​Reviewer’s Guide: Skritter.com
Reporters: Please feel free to use any of the below; copying and pasting as much as you want is OK with us.  Let us know if we can do anything else to make your job easier.
Story Angle Ideas:

Product Review - neat features, quick learning, supportive community
eLearning - language learning for tomorrow, eLearning going beyond replicating paper, dynamic robo-teachers 

China rising - trend of moving to China, importance of the Chinese language, economic necessity of Mandarin Chinese, access to ancient culture
Japan’s richness - accessing a dynamic artistic culture and counter-culture, understanding an ancient and fascinating language and people
Internet start-ups - no servers – just service from the clouds, a venture without venture capital, rural Ohio – site of an eLearning revolution
Background on eLanguage Learning (Lead-in or Sidebar material)
Move.  This is still the most common way to learn a foreign language, be it abroad to immerse one in the target language of choice, or to a larger city where enough learners can be brought together to learn, learning a language has always been a local endeavour.  Technology put a dent in this, first with language learning books and later with audio tapes, but these could not provide feedback and only the most dedicated would even attempt to master a language with only the printed page as a reference.  Technology has enabled new classes of automated practice tools like Chinese character learning site Skritter that could not have existed without computers and telecommunications technologies that remove the time and distance barriers to learners anywhere with a computer an internet connection.  
Cheap telecommunication and processing power is quickly changing this model making it both cheaper and easier to learn a language from anywhere.  Online instruction from the likes of ChineseTeachers.com allows students personalized tutelage cheaply, conveniently, from anywhere.  Audio and video podcasts, given away for free or at a cost much lower than traditional tapes, provide input to learners as do hundreds of websites with more traditional materials.  Communities such as LiveMocha, with hundreds of thousands of free subscribers, have users correct each other’s written and audio submissions or engage in cross-language chats from wherever they are located.  The helpful feedback of a personal tutor is provided online in affordable chunks by a myriad of sites using internet calls to keep costs down.  
Practice tools designed to build vocabulary using the Spaced Repetition System, an algorithm based on the insight that humans memory works better when a new fact or word is repeated at gradually longer intervals so that it is not forgotten, virtually requires the use of computing technology.  Specialized practice tools like Skritter, which helps teach the complex characters used in Chinese and Japanese writing, to game-like flashcards aim to push learners up the mountain of memorization that every language student encounters.  
Though immersion remains the gold standard for language learning and the language teacher doesn’t need to fear redundancy (even if their job moves from a physical classroom to a virtual one), a language student can now learn a language from home without ever meeting a speaker of that language in person.  
Sample Article About Skritter 

Rural Ohio is neither an internet powerhouse nor a great centre of Chinese learning.  That didn’t stop three students at Oberlin College from forming and building out a web start-up dedicated to teaching Chinese (and later Japanese) characters.  Founder Nick Winter got the idea on an exchange to Beijing, China where he noticed a colleague playing a video game using a stylus and wondered why studying Chinese characters couldn’t be more game-like.  He then convinced two friends back in Ohio that they could build a website to teach Chinese characters.
Most languages have symbols that are fairly easy to acquire.  Everything from English to Arabic has a limited set of characters that make up words, generally phonetically, and are simple and quick to learn.  Chinese characters, on the other hand, are anything but.  Historically, Chinese used one character for each word meaning that a new concept or item would get its own characters.  Modern Chinese uses compound words as the number of words in all languages so when a new word is needed (such as web surfing – ShangWang or 上网) existing characters can be reused.  With compound words, may Chinese characters have dropped out of use making the reading of classical texts extremely difficult, for even highly educated Chinese.  Even with a more limited set of commonly used characters and simplification by the communist government a few years after taking power to boost literacy rates, learners of Chinese need to expend a great deal of effort to memorize characters. 
Nick Winter’s answer to the memorization challenge is a website called Skritter, the combination of the words for Sanskrit and critter (their logo is a furry Chinese-writing hairball) that introduces and reinforces characters using spaced recognition.  Subscribers to the site enter words with a writing pen, a laptop’s mousepad, or a mouse (though the latter is not as fast) based on textbook lists, lists contributed from other users (want to know how to swear in Chinese, there is a list for that), or user-generated lists.  When a user writes a character incorrectly the site gives feedback such as “stroke backwards” and keeps track of how many times a character was written correctly, feeding characters based on Spaced Repetition System algorithms that are designed to repeat in optimal patterns that result in long-term memory acquisition. 
The operation has grown from three students to include a fourth partner, who is based in Asia and was a beta user that had never met the founders in-person until after he started working with them, investors, and interns and employees, many of whom work off-site.  Japanese, with the same Kanji character set derived from Chinese characters (along with two other simpler alphabets), launched in January, was a natural extension to the site.  Several universities have signed-on with site licenses but the vast majority of users are individual users who want to simplify their learning. 
A good deal of Skritter users (or Skritterers) are studying for the Hanyu Shuiping Kaoshi (Chinese Level Test or HSK as it is more commonly known) or its Japanese equivalent the JPLT.  The HSK is required to study at Chinese universities and is a general test of fluency relied on by employers.  The roughly 3500 characters needed for fluency is a goal of many of the sites users.  The game-like feedback of the site keeps users focused intently.  While most users study for up to an hour a day, the site owners found one user who studied more than eight hours per day for days on end, a testament to just how addictive the site is.
The philosophy of Skritter’s development team is to release early and often, always making sure to keep adding value to the site’s users.  The team releases updates multiple-times per week, describing them in the monthly newsletter.  The site now boasts features to let you listen to sound clips of most Chinese words as you write them; reading, definition and tone study modes along with the original writing mode; a character clipping-API for other sites (like dictionary mdbg.net or podcast site ChinesePod) to add a study in Skritter button; and a detailed progress tracking system.  The development team launches major new features in “alpha” mode first allowing users to opt-in if they want to be on the cutting edge.  This gives the Skritter team feedback about the feature from technophile-users who like being about to give feedback about new and rough-around-the-edges features.
A good amount of development time goes into redeveloping features that already exist based on user feedback or testing.  When the site was still in early development several users were asked to perform some tasks on the site including building a custom list of words to study.  Only one person out of the rather-large group could manage the task.  The development team overhauled the list-building system (and has gone back and redeveloped it again) to make it both more powerful and easier-to-use.  The goal for the development team is not more features but to help users learn Chinese or Japanese characters (or both) and so they spend a lot of time redeveloping, testing, and getting feedback from users.  

