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ABSTRACT: Education is one of the areas which has been most im-
pacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, as the social distancing measures 
adopted by governments affected 90% of the student population worl-
dwide. The solution found by many educational institutions, including 
in the Brazilian context, was to adopt Emergency Remote Education 
(ERE), despite the challenges related to the access to internet and digi-
tal technological resources, and the lack of teacher training regarding 
their use. Having this in mind, this article aims at discussing the con-
cept of ERE, as well as to present and discuss digital technological 
resources such as platforms and apps which may be used by langua-
ge teachers to support their pedagogical practice, promoting langua-
ge development through interaction, increase motivation and learner’s 
autonomy. The article ends presenting the development of a digital 
story as an activity that may be accomplished through the use of apps. 
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RESUMO: A Educação é uma das áreas que mais tem sido impacta-
da pela pandemia de COVID-19, visto que as medidas de distancia-
mento social adotadas por governos têm afetado 90% da população 
estudantil mundial. A solução encontrada por muitas instituições edu-
cacionais, inclusive no contexto brasileiro, foi de adotar a Educação 
Remota Emergencial (ERE), apesar dos desafios envolvendo a aces-
sibilidade à internet e a recursos tecnológicos digitais, e a falta de 
treinamento pedagógico em relação a seu uso. Tendo isso em mente, 
esse artigo busca discutir o conceito de ERE, bem como apresentar 
e discutir recursos tecnológicos digitais como plataformas e aplicati-
vos que podem ser utilizadas por professores para apoiar suas práti-
cas pedagógicas, promovendo o desenvolvimento da língua estrangei-
ra por meio da interação, e aumento da motivação e autonomia dos 
alunos. O artigo se encerra apresentando o desenvolvimento de uma 
história digital que pode ser realizada por meio do uso de aplicativos. 
PALAVRAS-CHAVE: ERE; Inglês como Língua Estrangeira; Plata-
formas; Aplicativos. 

INTRODUCTION

The outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic changed drastically the way people teach 
and learn around the world. It has been a challenging time for teachers and educators 
to teach efficiently under social distancing circumstances imposed by governments to 
prevent the dissemination of the virus. This has been provoking a global and strong 
impact on education as well as increased gaps in the area (ONEYMA, et al., 2020). 
The pandemic has affected all aspects of human activities ranging from education, 
entertainment, social interactions, economy among others, being education one of the 
areas worst hit by the pandemic (ONEYMA, et al., 2020). According to UNESCO, social 
distancing measures affected 90% of the world’s student population (HASAN; KHAN, 
2020).

	With the social distancing measures adopted by governments, students could 
no longer go to schools and remote classes were abruptly adopted as a way to keep 
learning happening under these critical circumstances. The challenge now is to make 
learning accessible and worthy to all students no matter their age or stage (HASAN; 
KHAN, 2020). To make sure all students and also teachers have access to a good internet 
connection, appropriate technological devices, and pedagogical instruction to teach 
remotely seems to be one of the greatest challenges in many countries, especially in a 
large one with social economic problems as Brazil. 
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Aligning technology and pedagogy does not seem to be an easy task, especially 
considering the pandemic context in which there was no time to prepare and plan 
how to do it. Technology has already been part of the educational area; however, the 
pandemic seems to have changed the place it occupies. Now it seems technology 
has been playing a more central role considering that without it, teaching may not be 
possible concerning the sanitary measures imposed by governments. Within this context, 
many digital technological resources have become common to support teachers and also 
students during classes and also afterwards. This article intends to discuss the concept of 
Emergency Remote Education and to present and discuss digital technological resources 
such as platforms and apps that may support teachers during these difficult times from 
the perspective of a language teacher. The use of apps may provide teachers with endless 
possibilities of activities that can be developed in remote classes. Thus this article also 
aims at presenting the development of a digital story as an activity that may be developed 
through the use of apps. 

UNDERSTANDING THE CONCEPT OF EMERGENCY REMOTE 
EDUCATION

On the grounds that this article aims at discussing some digital technological 
resources that might enhance language education in a pandemic world, it is paramount to 
elaborate on the notion of Emergency Remote Education (ERE), a concept that might be 
difficult to grasp for two main reasons: firstly, because it has been commonly understood 
as just another facet of Distance Education; and secondly, because it has been practiced in 
dramatically different ways from context to context. In order to address such difficulties, 
this study proposes a critical review of the term, taking into account the particularities of 
the Brazilian context. 

