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Abstract 
Despite the increasingly widespread adoption of collaborative technology 
in K-12 writing instruction, little is known about how these new literacy 
practices shape students’ academic writing experiences with synchronous 
online collaboration, particularly within the context of long-term 
curricular integration. Addressing this gap, this study examines middle 
school students' in-class use of Google Docs for synchronous collaborative 
writing over the course of a year, exploring how technology reshapes 
learning experiences and opens new pathways for interaction and literacy 
practices as suggested by Chapelle (2007). Based on qualitative analyses 
of multiple data sources—including student and teacher interviews, 
student reflections, and observations , we examined the perceived 
affordances and challenges of these new literacy practices, as well as the 
contextual factors that influence students’ collaborative experiences. 
Findings revealed several key benefits of synchronous academic writing, 
including enhanced writing fluidity, reflective verbal composing, and 
audience awareness, while also revealing challenges such as an 
overemphasis on efficiency, and tensions over textual ownership. We 
conclude by emphasizing the pedagogical implications of effectively 
integrating synchronous collaborative writing into secondary classrooms 
and beyond. 
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1Introduction 
The synchronous features of cloud-based technology, such as simultaneous access, 
writing, and editing, have significantly expanded the possibilities for collaboration, 
reshaping how students develop and navigate literacy skills. Unlike traditional word 
processing programs, the cloud-based functionalities in Google Docs support many-to-
many simultaneous writing, creating a dynamic and recursive writing experience 
(Kessler et al., 2012; Zhang et al, 2021). Given the imperative to equip students with 21st-
century literacy skills, many K-12 schools are increasingly adopting cloud-based 
technologies for writing instruction. However, while substantial research has been 
conducted on asynchronous peer feedback practices (e.g., Carvalho & Santos, 2022; Zhan 
et al., 2023), few studies explore how adolescent students engage with new literacy 
practices such as face-to-face synchronous collaborative writing within the context of 
long-term curricular integration.  
 
Since the effectiveness of technology heavily relies on how teachers utilize and 
incorporate the tool in classrooms (Grimes & Warschauer, 2010), further research is 
necessary to illustrate the students’ and teachers’ perceived experiences of synchronous 
collaboration, as well as the contextual elements that enhance its successful 
implementation. This study addresses this gap by examining U.S. middle school students' 
in-class synchronous collaborative writing with Google Docs over the course of an 
academic year. Through qualitative analyses of student and teacher interviews, reflection 
essays, open-ended surveys, and classroom observations, we highlight the perceived 
affordances and challenges of these new academic writing practices, as well as the 
contextual factors that shape their experiences. Ultimately, our findings aim to provide 
insights that could guide educators in thoughtfully integrating synchronous collaborative 
writing into their curricula, enhancing the learning environment while addressing the 
challenges identified in the study. 

 
Literature Review 
Integrating New Literacies into K-12 Classrooms  
The extensive use of social technology in writing has radically changed the way students 
read, write, and interact (Storch, 2019; Pegrum et al., 2022). With these technological 
tools, the boundaries of literacy, traditionally defined as fixed skill sets of reading and 
writing, have expanded to include evolving discourse practices and communication 
processes (Dobson & Willinsky, 2009; Lankshear & Knobel, 2007). This transformation is 
central to New Literacies Studies (Lankshear & Knobel, 2007), which investigates 
perspective the novel types of literacy practices shaped by digital media (Gee, 2009). 
Building on the foundation of traditional literacy, new literacies encompass the 
knowledge, skills, and strategies necessary for effective communication and participation 
through technologies (Leu et al., 2004). In this regard, new literacies are characterized by 
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increased interactivity, collaboration, and networked distribution (Coiro et al., 2014). 
Acknowledging the swift changes in literacy practices outside of school, many K-12 
educators and researchers have aimed to integrate technology into writing classrooms to 
better equip students for these evolving literacy demands. 
 
While concerns have been raised that the flexible and informal nature of new literacies 
might impede the development of academic skills in school, focusing exclusively on 
school literacies can undermine students’ experiences. Neglecting the literacies they 
engage with outside the classroom may devalue the skills they have developed beyond 
traditional educational settings, potentially doing a disservice to many learners (Yi, 
2007). This perspective aligns with the idea of culturally relevant pedagogy, which 
recognizes and sustains the dominant language, literacy practices, and other cultural 
elements familiar to learners (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Emerging digital cultures can offer 
support systems that assist students in enhancing fundamental literacy skills, such as 
reading and writing (Thorne & Black, 2007; Jenkins et al., 2009), bridging the gap 
between school-based and out-of-school literacy practices.  
 
Research on new literacies in K-12 settings have focused on examining their participatory 
and collaborative affordances (Borup et al., 2021). For example, research has 
documented the benefits of online collaboration during group writing, such as 
enhancement in higher-order thinking skills (Zhan et al., 2023), metacognitive skills 
(Carvalho & Santos, 2022), learner engagement (Zhang & Liu, 2023) and participation 
opportunities for struggling writers (Zheng et al., 2015). However, most of the studies on 
online collaborative writing examined structured, asynchronous peer interaction 
practices revolving around wikis, blogs, or discussion boards. Compared to the literature 
that well-documented students’ engagement with asynchronous feedback and peer 
review in K-12 classrooms (Loretto et al., 2016), studies on synchronous collaboration 
experiences are relatively lacking.  
 
