three measures to assess the syntactic complexity of 

written products. Specifically, the means of the Mean Length of T-unit (MLTU) as a sentential 

complexity measure was chosen, which also indicates the overall syntactic complexity. In addition, 

the mean number of dependent clauses per T-unit (DC_TU) and the mean number of complex 

nominals (CN) were used for clausal complexity and phrasal complexity respectively, following 

Mazgutova and Kormos (2015) (see also Chapter 5). All three measures were retrieved via Synlex. 

According to Norris and Ortega (2009), learners complexify the sentential, clausal, and phrasal 

level of syntactic organization at different stages of development, so the inclusion of different levels 

helps to depict a fuller picture of writing development. 
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As the current study collected intensive longitudinal writing data (i.e., ten data points), we 

adopted analytic methods (e.g., trendline graphs, change-point analysis) couched upon complex 

dynamic systems theory to track the changes in the participants’ writing over time (RQ2). First, we 

inspected the general developmental paths of different complexity measures with trendline graphs, 

which allowed us to have a general understanding of changes in the participants’ writing complexity. 

Specifically, a polynomial trendline as a useful method to sketch the general trend or the direction 

of the data was added. We then conducted a change point analysis (CPA) on each complexity 

measure to detect critical changes (if any) indicative of the participants’ writing complexity 

transitioning into new levels. CPA detects the point at which a sudden change occurs in intensive 

longitudinal data by means of bootstrapping analysis (Baba & Nitta, 2014). For each change it 

provides detailed information about the likelihood and the timing the change occurs. The analysis 

was carried out with a computer program called Change-Point Analyzer (Taylor, 2000) by setting 

a 95% confidence interval with 10,000 bootstraps without replacement.  

 

6.4 Results 

6.4.1 Learner engagement and its evolution over time 

Following Philp and Duchesne’s (2016) conceptualization of learner engagement, we examined 

learners’ heightened attention and involvement that were respectively reflected in the behavioural, 

cognitive, social, and emotional dimensions. 

 

6.4.1.1 Behavioural engagement 

The current study used the amount of time as an indicator of learners’ behavioural engagement. 

Figure 6.1 presents the time the two participants devoted to each fanfiction task. Colin spent a 

relatively comparable amount of time (i.e., 2 to 3 hours) on each task. A dramatic decline in time, 

however, was observed in Julia’s engagement in tasks, from 5.08 hours (Task 1) to 2.83 hours (Task 

2), and then to 1 hour (Task 8).        
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Figure 6. 1 Participants’ total time on each task 

  

Another index of behavioural engagement used in this study was the number of Chinese 

characters the participants wrote down in their reflective comments (shown in Table 6.2). Colin’s 

total reflection was composed of 2,346 Chinese characters, which indicates his heightened attention, 

active participation, and meaningful involvement in this fanfiction task. In stark contrast, Julia 

produced few reflective comments (178 Chinese characters in total) and gave up completely after 

Task 5. A close examination suggests that Julia’s comments were largely general and superficial. 

For instance, she repeatedly stated ‘The actors are very dedicated’ (in Tasks 2, 3, 5) without indicating 

her actual thought about this show or the task. This may suggest that she was reluctant to perform 

the fanfiction task and did little more than finish the assignment.  

  

Table 6. 2 Number of Chinese characters the participants wrote in reflective comments 

  Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4 Task 5 Task 6 Task 7 Task 8 Task 9 Task 10 

Colin 238 169 296 297 273 288 274 150 165 196 

Julia 26 49 30 37 36 0 0 0 0 0 

  
  

6.4.1.2 Cognitive engagement 

As regards the participants’ cognitive engagement, we referred to their meaning-making and 

meaning-negotiation processes (Early & Marshall, 2008), in line with which we counted the number 

of specific learning activities the participants performed for the completion of the task (shown in 
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Table 6.3). It is evident that Colin was constantly actively involved in each fanfiction task, whereas 

the level of Julia’s involvement in the task soon decreased. 

