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C
onsider the collection of links and tools below a palette for you and your students to work with. It’s a relatively modest list, but it includes sites for organizing classes, collaborating with students or within student groups, visualizing information, and combining elements into various types of multimedia presentations. 

My goal in providing the list is to help instructors think about ways to incorporate multimedia elements and technology into their teaching, and to help them use technology to make their teaching more effective. Not all assignments work with multimedia elements, but I’ve found that these types of tools and resources inspire creativity in students and make assignments more interesting and more meaningful.

Use of any tool must start with the right pedagogy, though. On their own, digital tools will do nothing, and they can frustrate students and instructors.  Their use requires clear goals, and an understanding of what they can and can’t do. 

Nearly are all of these tools are free or offer an educational discount. (I have no connection to any of the tools.) The university has an educational license with Microsoft, so most Microsoft software is free and has an added layer of privacy protection. You can also search for other free or low-cost software on the annual Top Tools for Learning list.
– Doug Ward (September 2025)
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University-supported tools are marked with an asterisk*.
Communication and collaboration
Uses: in- and out-of-class communication; messaging; document sharing; class presentations; group assignments; group creation; peer evaluation 

OneNote and Teams*. OneNote is great for keeping notes (typed or handwritten), handouts, ideas, links, downloaded articles, video, audio, and about anything else. OneNote and Teams provide easy ways for students to share their work, for students and instructors to provide feedback on work in progress, and for instructors to interact with students. Both allow recording directly to a page (great for giving audio feedback) and allow embedding of videos. Notebooks are easily shared, and apps are available for about any device. A class OneNote notebook created through Canvas will have sections for collaboration, sharing and individual work. You can also create a class Teams site through Canvas, and the site will automatically generate a OneNote notebook. These are both Microsoft tools and are free with a KU account.  

VoiceThread* (https://ku.voicethread.com/login/). A KU-supported tool for online presentation and collaboration. You create a presentation in the center of a template and students can comment with webcams, audio, or text.

Microsoft Whiteboard* (https://whiteboard.microsoft.com/). A digital whiteboard that allows you to write and draw, and to add notes and images. You can invite others to collaborate on the board, use grids or templates, and export the completed board as a Word file, PDF or PowerPoint file. You can also export to OneNote. The online whiteboard works well, but the desktop app has more functionality. 

Riff (https://riffbot.ai/). Uses generative AI to guide students in reflection. You provide an initial question and tell Riff how many follow-up questions you want. It then analyzes student responses and asks them follow-up questions. Instructors access the responses on a dashboard. The tool, which was created by a Stanford professor, is free while in beta.

GroupMe (https://groupme.com/en-US/). A mobile app for group messaging that is popular among students.

Remind Chat (https://remind.com/). Allows students to sign up for text messaging with instructors without the instructor gathering phone numbers. Great for reminders of assignments and changes in class schedules, although one of the great features is the ability to schedule reminders far in advance.
 
Annotation Studio (http://www.annotationstudio.org/). A collection of tools for annotating documents online. Developed by MIT.
Document Cloud (www.documentcloud.org/home). Upload documents to the website, analyze them, highlight them and annotate them. You can also create a slideshow-like form that can be embedded elsewhere. 

Loop* (https://loop.cloud.microsoft/learn). A relatively new Microsoft tool for planning projects, sharing documents, brainstorming, collaborating, and assigning tasks. Each Loop project is freestanding and can be embedded in some other Microsoft apps, including Outlook, OneNote, and Teams. 

Trello (https://trello.com/). Allows creation of a series of cards that you organize on an online board. Popular for project management.

Multimedia
Uses: class presentations, student assignments, instructional videos for Blackboard

Sway* (https://sway.com/). Easy-to-use tool for combining text, photos, audio, and video in an engaging package. Results are easily embedded on Canvas and on websites.

Adobe Express* (https://www.adobe.com/express/). Adobe has expanded a tool once called Spark, creating a suite of tools that allow you to create graphics and fliers, add effects to photos, and create video for social media, among other functions. It is free to use on both web and mobile versions. You can access extended options by logging in with a KU email address.

Creative Cloud (https://www.adobe.com/creativecloud.html). Available free to KU faculty and staff. Students can buy an annual subscription for $150 through the KU Bookstore. Creative Cloud is also available on IT-managed campus lab computers. It includes Photoshop, Illustrator, Acrobat, InDesign, and other tools for working with photos, video, audio, animation, publishing, and web design. 

In-class polling

iClickers.* A KU-supported system that tallies student responses and allows instructors to display real-time results. It is now available for anyone at KU to use without charge.  Students must subscribe to the service and use a mobile app.

