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Introduction 
In a 2007 survey of 1790 technical communicators, Jones discovered “that technical 
communicators engage in a wide variety of collaborative writing activities” (p. 290); however, 
the importance of collaborative writing is no secret to anyone within the field.  Equal 
importance should be placed on keeping up to date with the tools and methods of collaborative 
writing. In discussing his survey, Jones concluded that “as technical communication has 
evolved, over the last 20 years, it is likely that writing processes—including methods of 
collaboration—have evolved with them” (p. 292). Indeed, as the Internet has become an 
everyday tool for technical communicators, the importance of collaborative writing via digital 
means has increased. Tapscott and Williams recognized this trend as early as 2006, boldly 
stating that “the benefits of mass collaboration… will eventually displace traditional corporate 
structures as the economy’s primary engine of wealth creation” (p. 2).  

What are these methods of mass collaboration? The answer to this question lies in the tools that 
technical communicators use to facilitate collaboration and communication. Some examples 
include wikis, a type of web page characterized by distributed authorship; online word 
processors; and other tools that enable technical communicators to write collaboratively with 
others over the internet (or an intranet). In fact, J. West and West (2009) highlight the 
importance of these tools, especially wikis, by saying, “At the heart of every wiki project is the 
process of collaborative writing (p. 125). 

 Jones (2007) sums up the importance of collaboration in this field, stating, “Collaboration is 
worthy of additional research since it is crucial to the jobs of many writers, especially technical 
communicators” (p. 283). Additionally, Brown, Huettner, and James-Tanny cited an American 
Business Collaborative study, which discovered that 80% of workers are somehow involved in 
virtual teams (2007, p. xi). This statistic illustrates that technical communicators may already be 
embracing these tools and methods. But to what extent? 

The need for research about collaboration within the technical communication field, combined 
with the high level of worker involvement in virtual teams, implies a need for research in the 
area of technical communicators’ collaborative work within the context of the current digital 
era. This research must necessarily encompass the tools and methods employed by technical 
communicators working collaboratively through digital media such as groupware, wikis, online 
word processors, and others. 

This paper is the result of a study I conducted to discover more about the tools and methods 
technical communicators use to facilitate mass collaboration. Specifically, I studied the use of 
tools from a family I have dubbed “online collaborative writing tools” (OCWTs). My definition 
for this family includes tools that allow users to work collaboratively on writing or similar 
projects through digital media, and can range from real-time collaboration tools to tools that 
include communication or scheduling functionalities. Some tools within this group are 
sometimes referred to as Web 2.0 tools; however, not all Web 2.0 tools are OCWTs. Because 
collaborative writing is vital in technical communication (Thompson 2001; Jones 2007; Rice 2009; 
J. West & West 2009; Tharp 2010; Wagner & Schroeder 2010), it was the focus of my study. I 
therefore did not include tools that are solely used for collaboration (e-mail, chat or voice over 
IP, VoIP, programs, etc.) within the scope of my study. 
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Walsh (2010), who incorporated wiki collaboration into her technical communication classroom, 
stated, “I believe we can conclude that the days of asking what, why, and whether, about wiki 
pedagogy are behind us; the questions that face us now begin with when and how” (p. 208). 
Although my study focused on tools, I took a cue from Walsh and directed it by asking who, 
which, why, and how. I used the following questions to frame my research: 

 Who is using OCWTs (specifically, practitioners or students)? 

 How often do they use them? 

 Which tools are they using? 

 Why did they choose these tools? 

 What tasks do they perform using these tools?  

 How do they feel about the tools they use? 

Unfortunately, these questions are not easily answered—little research exists on the topic of 
digital collaboration in general, and what little I found mostly focuses on managing virtual 
teams and similar topics, rather than the tools themselves. Additionally, empirical data 
regarding the use of this technology by technical communication practitioners and students is 
lacking. Various sources claim, based on experience and anecdotes, that the use of these types of 
tools is on the rise, yet I have seen few statistics to back these claims. The only specific reference 
to tool-use data comes from Salopek’s article, which cites a survey about the use of certain 
communication tools. According to the study, 92 percent of respondents teleconferenced at least 
once a month, 74 percent dataconferenced at least once a month, and 51 percent 
videoconferenced at least once a month (as cited in Salopek, 2000, p. 42). Although these 
communication tools are not within the scope of my own study, their frequent use does 
underscore the importance of technology in collaboration. 