 

Table 6. 3 Type of learning activities the participants performed to complete the task 

 Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4 Task 5 Task 6 Task 7 Task 8 Task 9 Task 10 

Colin 7 7 8 6 7 6 6 6 6 6 

Julia 7 5 3 3 2 2 2 1 3 3 

 

 

Besides, the specific learning activities the two participants engaged in were variable from task 

to task. Take Colin as an example, he liked to watch interviews of the leading actors and listened 

to them talking about interesting stories behind the scene at the beginning, but gradually lost 

interest in it. For this discontinuation, he related to the fact that some interviews had no subtitles, 

making the interviews hard to follow. As Colin commented in Task 3: 

Watching the interviews of the actors usually is a must-do activity, but sometimes there are no Chinese or 

English subtitles. 

He also grew interested in reading comments and discussion about the TV series (i.e., Silk) on 

some online forums (e.g., Zhihu, a well-known Q&A online forum in China): 

I searched the term “����” (Chinese translation of Silk) on Zhihu this time, hoping to get more 

familiar with this TV series, have a deeper understanding of the plot in it and analyse the plot from 

different perspectives. (Colin-Task 3) 

This time I read some less-recommended comments about this show. I found them actually very good. I 

also tried publishing my own understanding of this show on Zhihu this time. It was exciting. (Colin-

Task 8) 

The above excerpts from Colin’s learning journals show that, in the process of reading, 

communicating, and discussing with other fans of this TV series, Colin had an experience of 

knowledge scaffolding and gained a sense of enjoyment and excitement. Overall, in performing 

each fanfiction task, Colin made use of multifarious materials and resources available to him and 

engaged in multiple learning activities. The activities he typically performed included watching the 

specific episode as required, watching video clips to familiarize the story, searching and researching 

information related to the story on websites, watching interviews of the leading actors (e.g., 
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interesting stories behind the scene), listening to relevant audio/songs, looking up 

dictionaries/translation apps or tools, sharing/communicating the story with friends, and writing 

comments on online forums and discussing with other fans of the TV series. 

Julia’ engagement in the fanfiction task shows a different picture. At the very beginning, Julia 

also made use of multifarious materials and resources, and engaged in diversified learning activities 

to complete the task. However, her enthusiasm in performing the fanfiction task deteriorated 

quickly (from Task 3 on), and she soon just watched the specific episode as required and listened 

to audio of the episode on Xima Laya FM (a listening learning application).  

She seemed to ascribe her on-task disengagement to her being easily distracted: 

Digital tools like mobile phone make it hard to concentrate on my English learning. I can't help playing with 

my phone. (Julia-Interview) 

Other factors related to her disengagement (revealed in the interview) included her lack of a 

sense of achievement and the repetitive feature of the task. 

 

6.4.1.3 Social engagement 

Two activities indicative of the participants’ social engagement were involved in the completion of 

the task: discussion with friends (online or offline) and discussion with other fans of Silk on online 

platforms (e.g., Zhihu).  

Colin tried to discuss the TV series with his friends when completing Tasks 1, 2, 3, but he 

stopped doing it from Task 4 on. Although Colin acknowledged the importance of discussing the 

storyline with others, his friends’ unfamiliarity with this TV show made their discussion ineffective 

and hard to continue:  

Sharing and discussing the story with my friends is critical. It helps me make the storyline clear. (Colin-Task 

1) 

I told my friend about the story I watched this time, but he seemed not interested. Maybe because he did not 

watch this TV show. (Colin-Task 3)   

Instead of continuing his discussion with friends, Colin relied on his past experiences (‘I used 

to write reviews for the movies I watched and publish them online on Douban or Zhihu’) and took advantage of 

online discussion, gaining inspiration via online platforms (e.g., Zhihu) from different perspectives 

of other fans of this TV series (Silk). 
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Julia was not socially engaged in the fanfiction task. Although she tried to share the TV series 

with friends in Task 1, she stopped doing it from Task 2 on. But unlike Colin, she did not take 

online communication as an alternative. Unfortunately, her limited reflective comments prevent us 

from exploring the underlying reason for her social disengagement.  