Synchronous Collaborative Writing  
Research has shown that communication modes such as real-time capabilities affect 
group collaboration dynamics (Aubrey, 2022; Han & Li, 2020) and writing performance 
(Zhang & Liu, 2023). Synchronous technology, which involves textuality in asynchronous 
mode supported by orality in synchronous mode (see Guardado & Shi, 2007 for details on 
interaction modes), hold unique affordances for learner collaboration. Recent second 
language (L2) studies comparing the learner experiences during the different interaction 
modes suggested that synchronous collaboration promotes higher levels of engagement 
through real-time interaction and negotiation of meaning compared to asynchronous 
collaboration (e.g., Zhang & Zou, 2022). Specifically, Zhang and Liu (2023) reported that 
while asynchronous writing allowed for deeper reflection and revision, benefiting 
accuracy and structure, synchronous collaboration showed stronger immediate gains in 
fluency and idea generation due to real-time interaction. Participants of the study also 
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noted that synchronous tasks helped build a sense of community and more frequent 
practice opportunities for spontaneous and authentic language use, both of which are 
essential in language learning.  
 
Among technologies leveraging synchronous features such as simultaneous editing and 
commenting, Google Docs is widely used in writing instruction to support group 
collaboration (Su & Zhu, 2020). Studies conducted primarily in post-secondary contexts 
have highlighted the benefits of integrating Google Docs for synchronous collaborative 
writing. For example, Abrams’s (2019) study on second language learners’ Google-Docs 
based collaborative writing found that groups with strong collaboration produced texts 
with better coherence and more propositional content, suggesting the link between 
collaboration patterns and textual quality. Similarly, Bikowski and Vithanage’s (2016) 
study on ESL students’ use of Google Docs in group contexts noted substantial gains in 
their writing competence, particularly in accuracy, content organization, and overall 
proficiency. Other studies have reported various factors influencing collaborative 
interaction in L2 settings, such as communication mode, task type, and language 
proficiency, offering insights into the design of effective collaborative tasks (Cho, 2017; 
Zhang et al., 2021). 
 
While these studies reveal the specific affordances of synchronous collaboration in higher 
education or small-group language learning contexts (Cho et al., 2022), little is known 
about how emerging technologies like Google Docs function with younger, linguistically, 
and culturally diverse student populations in mainstream K-12 classroom settings. 
Moreover, compared to online (non-face-to-face) synchronous collaboration, few studies 
have examined face-to-face synchronous collaboration (Han & Li, 2020). Therefore, a 
significant gap remains in understanding its application in U.S. secondary classrooms, 
particularly for long-term implementations. The limited research on sustained use over 
an extended academic period makes school districts and educators hesitant to harness 
these technologies, as they lack comprehensive data on long-term engagement and the 
potential challenges of managing synchronous group work across an entire school year. 
This study seeks to address these uncertainties by examining synchronous collaborative 
writing experiences throughout an academic year in a secondary classroom. 
 
Methods 
Study Context  
Data was collected from three 8th-grade English Language Arts (ELA) classes at a 
technology-supportive K-8 school in Southern California. This school features a 
linguistically and ethnically diverse student population, with White and Hispanic 
students each comprising 5.6% 
 
This research involved 102 eighth graders across three focal ELA classes taught by the 
same teacher. At this one-to-one laptop school, 87.8% of students were already familiar 
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with using Google Docs for group writing, and 94% rated their tech skills as advanced or 
higher.. In this one-to-one laptop school, most students were familiar with group writing 
using Google Docs (87.8%) and had high technology proficiency (94% self-rated as 
advanced or above). At the beginning of the school year, students were randomly 
assigned into groups of four, and the same groups remained together throughout the 
year. As a group, they collaboratively wrote three academic essays of different genres 
(narrative, argumentative, and informative) during the academic year, once per 
trimester, with each essay spanning approximately two weeks. In the one-to-one laptop 
environment, all students worked synchronously on three writing tasks using Google 
Docs, engaging in real-time collaboration. This process involved both verbal and textual 
interactions, with students simultaneously contributing to the documents, offering 
feedback to one another through oral discussion or textual comments on Google Docs, 
and making revisions collectively. No specific instruction on collaboration or using 
Google Docs was provided; it was up to the students to collaboratively plan, write, and 
revise their group essays. 
 
Data Sources  
Over the course of the academic year, multiple sources of data were collected and 
triangulated to explore students’ perceived experiences with synchronous collaborative 
writing. The main data sources included a total of six student interviews (N=16), three 
teacher interviews, open-ended survey responses, six classroom observations, and one-
time end-of-year reflection essays, while supplementary data came from students’ 
collaborative essays and transcribed group discussions. The selection of student 
interviewees was guided by recommendations from the teacher. Focal group interviews 
were conducted with four groups, six times in total: twice during and the rest completed 
after each of the three collaborative writing projects and followed by individual 
interviews. These semi-structured interviews provided insights into students’ learning, 
writing, and synchronous collaboration experiences, including translated interviews in 
Korean for ELL students.  
 
Retrospective text-based interviews conducted with focus groups after the collaborative 
writing projects were implemented to gain a deeper understanding of students’ 
collaborative writing processes. During the stimulated recall, we identified specific 
sections of the group essay and queried the participants about the specific strategies they 
used during the writing process, any specific challenge they had, how they negotiated 
their ideas. Additionally, one-time end-of-year written reflections were collected from 
the participants to understand their overall perceptions toward synchronous 
collaboration and writing growth throughout the year. As a supplementary data source, 
the focal groups’ verbal group discussions during the argumentative essay task were 
audio-recorded and transcribed to understand the process and strategy of students’ 
group work. Classroom observations, coupled with class artifacts such as assignments 
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and lesson plans, further contextualized students’ experiences during the collaborative 
writing projects. 
 