In short, this lack of empirical data about the use of online collaborative writing tools by 
technical communication practitioners and students alike represents a gap in the field’s 
literature. To address this data deficiency and answer the above questions, I created a pair of 
surveys for technical communication practitioners and students to investigate the use of 
OCWTs by these groups. 

In this article, I will discuss OCWTs and their importance in both technical communication 
industry and education. I will then describe the methodology I used to create, distribute, and 
analyze the surveys. The subsequent two sections are devoted to the results of both surveys and 
the discussion thereof. Then I will make some recommendations based on the data found in the 
surveys. Finally, I conclude with other possible avenues of research to expand on this study. 

Online Collaborative Writing Tools 
The process of working collaboratively through digital media has been given many names, such 
as digital collaboration or virtual teamwork. However, a much of the literature on this topic 
concentrates on the term “collaborative writing” In addition to showing the importance of the 
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term, these sources also support the appropriateness of the term “online collaborative writing 
tools”. 

Thompson (2001) analyzed 55 articles about collaboration in technical communication and 
discovered that the articles in the study had similar definitions of “group writing”: writing in 
which the work is “done in collaboration with one or more person” (Ede & Lunsford as cited in 
Thompson, p 163). Although this reference is not specifically within the scope of online 
collaborative writing, Thompson does mention that “after 1995, all researchers publishing 
articles… agree that electronic technology is integral to collaboration” (p. 166), which 
underscores the importance of associating technology and collaborative writing. In fact, 
throughout the last decade, several authors made references to technologies that sound similar 
to some of today’s digital collaboration tools. For example, D. Ray and Ray (2000) discuss the 
predecessors to today’s online collaborative technology, such as early groupware, which 
“allows team members (or only selected team members) to create, review, revise, annotate, or 
otherwise contribute to documents,” enabling “the entire team to participate in the document 
development process easily yet provide for specified levels of document security” (p. 123). 
Salopek (2000) provides an example of the expectations for these types of tools: “The trend is 
toward a browser-based client, easy to use, with little or no training required” (p. 43). Both 
sources’ descriptions of technologies sound remarkably similar to some technologies in use 
today, such as wikis. Additionally, Hastings (2009) describes a number available Web 2.0 tools 
used for collaboration, also indicating a strong shift toward the importance of these tools.  

Finally, Wagner and Shroeder legitimize the use of wikis as collaboration tools in their 2010 
article, in which they analyze wiki technology within frameworks given by accepted media 
choice theories, and then compare this technology to others that have been previously analyzed 
within these frameworks. The authors said, “Wiki-based collaborative content creation enables 
new communication practices and thereby challenges several assumptions of existing media 
choice theories” (p. 68). These data indicate that wikis, and OCWTs as a whole, are becoming 
legitimate and necessary topics of study.  

Industry and Education 
In their 2000 study, Robey, Khoo and Powers made the following discovery: “Those 
[employees] with superior information technology skills had greater remote-work self-efficacy” 
(p. 53). This information shows that workers armed with appropriate technological skills are 
more likely to succeed in the technical communication workplace. Yet how do workers entering 
the field ensure their preparedness to handle the challenges they will face in an increasingly 
digital office?  The answer is that technical communication educators must do their best to 
properly educate and prepare students who will enter the field. Ideally, this education is based 
on what students will face in industry.  