 

6.4.1.4 Affective engagement 

In line with the behaviourally, cognitively, and socially different engagement, distinct feelings and 

attitudes (indicative of affective engagement) for the task were observed in the two participants. 

For example, Julia held a very negative view of the task, as indicated in her statement (‘I don’t think 

this task is suitable for me’).  

Colin, unlike Julia, spoke very highly of the task: 

I love this kind of writing. I mean, retell the story in the first person, which makes the story much more 

vivid. I also like American humour and British gentility, so I find this mini-TV series [Silk] very 

interesting. Besides, I like the music of this show. Enjoying the music and recalling the plot in the bed are 

fantastic. I’m an emotional person and I like this kind of feeling. To be honest, I like every part of this 

task. … Also, this task helps improve my ability to think in English, which is actually the most 

important part. 

This interview excerpt seems to show that Colin’s personal interest, past experiences, affective 

enjoyment, and metacognitive sense of improvement, as well as technological resources (e.g., TV 

show, music) all interacted together, jointly contributing to his fanfiction writing/learning 

experiences.  

Overall, Colin displayed a balanced mixture of behavioural, cognitive, social, and affective 

engagement in the fanfiction task. His comments like ‘this ten-month writing practice comes to an end. 

How time flies’ may even be a sign of him experiencing “a heightened level of motivated task 

engagement” called flow (Dörnyei, 2019, p. 58).  

 

6.4.2 Development of writing complexity 

To gain a general understanding of changes in writing complexity, we first inspected the 

developmental paths of different complexity measures with trendline graphs. Specifically, a 

polynomial trendline as a useful method to sketch the general trend or the direction of the data 

was first added. Figure 6.2 shows that, compared to Julia, Colin’s MLTU (measure of sentential 

complexity, Figure 6.2a) and DC/TU (measure of clausal complexity, Figure 6.2b) underwent a 
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more evident increase over time. As regards phrasal complexity, Colin’s CN (Figure 6.2c) began 

with a decline in the first half, followed by a gradual increase till the end of the study. The 

developmental trend of Julia’s CN was, however, the opposite.  

 

(a)                                                                               (b) 

 
(c) 

 
Figure 6. 2 The general development trend of participants’ sentential complexity (MLTU), 
clausal complexity (DC/TU), and phrasal complexity (CN) 

 

The change point analysis performed on each complexity measure further revealed whether 

and when critical changes (to higher levels) occurred in the two participants’ development of 

different aspects of complexity. While no critical changes were detected in Julia’s complexity 

development, two critical changes were found in Colin’s development of MLTU and DC/TU. 

Figure 6.3 shows a graphical presentation of the changes detected, in which a critical change is 

represented by the shift in the shaded background. More specifically, the change point detected in 

Colin’s sentential complexity (MLTU) at Task 6 (around T6 in Figure 6.3a) divided the longitudinal 

data into two stages: Tasks 1–5 (M = 9.37, SD = 1.10) and Tasks 6–10 (M = 11.90, SD = 1.69). 

An independent sample t-test found that the second stage of Colin’s MLTU was significantly higher 

than the first stage [t(8) = -2.7, p < .05]. The other change point detected in Colin’s clausal 

complexity (DC/TU) at Task 6 (shown in Figure 6.3b) also divided the longitudinal data into two 
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stages: Tasks 1–5 (M = .32, SD = .17) and Tasks 6–10 (M = .75, SD = .16). And the second stage 

of Colin’s DC/TU was also significantly higher [t(8) = -4.1, p < .01] than the first stage.  
 

