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Apps to Tell a Story  

by Christine Rosalia 

We know from our language teaching that a picture, as the cliché posits, is worth a thousand words. 

You and your students are probably already using images to elicit, explain, and enhance language. For 

example, your students might make a poster or book report about their home country. This column is 

about free mobile apps that allow you and your students to add recorded narrations to images and, by 

extension, create interactive eBooks or digital stories.  

While there are excellent computer and cloud-based programs for creation, I focus on free offline 

mobile apps because there are more students who own or have access to a mobile device than to a 

computer or reliable Internet, particularly those from low-income families (Rideout, 2015). This means 

students can continue to practice and create outside of school using their own devices. 

Encouraging Play and Short Low-Stakes Practice  

When first working with an app on a project, do not assume that practice will not be needed, even if 

students are digital natives. Allow time to play and to have short, unpolished productions. Give students a 

low-stakes task, such as a self-introduction or taking a photo of a page from a book they have already 

mastered and simply rereading it out loud. Observe and assess needs toward trying more challenging 

projects, such as a memoir or making a textbook.  

Because mobile devices have less space than a computer, production length is limited. Use this to your 

advantage and create chapters of a project or short assignments with variables you want to see develop 

over time; go after what is difficult and/or creative (e.g., better pronunciation, critical and integrated 

inquiry, multiple points of view). In fact, given that students age 8–18 reportedly spend 9 hours onscreen, 

but only 3 percent of this time for content creation such as making an original book or video (Rideout, 

2015), sustaining a meaningful activity over time will have benefit beyond language. 

Teaching Across Devices  

As often as possible, present an app that can be used across device types so that students are able to 

use their own or an available device; Book Creator, for example, can be used on Apple, Android, and 

Windows tablets. In addition, as one of the oldest book-making apps, Book Creator offers extensive 

support materials, and examples of student work on its website.  

The End: eBook vs. Digital Story Video 

It is important to understand the design difference between eBook maker apps, like Book Creator, and 

apps that also have some of the same media editing possibilities (e.g., voiceover, video, text, and image), 

but that essentially turn your story into a video, not an interactive eBook. For example, iMovie, Adobe 

Voice, and Shadow Puppet (for iPhone and iPad) compress stories into video. eBooks are made for an 

audience that will control the pace of a story—literally by pressing a button or turning a page; apps that 

produce videos use background music, transitions, and a fixed sequence to control presentation to an 

audience.  
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Recommended Free Offline-Capable Apps 

Adobe Voice: https://standout.adobe.com/voice/  

Book Creator: http://www.redjumper.net/bookcreator  

iMovie: https://www.apple.com/support/ios/imovie/  

Shadow Puppet: http://get-puppet.co/  

A live Google doc with more app evaluations for your review or input can be accessed at:  

goo.gl/Dtqtu7 
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