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Collaboration has inevitably evolved. 
But  where the average school district lies on 
the continuum of adoption may have you 
scratching your head. Nonetheless, today’s 
technology is intuitive. In use within the 
right learning management system, online 
collaboration tools are de"ned by their ability 
to strengthen any learning community with 
voice discussion boards, virtual classrooms 
and academic-centric instant messaging.
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THE VALUE OF COLLABORATIVE LEARNING SOLUTIONS

When students engaged in a common task depend on and are accountable to each other, one 
could say that collaborative learning is happening. Substitute “students” with “workers” and 
you’ll get a collaborative work environment; insert “humans” and you’ll get a civilization moving 
forward.

Thus, collaborative learning is no small concept; it is the everyday woof and warp of our 
existence and our very survival, and what schools accomplish toward this end of ensuring 
that collaborative learning happens successfully dictates our future success as a society and a 
civilization.

In the larger view, having recently moved out of agrarian and industrial models of production 
into an information-centric world marketplace, collaborative learning has only increased in 
signi"cance. From smoke signals to electric telegraphs to cell phones, consider, brie#y, the state 
of our current communications technology: never before in our history as a planet has there 
been so much collaboration possible and never before has change accelerated at the rate it 
currently unfolds ahead of us.

Indeed, interesting times lie ahead as our only constant is change.

In an informal survey1 , educators and technologists involved with collaborative learning 
technologies were asked to look back at the changes in their "eld over time and characterize its 
general rate. Without exception, “drastic” change has occurred, in their observation, not in the 
last quarter century, the last decade, or even the last "ve years, but in only the last three years 
have drastic changes in education, fueled by collaborative learning and technology tools, really 
taken o$.

Collaborative learning solutions of the last few years are no longer recognizable for someone just 
waking up after a "ve-year nap. Minimally, today’s tools quickly render anything older obsolete, 
and anyone not involved in the movement forward must rapidly catch up or be cut out from 
how learning, working and living is carried on.

In short, stay awake to change or be forever left behind.

Yes, everywhere you look, a new era has arrived – but have you arrived with it? More than a "ckle 
bit of newfound-catchphrase excitement over a millennium #ip of the calendar, “21st Century 
Skills” have, over the last decade, held on and only gained in importance. Perhaps the leading 
advocacy organization de"ning and infusing these skills into education today is the 2002-formed 
Partnership for 21st Century Skills, a joint US Department of Education and corporate interest 
group promoting a speci"c framework for strengthening American education. 

1 Conducted for this paper among technology directors and online teachers at leading US school districts that currently 
use collaborative learning solutions.



Emphasizing both collaboration and technology in schools, the Partnership sets forth the 
following as basics under the heading of communication and collaboration2 :

 Articulate thoughts and ideas clearly and e$ectively through speaking 
and writing.
Demonstrate ability to work e$ectively with diverse teams.
 Exercise #exibility and willingness to be helpful in making necessary 
compromises to accomplish a common goal.
Assume shared responsibility for collaborative work.

Other groups, including the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Project Tomorrow, and 
Strong American Schools have stressed or advocated similar principles. Such concepts have 
been echoed in or written about in American School Board Journal, T.H.E. Journal, Converge 
magazine, Edutopia, Scholastic Administrator and countless other education and general media 
publications, at conferences and in keynote addresses.

The focus on 21st-century skills and their relevance in elementary, middle and high school is 
inarguably vital. Collaborative learning solutions, as leading-edge communication tools, thus 
play a leading role in enabling the development of those skills.

Explore the horizons of what is happening in education, says Mark Gensimore, Project Manager 
of BlendedSchools.net, a Pennsylvania-based non-pro"t serving member school districts and 
their students. To superintendents, administrators, and even teachers, Gensimore says: “This is 
the wave of education. There’s no holding it back. It’s changing our lives, it changes the way we 
access information, it changes the way we are teaching our students, the way we communicate 
with peers and our students. The tools are expanding at rapid rates. Embrace these tools. Even if 
we don’t, someone else will – our competition.”

Indeed, you don’t need to have read Thomas Friedman’s The World is Flat to understand that 
outsourcing in education is happening right now. Companies in India provide tutoring services 
to students at a very cost-e$ective rate; not just within our own country but outside of our 
country. “Collaborative learning is taking place every day in all facets of society, not only in 
schools,” Gensimore says. “To ensure our teaching and learning is providing 21st century skills to 
our students, you must embrace it.”

In Cobb County Public Schools, Marietta, Georgia, Christine McMahan is the Online Learning 
Specialist. Located in north metro Atlanta, her district is the second-largest school system in 
Georgia serving a diverse population of 106,425 students in 113 schools. 

In this day and age when we are truly accountable for the achievement of every child, says 
McMahan, “we must reach all of our students. Not every student responds most e$ectively to 
being in a traditional school setting. Look at other options out there. Using collaborative learning 

2 http://www.21stcenturyskills.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=261&Itemid=120



tools is a very valuable option that you don’t need to resist. Really, really think about who you’re 
serving and what it can do for them.”