(a) Plot of MLTU                                                           (b) Plot of DC/TU 

 
Figure 6. 3 Critical changes detected in change-point analysis in the development of Colin’s 
sentential complexity (MLTU) and clausal complexity (DC/TU) 

 

While Figure 6.2 and Figure 6.3 broadly display the changes in the participants’ complexity 

development, a more detailed understanding was gained from the examination of their concurrent 

development of different complexity measures. Figure 6.4 shows intersecting, nonlinear 

development of the complexity measures, with some rising or declining in concert, and others 

exhibiting more disparate trajectories. Specifically, Colin was relatively coordinated in the 

development of different complexity measures, specifically in his development of sentential 

complexity (MLTU) and clausal complexity (DC/TU), which two showed a strong and significantly 

positive correlation (r = .85, p < .01), decreasing and increasing in concert. The development of 

Julia’s complexity measures, however, showed more random patterns, with no significant 

correlation, leading to relative stagnation in her complexity development. 

 

 
Figure 6. 4 Concurrent changes in sentential complexity (MLTU), clausal complexity (DC/TU), 
and phrasal complexity (CN) 
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6.5 Discussion 

The current study has provided a detailed analysis of two learners’ multidimensional engagement 

in the fanfiction task (a specific form of DS) over time and their writing changes that ensued. It 

has demonstrated that the two learners oriented differently to the task, and that they followed 

distinct developmental paths in terms of writing complexity over 10 months. It was also found that 

the same learner, in iteratively performing the task, acted differently on the task at different times.  

These findings shed light on the complexity and dynamism of learners’ on-task engagement. 

That is, learner engagement as a dynamic emergent construct describes the active process of 

learners’ interacting behaviourally, cognitively, socially, and affectively with technological tools and 

resources. It is worth noting that these on-task dimensions of learner engagement are not the same 

as the cognitive, affective and contextual factors which may influence the level of learner 

engagement. Our analysis of learning journal and interview data suggests that learner engagement 

(Colin in our case) and disengagement (Julia) may be related to different factors. Specifically, Colin’s 

behaviourally, cognitively, socially, and affectively active engagement in the fanfiction task seemed 

to be related to his experience of interest, enjoyment and excitement, sense of improvement and 

achievement in performing the fanfiction task, as well as his past experiences. Julia, however, 

seemed to ascribe her disengagement in the task to her being easily distracted and the repetitive 

feature of the task over time. Wang and Mercer (2020) similarly illustrated the importance of 

distinguishing learners’ on-task engagement from its social-psychological antecedents that facilitate 

or inhibit actual engagement.  

Another observation of this study is that learners with distinct on-task engagement exhibited 

different changes in their writing complexity over time. Compared to Julia’s random developmental 

patterns, Colin’s complexity system was “a more stable, coordinated, automated whole” (Hou et 

al., 2020, p. 42), as its subsystems (esp. sentential complexity and clausal complexity) exhibited 

relatively concordant changes over time. What needs to be emphasized here is that it was not our 

intention in this study to make any causal connections between learner engagement and writing 

development; instead, we collected detailed information about two individuals to explore 

interactive mechanisms underlying their differentiated learning experiences and language 

development.  

Findings of this study regarding the different experiential and developmental affordances of 

the fanfiction task for the two participants highlight the importance of learner agency. The 

fanfiction task, while providing Colin with valuable learning opportunities, was superfluous and 

repetitive for Julia. In other words, learners may not only react to the task implemented but act 
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more or less agentically to modify and enrich the learning affordances of the task, transforming it 

into something more interesting, personable, or optimally challenging. As such, learners can be 

viewed as active agents constantly construing and constructing meaning-making opportunities. 

Meanwhile, the interpretation of task-as-affordance (van Lier, 2006; see also Sauro & Sundmark, 

2019) implies that an optimal learning environment provides an affordance within which learners 

can exercise their agency through strategically deploying multifarious resources and materials, 

negotiating for supportive space, multifacetedly engaging in the learning activity, and regulating 

their learning processes. 

 

6.6 Pedagogical implications 

The goal of this 10-month investigation has been to gain a holistic and contextualized 

understanding of learners’ multidimensional engagement over time, and to shed light on 

pedagogical considerations in the design and implementation of DS tasks. Before detailing 

pedagogical suggestions, we want to highlight the complex, dynamic reality of language learning 

and development shown in the current study and emphasized in previous research (e.g., Lowie & 

Verspoor, 2019). Therefore, we propose an ecological pedagogy optimally responsive to this reality, 

which accommodates variation across learners and within the same learner over time, echoing the 

comprehensive ecological pedagogical framework advocated by Levine (2020).  

