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Abstract 

Language learners are actively engaging in language learning beyond the classroom. However, social 
networking sites, despite playing a major role in people’s lives, have been found to be rarely incorporated 

into language learners’ learning ecologies. An understanding of the factors that shape learners’ 

engagement on instruction-oriented social networking sites could inform platform design and enhance the 

likelihood of platforms being utilized. This study examined a group of language learners’ engagement on 

an instruction-oriented social networking site, Lang-8, over time. Using narrative data and learners’ 
behavioral data on the platform, the study revealed how various ecological resources on and outside the 

platform interacted with one another to shape the dynamic changes in different dimensions of learners’ 

engagement on the platform over time. The study also suggested that learners’ engagement on the platform 
further induced reconstruction of their language learning ecologies, providing additional learning 

opportunities both on and beyond the platform. The findings highlight the importance of supporting learner 
engagement on technological platforms in an informal learning context and provide insights into how such 

support could be achieved through system design. 
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Introduction 

Self-directed language learning beyond the classroom is important in language development and has been 

found to associate positively with language gains (Sundqvist & Wikström, 2015). Learners were found to 

actively utilize a wide range of digital resources to construct out-of-class language learning experience (Lai 

et al., 2018; Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2014). However, social networking sites (SNSs) have a low presence in 

learners’ out-of-class learning repertoire (Lai et al., 2018). SNSs, as non-threatening, community-based, 

identity-masking interpersonal interaction environments, are digital resources that possess great potential 

for language learning, affording low-risk language and social practices, and identity construction and 

performance (Luo, 2013; Reinhardt & Zander, 2011; Wang & Vásquez, 2012). To support learners in 

capitalizing on the potential of SNSs for language learning, platforms that combine language tutorials and 

social networking functions, such as Lang-8, have been developed specifically for language learners. 

However, previous studies have primarily examined learners’ experiences on the platform per se, without 

giving attention to the various relationships learners develop beyond the platform that might affect their 

interaction on the platform (Hamilton, 2013). Adopting an ecological perspective, this study aimed at 

generating holistic and dynamic insights into a group of language learners’ learner-centric experience on 

an instruction-oriented social networking site across time and space (Barron, 2006; van Lier, 2004). 

 

https://oec.xmu.edu.cn/info/1084/7395.htm
https://en.xmu.edu.cn/
https://web.edu.hku.hk/faculty-academics/laichun
http://www.hku.hk/
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Literature Review 

Social Networking Sites for Language Learning 

SNSs are “a type of social media that foreground personal profile and network activity” (Reinhardt, 2019, 

p. 4). Social interaction on SNSs supports language learners in terms of cognitive, metacognitive, 

organizational, and socio-affective aspects (Peeters, 2018). With their affordances for heightened 

reflexivity and community building, SNSs have been found to help learners develop their socio-pragmatic 

and communication skills (Razak et al,, 2013), encourage intercultural communication (Özdemir, 2017), 

and enhance language learning motivation (Tananuraksakul, 2015). 

SNSs have been used inside the classroom to create language learning communities and enhance language 

use opportunities. For example, Peeters (2016) reported that the use of Facebook in his English academic 

writing class helped build a learning community and enhanced students’ writing. At the same time, SNS 

use in informal language learning contexts has been found to enable learners to gain access to native 

speakers and diversified linguistic resources, as well as engage in multiliteracy practices and meaningful 

conversations. These affordances of SNS were found to enhance leaners’ identity construction and 

performance as competent language users (Jin, 2018; Klimanova & Dembovskaya, 2013). For example, Jin 

(2018) found that her L2 learners of Chinese communicated with native speakers outside the classroom via 

WeChat and took advantage of multimodal literacies (i.e., text, images, emoji) of this tool to develop their 

L2 learner-user identities. 

Moreover, there are great variations in how language learners make use of SNSs for informal language 

learning, which are largely subject to learner agency (Reinhardt, 2017). An understanding of how learners 

engage with learning opportunities and learning resources beyond the classroom and of the factors that 

influence their engagement is therefore needed, as it would provide important insights into how learners 

could be supported to utilize the affordances for informal language learning. 

Language Learners’ Engagement on Social Networking Sites 

Engagement has been defined as “the extent of students’ involvement and active participation in learning 

activities” (Cole & Chan, 1994, p. 259). Engagement is related to but different from motivation: motivation 

relates to intent (i.e., learners’ likelihood of engaging in a certain behavior), whereas engagement relates to 

action (i.e., whether “students act, drawing on the energy and direction of motivation, to put thought and 

feeling into deed”) (Mercer, 2019; Oga-Baldwin & Nakata, 2017, p. 152). The three core components of 

engagement are the (a) cognitive (thinking) (i.e., the monitoring and regulation of the interaction), (b) 

behavioral (action) (i.e., effort and persistence in the interaction) and (c) affective (feeling) (i.e., active 

willingness to interact) dimensions (Fredricks et al., 2004). The three dimensions are interrelated and 

socially situated, and are constantly in flux (Mercer, 2019). Levels of engagement are found to be positively 

associated with both cognitive and affective outcomes (Mercer, 2019), whereas lack of engagement on 

SNSs may result in unsustained use (Lin et al., 2016). Therefore, understanding learners’ engagement on 

SNSs is important for maximizing the potential of SNSs in an informal learning context. 

