
Volume 6, Issue 1 Distance Learning 41

Using Online
Office Applications
Collaboration Tools for Learning

Ann L. Kieser and Fay Ortiz Golden

INTRODUCTION

t one time, completing a team
assignment in the traditional col-
lege setting meant holding a

meeting at the library or someone’s dorm
room. The assignment was usually sec-
tioned off and assigned to each team mem-
ber who would then take his or her
respective assignments home to research
and complete. The finished product would
consist of several sections of information
synthesized into one report. The final doc-
ument was usually generated with the

help of a word processor as the writer of
each section would deliver their contribu-
tion on a storage device, such as a floppy
disk, to the editor of the team. The editor
would then assemble the final document.

Later, with the arrival of the Internet,
the process to complete group assignments
was facilitated through the use of e-mail
accounts. Each contributor of the assign-
ment could deliver his or her document
electronically. Copies of the documents
could be e-mailed back and forth in order
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for the team members to make comments
and forward changes. 

In the secondary school environment,
teachers and students are also confronted
with challenges when a group project is
assigned. Documents (which for this article
include word processing, spreadsheets,
and presentation software) are often cre-
ated by individual students at their own
computer. Sharing the documents with
each other can be cumbersome on a school
network when certain rights prohibit stu-
dents and teachers from accessing the doc-
ument from another student’s folder. The
final copy is often produced with a lot of
copying and pasting between individually
created documents.

Unable to access the saved network doc-
ument from home, students are forced to
e-mail the document home or save it to a
portable storage device. Multiple road-
blocks abound once the document leaves
the school network. It is not uncommon
for the teacher to hear that the student
“forgot” to return e-mail the document,
that the e-mail attachment document did
not go through, that the portable storage
device was lost, that a team member with
the needed document is absent, and so on. 

The examples listed above describe
methods of student communication that
were originally intended to serve as an
exercise in teamwork and collaboration.
Until now, the tools available for learners
to collaborate did not always provide a
realistic collaboration experience. This arti-
cle will showcase the technologies that
facilitate collaboration using Web-based
office applications. We will first provide
some background information on the role
of collaboration and learning. This will be
followed by a section on the development
of communities for an online class. The
next section will highlight the emerging
online office applications. We will con-
clude with our personal experience both
teaching with and using one of the online
office applications, Google docs.

THE NEED FOR COLLABORATION

Alluri and Balasubramanian (2006) define
collaboration as “a coordinated, synchro-
nous activity that is the result of a contin-
ued attempt to construct and maintain a
shared conception of a problem” (para. 1).
Collaboration has been recognized as a
necessary and fundamental success factor
in many organizations (Sonnenwald,
Iivonen, Alpi, & Kokkinen, 1999). To com-
pete in a global environment, government,
non-government, and academia use teams
to find solutions to complex problems. Col-
laboration has also been designated as a
necessary component for active learning. 

Given the research on the benefits of
collaboration, students are often encour-
aged to collaborate in both online and
traditional classrooms. Benefits of collabo-
ration include developing critical thinking
skills, discussion and consideration of
ideas, and social skill development. Collab-
orative learning environments can be
designed to account for different learning
styles, increase relationships between the
student and the teacher, and reduce class-
room anxiety.

Many current pedagogies incorporate
collaboration. Engagement theory and
constructivism are two just two examples
that advocate for collaboration. Kearsley
and Shneiderman's engagement theory is
founded on collaborative team learning. In
Engagment Theory: A Framework for Technol-
ogy-based Teaching and Learning, Kearsley
and Shneiderman noted that student activ-
ities should “involve cognitive processes
such as creating, problem-solving, reason-
ing, decision-making, and evaluation”
(para. 3). They further noted that students
learn when “meaningfully engaged in
learning activities through interaction with
others and worthwhile tasks” (para. 3).  

Social constructivism theory empha-
sizes the importance of collaboration in the
learning process. Learning is social and
requires participation in a social process of
knowledge construction. Knowledge
occurs through a web of interactions, and
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is distributed and mediated by the people
and the tools that they use for interacting
(Kaplan, 2002).