The site’s forum is an eclectic mixture of topics ranging from how to learn Chinese and Japanese to support and feature requests.  The forums have numerous examples of encouragement from other learners.  One user organized a contest to see who could learn the greatest number of characters in a nine-day period.  He relied on the site’s optional feature that allows users to tweet their progress (send public messages posted to the website Twitter that show a user’s learning progress and the user’s goal).  The contest, like ones run by the company itself, the tweeting feature, game-like attributes, and detailed progress statistics help Skritter users to challenge the problem of motivation head-on.
The forum traffic’s increase has been symptomatic of overall growth.  The venture started in 2008 with grants from Oberlin College and has grown steadily.  In early 2009 the paid version was launched and in early 2010 the Japanese version was launched, an equity partner and an outside investor were brought on-board.  The team operates in a penny-pinching environment which, along with a growing user-base, has made them financially sustainable.  The financing will be used to speed development and marketing.  

Interns have been a big part of keeping costs down and ideas up.  Skritter has hired several paid interns and cooperated with students working on research projects related to language learning.  Intern-initiatives have improved the site and being a small, young company it offers interns opportunities to make a big impact in a direction that for the most part, they choose.  The summer development internship program is a significant boon to the students from around the country who are chosen to participate with paid room and board, interesting work, and in 2010, $4800.  
Skritter’s team has big plans for the future.  The Japanese version is relatively new and there are a number of improvements they are looking to make.  The team has also started to work more on partnership and cross-promotion deals to bring Skritter to more learners.  Additional features to make learning easier and to open up the site to new users are also planned (the site already has introductions in Chinese and Korean).  The team’s ultimate goal is to get everyone to agree with their slogan: “Skritter, the Write way to learn Chinese and Japanese.”
Skritter Demo

When we talk about Skritter to teachers and learners, we like to show our intro video without sound on and cover these points:

1) The writing. After the short video is over, we show people in real time how Skritter works by actually writing characters, showing how the recognition works, demonstrating the animated stroke order feature (hold down the “?” button), and emphasizing the speed of recognition and writing. Skritter is all about efficiency, so shorthand stroke recognition exceptions have been enabled to make it easier to mimic actual writing (to give this a try, draw a 口 box as 2 strokes: the left side of the box, then draw the rest of the box like the English letter “z.”)
2) Vocabulary options. We make a point to outline the breadth of vocabulary options, from more than 70 textbooks, hundreds of user-created lists, and ChinesePod tie-ins to the ability to create your own lists. If you are confused by any vocabulary-related problems, check out the FAQ, as it covers all of the most commonly asked questions.
3) Coming features. This section is updated on the FAQ (http://www.skritter.com/faq) and covers the most-requested features, their current development progress, what will be included in each, and any incidental information.
4) We care. We answer all support by ourselves, we care deeply about the learning success of our customers, and we are constantly updating the site, fixing bugs, and adding new features according to user requests. It isn’t uncommon for us to upload new features and bug fixes daily.
We are a down-to-earth, young company with a lot of energy for improving the Chinese and Japanese language acquisition process. We don’t take ourselves too seriously and would love to hear from you if you have any questions (http://www.skritter.com/contact).