Data Analysis  
Inductive thematic analysis, supported by the constant comparative method (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967; Saldana, 2009), was applied to analyze qualitative data from student and 
teacher interviews, reflections, and observations. This analysis was triangulated with 
supplementary data sources such as open-ended surveys, group writing artifacts, and 
verbal interactions. The coding process progressed from initial open coding to in-vivo 
and axial coding, identifying themes and relationships among categories related to 
students’ collaborative interactions. In the final stage, theoretical coding illuminated the 
most relevant themes. Key-event analysis was also used to examine contextual factors 
influencing synchronous collaborative writing, uncovering key themes such as student 
frustration with limited participation and excitement about using Google Docs. These key 
events were compared within and across student groups to track changes in participation 
and perceptions over time. 
 
Findings 
The qualitative analysis of student and teacher interviews, reflections, and observations 
provided in-depth description of students’ perceived affordances and challenges, as well 
as the contextual factors that shaped students’ collaborative practices.  
 
Perceived Affordances of Synchronous Collaborative Writing  
Several aspects of synchronous collaborative writing were identified as contributing to 
enhancing both academic writing and broader 21st century literacy skills. Key themes 
include (1) fluidity in writing, (2) reflective revision, (3) heightened audience awareness, 
(4) diverse pathways for participation, (5) cultural relevance, and (6) college and career 
readiness.  
 
Fluid Writing with “In-the-Moment Revision”   
During interviews, both students and the teacher reflected on how collaborative writing 
using Google Docs supported a more iterative and dynamic approach to writing and 
revision. Unlike traditional group work, which often demands significant time and effort 
for logistical coordination, Google Docs’ synchronous features greatly accelerated 
feedback, revision, and communication between writers and readers. The teacher 
highlighted that this real-time collaboration encouraged students to engage more deeply 
with the revision process, allowing them to refine their ideas and structure continuously 
due to the platform’s easy-to-use editing features. 
 

I think when I first started in a one-to-one school, the biggest change was just 
the amount of writing students produced...We could address revisions so much 
more efficiently. If it was an essay written in pen and I told them to fix this, this, 



Language Teaching Research Quarterly, 2025(51), 409-431 

415 
 

and this, then rewrite—it didn’t get done. But now, revisions are immediate, 
efficient, and much more productive. I think it builds their confidence and levels 
the playing field, ensuring everyone has equal access. 
 

Echoing the teacher’s perspective, one student compared their synchronous 
collaboration experiences throughout the writing process to traditional individual 
writing or asynchronous peer review: 

 
I had more [writing] opportunities with collaborative essays. We usually wrote 
stories alone, sometimes exchanging with a partner, but we’d only have five 
minutes to read and respond, which wasn’t enough to really engage with their 
writing. With collaborative writing, everything is there, and you can build on it 
every time you log in and see what others are writing. 

 
The student’s comments underscore a key benefit of synchronous collaboration—the 
ongoing, between-draft revisions that occur “as you go.” In traditional peer reviews, 
students typically wait until the end of the writing process to engage in reflection, limiting 
the scope of revision. Studies on asynchronous collaborative writing similarly caution 
that students often only collaborate at specific stages, such as during the review process 
(Storch, 2002), resulting in more surface-level engagement and feedback. In contrast, the 
integration of synchronous technology in this study facilitated continual, in-the-moment 
revisions throughout the writing process, encouraging deeper engagement. Another 
student elaborated on this advantage: 

 
It opens our eyes to other ideas and perspectives. Normally, when you're writing 
alone, it's just your thoughts. By the time you've finished the essay, most people 
don’t want to edit it too much. But when you're all writing together, you're 
already sharing ideas, which helps make the story better and enhances it overall. 

 
This perspective emphasizes how simultaneous access and group revisions in a 
synchronous environment promote more sustained collaboration throughout the entire 
writing process. Such an approach provides more opportunities to explore diverse 
perspectives during the planning or drafting stage. This helps writers engage with the 
fluidity of texts, which can “function as resources for expansion, reconfiguration, and new 
synthesis" (Lund, 2008, p. 50). 
 
Reflective Verbal Composing with “Four Minds” 
Students also highlighted how collaborative dialogue during synchronous writing 
sessions encouraged reflective and critical thinking throughout the writing process. They 
noted that verbal discussions about their text both at the sentence and text level fostered 
open-mindedness toward diverse perspectives. This dual mode of collaboration, 
involving both textual and verbal elements, specifically helped with ideation and critical 
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thinking. One student reflected on her experience working with what she described as 
“four minds” in her group: 
 

I think we write much better because we build off of each other’s ideas, and 
working together really helps me focus on what the task is. Instead of having one 
mind working, we have four minds working on it, which makes us think about 
the topic critically… and from different perspectives. 

 
Additionally, several students emphasized the verbal articulation of ideas helped 
students with reviewing the content and logic of their text. One student explained: “You 
actually verbally talk while you are writing and you are also thinking about what you are 
going to write.” This method of verbal composing provided students with multiple 
benefits, including an enhanced understanding of vocabulary, topic interpretation, and 
revision strategies. One group described how they meticulously crafted and revised their 
writing through continuous discussion and reflection: 
 

We discussed everything. We wrote the story per sentence and revised it over and 
over. After finishing a paragraph, we read it and discussed how we could improve 
it. It was time-consuming, but I learned a lot about how to write a sentence... 
which word to use… how to revise, and how to think about the topic. 