First, this study revealed learners differentially engaging in the same DS task, which suggests 

that teachers not only need to design interest-provoking tasks; more importantly, the tasks designed 

should be able to “be taken advantage of differentially, permit multiple entry points and pathways 

to divergent outcomes, and entail critical reflection toward learner autonomy” (Levine, 2020, p. 

33). This may be achieved by fostering and leveraging creativity through use of multifarious 

technological resources, and by setting clear directions for pursuing quality improvement of their 

work.  

The distinct on-task engagement observed in the two participants (Colin and Julia) also 

suggests learners may respond negatively to a task not because of its poor design or implementation 

choices the teacher made, but simply because learners bring along their motivational ‘baggage’, 

which overrides motivational function of the task designed (see also Aubrey et al., 2020). However, 

in real classrooms teachers tend to concentrate only on learners’ behavioural engagement in tasks, 

as noted in Mystkowska-Wiertelak (2020), but pay less attention to other dimensions of learners’ 

on-task engagement (e.g., the attitudes learners hold toward the task). In their future classroom 

instruction, teachers may want to encourage a low affective filter (e.g., enhance learners’ positive 
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attitudes toward the tasks) with dynamic teaming strategy, giving the learners the freedom to team 

up with students.  

In line with a fully dynamic pedagogy, this study further highlights certain task features that 

lead to heightened and sustained learner engagement. There is some evidence suggesting that 

learners (Colin in our study) respond differently and more actively as they become more familiar 

with the task and task procedure. That is, when iteratively performing the task designed, Colin had 

playful learning experiences and a sense of achievement. If teachers are to integrate DS activities 

in their instruction, they may consider recycling (similar) task topic and procedures to free up 

students’ attention (Skehan, 1998) for more playful exploration and interaction. In the case of Julia, 

however, her high level of (behavioural and cognitive) engagement in the fanfiction task soon 

changed to disengagement due to the fading of the novelty effect and her repetitive actions in 

performing the task. Such a finding suggests the importance of introducing variety into the task 

and giving learners the freedom to choose task materials or to generate learning contents which 

are familiar to and of intrinsic interest to them (Lambert et al., 2017). 

 

6.7 Conclusion 

In this longitudinal case study, we closely examined two EFL learners’ on-task engagement, which 

was reflected in their behavioural, cognitive, social, and affective involvement in a DS activity. We 

also tracked the (limited) changes in their writing along their multidimensional on-task 

(dis)engagement. Specific factors related to the learners’ on-task (dis)engagement were also 

revealed.  

As the study was exploratory in nature, some limitations should be noted for further 

exploration. First, all tasks were of the same design (i.e., retell the story in written form) and were 

implemented in the same manner (i.e., individually). A wider range of task types or implementation 

methods (e.g., role-play collaborative storytelling) would be worthwhile investigating. Second, 

complexity was used as a descriptor of writing performance and development in the current study, 

which could be complemented with examination of linguistic accuracy and fluency in future 

research. Third, although we closely examined the situated and dynamic nature of engagement (e.g., 

how it is sustained and how it deteriorates), the interaction between different dimensions of 

engagement was less focused on in the current study and merits further investigation.   

To conclude, in most DS research, as well as L2 research in general, researchers tend to rely 

on group-level experimental designs to make generalizations about learner engagement and its 

relation to learning outcomes (e.g., Liu et al., 2017, 2019). However, these designs have shed little 
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light on the complex interplay of different dimensions of the engagement construct, and a range 

of psychological-social factors that may have an impact on learners’ on-task engagement. As such, 

the longitudinal case study design (as adopted in the current study) can complement the group-

level experimental designs, advancing our understanding of the temporal and contextual dynamics 

of learner engagement (see also Wang & Mercer, 2020).      
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