Various factors have been found to influence students’ engagement with technologies in the classroom, 

such as task design (Blasco-Arcas et al., 2013), teachers’ pedagogies (Han & Finkelstein, 2013) and 

students’ perceptions of technologies (Sun & Rueda, 2012). However, very few studies have examined 

students’ engagement with technologies in informal learning contexts. Among the small number of studies 

in the field, disengagement from SNSs has been largely attributed to factors like poor platform design, 

difficulties in locating peer learners, and a lack of proper learning materials (Lin et al., 2016). These factors 

are limited to learners’ experiences on the platforms, without considering the learning activities beyond the 

platforms (Hamilton, 2013). Given the constantly changing and social-situated nature of engagement, 
Mercer (2019) advocated a holistic understanding of language learning engagement across multilevel 

ecologies and timescales. Thus, a holistic examination of students’ engagement from an ecological 

perspective is needed (Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Mercer, 2019). The current study aims at filling this 
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research gap by examining students’ engagement on SNSs in an informal learning context from an 

ecological perspective to provide holistic and dynamic insights into the issue. The current study 

operationalized engagement as how language learners participate and interact on a SNS from cognitive 

(how they perceive the platform), behavioral (how they act), and affective (how they feel) perspectives.   

An Ecological Perspective 

Language learning is complex because “it is emergent from and dynamically interconnected with the 

environment” (Larsen-Freeman, 2018, p. 59). A change in one aspect affects the others. Learning a language 

online in an informal context is particularly a nonlinear, self-organized, and emergent complex dynamic 

system (Godwin-Jones, 2018). A holistic view is required to understand language learning in this context. 

Thus, an ecological perspective is needed to examine the changing relationships between all the internal 

components (e.g., learning beliefs, identity, emotions) and external components (e.g., social activities, 

teachers, peers) that shape the learning trajectories of individual learners (Godwin-Jones, 2018, 2019; 

Larsen-Freeman, 2018). 

Barron (2006) defined a learning ecology as “the set of contexts found in physical or virtual spaces that 

provide opportunities for learning. Each context comprises a unique configuration of activities, material 

resources, relationships, and the interactions that emerge from them” (p. 195). She believed that individuals’ 

self-initiated learning is triggered by the various ideational and relational resources available in their 

learning ecology. Individuals further employ a variety of strategies to create learning opportunities to self-

sustain their learning. Thus, self-initiated and self-sustained learning depends critically on learners’ agentic 

experience in using material resources (learning tools and artifacts), discursive resources (language learners’ 

discourses about values, attitudes, beliefs, and motives in language learning), and social resources (social 

interactions with people) to create learning opportunities across contextual boundaries (i.e., from online to 

offline, from one technological context to another). The different components in a learning ecology are 

interdependent and closely intertwined. Whether learners are able to create learning opportunities with the 

resources depends on whether they perceive the affordances of the resources. Only when the “affordances” 

of learning resources are perceived and acted upon by language learners will language learning take place 

(van Lier, 2004). For example, Murray (2018) gave a vivid account of how a group of Japanese learners of 

English actively (re)constructed the learning ecology of a public café through action and discourse. The 

researcher argued that learning ecologies exist in, and only in, learner perceptions, and that “how people 

define a space transforms it into a place, determines what they do there, and influences their autonomy” 

(Murray, 2018, p. 93). Moreover, researchers have pointed out that learners’ ability to perceive the 

affordances of learning resources is not static but is context-dependent and temporally fluid (van Lier, 2004). 

Gao’s (2010) study found that Chinese university English language learners in Hong Kong constantly 

configured and reconfigured their out-of-class English learning experience in response to the changing 

context (e.g., institutional resources, curricular requirements, peer interactions) after migrating from 

mainland China to Hong Kong. 

These empirical studies suggest that language learning is a dynamic and complex process, which is 

intertwined with elements in the environment in which learners are situated. This interconnectedness of 

elements in a learning ecology suggests that any technological resource should not be studied in isolation 

(Hyland, 2004; Lamb, 2004). An ecological perspective would be useful in shedding light on how learners 

not only utilize varied technological resources to construct their language learning experience in general 

but also interact with a particular educational platform over time. Research on the latter is lacking, and the 

present study was intended to fill that gap. Adopting Barron’s (2006) learning ecology framework, this 

study examined learners’ self-initiated and self-sustained engagement on an educational social networking 

platform, Lang-8. Although individual social media applications come and go, “the networking dimension 

will remain” (Lamy & Zourou, 2013, p. 1). By examining how learners utilize the affordances of Lang-8 

over time, this study aimed to generate some insights into learners’ interaction with the networking 

dimensions that have become commonplace in technological platform design. Specifically, the study aimed 

at answering the following research questions: 

https://lang-8.com/
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1. How and to what extent does the language learners’ engagement with the platform in an informal 

learning context change over time? 

2. How is the language learners’ engagement with the platform situated in their language learning 

ecology? 

Method 

Research Design 

An ecological perspective views language learners’ interaction with technologies outside the classroom as 

a complex and dynamic process; thus, multi-method approaches are needed to capture its complexity 

(Godwin-Jones, 2018, 2019). To understand the interaction between learners’ engagement on a SNS 

platform and the various resources in their learning ecology over time, this study collected narrative data 

supplemented with behavioral data captured by the archived logs on the platform. Narrative data refers to 

people’s accounts of their long-term experiences and is usually collected through interviews (Syed & 

Nelson, 2015). Narrative data is important when adopting an ecological perspective for three reasons. First, 

an ecological perspective views language learning with technologies as a dynamic process, and because 

narrative data covers a range of timescales, it can allow changes in different periods to be identified so as 

to present learners’ learning trajectories (Chik, 2011). Second, an ecological perspective emphasizes the 

interdependence of learners’ experiences across contextual boundaries, and narrative data can provide thick 

descriptions of the different contexts that constitute learners’ learning ecologies (Gao, 2010). Third, an 

ecological perspective highlights the role of learner agency in creating learning opportunities, and narrative 

data can shed light on learners’ experiences from their own perspectives (Barkhuizen et al., 2014).  