 
In the following segment of a group discussion, the members openly discussed how to 
compose a sentence, seeking mutual agreement on each one. The members engaged in 
direct editing throughout the group composition process, expanding and elaborating on 
each other's ideas. S1 and S2 actively contributed suggestions for revisions (lines 2 and 
3), and were supported by S3 and S4, who incorporated these suggestions and revised 
the text (lines 4 and 6). 
 

S3: What about the next sentence… [highlighting on Google Doc] Do you think it 
connects well with our topic sentence?  
S2: No, it sounds like…a jump. [deleting the sentence highlighted by S3] I wish we 
add something or repeat the idea somehow..  I don’t know… You know what I 
mean?  
S1: Good point. What if we add ‘History shows us..’ 
S4: I like that. We can say ‘History has shown us time and time again.. [adding to 
S1’s text]  
S2: Then we can add the examples we talked about.  
S3: Got it. Let me type that in…  

 
Student reflections also suggested that the verbal articulation of ideas during 
composition, combined with textual collaboration, encouraged metacognitive processes. 
As a result, students became more attuned to the logic and coherence of their texts, 
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reflecting deeper levels of critical thinking. This observation aligns with studies 
suggesting the facilitating role of real-time collaboration in promoting higher-order 
thinking skills and deeper engagement in the writing process (Carvalho & Santos, 2022). 
 
Shared Writing that Engages the “Built-in Audience” 
Students reflected that synchronous collaboration cultivated a higher level of reader 
awareness and accountability during writing. In the next excerpt, one student discussed 
how her attitude toward writing as a boring school assignment has changed due to the 
constant presence of “built-in audience” on Google Docs.   
 

Usually I just think that it’s a school assignment so I just do what I’m supposed 
to do. When it’s a school assignment I usually don’t really think a lot about the 
reader.  Most times it’s just, “Oh, my teacher is going to read this,” and it’s boring. 
But in collaborative writing, I think I try to make my writing better because other 
people are going to read it.  So I want to make sure that they can understand my 
writing.  

 
During interviews, students also discussed how the shared responsibility that they 
developed during group work affected their motivation for writing. In the next two 
excerpts, students mentioned that the sense of community motivated them to be 
accountable.  
 

Personally, I like working in groups better even in other parts not associated with 
writing so I really like collaborative writing.  For one it’s motivating.  When 
you’re by yourself you think, “Oh man I have to get this whole thing done by 
myself”, but when you are with four other people you can share the responsibility, 
and it feels like we are all in this together.  

 
The teacher also echoed this point, explaining that group works can be more engaging for 
students because of a built-in audience and accountability.   

 
I think it does make them more engaged because they are working closely with 
peers and it kind of makes a built-in audience, a built-in accountability because 
you have a team counting on you. 

 
Such reflections align with previous studies highlighting the benefits of collaborative 
writing in enhancing student motivation and responsibility through peer interaction and 
shared goals (Storch, 2005; Bikowski & Vithanage, 2016). This shared responsibility and 
sense of community help students view their writing as a dialogue, moving beyond basic 
task completion to purposeful, audience-centered writing.  
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Diverse Participation Pathways with “Simultaneous Branching”  
The dual modes of participation—in-text collaboration supported by verbal discussion— 
also diversified how members could contribute. For some, verbal participation was 
viewed as significant as their written contributions. As one student explained, “If they are 
talking a lot in the discussion and adding more ideas, I think they are really participating 
and helping others know what to write about.” While lower-proficiency writers may not 
contribute as much textually as higher-proficiency writers, they still have multiple 
opportunities to participate throughout the writing process, such as during topic 
brainstorming, planning, and organizing ideas.  
 
Such wider range of participation options was especially motivating for quieter students 
or those less confident in their writing abilities, as it provided them with various ways to 
engage and make meaningful contributions to the group effort. One student explained 
how the real-time commenting feature of Google Docs facilitated communication within 
her generally quiet group with several low-proficient writers: “Even though we might not 
talk often, we pitch in comments on Google Docs, comment on each other, revise other 
people’s individual paragraphs. That was very helpful because if we did that on paper, I 
don’t know how you’d get to where we are now.” 
 
Simultaneous editing across different sections also allowed students to expand on each 
other’s texts in real-time through what one student referred to as the “simultaneous 
branching” of ideas. This approach was perceived particularly beneficial at the macro 
level of writing, especially in terms of improving how evidence is integrated and how 
claims are substantiated throughout the text. With the ease of simultaneous group editing 
on Google Docs, students were able to focus on the larger structural elements, such as the 
coherence of arguments and the depth of support provided. Regarding this, one student 
noted: “Because you can see what you’re typing, and sometimes you can just add on to that. 
Most of them are adding more contextual evidence to make your main idea clearer.” The 
distributed control in simultaneous editing can promote the equalization of participation, 
which is one of the most significant and beneficial outcomes of technology-integrated 
writing (Warschauer, 1997). Such aspects help students view writing not as static or final 
products but as dynamic resources for expansion, reconfiguration, and reinterpretation 
(Lund, 2008). 
 
