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Introduction 
 
Google Documents is one of the suite of online applications offered by Google. It is a 
collaborative word processing tools that permits documents to be shared and 
concurrently edited using the internet through a web browser. 
 
Google documents can be used to assist various types of students, and in particular 
has a useful role in supporting students with alternate needs, such as those with 
specific learning disabilities. 
 
This paper briefly outlines how it has been used in this way to support some students 
in Computer Science at the University of Hull, but these techniques can be equally 
applied to other students with ease. 
 

Google Documents 
To connect to Google documents visit ht t p: / / docs. googl e. com/  in your 
web browser. It should work in all browsers, but in my experience there have been 
problems in IE (Internet Explorer) but it works perfectly in Mozilla Firefox. 
 



 

Google Accounts 
 
To be able to use the service a Google account must be created. Many students and 
staff already have a Google account of some form, but are not fully familiar with the 
options available, particularly when considering aspects of student support. In 
particular people often confuse a Google Mail account with Google Accounts 
generally. They assume that a Google Mail account is a requirement to use other 
Google applications and facilities. This is not the case. 
 
 For the support of students using documents it is best to create a Google account 
using ones normal university/college email address. This applies for both the student 
and staff members concerned. The student and staff can then communicate with each 
other using the normal address that they know, and published, in course handbooks 
for example. 
 
To be able to create such a new account, one must first log out of any other Google 
account, such as Googlemail first. Google applications only permit one active account 
per browser. 
 



 
 

Sharing Documents 
 
Google Documents has some advantages when compared with using email 
attachments, or exchanging paper documents. When documents are sent by email, 
what is sent is a copy. Both parties now have a copy of the document which creates a 
version management problem. It also spawns file storage issues, particularly for the 
staff member concerned who has to store the document somewhere, even if 
temporarily, while it is being read. The storage of the document also ties the teacher 
to a specific location for document reading, or requires them to download it to a 
portable device such as a memory stick. All of this can be burdensome both on 
equipment, time and software resources.   
 
The advantage of Google Documents is that it provides a shared online document 
store that both the student and teacher can see simultaneously. The student can upload 
the document to the store, the teacher or tutor can see the document instantly it is 
made available and start reading. The student can also read any input and comments 
made by the tutor the instant they are made, due to the collaborative participation 
provided by the tool. It avoids the need for email or other commentary to flow 
backwards and forwards to the student. 
 

Uploading Documents 
 
To share a document with a tutor, a student must first upload it into Google 
Documents (assuming it has already been created elsewhere). It can also be typed 
directly into the word processor included with the Google Document interface. 



 
To upload the student would just click up “Upload”  button and use the following 
screen: 
 

 
 
 The document can also be sent into Google Document by email if required, using the 
email address provided on the next screen: 
 

 
 
After uploading the document the student needs to share it with the tutor, so feedback 
can begin: 
 



 
 
The student should just use the regular email address of the tutor and be sure to share 
the document for collaboration: 
 

 
 
The student also has the opportunity to email you announcing the documents sharing 
or to skip the email as appropriate: 
 



 
 
After sharing the document, the student needs to select the “Save and Close”  button to 
ensure all the updates have been saved. 
 
The document will appear in their document list, which will also show when any 
feedback is available from the tutor, indicated by the update time  
 

 
 
When a student has shared a document with you it will show up in your list of 
documents, 
 



 
 
 The tutor can review the document and give instant feedback, using the embedded 
comment feature. I find this useful for assisting dyslexic and other students in the 
skills of report writing. Below is an example interaction from a recent document: 
 

 
 
The comments feature is  used much as one would write on a paper copy of the 
document, but they can be seen instantly by the student, without them being co-
located with you, but also the tutor and student may keep different time schedules and 
still have an effective interchange. 
 



Diagrams and Pictures 
 
Google Documents does not upload any embedded diagrams and pictures within a 
document, and only uses text and text structuring. It cannot therefore be used as a 
system for the storage and development of all forms of student document. It is useful 
for exchanging information about the text component of a document as illustrated in 
herein. 
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