	At a first glimpse, the type of remote education practiced in the COVID-19 
pandemic might seem similar to Distance Education only with regard to the mediation 
of digital technologies. However, even this single aspect is debatable when we consider 
that in Brazil, almost 40% of public school students do not have a personal computer, 
and 21% of them only have cellphones to access the internet (BRASIL, 2020). In 
face of this context, remote education, for many apprentices, has nothing to do with 
digital technologies. On the contrary, students are even more excluded from the digital 
environment, since they no longer have access to school facilities, such as computer labs, 
and their learning experiences must be restricted to textbooks and printed activities. This 
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version of remote teaching or remote class is, in fact, more similar to models of Distance 
Education of the past century, which was carried out by mail, radio or TV. 

	Even with these asymmetries regarding accessibility, educational institutions in 
the whole country have implemented pedagogical practices based on the use of digital 
platforms, with frequent meetings during the week, following the schedule of face-to-
face activities carried out before the distance imposed by the pandemic (ALVES, 2020). 
Such a model of education, although mediated by Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICTs), cannot be considered as Distance Education. In relation to this, 
authors such as Hodges, et al. (2020) and Justin, et al. (2020) advocate that the main 
objective in remote circumstances is not to recreate a new educational model, or a robust 
online education ecosystem, but to provide temporary access to educational content in a 
way that it is possible to minimize the effects of social isolation. It is, in this sense, that 
the term Emergency Remote Education was coined. 

In Brazil, legal guidelines regarding the implementation of ERE were firstly 
elaborated through a document1 of the National Education Council (Conselho Nacional 
de Educação), which states that public and private schools in the country are allowed to 
offer remote classes while the pandemic lasts. Also, the document highlights that remote 
pedagogical activities may be implemented exceptionally to meet the regulations set by 
the Law of Directives and Bases of National Education (Lei de Diretrizes e Bases da 
Educação Nacional), and it delegates to local education institutions the responsibility 
to (1) plan learning environments, including technologies to meet the requirements of 
the curricula; (2) perform synchronous and asynchronous online activities according to 
learners’ accessibility; (3) carry out online or printed evaluative tasks and; (4) use social 
media (such as Whatsapp, Facebook, Instagram etc.) to stimulate the development of 
projects that may integrate curricular replanning.

Concerning methodological orientations that might be taken into account on 
the level of design, the document states that ERE should be implemented (1) by digital 
means (video classes, content organized on virtual teaching and learning platforms, 
social networks, e-mail, blogs, among others); (2) through television or radio programs 
and/or; (4) by the adoption of printed material with pedagogical guidelines.  

Although these official guidelines provide a set of orientations which, at a first 
glance, seem to compose a new educational paradigm, studies in the field of ERE 
(JOYE, et al. 2020; MOREIRA, SCHLEMMER, 2020) seem to agree on the fact that the 
principles of this new model of remote teaching follow those of face-to-face education. 

1 CNE / CP Resolution, No. 2, December 10, 2020.
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Here, the dynamics of a physical classroom teaching are transposed to digital media. 
The process is content-centered and it follows the principles of classroom teaching. 
Communication is mostly bidirectional, one-to-many, and the physical presence of the 
teacher and the student are replaced by a digital presence in a digital environment. 

	Digital technologies, in this scenario, have been commonly approached as a tool 
for the development of a traditional expository model of education in which students 
become a mere repository of information, the famous banking education criticized by 
Freire (2001). The idea of ‘remote’ therefore, refers only to the change in learning spaces 
that were once in person, and now are temporarily digital.

	In face of this difficult landscape, being a teacher becomes a rather daunting task. 
Many professionals do not have the expertise to use digital technologies, to create and 
broadcast online classes, and they end up using remote teaching solutions to perform 
pedagogical practices that are identical to those of regular physical environments. 