Research Context 

Established in 2007, Lang-8 has attracted language learners from more than 190 countries and speaking 90 

languages (Lang-8, 2021). Lang-8 is a language exchange platform that allows language learners to post 

blog entries in a second language and receive corrective feedback from native speakers. The tracker gadget, 

which is similar to the Track Changes function in a word processing program, helps users correct language 

directly on one another’s entries (See Figure 1). Users are also allowed to add extra explanations of, or 

comments on, their corrective feedback. Lang-8 also has social networking functions whereby learners can 

add friends and send messages to each other. Lang-8 affords user self-monitoring through providing 

statistical records of the number of readers of every post, the number of comments received, the number of 

comments given and so on. As an educational blog-based online learning platform, Lang-8 features archives 

of individual work, peer feedback, and learning community building. 
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Figure 1 

A Screenshot of the Making Corrections Through Track Changes Function on Lang-8 

 

 

Participants 

Participant selection was based on three criteria. First, participants should be existing users of Lang-8 at the 

time of data collection. Second, participants should be active users who were on the platform’s leader board 

as top contributors of blog entries and comments. Recruiting active users could provide rich performance 

data and shed light on the experience of users who persevered in the system. Third, participants should be 

representative of different genders, levels of language proficiency, ages, and cultural backgrounds for 

maximal variations in demographic backgrounds. Invitation messages were sent to potential participants 

who were on the leader board of the platform. Six participants who met the selection criteria volunteered 

to participate in the study (see Table 1).  
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Table 1 

Participant Profiles 

Participant Native 

language 

Target 

language 

Self-reported 

language 

proficiency 

based on CEFR 

checklist 

Occupation (taking 

institutionalized 

language course at 

the time of the study)  

Duration of 

Lang-8 use 

prior to data 

collection (when 

they started 

using Lang-8) 

S1  Korean Chinese Advanced Adult (No) 3 years (2015) 

S2 English Chinese Intermediate Undergraduate student 

(Yes) 

3 years (2016) 

S3 Japanese Chinese Advanced Adult (Yes) 7 years (2012) 

S4 Chinese Japanese Beginner Undergraduate student 

(No) 

2 years (2017) 

S5 Chinese Japanese Intermediate Adult (No) 3 years (2015) 

S6 Chinese English Advanced Graduate student (Yes) 5 years (2014) 

Data Collection 

The data collected in the study included the participants’ narratives and their behavior on the platform. The 

participants’ narratives of their learning histories on Lang-8 were elicited through semi-structured 

interviews and follow-up conversations via online communication tools (WeChat, Line, and Skype). Before 

the interviews, we browsed through their Lang-8 spaces to familiarize ourselves with the ‘language’ and 

particular ‘jargon’ of the participants for better communication during the interview and interpretation of 

interview data (Sikes & Potts, 2008, p. 177). Each interview lasted about one and a half hours and was 

recorded. One participant, S2, was interviewed twice, first when the student was about to finish their studies 

as an exchange student in China, and second after the student had returned to their hometown in the United 

States. Numerous follow-up conversations were conducted with all participants via message 

correspondence for clarification and supplementary explanations. The language used in the interviews and 

follow-up conversations was either the participants’ native language or the language they preferred to use. 

During the interviews, the participants were asked to provide their biographical information and language 

learning background. Then, in order to explore the participants’ trajectories of Lang-8 use, the participants 

were asked to elaborate on their learning experiences on Lang-8 over time, including cognitive, behavioral, 

and affective dimensions, and to identify “critical moments” when they perceived changes in their use of 

the platform as well as their learning experiences beyond the platform (i.e., their learning needs, beliefs, 

resources, relationships with learning peers, and so on). In this way, the stages of platform use as well as 

the settings of each stage were identified. In addition to the interview data, the logged online behaviors, 

including the participants’ blog posts and written conversations with other users, were collected and 

analyzed to understand participants’ actual behaviors on the platform (Blin et al., 2016). The archived 

behavioral data of the participants from the day they signed up on the platform were also collected. 

Supplementing narrative data with behavioral data on the platform allows triangulation of various data and 

substantiates learner accounts elicited from narrative data, thus providing a richer picture of their 

engagement (Lee, 2006; Shenton, 2004). 

Data Analysis 

Interview data were transcribed verbatim and analyzed inductively through a cyclical and evolving process 
(Saldaña, 2016), involving open, axial, and selective coding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Open coding was 

conducted to identify the preliminary codes emerging from the transcripts of interviews that were relevant 
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to the research questions. As listed in Figure 2, open coding focused on different dimensions of engagement 

on the platform and different types of resources in the participant’s learning ecology. The preliminary codes 

used the original words used by the participants. These codes were then compared across cases and clustered 

into categories and sub-categories (operational definitions and coding scheme for engagement and learning 

ecology are provided in Appendix A and Appendix B respectively). Axial coding was then conducted to 

identify the relationship between the open codes. The relationships between “learner engagement” and 

“learning ecology” were examined in the axial coding process to answer the second research question. 

Finally, in the selective coding stage, we examined the relationships of the thematic categories generated 

through axial coding and synthesized the relationships to generate theoretical propositions (Creswell & 

Poth, 2016). These propositions illustrated how the critical ecological factors interwove with learners’ 

engagement on the platform dynamically over time. Based on the data analysis, the participants’ learning 

trajectories on the platform were summarized and discussed with participants as a form of member checking 

(Zacharias, 2016). The participants felt that the narratives were an accurate description of their experiences. 

Based on the codes derived from the interview data, content analysis was conducted on blog posts to obtain 

profiles of the participants’ actual online behaviors. The contents of the blog posts were coded based on the 

nature of the post (Appendix A). Moreover, content analyses of the participants’ written exchanges with 

native speakers and other learners in the discussion forums were also conducted to determine whether their 

comments were language learning-related or social interaction-related (Henri, 1992; Appendix C). After 

coding different types of blog posts and different types of comments, we calculated the proportion of each 

type by dividing the number of each type against the total number of posts or comments.  

Figure 2  

Procedure For Analyzing Interview Data 

 

Findings 

Learners’ Engagement on Lang-8 Changed Over Time 

Analyses of the interview responses and the platform performance data revealed that the participants’ 

engagement on the platform changed over time, which was reflected in three dimensions. 