Mentimeter (https://www.mentimeter.com/). A versatile polling tool with such features as instant word clouds and heat maps, along with more traditional polling and free-response options. The free version is limited to 50 participants. 

Sli.do (https://www.sli.do/home). Polling site that works with any device. You create questions for a class, or what Slido calls an event, and the site generates a code that you give to participants to join the discussion. A free account allows polls of up to 100 people. 

Polleverywhere (www.polleverywhere.com/). Works much like Slido except that a free account allows only 40 participants at a time. The site saves your responses indefinitely, though.

Crowd Signal (https://crowdsignal.com/). This tool, which used to be called PollDaddy, has a fairly generous free plan.

Microsoft Forms* (https://forms.office.com/). Forms doesn’t have the same range of functions that dedicated polling tools do, but it does an excellent job with basic class polls. It is a university-supported tool, so it has no cost or limitations on use.

Qualtrics* (http://survey.ku.edu/). A survey tool available at no cost to faculty and staff. It is mobile-friendly and can be used in class, although it lacks the easy display of live results that other tools do.

Visualization tools 
Uses: class presentations; individual and group assignments; data analysis; explaining difficult concepts 

Datawrapper (https://www.datawrapper.de/). A powerful tool for visualizing data through charts, maps, and tables. The free version has few limitations.

Microsoft Designer (https://designer.microsoft.com/). Uses generative AI to help you create fliers, posters, images, slides, social media posts, and other visual designs. Requires a personal account. Your KU ID won’t work.  

Word Clouds: Mentimeter (see above) allows you to create live word clouds that change as more people respond. Other tools for creating word clouds include WordItOut, Worldle, WordSift, WordArt.

Canva (https://www.canva.com/). A design tool with a generous free plan. Has many templates for such things as presentations, charts, posters, social media posts, and documents. The free version includes access to stock photos and graphics.

Break Your Own News (https://breakyourownnews.com/). A free tool that allows you to upload a photo and add headlines so that the compilation looks like a breaking news feed from a television station or website.

Flourish (https://flourish.studio/). A data visualization tool for creating interactive charts, graphs and presentations that can be embedded on websites and in Canva. The free version has considerable functionality but not nearly as much as the paid versions.

Visio*. (visio.microsoft.com) A Microsoft app for creating flowcharts, diagrams, process illustrations, and other types of visualizations. 

Tableau Public (https://public.tableau.com/s/). Powerful tool for creating charts, graphs, and maps. Free download.

Screen recording and screen capture
Camtasia Studio (www.techsmith.com/camtasia.html). A popular screen recording program for creating online class material. It takes some time to learn, but it’s worth exploring if you plan to create material for online or hybrid courses. It costs about $170 with an education discount.

SnagIt (https://www.techsmith.com/snagit.html). An excellent program for taking, editing, and managing screenshots. It will also record video. It costs about $40 with an education discount.

Microsoft Snipping Tool (https://apps.microsoft.com/detail/9mz95kl8mr0l?hl=en-us&gl=US). This is included in Windows or available for free download. It allows you to capture screen images or to record actions on your screen. 

Audio and video tools

Audacity (https://www.audacityteam.org/). A free, powerful audio editor. Great for editing podcasts.

Adobe Podcast (https://podcast.adobe.com/en). A free account allows you to create up to two 30-minute podcasts a day. Its audio enhancement function allows you to upload audio and have Adobe’s AI tool eliminate background noise, improve volume, and fix other problems. It works amazingly well. 

OBS Studio (https://obsproject.com/) An open source package for capturing, editing and streaming video. Available for Windows, Mac or Linux.

Open Shot Video Editor (https://www.openshot.org/). A free download for Windows, Mac, and Linux.

Generative artificial intelligence
You will find a more substantial list of AI-related materials, guides, and resources on the CTE website. I also share materials on a Teams site for those interested in generative artificial intelligence and teaching. I have also created a course about AI on Canvas. Modules can be copied, adapted, and used in your own course.  (Email me at dbward@ku.edu if you would like to join the Teams site or access the modules.)

Generative AI tools
This is a short list of AI-related tools I have found useful.

Free pro tools. Until early October 2025, Google is offering a year’s free access to Gemini Pro to anyone with a .edu email address. Perplexity has a similar offer, which requires verification of credentials. 

Copilot* (https://copilot.microsoft.com/). This is one of the weakest general AI tools, but it provides an extra layer of privacy protection when you log in with your KU credentials. With your KU account, you can also create Copilot Agents, which allow you to provide custom instructions.