	Unlike in Distance Education, where teaching practices are shared with a group 
of specialists who provide the necessary structure, such as educational designers, 
content teachers, multimedia producers, illustrators and managers of Virtual Learning 
Environments, in ERE, teachers might become “instructional MacGyvers” (Hodges, 
et al. 2020) as they feel pressured to present immediate educational solutions without 
ideal conditions, such as egalitarian access, technological structure and teacher training 
(JOYE, et al. 2020). That is why the driving force of this article is to discuss technological 
resources that may offer some support to language teachers, not only approaching an 
instrumental perspective, but also providing a theoretical debate that might shed light 
towards a critical evaluation of how technology-mediated teaching practices can be more 
meaningful in Emergency Remote Education.

DISCUSSION

As aforementioned, in the context of ERE, the access to digital resources to 
teachers and learners may be an issue, especially in developing countries such as 
Brazil. In addition to that, the pedagogical training teachers should undergo in order to 
implement the use of these resources in Foreign Language classes is, in many times, 
inexistent. Considering this challenging scenario, this section will present and discuss 
some digital resources that can be used as a support for teaching and learning English as 
a Foreign Language during ERE. 

As many other digital technological resources that were not developed for 
pedagogical purposes but were implemented in education (MAYER, 2009), the platforms 
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and apps presented in this article had their use widely spread within the field of education 
since the outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic. When effectively implemented, taking into 
account learner’s needs and following a learner-centered approach, (MAYER, 2009; 
STANLEY, 2013) such platforms and apps may contribute to the development of a 
Foreign Language in many aspects, such as by promoting interaction among learners 
and increasing their motivation and autonomy (STANLEY, 2013). Taken together, the 
resources presented next allow teachers to hold synchronous and asynchronous meetings, 
to interact through video, chat, and audio, to split the students into pairs or larger groups, 
to focus on specific language skills, to deliver and share content, and also to evaluate 
learners progress. 

DIGITAL PLATFORMS TO REMOTE TEACHING: ZOOM AND GOOGLE 
MEET 

There are many platforms that can be used in ERE, being Zoom and Google 
Meet two of the most popular among them. Regarding teaching and learning English as 
a Foreign Language, the free version of both platforms present many features that can 
be beneficial to meet teachers and learners’ needs. Both Zoom and Google Meet can 
be used to host meetings as synchronous classes with up to one hundred participants 
for a time limit of 40 minutes (Zoom) or 60 minutes (Google Meet), being any of the 
attendees allowed to participate either through audio, camera, and chat. As research in 
the field of Second Language Acquisition has shown, interaction is crucial for Second 
Language (L2) development to take place (GASS; MACKEY 2015; ORTEGA, 2009). 
Also, according to Chapelle and Jamieson (2008, p. 203), “it is important to give learners 
opportunities for interaction in various types of communicative situations”. In this sense, 
teachers may find in Zoom and Google Meet a platform to promote interaction among all 
participants in a variety of ways, thus, promoting language development. 

Zoom also has a feature called Breakout Rooms, through which teachers may 
split learners in pairs or any group size for a specific period of time to engage in 
activities, with the possibility of visiting every room as a way to check on the students’ 
performance and to assist them if necessary. By using Breakout Rooms, teachers may 
encourage not only learners’ interaction, but also collaborative work and learners’ 
autonomy. Screen sharing, a feature enabled by both platforms allows participants to 
share their screen while the others are still able to interact through camera, audio, and 
chat. However, only Zoom allows the person sharing the screen to look at the other 
attendee’s camera simultaneously, contributing to the sense of social presence for the 
presenter. Also, according to Vandergrift and Goh (2012), the possibility of watching 
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the speaker while listening allows the participants to have access to kinesics cues, such 
as facial expressions, hand gestures, and other non-verbal clues that can facilitate the 
interpretation of a message. 

Moreover, both Google Meet and Zoom are embedded with the caption option. 
If the learner desires to use this resource, captions to what is being spoken by the other 
participants will be shown on the screen simultaneously to their speech, thus aiding 
participants who may prefer to have access to captions while listening or who may be 
facing technical problems with their audio in the meantime. 