Cultural Relevance: “The Way We Read and Write” 
Students also reflected that synchronous collaborative writing was culturally relevant to 
the literacy practices they were accustomed to in out-of-school contexts. For example, 
one student expressed feeling disconnected and disengaged when writing on paper, 
contrasting this with how collaborative writing using Google Docs resonated with "the 
way we read and write." 
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The way we read and write... I guess we grow up doing things a certain way. I 
feel like writing is about people contributing to it. Writing on paper was a lot 
harder for me because I’m just not used to it. When revising, I had to erase 
everything, and if I wanted to add more, there wasn’t enough space. I’d end up 
erasing and rewriting everything to make room. 

 
Another student highlighted how the new writing practices mirrored aspects of her out-
of-school literacy activities on social media. These activities included exchanging 
feedback, maintaining a strong reader presence, and collaboratively creating content. 

 
On social media, there’s a wide variety of people you can comment to. I also read 
and write on WattPad—it's a reading and writing app for the iPhone or laptop. 
People write stories, and you can write your own stories too. I’m used to getting 
feedback and building stories together. 

 
Incorporating the simultaneous and social aspects into in-class academic writing helps 
bridge the gap between academic and out-of-school literacies, enabling students to 
engage in familiar, authentic ways of writing. Research supports that students’ cultural 
and linguistic practices that ground their everyday lives need to be integrated into 
classroom instruction and meaningfully valued (Thorne & Black, 2007; Gutierrez & 
Rogoff, 2012).  This includes acknowledging their dominant language and diverse 
cultural practices that shape their identities. This approach can not only validate their 
existing literacy practices but also enhance their participation, motivation, and sense of 
ownership over their learning.  
 
College and Career readiness: “Getting an Early Experience” 
Besides the benefits for writing development, synchronous collaborative writing was also 
recognized as an important tool for preparing students for college and future careers. The 
real-time nature of this collaboration mirrors the fast-paced, interconnected 
environments of many modern workplaces, where employees are often required to 
engage with team members remotely and simultaneously. Students appreciated the 
opportunity to gain “an early experience” with online collaboration that they believed 
would be integral to their future careers. One student reflected on how the integration of 
technology into collaborative work mimics the demands of modern workplaces: 

 
I think you have to collaborate with others in real jobs. Like your communication 
with others has to be on point and I think your group members also have to be 
aware of that. They need to also communicate with you to create a whole 
writing. If they don’t understand or they don’t do the right topic, you’ll fail in real 
jobs, too. 
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The following teacher excerpt also illustrates how collaborative writing in the classroom 
serves as an apprenticeship for workforce skills: 
 

I would imagine in schools that don’t have the one-to-one [laptop program] at 
hand, they’d probably use Google Docs even more because the whole point of that 
is you can collaborate wherever you are, you don’t have to sit next to each other. 
I think there are still people that think they need books in their hands, but when 
they get into the workforce they will be using technology and collaborate. 

 
Such focus on early exposure to professional skills reflects growing recognition of the 
value of career-ready education. Research supports this idea, indicating that early 
engagement in collaborative work not only builds necessary communication and 
technical skills but also boosts students’ confidence in their ability to transition into 
higher education and the workforce (Alvarez-Huerta, 2021). Through these experiences, 
students can develop a range of competencies that are increasingly demanded in today's 
digital and collaborative professional environments. 
 
Perceived Challenges of Synchronous Collaborative Writing   
Despite the multiple benefits of synchronous collaborative writing, several challenges of 
synchronous collaboration were also identified. These challenges were particularly 
pronounced among less collaborative focal group, but similar concerns were observed 
even among students who evaluated their collaboration experience positively overall. 
The primary challenges included: (1) undue focus on efficiency at the expense of quality, 
(2) tension over textual ownership, and (3) time management challenges that hindered 
deeper collaboration. 
 
Efficiency over Quality: “A Quick, Efficient Sentence” 
Several students prioritized efficiency over quality, defining collaboration as a way to 
quickly finish tasks by splitting the work. This often resulted in a pattern of separate 
writing, with cooperation limited to dividing the tasks in the form of “divide and 
conquer.” During an interview, one student discussed the benefits of synchronous 
collaborative writing, emphasizing how it made the job “easier” by “killing two birds with 
one stone.” 
 

You’re all editing while you’re writing, so it’s kind of like killing two birds with one 
stone. In collaborative writing, we all follow the same pattern—like the intro, body 
paragraphs, and then the conclusion—but with a collaborative essay, you’re 
writing the whole thing together, and it’s kind of easier. You wouldn’t have to write 
the intro all by yourself. You would only have to focus on one body paragraph, 
which helps you put better content into that paragraph. 
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The student perceived that simultaneous group editing would reduce the amount of 
work, rather than produce better work through negotiation and the co-construction of 
knowledge. Trentin (2009) identified a similar issue, , noting that members tend to limit 
their focus to their part of the topic in the final collaborative work. This can also pose a 
challenge to teachers, as it becomes difficult to determine how thoroughly each member 
engages with the overall project, aside from completing their designated tasks. The 
following interview excerpt illustrates this point, highlighting that focusing on efficiency 
often compromises the quality of the work: 
 

It encourages me to write fast—a quick, efficient sentence as others are doing. 
Maybe it was good that we were able to work efficiently, but the bad thing was we 
weren’t able to actually do some of the things. 

