Raising Achievement: Using Google Docs for collaborative learning
I use google.docs to facilitate discussion and the collaboration of communicating information.

The first thing is teaching students the standard of work that is required I usually spend at least ONE lesson going through vocabulary on the standard and understanding the differences between the grade levels by giving exemplars. 

Then… students first work through understanding content. I have created booklets that have all the necessary information in them (this saves them copying out notes). I then set them tasks based around surface comprehension of the texts. This involves annotating definitions and highlighting answers to simple comprehension questions.

Then I set THINKING TASKS – this could involve:

· Categorisation of ideas from the content

· Evaluating the content

· Applying ideas from the content by answering more in-depth questions – this often (but not always) is in the form of paragraphs

· Communicating their own thinking – this can be done through an online debate – where they have a right of reply to what ever people write down.

These tasks are all completed on GOOGLE.DOCs – on one document, so that all of us can see exactly what each other is writing. The document is live, so as people edit, we can all see the edits.

To do the first 3 of the above, students work in groups of 3-4 and write answers together. If they are not talking, then they are not achieving the aim of the task, because the whole aim here to gain “literacy through oracy”. If they can talk about it, using the technical language, justify their thinking to each other, and then write their ideas down cohesively, then you have achieved the aim. So, the room should be NOISEY!! 

Once they have started writing, they are starting to analyse how they are writing things. This is on two levels, firstly is their use of language, grammar, spelling etc, where they naturally want to sound intelligent due to the fact they have a real  audience – so the standard of writing increases significantly. However, as they finish communicating their ideas, students then critique their own work, against the standard set (usually from the exemplars in the Achievement Standard). Group’s often view other groups’ work to see how they compare and contrast. This works really well for groups that are weaker, because they often wait for one group to start their ideas, and then they piggy back off their ideas. Usually it is a case of: lack confidence in their ideas and need to see “their” ideas written by someone else. Then they feel confident at having a go.

I then evaluate it and write comments on how to improve – they then re-work their ideas.

Other groups are then able to see my comments, which enables them to evaluate why I wrote that comment for that group and so evaluate their own work. 

I then print out the work once complete, and this becomes their notes.

It is time consuming but the benefits totally out weigh this fact. Also – if you set up the workbooks to start with and do away with note taking and the time consuming, low level thinking tasks like answering surface questions in sentences, then you actually end up spending about the same amount of time. Knowing how to quickly get students to the higher level by scaffolding the content in a quick way, and then realising that you can actually let go is the trick!!  

It is funny as a teacher, because you suddenly become obsolete for quite a bit of time. Students become quite independent in their learning and really start to help each other understand everything. When they need further clarification they ask, and of course when they want something checked, then suddenly I had a purpose again. What I found was that I would sit at my desk and focus on a particular group’s discussion and make sure that their discussion was on course. It was important to do this away from the group, so they did not feel intimidated and therefore worry about saying the wrong thing. When I felt I was needed to get them on track I would simply interrupt them.

Once they have finished all the tasks as a group, I then get the students to complete AME (Achieved, Merit, Excellence) tasks individually on paper, as they then need to practice these by themselves using a pen and paper. They carry out the same evaluation, using the standard and pair marking and then I mark their work just to make sure. 

This technique enabled me to get an 86% pass-rate in an assessment that we had previously only got around 30-50%. 

Elizabeth O’Hagan

HOD Social Sciences

Aorere College

Auckland