In addition to the free resources aforementioned, both platforms have a premium 
version that enables to hold longer meetings, with more participants, and that can be 
broadcast. Also, the meetings in premium versions can be recorded, uploaded, and 
shared. This allows not only the teacher to hold asynchronous classes, but also learners 
to go over the class as a way to review the content, or to watch it afterwards, at their own 
pace, in case any participants were not able to attend in a synchronous class. Finally, 
besides the possibility of being downloaded on Google Play or App Store to be accessed 
through their specific apps, Zoom and Google Meet meetings can be accessed by any 
web browser, thus facilitating the access to a wider range of students, who may not be 
able to download the platform apps to their device. Table 1 below presents a comparative 
synthesis between the digital platforms previously mentioned:

Table 1: Comparative synthesis between Google Meet and Zoom.

Platform/
features Accessibility

Number of 
participants 
per session

Interactional settings Time 
limit

Google 
Meet

1. Free version. 
2. Available on Google 

Play and App Store. 
3. Can be accessed by 

web browsers.

Up to 100 
participants 
in the free 
version.

1. Audio, camera and chat. 
2. Screen sharing.

60 
min

Zoom 

1. Free version. 
2. Available on Google 

Play and App Store. 
3. Can be accessed by 

web browsers.

Up to 100 
participants 
in the free 
version.

1. Audio Camera and chat. 
2. Screen sharing. 

3. Breakout Rooms. 
4. Screen sharing and 

attendees’ cameras can be 
shown simultaneously. 

40 
min

Source: the authors.
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GOOGLE CLASSROOM AND GOOGLE FORMS: PLATFORMS TO SHARE 
MATERIALS AND EVALUATE STUDENTS

	Google has been offering a range of free online services that have become even 
more popular nowadays due to COVID-19 pandemic. Besides the e-mail (Gmail), it also 
provides platforms like Google Docs which allows its users to edit a document online 
and simultaneously or Google Slides, which allows its users to create presentations 
online and/ or working collaboratively with other students. Focusing on the educational 
scenario, Google offers platforms such as Google Classroom and Google Forms which 
allow teachers to share paperless material and also to evaluate students.  

	Google Classroom was introduced in Google apps for education in 2014. It can be 
defined as a free paperless application that may be used by teachers to evaluate students 
and as share material with them. It is possible to share worksheets, ebooks and also links 
of videos concerning the topics being studied. Google Forms is one of the programs 
that can be found within Google classroom. It offers teachers the possibility to provide 
immediate feedback (DICICCO, 2016), which, according to Brookhart (2008) is quite 
relevant for feedback to fulfill its purpose of being effective and consequently contribute 
to learners’ knowledge development (DICICCO, 2016). Moreover, teachers and students 
can use the platform easily from anywhere to complete the assignments, which means 
that accessibility is one of the advantages of using this application. The only requirement 
is that teachers and students have a Google account to access the platform. 

	The platform use is intuitive and it is divided in four sections: mural, activities, 
people and grades. Mural is for the teacher to leave messages and also to share materials 
as slides or books with students. It can also work as a reminder of the weekly activities of 
that group. Activities section is for the teacher to create activities and there are different 
ways to do that. Teachers can upload a file but they can also create an activity by using 
Google Forms or even to use an activity that was prepared for another group of students 
which may be quite useful in case this teacher teaches the same subject in different 
groups. Each activity can be graded, and teachers and students have access to this in the 
section grading. The platform does all the calculations necessary to find the final grade. 

	Providing feedback seems to be crucial in educational contexts considering it is 
from the feedback that learners may be aware of aspects that still need some improvement 
and teachers become aware of the aspects that students still have doubts.  Feedback may 
be defined as a teacher’s reaction to learners’ production with the purpose of correcting, 
guiding and instructing students (BATTISTELA; LIMA, 2015). Developing activities 
using Google Classroom may allow the teacher’s reaction to be faster than it would be 
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in case students had to hand in their papers. Students can also have access to teacher’s 
feedback faster, promoting discussion, questioning and consequently solving the doubts.

	Developing activities using Google forms offers teachers the possibility to 
create objective questions that can be automatically corrected. In the case of subjective 
questions, teachers can also make a comment under each question explaining the mistake 
and also suggesting any website that could help learners to understand the topic. It is 
important to limit the number of answers so that students can answer only once, otherwise 
they will not be able to access the feedback. 