Cognitive Engagement—Broadening Positioning of the Platform 

Cognitive engagement was operationalized in this study as the participants’ positioning of the platform. 

When asked what they thought of Lang-8 when first using it, they reported that they primarily regarded it 

as a practice platform. Responses like “It enables me to practice writing”; “I saw it as a writing practice 
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platform”; and “it enables me to revise my writing, my grammar and vocabulary mistakes” abounded when 

they talked about their positioning when first using the platform. However, they all talked about how they 

perceived the platform differently over time. When talking about their positioning of the platform at a later 

stage, participants made comments such as “It supports meaningful language use” and “It enables me to 

meet native speakers.” The narratives of S2 at two different time stamps were telling examples of the 

participants’ changing cognitive engagement on the platform over time. S2 was an undergraduate student 

in the United States, studying Chinese as one of his majors. When he was first interviewed, he was in his 

third year as an exchange student in China and was about to end his studies in China. He talked about 

positioning Lang-8 as a proofreading site for his practice and drills: “It enables me to ask native speakers 

to help proofread my schoolwork.” Later, after he had moved back to his university in the United States 

and resumed his Chinese studies there, he was interviewed again. He reported that he had started designing 

a Chinese Pinyin learning app and regarded Lang-8 as a place to “ask the native speakers to help find 

appropriate terminology” to support the app development. Thus, his positioning of Lang-8 had expanded 

from a proofreading aid to a venue through which to seek support for authentic language use. This general 

trend of a broadened positioning of the platform over time was echoed in other participants’ interview 

responses. For instance, S6 shared how she diversified her positioning of the platform as she gained more 

experience on the platform: “Now I regard it as a language learning platform for practicing writing and 

supporting my authentic language use as well as a venue to meet native speakers.” Thus, the participants 

exhibited a shift from regarding the platform solely as a “writing practice platform” toward gradually 

perceiving it as a possible venue to socialize with native speakers and seek help to support authentic daily 

life tasks.  

Behavioral Engagement—Increased Focus on Language Use and Socialization  

Behavioral engagement was measured in terms of the nature of participants’ blog posts, the way they 

responded to peer feedback, and the nature of the feedback they gave to others. Content analysis on the 

blog postings revealed that the participants’ blog entries were more varied in the latter stages of their 

platform use compared with those they had posted when they first used the platform. At the same time, 

their blog postings in the latter stages reflected their shifted focus on authentic language use. For example, 

S2, the American undergraduate Chinese language learner, demonstrated two salient stages of blog posting 

(see Figure 3). During the first stage, from July 2016–April 2018, his blog posts were primarily practice 

and drill based (i.e., blog posts seeking native speakers’ feedback on language coursework). During the 

second stage, from May 2018–September 2018, his postings were characterized by more varied content, 

and he had begun to use blogs to support his authentic language use (i.e., questions for appropriate 

terminologies for the app he was developing). 
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Figure 3 

The Changing Nature and Diversification of S2’s Blog Posts Over Time 

 

The blog posts of S5, an adult learner of Japanese, also exhibited two salient stages. Although her blog 

posts in these two stages were both varied, the latter stage showed a more balanced distribution of varied 

types of blog posts than the earlier stage, which was dominated by a high proportion of daily entries (see 

Figure 4). The proportion of her writing exercises (i.e., essays for examination preparation and translation 

exercises) in the earlier stage decreased gradually (November 2015–May 2018), whereas in the latter stage, 

she shifted to a focus on authentic language use which was reflected by an increase in her help seeking 

posts for proofreading her work emails and in uploading recordings for pronunciation practice so that she 

would be “able to talk with the native speakers face to face.” Thus, the participants’ postings showed a 

general trend of becoming more varied and exhibiting an increased focus on supporting authentic language 

use.   

Figure 4  

The Changing Nature and Diversification of S5’s Blog Posts Over Time 

 

The participants’ responses to the peer feedback they received on the platform also changed over time. 
Appendix D shows the proportions of different types of participants’ responses to the peer comments they 

received from native speakers. The proportion of non-responses from the participants decreased over time 

(from an average of 61.95% in their first year of platform use to 39.56% in the last year before data 
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collection), suggesting that the participants’ interaction with native speakers increased over the years. 

Moreover, the increased engagement primarily came from an increase in social interaction-related 

responses (126.22%) rather than language learning-related responses (20.34%). In other words, the 

participants exhibited an increasing socialization-oriented engagement with peer comments, such as 

discussion about content as opposed to language form, which suggested that their engagement with peer 

comments had morphed toward an increased focus on socialization. 

Participants’ socialization orientation on the platform was also reflected in the nature of the comments they 

gave to peers who were learning their native languages. Appendix E shows that, among the comments they 

gave to peers, the proportions of language learning-related comments decreased (a drop from an average of 

81.20% in the first year of use to 53.83% right before the data collection), while the proportions of social 

interaction-oriented comments increased over time (an increase from 18.80% to 46.17%).  

Thus, analyses of the nature of the participants’ blog posts, responses to peer comments, and the comments 

they gave to peers consistently suggest a change in the nature of participants’ behavioral engagement toward 

greater attention given to socialization and an increased focus on language use. 

Affective Engagement—Stronger Sense of Affiliation   

Affective engagement was operationalized as the participants’ feelings and attitudes toward their 

experiences on the platform. The participants’ affective engagement on the platform was characterized by 

more openness to online strangers and a stronger sense of community over time.  