 
The student’s approach reveals a common misconception in collaborative work, where 
the focus shifts towards efficiency over quality. In this case, synchronous collaboration is 
viewed as a way to reduce the workload by dividing tasks, rather than as an opportunity 
to co-construct knowledge and produce a higher-quality outcome through negotiation 
and feedback. This mindset is evident in the student's limited engagement with other 
members' contributions, reviewing or providing feedback only when time allowed. As 
Trentin (2009) points out, this division of labor can lead to a narrow focus, where 
individuals concentrate solely on their assigned portions, potentially undermining the 
coherence and depth of the final product. As the student acknowledged in his comment, 
the group text produced efficiently may lack substance, which calls for he need for a more 
balanced approach that values both efficiency and quality in collaborative writing. 
 
Tension over Collective Ownership: “The Power to Change”  
Another challenge perceived was the tension over textual ownership. Students felt 
disturbed about not having control over the group document, indicating a strong sense of 
individual ownership. For example, in the following excerpt, one student discussed her 
frustration with lacking control over document access and editing permissions in Google 
Docs.  
 

Some suggestions that I would make is about the powers that people in the 
document have. If a certain person isn’t the owner of the document, then they 
shouldn’t have the power to change the accessibility of other members. This 
caused great disruption in the group writing. And sometimes someone deletes 
what I wrote on accident. So it would be helpful if there’s an option to select 
certain test, and click a button so someone can’t delete it. Not so like someone 
can’t erase anything you’ve written, but you can select certain text not to be 
deleted.  
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Additionally, a decreased sense of ownership over the group text can result in diminished 
individual accountability and an over-reliance on peers who may assist in editing the text 
at the same time. The following student comments illustrate such examples of this: “If 
there’s like not a good word in my text, someone can correct it and put a better word for 
me,” and “I hardly have anything to edit [because of other members’ help].”  
 
Such tendency echoes Caspi and Blau’s (2011) earlier caution that collaboration and 
ownership have trade-off relationships. For instance, increased individual ownership of 
group texts may diminish students' sense of accountability for the overall document. 
However, as the excerpt illustrates, strong individual ownership can lead to conflict when 
students feel a lack of control over the shared document, resulting in frustration and 
disruptions in the collaborative process. 
 
Time Constraints: “Writing such a Small Part”  
In a non-collaborative group, students expressed frustration with how managing group 
dynamics consumed much of their available time, limiting their ability to focus on 
essential tasks like writing and meaningful discussion. One student highlighted how time 
pressure hindered collaboration, saying, “I like that we can bounce ideas off each other, 
but sometimes you spend so much time bouncing ideas that you end up not writing at all.” 
Another student echoed this concern, noting, “We don’t discuss the subject much, but if we 
spend too long discussing, it sets us behind on writing.”  
 
Students also mentioned that a lack of time during the final review stage can weaken the 
text’s quality, particularly its organization. Many felt rushed after completing the first 
draft, leaving insufficient time to review for coherence. One student described the 
difficulty of maintaining coherence when using synchronous tools that allow 
simultaneous contributions from all group members: “The organization gets worse 
because everyone is writing everywhere at the same time.” The teacher shared a similar 
concern, emphasizing the need to strengthen the organizational aspect of group texts, as 
some groups often spend too much time during planning and ideation, which leads them 
to rush the revision stage due to time constraints: 
 

The weak area in group texts is organization. I need to build in more accountability 
for the revision process. My idea was that you would revise, rearrange, delete, and 
reorganize. Some did this to a degree, but not enough—by the time we got there, 
we were in a time crunch. 

 
Previous studies on collaborative writing noted that when too much time is devoted to 
managing group interactions, the actual work suffers, leading to inefficiency and 
frustration within the group (Kaufman et al., 2000). This suggests the need for more 
structured instructional arrangements where groups are guided to allocate sufficient 
time for each stage of writing, ensuring that students have enough time for revision. Clear 
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guidelines on how to allocate time across the writing process will help students enhance 
their time management skills, which are crucial for effective collaboration.  
 
Implementation Contexts  
The affordances and challenges of synchronous collaborative writing should be 
interpreted within the implementation contexts, as they are heavily influenced by the 
instructor’s approach, accompanying curriculum, and the broader institutional culture. 
Teacher and student interviews, written reflections, along with classroom observations, 
revealed several key factors that shaped students’ collaborative experiences, 
demonstrating that success in such environments depends not only on the participants 
but also on external conditions. Notably, the following contextual elements were 
identified as crucial: (1) the district-level initiative for technology integration, (2) the 
school’s emphasis on collaboration and diversity, and (3) the teacher’s curriculum 
integration efforts.  
 
District-level initiative for technology integration. 
In this study, the participating classes were part of a district that actively supported 
technology integration. The district was in the process of actively rolling out one-to-one 
laptop programs in all schools, and the school examined in this study was one of the 
leading schools with a strong technology initiative. In the following excerpt, the teacher 
discussed the sufficient training and support available at the district, noting the district’s 
one-to-one laptop program initiative as effective.  
 

There is a ton of training on that so that is where the focus is right now. I don’t 
feel like I’m lacking in training. We do have TOSA (Teachers on Special 
Assignments); they’re tech specialists.  They are always sending out messages 
saying they are here to help and they are from the district.  I can say, “I’m 
teaching language arts and I’m not feeling very innovative these days, come and 
show me something.”  I think this is why our district has had such a successful 
program.   

