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Figure 6
Smartphone View of an Assignment

Using URLs and embedding activities onto other 
platforms may be used to complement or supple-
ment other digital educational content, allowing 
educators to switch between platforms that are con-
sidered suitable for tasks that they want their stu-
dents to complete. The writing assignment, for ex-
ample, has a feature to disable copying and pasting 
for an online writing task to discourage the use of 
machine translation (e.g., DeepL, Google Translate). 
This feature can be used on other platforms that do 
not have a similar feature. Moreover, the speaking 
drill assignment (Figure 3) has multiple prompts for 
students to record their utterances, such as text-to-
speech only, text, image, or audio, within the same 
task. This allows educators to create a variety of 
tasks focusing on the same skill.

The platform can also be a basic standalone LMS 
for educators who do not have access to other LMSs 
such as Moodle, Canvas, or Blackboard. ZenGen-
go can provide educators with a way to distribute 
digital assignments to students, keep track of their 
progress, and provide feedback on assignment 
types.

Drawbacks
There are, however, some drawbacks to ZenGen-

go, particularly in that it is a commercial product 
with different pricing tiers. These tiers affect how 
many class folders and how many assignments are 
available. Some educators who do not have access 
to funds via their educational institutions may find 
that the cost is not justifiable for their needs. In 
terms of settings, it is not possible for students to 
reattempt an assignment once they have submit-
ted it unless they request that the teacher deletes 

their submitted attempt. It would be helpful if 
students could attempt assignments multiple times. 
The platform also has limited features regarding 
customizability of assignments. While there are op-
tions within assignments to individualize content, 
they may seem quite restrictive for some educators. 
Furthermore, for those who are already using an 
LMS, it may feel that what they have at their dispos-
al is sufficient for their needs.

Conclusion
ZenGengo is a helpful and easy-to-use tool to 

supplement online, face-to-face, and blended 
learning. The various methods of accessibility for 
students add to the platform’s application in various 
contexts. The intuitiveness for students and simple 
task-creating process for teachers make ZenGengo 
a valuable tool. However, there are some limitations 
in customizability. It is hoped that the developers 
may address these limitations at some point in the 
near future, and thus make ZenGengo an even more 
useful platform.

Using TimelineJS in 
the English Language 
Classroom
James Harry Morris
Waseda University, Japan

T imelines have come to take a central role in the 
history classroom. They are used ‘to help stu-
dents understand chronological order … [and] 

visualize a sequence of events’ (Downey & Long, 
2015, p. 141). Additionally, they help students to 
grapple with information from multiple sources and 
to try to understand how different historical people 
and events are connected (Fillpot, 2009). Neverthe-
less, the use of timelines in education is not confined 
to the subject of history—they also find a place in 
digital humanities and English lan guage courses, par-
ticularly Content and Language Integrated Learning 
(CLIL) courses. 

I have integrated timeline creation into univer-
sity-level English-medium history courses and 
CLIL courses that I teach in Japan. Drawing on this 
experience, I will introduce readers to a platform 
called TimelineJS; explain how to use it; and reflect 
on its potential uses, benefits, and limitations in the 
English language classroom.



50 THE LANGUAGE TEACHER Online   •   https://jalt-publications.org/tlt

JALT2022 • FUKUOKA • Nov. 11-14, 2022: Conference Preview

What is TimelineJS?
TimelineJS is an online tool created by North-

western University Knight Lab that allows users to 
build timelines. Although numerous timeline cre-
ation tools exist and readers might want to experi-
ment with what is available on the market, Timeline-
JS has a number of features that make it particularly 
suitable for use in the classroom environment. 
Firstly, it is free. Secondly, users are not required to 
create any sort of account, and nothing needs to be 
downloaded—everything is done through a Google 
Sheets spreadsheet and the TimelineJS website. 
These are key considerations, as explaining how to 
create accounts and requiring students to download 
software is not only time-consuming, but it also 
raises ethical questions about student privacy and 
computer security. Thirdly, the tool has a low learn-
ing curve. Both students and teachers can learn 
how to use the tool quickly, and therefore, it can be 
easily integrated into the classroom. Finally, Time-
lineJS produces visually pleasing results (see https://
timeline.knightlab.com/ for some examples).  

Setting Up the Timeline
TimelineJS is extremely simple to use, but the 

initial setup can be a little tricky for students be-
cause there are several precise steps that the user 
needs to take to set up their timeline. Upon visiting 
the TimelineJS website (https://timeline.knightlab.
com/), the user should click on the “Make a Time-
line” button (Figure 1). This will transport them to 
the bottom of the page where there is a four-step 
guide to creating a timeline with TimelineJS. 

Figure 1
The TimelineJS Website

The website provides more detail and a video 
guide, but for your convenience, the steps are as 
follows:
1. Click “Get the Spreadsheet Template” and then 

click “Make a Copy” to save a copy to your Goo-
gle Drive (Figure 2).