Thompson (2001) argues that technical communication industry and education tend to look 
toward each other when deciding the field’s standards. For example, she points out that group 
work within the classroom was frequently “justified as providing realistic workplace experience 
for students and hence preparing them for future accommodation to the workplace. However, 
some authors reporting classroom-based research on collaboration extended their findings to 
the workplace and suggested that the workplace can learn from the classroom” (p. 167). In 
addition, she says, “A few classroom-based researchers suggest that workplace practitioners 
should look to the classroom for advice. Research about classroom collaboration can have 
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functional value for the workplace,” whereas, on the other side of the spectrum, “Technical 
communication courses should comply with workplace practices and focus on the skills and 
attitudes required to excel at a job. The best determiner of these skills and attitudes is the 
workplace” (p. 168). This mirror image between education and industry indicates that research 
performed within the technical communication field should reflect both of these aspects 
because, if Thompson and the sources she cites are correct, anything affecting one side of the 
mirror will affect the other. 

The incorporation of OCWTs into the classroom is facing challenges similar to those originally 
faced by the incorporation of collaborative writing itself. Rice (2009) discovered that technical 
writing students feel that they either do not sufficiently learn collaborative writing, or do not 
see what collaborative writing has to offer them. In fact, some students made statements similar 
to, “I’m not sure why groupwork [sic] is necessary in a writing class. I can work better on my 
own” (p. 304). Thus, even though the need for collaborative writing is accepted by educators 
who have recognized its use in industry, students see little need for it.  

After implementing the Web 2.0 technologies into the classroom collaboration setting, Rice 
(2009) got mixed results from students. Some had extremely positive experiences, saying things 
like, “We write collaboratively so that we get good experience with how others write…. I also 
thought the Web 2.0 technologies helped show how writing doesn’t exist in a vacuum” (p. 312). 
Unfortunately, other students were less enthusiastic with comments such as, “I won’t use Web 
2.0 technology in my internship or future job. Why do I need to learn something that I’ll 
probably never use in my profession?” and, “This course would be better if more time were 
spent learning technical writing methods and less on writing collaboratively on the web” (p. 
313). These statements have the vital implication that students think they will not be using these 
technologies in their future careers. Unfortunately, unlike the importance of collaboration, it is 
difficult to prove to students and educators the need to accept OCWT use. In fact, Rice observes, 
“Though many instructors emphasize collaborative writing as a cornerstone of their classroom 
pedagogy, they often overlook the rhetorical and dynamic opportunities Web 2.0 technologies 
offer students’ technical writing practices” (p. 303). This oversight may be caused by the lack of 
knowledge about which tools are used by technical communication practitioners. 

Although the widespread use of OCWTs by practitioners is implied by the existence of such 
texts like Hastings’ (2009) and Brown, Huettner, and James-Tanney’s (2007), I was unable to 
find any empirical evidence showing whether OCWTs are widely used in industry or which 
ones are most popular. In the face of this deficiency, it is understandable that students, or even 
their instructors, are unable to realize the potential and importance of these tools. Indeed, 
Lundin (2008) notes that “wikis have been largely absent from the published conversation in the 
computers and writing field” (p. 434). 

However, some educators have recognized the need to teach OCWTs. J. West and West (2009) 
emphasize the importance of implementing online collaborative writing and its associated 
technologies into technical communication pedagogy. They state, “Students who engage in 
online collaboration and wiki work during their education will be well prepared for the 
challenges of the virtual workplace” (p. 127). However, as noted above, there is little empirical 
evidence supporting this claim—it is unclear how frequently, or which, OCWTs are used by 
technical communication practitioners. Regardless, the authors argue that students born after 
1982 are “wired” for online collaborative writing (p. 24) and say, “Educators are increasingly 
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interested in discovering ways to harness these technologies effectively, both to improve online 
learning and to promote critical thinking and collaboration” (p. xiii). 

Specific data about OCWTs in this vein are essential for a number of reasons. On the 
educational front, it could justify the inclusion of these tools and other Web 2.0 technologies 
within technical communication pedagogy. If research discovers that these tools are used 
frequently by technical communication practitioners, this information could be relayed to 
students to increase their enthusiasm for the technology. However, given the opposite 
discovery, the teaching of OCWTs could be replaced with more practical topics, or (in light of 
Thompson’s discoveries, 2001, that industry and education look to each other for guidance) 
industry could take a cue from education and begin using the tools that the students have 
already become accustomed to using. 

 