AN EVOLUTION OF COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

In education, where the mantra has been “no child left behind” and other variations of such, 
collaborative learning technologies provide solutions to address the whole school environment, 
so that neither are the parent, teacher or administrator left behind.

In the past, collaborative learning has meant getting out of assembly-line, industrial model 
classroom rows and into what many consider the very core of true learning: constructivist, 
project-oriented groups; the breaking down of classroom sizes into manageable teams where 
interaction, communication, synthesis and analysis can more readily and frequently occur.

In other words, collaborative learning solutions have meant any arrangement, pedagogy or tool 
that assists in making classrooms better re#ect the modern, post-industrial workplace, where 
purposeful teams execute meaningful projects in working toward common goals. Since the mid- 
to late-1990s, the “tools” consisted of (among other technologies) email, online message boards, 
overhead projectors, website research and, more recently, instant messaging and text messaging.

But collaborative learning solutions extend beyond a limited scope of merely helping to increase 
engagement and to provide more equitable access to students; they also very clearly generate 
opportunities for teachers to further their own learning. Parents, administrators and school 
leadership can also bene"t from collaborative learning solutions.

And as we head full-thrust into the second decade of the 21st Century with increased social 
networking and video technologies that comprise what many have termed “Web 2.0” – 
collaborative learning solutions are evolving once again – and heavily in#uence the arrangement 
and pedagogy of education as we know it.

Today, collaborative learning solutions imply the incorporation of rapidly-evolving technological 
Web 2.0 tools and, while collaboration retains much of its past basic meaning, collaborative 
learning solutions are now also comprised of a rich mesh of tools. 

Such tools invariably address synchronous/asynchronous learning, adding educational value, 
and are seamlessly integrated with learning management systems for use in virtual and blended 
learning environments. These tools add real-time communication and multimedia to a rich 
learning environment. With technology now available, educators, administrators, parents and 
students should expect a safe place for collaboration between teachers and among students to 
improve student achievement and address multiple learning styles.
Using tools such as virtual classrooms, voice discussion boards and controlled instant messaging 
in tandem with a learning management system helps educators expand learning opportunities 
to students regardless of where they live, how they learn or what is available to them at their 



school or district without leaving a secure, managed learning space. With the combination of 
these tools participants immediately experience: 

More student engagement.
More equitable access for all students.
Opportunities for teachers to further their own learning.

Certainly, text-based collaboration is highly e$ective on its own, and when enhanced with voice, 
voice and video, and other means of establishing a virtual presence, students, teachers and 
others report experiencing a feeling that the lights have turned on. 

Indeed, a new de"nition of collaboration becomes necessary.

REDEFINING COLLABORATION

Collaboration has inevitably evolved. But where the average school district lies on the continuum 
of adoption may have you scratching your head. Nonetheless, today’s technology is intuitive. In 
use within the right learning management system, online collaboration tools are de"ned by their 
ability to strengthen any learning community with voice discussion boards, virtual classrooms 
and academic-centric instant messaging. 

Collaborative Learning Solutions

At William Penn School District’s Cyber Academy, BlendedSchools.net’s Gensimore oversees 
implementation of a 50% fully synchronous program in which students attend through Wimba 
Classroom. “They log in at a certain time, interacting no di$erently than they would in a regular 
classroom. They also have assignments and break out into groups; there are lots of di$erent 
ways districts are using technology tools and much of that is no di$erent than in a traditional 
classroom,” says Gensimore.

For Gensimore, the latest collaborative tools mark a turning point. “It’s di$erent because it’s 
Web 2.0. People have been using the Internet to access research and information and so 
forth, but today, people are creating content. It’s not just YouTube, it’s TeacherTube, DNATube, 
and Powerpoint-sharing sites like SlideShare. It’s the ability of the average person to put up 
their information online, whether blogging, or on a social networking site. This collaboration 
empowers individuals more than ever.”

McMahan, whose Georgia district uses Wimba Classroom and Wimba Voice and the Blackboard 
learning system, says that the right tools should be your number one priority. “We have the 
capability to put in the instructors voice, and the students can listen to each other on voice 
boards. These interactive tools allow us to connect with one another no matter where we are, 
and that can be thousands of miles away,” she says. “You don’t have to be sitting in a classroom to 
be interactive and to collaborate.”



Although the capability to teach online in her county has been there for at least the past 
eight years, McMahan feels that the richness of the current tools are incomparable and move 
collaboration to a new, very welcome level of ease. “My students can see me on webcam, they 
can hear one another, they can do their presentations, they can speak to one another and rather 
than using a discussion board they are using voice boards. I can send out a message to introduce 
the di$erent sections of a class that I’m teaching and our online professional learning instructors 
are starting to do that as well. It’s not just looking at words and reading and then completing an 
activity like it used to be. These tools just make this forum or format that much richer.”
Such tools provide the ability for students to communicate with teachers, and for them to 
collaborate with their students and those students, in turn, with their peers and their teachers. 