Figure 2
Making a Copy of the Spreadsheet

2. Once the spreadsheet is open, click “File,” point 
to “Share,” click “Publish to web,” click “Pub-
lish,”  and then copy the URL in the browser’s 
address bar (Figure 3).

Figure 3
Publishing to the Web

3. Paste the URL into the box on the TimelineJS 
website.

4. Copy the link generated on the TimelineJS 
website and paste it into a new tab to see your 
timeline.

In my experience, students often get lost during 
this setup, so it is worth spending some time going 
through things several times and checking on stu-
dents’ progress. Once these steps are complete, stu-
dents will have a Google Sheets spreadsheet (where 
they will edit the timeline) and a URL (where they 
can view their timeline).

Editing the Timeline
In order to edit the timeline, users input text on 

the Google Sheet. These edits automatically man-
ifest as changes on the timeline (sometimes after a 
few seconds or minutes) and are saved to the file in 
the user’s Google Drive. Each event on the time-
line requires a date, which will dictate the order in 
which it appears. A range can also be given by pro-
viding an end date. This can help to display events 
that took place over several years, historical periods, 
or lifespans. The Headline column is used to edit 
the title of each event and the Text column to edit 
the body of text that accompanies each event. The 
Media column allows users to insert various sorts 
of media taken from the Internet, including images, 
videos, audio, and maps. Finally, the Background 
column allows users to edit the design of the time-
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line by entering a hexadecimal colour code or a link 
to an image that will be displayed in the background 
of an individual event (Figure 4). These columns 
form the basic blocks for building the timeline. 

Figure 4
Part of a Timeline Made for an English-medium 
History Class

There is a more extensive guide to editing time-
lines and a frequently asked question section on 
the TimelineJS website that can aid with trouble-
shooting. Additionally, hovering over different parts 
of the spreadsheet provides a brief explanation of 
its function. Despite this, based on common issues 
that have arisen in my own classes, there are a few 
tips that I think are worth noting:
• The formatting of dates is important. Putting 

anything other than a single numeric year into 
the “Year” column will create an error that stops 
the timeline from being displayed. Most of the 
problems that students face with creating their 
timelines in my own classes have stemmed 
from the incorrect formatting of dates, so it is 
worth highlighting the importance of THIS. 

• Inserting media into the timeline usually 
involves pasting a link into the Media column. 
However, when using a Google Image search, 
users must right-click on the image that they 
want to use and select “Copy Image Link.” It is 
this link, rather than the link in the browser’s 
address bar, that is needed to successfully insert 
images from Google into the timeline. If there 
are image display issues in a student’s timeline, 
I recommend checking where the image links 
came from.

• Most of us are unfamiliar with hexadecimal co-
lour codes, so it is worth finding a list or other 
resource to help your students find the colours 
that they may want to use in their timeline. I 
use the HTML Color Codes website (https://
htmlcolorcodes.com/).

• Encourage students to avoid deleting columns, 
rows, or cells because this can sometimes create 

errors. Instead, encourage them to replace or 
rewrite content.

• Ensure that students check their timelines reg-
ularly. This can help catch issues or errors early, 
and make problems much easier to resolve.

Uses, Benefits, and Limitations
I tend to use timeline creation with TimelineJS as 

an alternative form of individual and team pre-
sentations. I ask students to conduct independent 
research on a topic, build a timeline based on said 
topic, and present that timeline to the class. I have 
also employed it to create resources that I can use in 
the classroom instead of PowerPoint presentations. 
There are, of course, numerous other potential uses 
for timelines: They can be used for teaching gram-
mar (particularly tenses), for reading comprehen-
sion activities, and as resources for exam revision. 
The possibilities are limited ONLY by the imagina-
tion of the instructor.  

Using timelines has several potential benefits. As 
learning resources, timelines can be particularly ben-
eficial for visual learners, and they can introduce vari-
ety into classrooms that rely heavily on PowerPoint 
presentations. Furthermore, as noted earlier, they 
can help students to understand the way in which 
different events, people, and sources are connected. 
The creation of timelines with TimelineJS offers 
additional benefits: Students learn how to use a new 
type of software, and they can build teamwork skills 
remotely (Google Sheets allows multiple users to edit 
a timeline). Furthermore, the ability to integrate a 
variety of media helps them to think about creating 
presentations beyond traditional “text + image” mod-
els. Additionally, unlike PowerPoints, timelines built 
with TimelineJS can be accessed anywhere as long as 
students have Internet access on a computer, tablet, 
or mobile phone. Nevertheless, while timelines have 
the potential to add variety, they are not a replace-
ment for traditional PowerPoints. They are best 
suited to historical subject matter and therefore have 
the most potential in social studies CLIL courses. 
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