When asked about their feelings when first using the platform, the participants generally expressed a note 

of reservation with regard to their sense of being connected on the platform. They often used phrases like 

“I was unfamiliar with strangers online” to describe their feelings at that time. However, descriptions of 

their feelings then shifted to notions like “I feel the sense of community,” “I am being connected with other 

learners now,” when talking about their experience in the later stages of their platform use. S1 recounted “I 

didn’t like to chat with strangers online at first for lack of familiarity.” Over the years, he received positive 

feedback from a group of peers who regularly read his posts, ranging from affirming his progress in 

language learning to comforting him when he complained about his work. These emotionally supportive 

comments made him feel more connected to his peers on the platform. He recounted: “I’ve never seen them 

face to face, but they encouraged me like my friends. I regarded them as peers rather than teachers or 

students.” Similar patterns were revealed in other participants’ interview responses. For instance, S5 

reported: “In fact, I gradually identified a group of users who regularly read and commented on my posts, 

and I would definitely help them in return. I felt there was a bond between us.” Increased familiarity with 

online users and positive feedback from native speakers on the platform encouraged participants to 

overcome their initial fear of socializing with strangers, and to become more open-minded to strangers 

online. 

In summary, analyses of the participants’ narrative accounts and behavioral data revealed that learners’ 

engagement on the platform was dynamic and changed over time. Table 2 summarizes the nature of the 

changes in learner engagement on the platform over time. 
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Table 2 

Summary of the Changes in Learner Engagement on the Platform 

Dimensions Changes Over Time  

Cognitive A broadening of positioning and repositioning of the platform over time 

Behavioral  

Blog posts A broadening of post variety over time 

Replies to comments Shifted from language form focused to content focused and authentic 

language use 

Comments on peers’ 

posts 

Building up connections with learners over time 

Affective More openness toward strangers online 

 Feeling a stronger sense of community over time 

Moreover, changes in the three dimensions of engagement were found to be interwoven with one another. 

Participants’ positioning of the platform seemed to co-evolve with what they posted on their blogs and how 

they interacted with online peers. The participants’ narratives of their experiences on Lang-8 in the earlier 

stages of their platform usage suggested they perceived the platform as useful for “writing practice” and 

for posting diaries or writing exercises. However, in the latter stages, the participants reported positioning 

the platform as a possible place to meet native speakers, and they recounted “post[ing] articles that may 

appeal to native speakers.” S1, an adult learner of Chinese, tried to post his favorite Chinese poems, songs, 

and movies to perform a “Chinese culture lover” identity to attract the attention of native speakers. S4, a 

student learner of Japanese tried to make posts related to Japanese comics because he thought “many 

Japanese like it.” This broadening positioning of the platform was accompanied with more varied blog posts 

and increased use of blog entries to support authentic language use. At the same time, their repositioning 

of the platform as a place to meet peers led to increased efforts to build connections through social 

interaction-related discussions. For example, after about three months into using the platform, S5 replied 

to a Japanese learner of Chinese: “I’m happy we are learning from each other.” She explained that her 

intention was to “build up a connection with [her] learning peer.” This comment sparked off several turns 

of gratitude-showing and encouragement between the two of them. The positive affective engagement 

induced by socialization-oriented behavioral engagement further reinforced participants’ repositioning of 

the platform. They now perceived the platform as having a social role, as one participant reported, “feeling 

that people should help each other in the community and help others provides opportunities to meet new 

friends.” 

Learners’ Engagement on the Platform Was Situated in Their Language Learning 
Ecologies 

The data further revealed that the dynamic changes in the participants’ engagement on the platform were 

intertwined closely with their ongoing interaction with the discursive, social, and material resources in their 

learning ecologies. 

Discursive Resources 

Discursive resources such as learning beliefs were found to shape the participants’ differentiated cognitive 

and behavioral engagement on the platform. 

For example, S4 and S1 held different learning beliefs. S4 believed in “learn[ing] the language” before he 

could “use the language”, and he also believed that “one should learn writing systematically from teachers.” 

Accordingly, S4 positioned Lang-8 primarily as a “language help-seeking” platform, and his blog posts on 

the platform consisted primarily of entries of language-related questions, though with a transition from drill 
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to meaningful language tasks over time. 

In contrast, S1 believed that “the best way to learn the language is to use it”, and he thought more positively 

about learning from peers than he did about learning from teachers because he felt that he could be freer to 

ask any questions and discuss anything with his peers. With different language learning beliefs, S1 showed 

a rather different pattern of dynamic changes in cognitive and behavioral engagement. He exhibited an 

increasingly broader positioning of the platform over time, viewing the platform as having multiple 

language learning functions, including “help-seeking” and “social networking.” Correspondingly, his social 

interaction-related discussions with native speakers increased 475.78% over the years, an increase that was 

much higher than that of S4 (103.83%). 

At the same time, the participants’ behavioral and affective engagement on the platform reshaped their 

learning beliefs, particularly in relation to language errors. For example, S3 and S5 both reported inclining 

toward “avoid[ing] mistakes” when they first approached the platform. They were very cautious when 

posting online and tried to use “perfect language” to avoid feeling embarrassed when making language 

errors. They also paid a lot of attention to corrective feedback in peers’ comments, spending a lot of time 

studying and internalizing the feedback. S3 even printed out the feedback to study. However, as time went 

by, the participants found that the native speakers on Lang-8 did not criticize or laugh at them because of 

their mistakes, which made them start to adopt a more open attitude toward language errors. Gradually, 

they began to accept their “imperfect language” and started to believe in “learn[ing] from mistakes.” 

Accordingly, they didn’t feel as uncomfortable and embarrassed as they had before when receiving 

corrective feedback. The critical changes regarding their learning beliefs “encouraged [them] to become 

adventurous in language use.” As S5 reported, “the encouragement I received made me accept my mistakes 

more. Now I think trial and error is one of the ways to learn language, so I usually try different expressions.” 

This change in their learning beliefs further led to their shifted focus when communicating with learning 

peers online—from language-form focused to socialization driven (see Appendix D and E).  

In short, learners’ discursive resources, specifically language learning beliefs, influenced how they 

perceived the platform and how they interacted on the platform. On the other hand, positive experiences on 

the platform induced positive affective engagement, which in turn changed their learning beliefs regarding 

language errors, and then reshaped their behavioral engagement on the platform. 