COLLABORATION AND

ONLINE LEARNING

Collaborative learning in an online envi-
ronment is different than traditional class-
room learning and requires a different
kind of instructional design for teachers
and a different type of work on the part of
the student. There are a variety of strate-
gies and tools that may be used to encour-
age collaboration in an online
environment. Sonnenwald et al. identified
a broad framework synthesizing three
main approaches needed to create an
engaging collaborative online environ-
ment. These three approaches focus on
people, process, and technology. The fol-
lowing summary of these three
approaches is intended as a starting point
when creating online or blended collabora-
tive environments. 

For Sonnenwald et al., the people
approach refers to strengthening the bond
between the students in the class by defin-
ing roles, creating subgroups, and support-
ing individuality. This can be done by
describing the different roles and relation-
ships in the community, detailing responsi-
bilities and interdependencies. Providing a
way for learners to create personal profiles
that include photos or links to personal
Web sites, bloggers or wikispaces would
support student individuality.

The process approach establishes the
protocols for collaboration to occur by
establishing operating norms, clearly
defining the goals and objectives of the
course, aligning goals and objectives with
the learner's expectations, and creating a
buddy system to build a support structure.
Asking each student community member
to log in once a week and post one ques-
tion and one response is one example of
establishing an operating norm. Clearly
defining goals and objectives of the course

and aligning goals with objectives helps to
create an open and sharing environment
and will help foster trust.

The third approach used to create an
engaging collaborative online environ-
ment is the technology approach. The
technology approach requires that tech-
nology be easy to use and transparent in
the learning process. Simple, user-friendly
access is the most important characteristic
to consider.

According to Kearsley and Shneider-
man, technology allows for engagement
not possible by other means. Online learn-
ing must be designed on the framework of
engagement for technology-based learning
and teaching (Kearsley & Shneiderman,
1999). Opportunities for collaboration that
are integrated into an online course design
engage the learner with the subject mate-
rial and with other students to enrich the
learning experience. 

ONLINE OFFICE APPLICATIONS

One of the hurdles faced in distance edu-
cation is the creation of a document on
which two or more people collaborated.
Students are often faced with having to
separately compose, share, and combine
separate writings into one final document.
Too often, the technology gets in the way
of learning due to compatibility issues such
as proprietary software or the incompati-
bility of different software programs. Valu-
able time and energy is spent on resolving
software related issues. When collabora-
tively editing a document, team members
must find a way to circulate the document
amongst themselves. This process is cum-
bersome process, often involving the docu-
ment to be e-mailed as an attachment from
one team member to the next, each indi-
vidually revising the document. Each team
member is forced to wait upon the editing
and schedule of another team member. 

Emerging Web-based office application
programs allow users to create documents,
spreadsheets, presentations, and databases

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/dlea/article-pdf/6/1/41/11087086/dl-02-2009-0007en.pdf by guest on 01 July 2026



44 Distance Learning Volume 6, Issue 1

online. Common Web-based office applica-
tion programs include Google docs, Zoho,
and ThinkFree. Accessing and using these
Web-based office applications require just
a few easy steps: create an account, create
the document, and share the document
with others. These applications allow the
creator to share the document with others
by granting them the rights to be a collabo-
rator or a viewer. Multiple people are able
to access the document for viewing and
editing at the same time. Google docs
allows for synchronous and asynchronous
viewing and editing. Generally, the online
office applications support most common
files, such as .doc, .xls, .odt, .csv, and .ppt.
Created documents are stored and saved
online, alleviating the need for local stor-
age and providing access anytime from
any location. A definite bonus to cash-
strapped school and students is that these
programs are available for free. Table 1
offers a comparison of the three online
office programs.

Web-based office application programs
also help the instructor to monitor plagia-
rism by making it possible to go back and

trace the revisions made by each student.
Instructors are also able to determine
which members of the team contributed to
the creation of the document and which
members did not contribute to the docu-
ment.