	Google Classroom may be helping to change the focus of the classrooms from 
teacher-centered, which tends to be more controlled, to student-centered, being an 
environment more open do dialogue, development of students’ creative thinking  and 
allowing students to become more active participants (SHAHARANEE; JAMIL; RODZI, 
2016). The usage of Google classroom may prompt learners to make more observations, 
to pose more questions, to examine books and other possible sources of information. 
Learners can also have the opportunity to review what they already know and also make 
a study plan which probably will allow them to propose answers, explanations and 
predictions (SHAHARANEE; JAMIL; RODZI, 2016).

	Accessibility seems to be one of the major advantages of Google classroom 
and concerning students’ acceptance of this platform, a study conducted at Al Buraimi 
University College in Oman with 305 students concluded that familiarity in usefulness 
and ease of use are crucial features of this application. The study also pointed out that 
students may be able to use Google Classroom to leverage their educational system 
(MAROOF, et al, 2018). The findings of this study are corroborated by another study 
which investigated the effectiveness of Google classroom. Results concluded that 
students are satisfied with the application considering it to be an active learning tool 
(SHAHARANEE; JAMIL; RODZI, 2016).

	Google classroom seems to be an application able to offer advantages to teachers 
and students. The possibility of providing fast feedback is one of the advantages that may 
contribute to learners’ knowledge development. It also seems to contribute to learners’ 
autonomy development, since they are expected to learn how to use the platform 
without the teacher’s direct assistance, which may lead them to do some research online 
autonomously or even learn how to do it collaboratively with other colleagues. Sharing 
paperless material also seems to be another great advantage to the environmental cause.
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THE USE OF MOBILE APPS TO SUPPORT REMOTE TEACHING

Language teachers may also rely on mobile apps to support their pedagogical 
practices during ERE. Today, there are a variety of apps which have been developed 
for language learning and focus on vocabulary development or on the specific skills 
of writing, reading, speaking, and listening. Apps such as Duolingo, Babbel, Memrize, 
ABA, Busuu, Elsa, EnglishPronunciation, EnglishPronunciation Tutor, and Elsa are 
some examples of apps that can be used to develop one or various aspects of English as 
an L2 and have already been investigated (BALDISSERA, 2020; GONZALEZ, 2012; 
GUO, 2014; PAIVA, 2017; PAIVA 2018; PIRES; TUMOLO, 2020). There are also apps 
or mobile embedded features that have not been developed with pedagogical purposes, 
but have the potential to assist language development, as the example of WhatsApp 
(SALBEGO, 2019), Intelligent Personal Assistants (MOUSALLI; CARDOSO, 2019), 
text-to-speech (CARDOSO; SMITH; GARCIA FUENTES, 2015), and social media 
such as Facebook and Instagram, just to mention a few.                                                                     

According to Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2008, p.3) Mobile Learning (ML) 
refers to “learning mediated via handheld devices and available anytime, anywhere”. 
Such learning may be formal and informal and allows small amounts of time and space 
for learning (CHINNERY, 2006). In this sense, the use of mobile apps may happen 
during synchronous classes or in the most suitable time and place for learners, allowing 
learners to increase the time spent engaged in language learning activities and to practice 
the language in more naturalistic settings (STOCKWELL, 2013), as when they are not 
inserted in a class environment. By inserting ML materials in their pedagogical practices, 
teachers may provide access to a greater variety of input, allow learners to receive 
immediate feedback, and to increase their motivation and autonomy, either because the 
apps were properly designed for pedagogical purposes, in the case of language learning 
apps, or because they are part of learners’ personal lives, in the case of social media apps. 

However, as these tools proliferate, it becomes difficult to understand how they 
differ from one another, what their best features are, and what pedagogical benefits 
may be derived from their use (KUKULSKA-HULME; LEE; NORRIS, 2017). That is 
why teachers must consider learners’ needs and then make a decision on which type of 
material to use and how. In addition to that, teachers must rely on pedagogical knowledge, 
and take into consideration principles of Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL) 
materials (STOCKWELL; HUBBARD, 2013) before including them in their practices. 
The principles include a) the length of the tasks, which must be short and succinct and/
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or divided into smaller and coherent chunks. This way, the learner is able to engage in 
language learning activities in small periods of time; b) tasks should be developed to 
fit that technology and environment and still allow effective learning - one should not 
expect learners to read long passages in a small screen, or completing listening/speaking 
tasks in a library; and c) guidance and training for learners are required, regardless if 
they already use such tools in their personal life. 