Social Resources 

Social resources in a learner’s ecology include social interaction on and beyond the platform. Having a 

group of peers who regularly reviewed and commented on one another’s blog posts induced changes in the 

learners’ cognitive, behavioral, and affective engagement. Peer comments, especially those on the contents 

of the blog entries, broadened the participants’ positioning of the platform—they now perceived it as a 

means of “social networking”—and induced positive affective engagement. Positive affective engagement 

on the platform encouraged the participants to overcome their initial fear of interacting with native speaker 

strangers on the platform, and to post more socialization-oriented responses to the comments. Thus, 

interacting with social resources on the platform led to changes in their engagement. Moreover, social 

interaction beyond the platform also interacted dialectically with their engagement on the platform. As 

indicated in Figure 3, S2 suspended his use of Lang-8 during his study-abroad experience in China as an 

exchange student because “[he] had a lot of opportunities to use authentic language in an immersive 

language learning context.” S1’s interaction with native speakers of Chinese at work made him realize how 

little Chinese tourists knew about Korean culture. Thus, his positioning of the platform broadened to a 

proofreading site for his travel logs that he planned to post on a website specifically designed for Chinese 

travelers to Korea. 

At the same time, the participants’ experiences on the platform extended their social resources both on and 

beyond the platform. Receiving positive feedback not only on their language but also on the content of their 

posts brought emotional relief and encouragement, and boosted their efforts to build reciprocal relationships 

through providing and responding to social interaction-related comments. The sense of being acknowledged 
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and embraced by native speakers on the platform together with the long-term relationship they had built up 

with the community helped participants extend this relationship beyond the platform. For instance, S3 and 

S5, after having used the platform for three years and half a year respectively, turned to Skype for tandem 

language learning once a week to practice their oral skills after meeting native speakers on the platform. 

Other learners also reported communicating with native speakers through other technologies at least once 

a month. The first time they started conversations with native speakers beyond the platform varied, from 

one month to half a year, depending on their sense of community with their learning peers on the platform. 

In addition, participants’ positive experiences on the platform, which encouraged them to “learn from 

mistakes,” also seemed to be helpful in fostering their socialization with native speakers beyond the 

platform. As S3 reported, “I am not afraid of making mistakes now, so I try to deepen my conversations 

with native speakers, no matter on Lang-8 or through Skype, rather than only using ‘correct language’ I 

already knew over and over again.” 

In summary, an interaction between social resources and engagement on the platform emerged from the 

study. The participants’ social interaction, both with online peers and native speakers beyond the platform, 

influenced their engagement on the platform. At the same time, their engagement on the platform helped 

extend their social interaction with their language learning peers within and beyond the platform. 

Material Resources 

The findings revealed that the learners’ perceived affordance of the platform and other technological 

resources around them worked together to shape their cognitive engagement on the platform. The 

participants tended to turn to other communication technologies after they met learning peers on the 

platform, suggesting their perceptions of the platform as not affording in-depth social interaction. The 

participants felt that the asynchronous nature of the interaction on the platform made it hard to sustain an 

in-depth conversation. Besides, not being able to send emoji and meme made it hard to “conduct interesting 

conversations.” Furthermore, unlike other communication tools such as Facebook and WeChat, where they 

could start a conversation because of Moment postings (such as Instagram Stories or WeChat Moments), 

the participants felt they could hardly find the “right times” to start a conversation with native speakers on 

Lang-8. For these reasons, they turned to other communication technologies such as Skype or WeChat for 

socialization with new friends they encountered on Lang-8. They felt that “the dialogue and the relationship 

between [them] were close, and the words were more intimate” when interacting using these 

communication technologies. In other words, learners’ perception (or rather lack of perception) of the 

networking affordance of Lang-8 not only shaped their particular positioning of Lang-8 in their language 

learning ecologies, but also reshaped their language learning ecologies by sparking off potential interactions 

with people they came across on Lang-8 on other technological platforms that they perceived as more 

conducive for networking. 

The participants also exhibited an organic orchestration of different technological tools in conjunction with 

Lang-8 to serve their language learning needs. For example, S4 watched free learning videos on YouTube 

and then wrote down on Lang-8 what he had learned in the videos. If he missed something, he asked for 

help on Lang-8, and provided video links on his blogs. When he started to read Japanese textbooks during 

the later stages of his learning, he encountered more difficult linguistic issues. However, he found that the 

native speakers on Lang-8 could not provide detailed and professional explanations. Thus, he used 

WordReference Forums instead to enquire about tricky grammar issues and to “receive detailed 

explanations from professional linguists.” 

In brief, the ongoing changes in their engagement on the platform influenced the way all the participants 

perceived the affordances of the platform and selectively used other technological resources to meet their 

learning needs and achieve their learning purposes.  

Discussion 

This study examined how a group of language learners engaged with the SNS Lang-8 for their language 

https://forum.wordreference.com/
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learning in an informal learning context. It found that language learners’ cognitive, behavioral, and affective 

engagement on the SNS changed over time. Moreover, these changes were closely intertwined with the 

changes in discursive resources (learning beliefs, attitudes toward errors), social resources (social 

interaction on and beyond the platform), and material resources (perceived affordances of the platform and 

other material resources). In other words, this nexus of relationships influenced what affordances of the 

online learning platform the learner perceived and utilized, and their engagement on the platform in turn 

made a difference in the ongoing changes in the components in their learning ecology. 