REFLECTION: USING GOOGLE DOCS

Our personal experience with online office
applications has been with Google docs.
We have both experienced using Google
docs from two perspectives: from the per-
spective of a teacher using Google docs in
a secondary classroom setting and from
the perspective of using Google docs to
create documents for our postgraduate
coursework. As secondary classroom
teachers, Google docs made it possible for
our students to collaborate on various proj-
ects. For example, the marketing class
worked in teams to create business letters
seeking sponsorship ads from local busi-
nesses. Each team shared a document on
Google docs with each other and with the
teacher. This provided synchronous moni-
toring of student work and opportunities

Table 1. Features of Online Office Applications

Feature Google docs Zoho Writer ThinkFree

File types supported Text, images Text, images Text, images

Software/Web-based Web-based Web-based Web-based (Java)

Public/private 
collaboration 

Public/private Public/private Public/private

Text chat Yes No Unknown

Ability to track revisions Yes Yes Yes

Support for RSS feeds Yes No Unknown

Email updates No Yes No

Real time co-editing Yes No No

Ability to add comments Yes Yes Yes

Spell check Yes Yes Yes

Export/file formats doc, xls, pdf, html, text, rtf, 
odt 

doc, pdf, html, rtf doc, docx, pdf, html, xml, txt

Price Free Free Free

Source: Adapted from VanderMolen (2008).
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for immediate feedback as the students
worked. The revision feature provides a
mechanism to monitor participation and
monitor the thought process of the stu-
dents. Having the document available
online made it easy to access from home or
any other remote location. Another great
advantage was that production was not
slowed down by one student’s absence.

Google docs also enabled students to
engage in shared note taking. Students
shared a document to record the notes for
a class. Collaboration about notes taken in
class helped those who were poor note
takers and those with poor keyboarding
skills. Students were provided time during
the class to reflect on the notes and make
necessary changes and clarifications.
Again, using Google docs aided students
who were absent from class by making the
class notes easily accessible.

Our second perspective, and perhaps a
bit more insightful, comes from our experi-
ence using Google docs for collaborative
writing. In fact, this entire article was cre-
ated using Google docs. Separated by 60
miles, we brainstormed, collected and
shared resources, composed the rough
draft, made revisions, and produced a final
document without having to personally
meet. Since Google docs allows for syn-
chronous and asynchronous viewing and
editing, we were both able to edit the doc-
ument at the same time or sign-in and
work at a time that was convenient. Wait
time for a revision or change was elimi-
nated because changes were automatically
saved and viewable by the other team
member. Peer editing occurred on a contin-
uous basis as comments were inserted to
communicate with each other. Highlight-
ing and different font colors were used to
call attention to important parts of the doc-
ument. To further enhance communication
and collaboration, we were able to open
Google Talk, Google’s version of instant
messaging, to discuss the assignment as
we were viewing and editing the docu-
ment together. We were able to compare all

revisions made to the document and could
revert to any previous document if
needed. By the time this document was
finalized, there were 1719 revisions track-
ing the development of our article. The
final document was produced by export-
ing the text on Google docs into Word.
Converting from Google docs into Micro-
soft Word required some minor format
editing.

SUMMARY

Based on our experiences with collabora-
tion through the use of Google docs, we
know that Web-based office applications
provide collaborative creation tools that
result in coordinated, synchronous activi-
ties. These activities lead to knowledge
construction, which enhances both the
learning process and the learning experi-
ence. The knowledge we gained through
our interactions was enriched through our
use of Google docs. We constantly ques-
tioned and challenged each other as the
writing process unfolded. Being able to
work on the same document in a synchro-
nous format provided a richer and more
meaningful collaborative learning experi-
ence.

Web-based office applications are collab-
orative writing tools aimed at facilitating
the editing and reviewing of documents by
multiple individuals in real time or asyn-
chronously. These tools are flexible and
useful in learning groups and educational
settings. The benefits offered for collabora-
tion through Web-based collaboration tools
should be used in distance education
classes to expand the level of collaboration
and engagement for students and instruc-
tors in an online learning environment.
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