 
Such comments echo studies suggesting that suitable multimedia equipment and 
communication tools are basic prerequisites for collaborative online learning (Hron & 
Friedrich, 2003). In her ELA classes, she integrated Google Docs as core writing platforms, 
and has used a variety of other technology programs that also involve a collaborative 
nature. The use of multiple programs to support group writing projects proved beneficial 
for students, as it helped them become familiar with collaborative learning across 
different areas of literacy, such as vocabulary, reading, and writing. The teacher further 
discussed that her experiments with these technology tools in her classes were well- 
received by the students, who also have high levels of technology proficiency. In the 
following excerpt, one student who transferred from another school appreciated the 
technology-supportive learning environment that the school provided.  
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The other school I went to, we didn’t use any technology, so it was mostly just pen 
and paper. In [this school], I think we learn what we are supposed to learn and 
above that. Our school focuses on technology, especially with Google Docs. I think 
they use Google Docs since the second grade. We don’t necessarily write a lot, but 
we have so much available writing and resources to use such as going online and 
practicing. 

 
Teachers’ feelings of empowerment are important indicators in determining the degree 
of effectiveness in the integration of instructional technology (Henriksen et al., 2019). In 
the teacher’s case, the district-wide initiative for technology integration enabled her to 
explore new instructional tools, adapt digital resources to meet diverse student needs, 
and experiment with different pedagogical strategies that leverage technology in 
meaningful ways. 
 
School’s Emphasis on Collaboration and Real-World Application  
The school’s commitment to enhancing collaboration and real-world application also 
facilitated students’ collaboration practices in ELA classes. As highlighted in the following 
excerpt, the teacher explained that the school’s overall instructional approach prioritized 
knowledge development and 21-century workforce skills over traditional knowledge 
delivery. 
  

Well, I think it [the school] definitely emphasizes collaboration and real-world 
application. I love this idea that we talked about a lot, the classroom walls are 
kind of torn down because it’s 24/7 learning. It’s not this do this assignment, turn 
it in, then I’m done. It’s kind of this ongoing build-up of skills, connections, and 
applications. We ask, “What are they going to bring to this community as a 
learner?” 

 
Under such emphasis, multimedia projects—such as digital storytelling—were promoted 
in the participating classes as an extension of synchronous collaborative writing. During 
interviews, one student reflected on the similarities and differences between the 
collaborative academic essays and the digital storytelling projects. In the following 
excerpt, he outlines his unique roles in each project and how the writing component of 
video making process mirrored the collaborative academic essay. These synergistic 
connections helped him recognize the different roles and unique contributions in 
collaborative writing. 
 

I think the group put me to my best abilities— scriptwriter, cameraman, and 
editing. So I’m pretty good with editing and I can write decently. So I wrote the 
script and edited because the actors were a little bit heavier. But I can’t just sit 
there, write and edit. So I was a little bit of a cameraman. I guess you can say I 
kind of led there. That’s just because that person didn’t want to be an actor and 
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he didn't have a lot of experience. So I was more like his tutor than a leader. In a 
sense, it was similar to the collaborative essays, in that I sometimes edit, write, 
tutor, and lead.. working with others.. In the end they both just came down to be 
editing and we finish it off and add final touches. 

 
The process of combining different roles and responsibilities in multimedia projects 
reflects how students also navigate and manage collaborative academic tasks, fostering 
skills essential for modern academic and professional contexts. Additionally, this role 
assignment helps students understand the multifaceted nature of the writing process by 
highlighting how various stages, from research to editing to presentation, each contribute 
to creating a cohesive final product.  
 
The Teacher’s Strategic Curriculum Design  
In the ELA classes, the teacher deliberately integrated collaborative writing projects as 
post-reading activities, following intensive reading and discussion. She designed these 
projects to include multiple tasks across different genres, allowing students the 
opportunity to work collaboratively, revise their work individually, and be assessed on 
both group and individual efforts. This thoughtful instructional planning reflected her 
belief in the social aspects of literacy and her goal to foster teamwork and a sense of 
accomplishment as key instructional outcomes.  
Rather than treating collaborative tasks as isolated exploratory activities, the teacher 
provided students with numerous opportunities to engage in collaborative processes 
across various genres. One student, in the excerpt below, reflected on how her group 
grew more comfortable and effective as they progressed through navigating the different 
genres:  
 

I really think it was a smart idea to start with the narrative because that is the 
one that is more open to opinions and different ideas. So because of that, we were 
able to outwardly say, ‘This is what I want,’ and we all worked together. 
Eventually, as we got into other things like argumentative and informative, we 
were already kind of used to being criticized about our ideas. And we’re more 
aware of each other’s personal side. 

 
The teacher ensured that students were well-prepared for group writing by scaffolding 
the tasks, which was key to meaningful engagement. Prior to each collaborative writing 
project, which served as the culminating task for each unit, students read between nine 
and twelve texts related to the unit's theme. These reading lessons were followed by a 
series of pre-writing activities, including answering comprehension questions and 
analyzing exemplary texts. Students were then required to use these readings as evidence 
in their collaborative writing. The teacher highlighted the importance of scaffolding tasks 
and building background knowledge for effective collaboration but allowed students 
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flexibility in how they approached planning and writing, as described in the following 
excerpt: 
 

I would say they have enough background knowledge that they can bring 
something to the project. The pre-writing was to look at a mentor’s text and 
analyze the introduction and body. I made them do the prewriting on Google 
Docs so everyone could see each other’s analysis of the type of writing we were 
going to do. There was a model text that served as an example of the type of story 
they were supposed to write. 