The dynamic nature of the learners’ engagement may have been related to their changing perceptions and 

utilization of the affordances of the platform. Results showed that the learners selectively utilized the 

different affordances of the SNS over time. The agentic role of the participants resulted in great variations 

in how they made use of the platform, echoing the findings of research on language learning beyond the 

classroom (Godwin-Jones, 2019; Reinhardt, 2017). Therefore, compared with the language classroom 

context, where teachers largely mediate learners’ engagement through task design and pedagogies (Blasco-

Arcas et al., 2013; Han & Finkelstein, 2013), the learners’ agentic role in perceiving and acting on the 

affordances of technological resources played a much greater role in shaping learner engagement in the 

informal learning context. Thus, greater attention needs to be paid to learner agency in relation to 

technological affordances in the informal learning context. The present study further revealed how the 

changes in the three dimensions of engagement were interwoven with one another. Their behavioral 

engagement shaped their feelings of affinity on the platform, which drove further behavioral engagement. 

The interaction between behavioral engagement and affective engagement in turn reinforced or reshaped 

the participants’ cognitive engagement. The findings help to shed insight on “the nature of interrelations” 

between the three dimensions of learner engagement (Mercer, 2019, p. 656). Given that the nature of learner 

engagement on technological platforms may differ with or without teacher intervention, whether the same 

patterns of interaction between different dimensions of learner engagement could be observed in the 

instructional context deserves further exploration. 

This study also found that learners’ engagement on the platform was closely intertwined with the changes 

in discursive resources (learning beliefs, attitudes toward errors), social resources (social interaction on and 

beyond the platform), and material resources (perceived affordances of the platform and other material 

resources) in the participant’s language learning ecology beyond the platform. Concurring with previous 

research (e.g., Barron, 2006; Chik, 2008, 2011; Gao, 2010), the study found that learners’ engagement on 

the platform was shaped by various material, discursive, and social resources across multiple physical and 

virtual settings—the availability and perceived affordances of other technological resources, positive 

feedback from peers on the technological platform, and human relations on the platform and in daily life. 

Thus, learners’ engagement on an instructional SNS in informal learning contexts is shaped not only by the 

design features and the concomitant culture of the platform per se but also by the various discursive, social, 

and material resources beyond the platform as well. The findings suggest that to understand learner 

engagement on technological platforms in the informal learning context, both learners’ interaction on the 

technological platform and their interactions with their learning ecologies beyond the platform need to be 

examined concurrently (Hamilton, 2013). Moreover, the learners’ engagement on the platform in turn 

induced reconstruction of their learning ecology. The study found that the participants’ engagement on 

Lang-8 shaped learners’ reconstruction of their learning beliefs, their interaction with learning peers, and 

their selective use of opportunities and resources for language learning and (or) language use. This 

(re)construction process suggested that a learner’s interaction on a technological platform does not occur 

in a vacuum but is intricately intertwined with the other resources in one’s personal learning environment. 

The intricate interplay between participants’ interactions on the platform and the various components in the 

learners’ learning ecologies was temporal in nature as the initial round of interaction between them initiated 

rounds of renegotiation of the nexus of relationships, which made participants’ interaction with a given 

technological platform a constantly defining and redefining process. Thus, this study provides insights for 
researchers into examining the use of technology in relation to the reconstruction of language learners’ 

discursive, social, and material resources. 
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There are two implications of the study for technological designers. First, instructional-oriented SNS 

platforms need to incorporate design features that enhance users’ likelihood of perceiving the different 

affordances of the platform and that help them to monitor their utilization of the different affordances. Such 

features may include automatic record-keeping of the different nature of users’ posts, the different nature 

of their responses concerning peer feedback, and the different types of comments they give to others. The 

automatic record-keeping may be displayed at regular intervals in a learner story space where learners can 

share the different ways they use the platform. Second, the study revealed that the key to sustained use of 

the instructional SNS was learners’ shifting and, more importantly, broadening positioning of the platform. 

Receiving social interaction-related feedback from peers played a key role in driving the broadening of the 

positioning. Thus, it is important for designers to incorporate mechanisms that encourage and support 

positive social interactions, such as reminding learners to post social-related comments. Considering that 

lacking communication-friendly tools like emojis and memes was reported to hinder interesting 

conversations on the platform, designers may also add tools to facilitate socialization on the platform. 

Although this study focused specifically on an instructional-oriented SNSs, these two implications may be 

considered in the design of any technological platform involving social interaction.  

Conclusion 

This study examined learners’ longitudinal engagement with an educational SNS in their self-directed 

informal language learning beyond the classroom. The findings revealed that the learners went through a 

dynamic process of iterative (re)interpretation and utilization of the affordances of the online platform. 

Their dynamic engagement on the educational social networking platform was interwoven with the nexus 

of relationships within and beyond the platform. This suggests that learner agency and learners’ capacity to 

perceive and act on technological affordances may play an essential role in shaping learner engagement 

with technological platforms in an informal learning context. The findings further emphasized that 

understanding learner engagement in this context is indispensable to an understanding of individual learning 

environments. Thus, a holistic and dynamic perspective is beneficial when devising mechanisms to support 

sustained learner engagement in informal learning contexts. 

There are some limitations in the current study. For instance, this study relied heavily on self-report 

narratives. However, behavioral data was collected and analyzed for triangulation with the insights derived 

from the narratives. Moreover, the study was based on six cases, which makes it difficult to generalize the 

findings. However, a case study may be considered “generalizable to theoretical propositions” (Yin, 2003, 

p. 10). Third, this study was based on a group of learners who persisted in their use of an instructional SNS 

platform. This biased sample was targeted purposefully to identify the factors that contribute to sustained 

engagement on such platforms. Future studies may examine how the manipulation and intervention of these 

identified platform design factors and ecological factors might help enhance learners’ engagement on a 

SNS. Given that the three dimensions of learner engagement are interdependent, future studies may also 

examine how intervention in one dimension of learner engagement might contribute to the co-evolution of 

the other dimensions of learner engagement.  
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Appendix A. Dimensions of Learner Engagement on the Platform 

Dimensions 

(definitions) 

Sub-dimensions Categories identified Examples of comments from 

participants 

Cognitive 

engagement (What 

did the 

participants think 

of the platform?) 

 Practice writing “It’s a writing practice platform to 

me.”  