Gradescope* (https://www.gradescope.com/). Students’ handwritten work is scanned into an online program for analysis with artificial intelligence. The program groups similar answers and provides rubrics for easy grading. Gradescope works best with STEM-related problem-solving, although some instructors find it useful for grading written work, too.

AI Tutor Pro (https://www.aitutorpro.ca/). An excellent free tool for checking understanding and for learning new material. It is maintained by Contact North, a nonprofit that creates materials for the province of Ontario.

Research tools

Scite* (https://scite.ai/home). A search and research tool that draws from academic sources in many disciplines. It has an AI assistant for asking questions and evaluating sources. KU Libraries provides access to the full suite of tools. 

Research Rabbit (https://www.researchrabbit.ai/). Free tool for creating collections of research articles, alerts for new papers, and visualizations of connections among topics and authors. With Collections feature, you can share the material you have gathered.

Semantic Scholar (https://www.semanticscholar.org/me/research). Free tool for searching academic research, grouping related work, and setting up feeds for new work, and using generative AI to ask questions of papers.

Litmaps (https://app.litmaps.co/). Creates a map showing links among articles and authors you add from a search. Alerts you as related research becomes available. Pro version ($120 a year) allows synchronization with a Zotero account.

Connected Papers (https://www.connectedpapers.com/). Tool for mapping collections of articles and showing connections among them. The free version allows five maps per month.


AI search tools

Perplexity (https://www.perplexity.ai/). A search engine that uses generative AI to summarize results. A pro search guides you through a more sophisticated search process. A free pro account is available to educators.

Consensus (https://consensus.app/search/). Searches and helps organize scientific literature. Also provides summaries and formatted citations. Free version allows unlimited search with older AI models.  
 
Elicit (https://elicit.com/). Returns search results based on your research question. Summaries papers, allows you to ask questions of them, extracts details into a table, and helps you find common themes. Free version limits number of papers that can be compared.  

SciSpace (https://typeset.io/). Allows you to search for literature with questions and concepts, chat with PDFs, paraphrase material, create citations, and extract data. Free version allows limited use of most functions. 

Tools for interacting with articles
These allow researchers to ask questions about existing materials and to find ideas or connections they might have overlooked. Some provide summaries of articles. Specialty tools include:
· NotebookLM (https://notebooklm.google.com/). A Google tool that allows you to upload up to 50 sources (PDFs, text notes, or Google Docs or Slides) and then ask questions about the collection. Each collection may have up to 500,000 words.
· ChatPDF (https://www.chatpdf.com/)
· Explainpaper (https://www.explainpaper.com/).
· Scholarcy (https://www.scholarcy.com/). Allows up to three free summaries a day.
· MapDeduce (https://www.mapdeduce.com/).  Free version is limited to five-page documents.
· TinyWow (https://tinywow.com/). A suite of free AI-powered tools.

Photos and other visual elements
Uses: class presentations; making your syllabus, handouts, and Canvas site more engaging 
Line art
· Clker.com (www.clker.com/). Public domain clip art, mostly in vector form. Offers a wide range of subjects (and quality).
Icons
Free icons related to just about any subject you can imagine.
· IconStore (https://iconstore.co/) 
· Icon Fever (https://iconfever.com/)
· Material Design (https://material.io/tools/icons/)
· Endless Icons (http://endlessicons.com/)
· Adobe offers free Illustrator templates for creating icons: https://www.adobe.com/creativecloud/design/discover/illustrator-icon-templates.html

Photographs
Free, high-quality photographs, usually with Creative Commons licenses.

· UnSplash (https://unsplash.com/)
· Pixabay (https://pixabay.com/)
· FreeImages (https://www.freeimages.com/)
· Creative Commons Search (https://search.creativecommons.org/)
· Pics4Learning (http://pics4learning.com/). A collection curated for teachers and students.
· Creativity103 (http://creativity103.com/index.htm). A collection of abstract images, textures and backgrounds.
· Library of Congress (https://www.loc.gov/collections/). Digital collection of historical photographs, maps, periodicals, and other material. 



Audio and Video

· BBC sound effects (https://sound-effects.bbcrewind.co.uk/). Free .wav or .mp3 files in such categories as nature, footsteps, electronics, clocks, daily life, machines, transport, and sport.
· Sound Bible (https://soundbible.com/#google_vignette). Free sounds and sound effects in .wav or .mp3 format. 
· Free Music Archive (https://freemusicarchive.org/home). Thousands of free songs licensed under Creative Commons.
· Pexels (https://www.pexels.com/videos/). Free stock video and photos.
· Open Culture (http://www.openculture.com/freemoviesonline). Hundreds of free movies.
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