 
Finally, the teacher emphasized the importance of balancing collaborative and individual 
work. After completing the group project, students revised their group product 
individually, and the teacher evaluated the refined individual essays for grades. One 
student appreciated this assessment structure, as shown in her comments: 
 

I think collaborative writing really helps, but I also think there should be an 
independent aspect to it. I liked that after we wrote the story together, we had 
the chance to work on it independently because that’s what made it better for 
each of us personally. 

 
This balance is echoed by Elola and Oskoz (2010), who argue that collaborative writing 
should complement, rather than replace, individual writing in the classroom. In their 
study, students’ individual writing skills benefited from in-class, web-based collaborative 
writing, which further developed their abilities through both group and solo efforts. A 
similar blended approach was noted in Zhang and Liu’s research (2023), which suggested 
combining the real-time interaction of synchronous tasks with the reflective depth of 
individual writing or asynchronous peer review. This integration of collaborative and 
individual writing strategies can provide enhanced learning opportunities by leveraging 
the strengths of both approaches. 
 
Discussion  
This study investigated the experiences and perceptions of secondary students regarding 
the integration of synchronous collaborative writing practices into the curriculum over 
the course of one academic year. The affordances, challenges, and contextual implications 
identified in this study point to several implications for teaching and task design. First, 
effective task design at the classroom level is necessary to encourage deep engagement 
rather than mere task completion focused on efficiency. Instructional strategies to 
address these challenges may involve providing structured opportunities for revision 
and allocating specific time for each stage of the writing process, particularly for 
reflection and reorganization. Second, cultivating a balanced sense of textual ownership 
in group writing tasks is crucial, where individual accountability and collective effort 
coexist. One effective strategy is to have collaborative writing sessions precede individual 
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writing, as seen in the teacher’s case. This approach allows writers to improve and revise 
the group text individually, fostering a sense of authorial ownership and mitigating 
feelings of disadvantage associated with group assessments. Educators could implement 
a structured rubric that evaluates both individual contributions and the group's overall 
effectiveness, incorporating peer evaluations. This multi-faceted assessment approach 
not only reinforces individual accountability but also emphasizes the value of teamwork 
in writing. 
 
Next, a strategic approach to task sequencing is vital for effective collaborative writing. 
Given the time students need for effective collaboration, including building group 
rapport, long-term implementation may be conducive to providing sufficient time. 
Establishing clear group norms, expectations, and processes should precede 
collaboration to avoid conflicts and enhance students’ group coordination skills. Another 
strategy is scaffolding writing tasks by organizing genres in a way that gradually builds 
students' collaboration skills and dynamics. As demonstrated in this study, starting with 
simpler genres, such as personal narratives, helps students develop their voice and style 
while also building rapport before advancing to more complex forms such as 
argumentative essays or research papers. Lastly, designing group writing tasks that 
leverage the strengths of both synchronous and asynchronous collaboration modes can 
help address the challenges of time constraints in synchronous collaboration. An added 
component of asynchronous peer reviews, followed by synchronous collaboration during 
planning and drafting, may enable students to engage more reflectively with the text at 
their own pace without feeling rushed.  
 
The contextual factors identified in this study also highlight the importance of school and 
district and school at a broader institutional level. This study has shown that effective 
technology integration requires coordinated support across multiple levels—district, 
school, and classroom. Specifically, district initiatives that offer comprehensive resources 
and targeted professional development play a vital role in empowering educators. When 
these initiatives are complemented by a school-wide emphasis on collaboration and the 
application of technology in real-world contexts, they create an environment conducive 
to the effective curricular integration of synchronous collaborative writing. This multi-
level approach not only enhances the teaching and learning experience but also ensures 
that technology integration is woven into the fabric of educational practices. Rather than 
functioning as an isolated initiative, such integration becomes part of a broader, 
sustained effort that engages all stakeholders, ultimately leading to more meaningful and 
impactful educational outcomes. 
 
Conclusion 
This study contributes to the growing body of research on new literacies by providing a 
detailed account of how synchronous collaborative writing practices unfold over the 
course of an academic year in secondary classrooms, highlighting their relevance to 
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students’ academic literacy and broader 21st-century skills. The findings suggest that 
incorporating synchronous collaborative writing, supported by institutional initiatives, 
can foster a fluid, iterative writing process that encourages reflective verbal composing 
and stronger audience awareness. Students also perceived that it can provide diverse 
participation pathways, enhances cultural relevance, and prepares students for college 
and careers. However, notable challenges, including an undue focus on efficiency over 
quality, tensions regarding textual ownership, and time constraints, underscore the 
necessity for careful pedagogical planning. This study also emphasizes the importance of 
contextual factors such as school and district-wide technology initiatives, as well as the 
teacher’s role in effectively integrating collaboration into the curriculum. Future research 
could build on these qualitative findings by exploring how to refine task design and 
curriculum for synchronous collaborative writing, as well as identifying the impact of 
specific factors on collaboration and writing development. Effective instructional 
strategies, cultural relevance, and thoughtful pedagogical design are essential for 
ensuring that technology enhances rather than replaces traditional teaching methods 
(Chapelle, 2009; Chapelle & Sauro, 2017). By aligning instructional efforts with the 
evolving demands of literacy education, teachers in diverse K-12 settings can leverage 
technology effectively to empower student writers while preserving the depth and rigor 
of traditional pedagogical practices. 
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