
The latest in language learning technology

TIPS FROMEducators

This issue’s tip comes from Bobby 
Hobgood, Director of The Language 
Resource Center, University of 
North Carolina at Charlotte.
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What new technology tool do 
you recommend—and how do 
you use it in your classroom?

Devoting class time for student oral 
exams or student presentations can 

be time-consuming. Even though the 
return on investment can be great, we all 
recognize just how precious class time can 
be. How can we maximize this time while 
seeking opportunities for students to 
demonstrate their oral proficiency in the 
target language?

Such was one of those ongoing hallway 
conversations I had with colleagues at the 
University of North Carolina at Charlotte. 
Students in the first two levels needed 
more opportunities to speak both through 
Interpretive and Interpersonal Communi-
cation tasks. They also needed opportuni-
ties to develop speaking skills in a setting 
that builds confidence before they are 
required to speak in front of the class.

Repeating this conversation over a 
period of weeks motivated me to seek a 
solution that would address this challenge 
with minimal investment, but maximum 
reward. While perusing blog articles from 
my professional learning network, I dis-
covered the free, web-based application, 
Powtoon (www.powtoon.com).

Powtoon is an app appropriate for use 
by students from middle school through 
university that allows users to create short 
animated videos with voiceover of up to 5 
minutes with the free version. The online 
platform or “studio” includes a media library, 
an in-application recording tool, and a time-
line tool for synchronizing visual media with 
audio, all within an interface that is intuitive 
for individuals who have experience with 
other multimedia presentation tools. Users 
must create a free account in order to save 
their work and to publish completed videos. 

I was impressed by how well this free 
creativity tool addresses the challenges 
mentioned earlier while also reinforcing 
important literacy skills, no matter the 
language, and could see how this tool 
could easily satisfy our requirements for 
an oral proficiency task or assessment. 

Since it was introduced to our depart-
ment, five faculty members have included 
assignments involving Powtoon. In each 
case, we collaborated to develop assign-
ments that were authentic and engag-
ing for this level. Activities include 
developing a marketing video for foreign 
visitors to a city in North Carolina, short 
biographical videos of famous Hispanic 
inventors, and self-introduction videos for 
a host family prior to traveling abroad.

Before introducing the app to stu-
dents, we reviewed the concept of “digital 
storytelling,” followed by the concept of 
“storyboarding” to foster a thoughtful 
and logical approach for their work. This 
discussion was coupled with an overview 
of a recommended three-stage process for 
developing the videos:

1. Write a script: Strip away the anima-
tions and, if the script is weak, then 
the video has nothing to offer. In sev-
eral cases, faculty reviewed the script 
and offered feedback before students 
progressed to the next stage. 

2. Record the voiceover: Along with the 
script, the actual recording is the op-
portunity for students to demonstrate 
their oral proficiency. Most students 
taped the entire script in one record-
ing session, using the built-in record-
ing tool. Some chose to record the 
script outside of Powtoon using tools 
like Audacity, which allowed them to 
pause their recording at logical breaks 
and then upload the file into Powtoon.

3. Choose visuals: As is often the case 
with any productivity software, there 
is the potential danger of wasting 
valuable time if students begin by ex-
ploring the media library. We cautioned 
them against this since choosing 
visuals could dictate how the script is 
written when actually the script should 
dictate what visuals are selected.

Each faculty member created a custom-
ized rubric for their respective assign-
ments that was given to students prior to 
beginning work. Students developed their 
videos outside of class. If needed, they 
could receive additional assistance from 
one of the staff members in our Language 
Resource Center. The end result not only 
satisfied the needs of our faculty, but 
also provided students with additional 
digital literacy skills they could transfer to 
other subjects!
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