Taking all this into account, teachers will be able to make informed decisions 
regarding what are the most relevant mobile apps considering the goals, interests, and 
difficulties of specific groups of learners, thus not only assisting their Foreign Language 
development but also increasing their motivation and encouraging learners’ autonomy.

DIGITAL STORIES DEVELOPMENT AS AN ACTIVITY PROPOSAL WITH 
THE USE OF  APPS

	Video production may be one of the possibilities that the use of apps during 
remote classes may offer to teachers and students. The development of digital stories (DS) 
may be a possibility of video production to be developed in the classroom. According to 
Tumolo (2015), DS may be defined as a digital resource used by learners to tell stories by 
selecting digital images, music, text to create a video lasting from two to ten minutes. 

	The first aspect to be considered when developing a digital story is the topic 
chosen. The topic needs to be personal, so learners are invited to choose the topic they 
want to discuss on their stories (JAKE, 2009). Once the topic is chosen, learners move 
to the next step, script development, when they are expected to write a text to be used in 
their stories and receive feedback from the teacher to improve their script. The following 
step involves the development of a storyboard in which learners will match the digital 
pictures with their text (JAKE, 2009). Lambert (2007) highlights that the pictures need to 
be chosen with the objective of contributing to the message the story intends to deliver so 
the author needs to be careful not to overload the audience with unnecessary images. 

	Once the storyboard is completed, learners are expected to do the audio narration 
using the pictures they have previously selected and recording their own voices (JAKE, 
2009). Considering the personal nature of the digital story, the author is the only one who 
can do the audio narration. The final step in which learners are expected to create the 
story by adding pictures and voice can be done using a computer software, but in case 
this is not available, they can do it using a free app called Speaknphoto. Through this 
app, learners can take pictures or even select pictures from their galleries. The app also 
allows them to record their voices to tell their stories. 
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	Research has shown that the development of digital stories may contribute to 
learners’ language development (ROCHA, 2019; CASTAÑEDA, 2013) but it could 
also contribute to learners’ knowledge development in any area they decide to work 
on, as long as the story presents their point of view about the topic approached. For 
example, a student may develop a digital story talking about the Covid-19 pandemic 
in his community or even discuss the environmental cause or any other subject he 
has been learning.

	Remote classes have been a challenge to teachers and learners. Then, using the 
tools technology may offer during classes may be a profitable experience which allows 
learners to even increase their motivation towards learning. Using apps seems to be an 
alternative with easy access that will allow learners to participate actively by creating 
their own stories and especially to be heard. 

FINAL REMARKS

As pedagogues, facing the challenges of Emergency Remote Education during the 
COVID-19 pandemic has been a deep transformational experience. As we converted our 
homes into classrooms and replaced faces with screens, many of the taken-for-granted 
aspects of our profession needed to be reconfigured simply because we have never lived 
something similar before.  

It goes without saying that digital technologies would gain deeper proportions 
in teaching and learning settings over time, but the sudden movement from physical 
classrooms to completely technology-mediated environments brought to the fore 
political, social, emotional and methodological issues that we were not prepared to 
face without enough time for reflection and decision making. That is why the use of 
digital technologies during ERE has followed a mere instrumental approach and echoed 
traditional expository teaching practices. 

	In an attempt to mitigate the difficulties of social isolation in contemporary 
educational practices and resignify the role of digital technologies in language teaching 
and learning, this article provided both a theoretical debate on Emergency Remote 
Education, as well as an illustration of how particular technological resources, such as 
online platforms and applications, can be used as a way to enhance language development 
through interaction, to increase learners’ motivation, and to foster their autonomy. 
To conclude, we hope to contribute to the construction of a network of education 
professionals who, even in the midst of a chaotic context, are able to think critically, to 
act collaboratively, and ultimately to share possible solutions. 
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