 Meet native speakers “I think I can meet native speakers 

on the platform.” 

 Seek help for drills 

and practice 

“The platform is for receiving 

corrections for my schoolwork.” 

 Seek help to support 

authentic language 

use 

“I treated it as a proofreading site 

when I drafted an email to my 

Japanese colleagues.” 

Behavioral 

engagement 

(What did the 

participants do on 

the platform?) 

Posting blogs 

(the nature of the 

blog postings) 

Personal diaries “I posted personal diaries.” 

Exercise book 

practice  

“I gave my answers of the grammar 

exercise on the platform.” 

Language learning-

related questions  

“I posted questions when I came 

across the grammar I don’t 

understand.” 

Proofread requests  “I posted my drafted email to ask for 

help.” 

Learning reflections “I posted my learning reflection.” 

Replying to 

comments (the nature 

of the replies to the 

peer feedback) 

See Appendix C 

Commenting on 

peers’ posts  

(the nature of the 

comments gave to 

peer learners) 

See Appendix C 

Affective 

engagement (How 

did the 

participants feel 

about the 

experience on the 

platform?) 

  “I felt weird at first when I received 

messages from strangers online.” 
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Appendix B. Dimensions of Learning Ecologies (adopted from Gao, 2010).  

Dimensions Definitions Sub-dimensions 

identified in the Study 

Examples of comments 

from participants 

Discursive 

resources 

Language learners’ 

discourses about values, 

attitudes, beliefs, and 

motives in the language 

learning 

Learning beliefs toward 

language use 

 

“The best way to learn the 

language is to use it.” 

  Learning beliefs toward 

errors 

“I believe I can learn from 

mistakes.” 

Social resources Social interactions with 

people 

Interaction with users 

online 

“The encouragement I 

received (from native 

speakers online) made me 

become acceptable to my 

mistakes.” 

  Interaction with 

peers/teachers beyond 

the classroom  

“I found I had difficulties 

in talking with my friends 

in China.” 

Material 

resources 

Learning tools and 

artefacts, including both 

technological and non-

technological. 

 E.g., online learning 

platform, communication 

tools, exercise books, etc.  

 

Appendix C. Coding Scheme on Written Conversations with Online Learning Peers 

Dimension Sub-dimensions Definition 

Language learning-

related 

Language form discussion Discussion on language errors 

Learning suggestions sharing Discussion on learning resources, methods, 

or suggestions 

Social interaction-

related 

Language content discussion Discussion on blog content 

Social talk Small talks related to weather, personal 

interests, daily lives, and so on   

Affective support Affective support to each other 
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Appendix D. Participants’ Responses to Feedback 

Participant  Period No response Language learning-

related 

Social interaction- 

related 

Total 

S1 1st year 84.34% 6.41% 9.25% 100.00% 

2nd year 75.74% 4.78% 19.48% 100.00% 

3rd year 34.78% 11.96% 53.26% 100.00% 

S2 1st year 58.33% 37.50% 4.17% 100.00% 

2nd year 100.00% 0.00% 0.00% 100.00% 

3rd year 53.23% 40.00% 6.77% 100.00% 

S3 1st year 70.67% 11.32% 18.01% 100.00% 

2nd year 68.23% 15.74% 16.03% 100.00% 

3rd year 58.64% 20.57% 20.79% 100.00% 

4th year 54.63% 17.11% 28.26% 100.00% 

5th year 40.58% 27.42% 32.00% 100.00% 

6th year 38.63% 24.95% 36.42% 100.00% 

7th year 34.04% 21.98% 43.98% 100.00% 

S4 1st year 48.10% 40.35% 11.55% 100.00%  
2nd year 35.00% 49.14% 15.86% 100.00% 

S5 1st year 53.65% 8.58% 37.77% 100.00% 

2nd year 44.19% 15.33% 40.48% 100.00% 

3rd year 34.64% 5.23% 60.13% 100.00% 

S6 1st year 56.60% 41.12% 2.28% 100.00% 

2nd year 52.43% 44.94% 2.63% 100.00% 

3rd year 48.25% 46.31% 5.44% 100.00% 

4th year 46.37% 47.14% 6.49% 100.00% 

5th year 45.65% 46.52% 7.83% 100.00% 

Overall First year 61.95% 24.21% 13.84% 100.00%  
Last year 39.56% 29.14% 31.31% 100.00% 

Increase rate -36.15% 20.34% 126.22% - 
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Appendix E. Participants’ Comments to Learning Peers 

Participant  Period Language learning related  Social interaction related Total 

S1 1st year 96.43% 3.57% 100.00% 

2nd year 84.42% 15.58% 100.00% 

3rd year 57.14% 42.86%  100.00% 

S2 1st year 76.46% 23.54% 100.00% 

2nd year 100.00% 0.00% 100.00% 

3rd year 71.57% 28.43% 100.00% 

S3 1st year 83.27% 16.73% 100.00% 

2nd year 74.66% 25.34% 100.00% 

3rd year 70.26% 29.74% 100.00% 

4th year 63.27% 36.73% 100.00% 

5th year 52.42% 47.58% 100.00% 

6th year 43.68% 56.32% 100.00% 

7th year 26.76% 73.24% 100.00% 

S4 1st year 85.37% 14.63% 100.00%  
2nd year 70.18% 29.82% 100.00% 

S5 1st year 57.85% 42.15% 100.00% 

2nd year 43.57% 56.43% 100.00% 

3rd year 14.61% 85.39% 100.00% 

S6 1st year 87.80% 12.20% 100.00% 

2nd year 86.58% 13.42% 100.00% 

3rd year 86.69% 13.31% 100.00% 

4th year 84.68% 15.32% 100.00% 

5th year 82.72% 17.28% 100.00% 

Overall First year 81.20% 18.80% 100.00%  
Last year 53.83% 46.17% 100.00%  

Increase rate -33.70% 145.59% - 
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