Jennifer Carroll is Branch Manager, Virtual Learning, Kentucky Department of Education. She 
oversees the Kentucky Virtual High School program and has been in the education "eld for 
17 years. “In Kentucky, a lot of the cutting-edge work is bringing that online component into a 
face-to-face classroom to give students online learning opportunities. Kentucky’s students may 
not be enrolled in a fully online class, but they are able to use the content management system 
and navigate around through an online class,” says Carroll. Kentucky uses Blackboard statewide. 
“Students end up seeing and using a learning management system when they get to post-
secondary. Using it in secondary education can take that fear of online learning away from them 
when they get to the college level.”

“They give us the ability to post a classroom that students can log in to and view an e-board 
so teachers can teach using a Powerpoint presentation,” says Dr. Regina Merriwether, Assistant 
Director of Instructional Technology and Principal of DeKalb Online Academy for DeKalb County 
School System (DCSS) in Decatur, Georgia. DeKalb Online Academy uses Wimba Classroom and 
Wimba Voice. A metro-Atlanta public school system located in Georgia’s second largest county, 
DeKalb is one of the most culturally diverse counties in the nation, enrolls more than 102,000 
students in 143 schools and has 13,285 full-time employees. 

“Teachers can pull up video and show it to their students, they can share their screen; students 
can answer questions, or we can give a student a screen and he or she can really work out the 
problem,” says Dr. Merriwether. 

In fact, DeKalb actually uses their student response system to check on student comprehension. 
“It’s a built-in assessment tool,” Dr. Merriwether says. “It’s everything that you can do in a 
traditional classroom and more – and you can do it from a distance. It makes life easier for 
teachers. It gives us the ability to meet the needs of all of our students.”

Online collaboration tools also e$ectively address diverse learning styles through adaptable and 
varied instructional methods.

And what Dr. Merriwether doesn’t mention is the enthusiasm such technology sparks in her, her 
teachers and the students that use it.



The Digital Generation

“It’s the wave of the future,” she says. For high school students looking ahead: 85% of all colleges 
require some form of virtual school, according to Dr. Merriwether. “It’s the convenience, it’s the 
mere fact that the content is static and our students can go o$, go to soccer practice and come 
back and it’s still there – they can pick up where they left o$; it’s self paced. They can work when 
they need to, they can multitask, they can listen to their iPod and do whatever they want.”

“They’re the digital generation. They are the digital natives. We are the digital immigrants,” says 
Dr. Merriwether. “They’re very comfortable with the computer, comfortable with what they use, 
with all the aspects of collaboration technology. It’s very convenient for many of our students 
and very wonderful.”

Although e$usive, Dr. Merriwether remains realistic. “We just don’t have the traditional student 
like we used to. Many of them have to work; they have to help their families. Some of them have 
children themselves. These tools give them that opportunity to be able to go to school, to work, 
to "nish their high school degree. It’s the wave of the future for every high school to provide 
some sort of online class.”

The more options available to meet the needs of all diverse learners, then the better o$ they 
are. Select any subject, and then decide how students can collaborate to learn. Do that for every 
class. Collaborate through voice discussion and chat boards. It can be more bene"cial than solely 
text-based learning; many students learn better by hearing. Collaboration tools give them that 
ability.

At the Idaho Digital Learning Academy (IDLA), a Boise-based, state-sponsored virtual school 
that uses Wimba Classroom and Wimba Voice, Ryan Gravette is Technical Director. “These tools 
provide features and functionality that allows the individual to feel like they are there,” he says.

“Collaborative learning solutions increasingly mimic and as much as possible make that 
individual feel like they are physically present,” Gravette says. “The more these tools advance, the 
less there will be those feelings of an individual thinking it’s a whole lot di$erent than someone 
being there.”

With 20 years of education experience, Gensimore taught for 12 years in elementary education 
and has worked in education and technology for the past nine years. “Education has changed 
tremendously,” he says. “The biggest change recently is in teachers’ ability to share and 
communicate content, whether it’s classroom-to-classroom or with their classroom to other 
teachers across the country.”

In Cobb County, McMahan’s take on collaborative learning solutions: “A tool that you can use 
to allow your students or participants in your class to create a collaborative product. It’s user-
friendly and administratively easy to manage.”



At IDLA, says Gravette, “Ideally, a collaborative learning solution focuses on collaboration with 
multiple individuals facilitating the links between those. That includes the student working with 
the curriculum, the student working with the teacher involved and the student working with 
other students. They have a web of support: di$erent sta$ and electronic resources that come 
into play.“

Carroll, of Kentucky Virtual High School, adds, “I’ve seen drastic changes in just the last three 
years,” says Carroll. “We’re really starting to see a lot of interest in these tools and it’s driven by 
the students in the classes towards using di$erent kinds of technology. We’re using podcasting, 
the wikis and the blogs; our Blackboard (learning management) system now has an application 
that syncs over to Facebook. Those were never things even "ve years ago that we were thinking 
about.”

Pedagogy

In many ways, the future is already here. It just takes some getting used to. As we rede"ne 
collaboration, pedagogy gets a makeover as well.  

From the ancient Greek for child and lead, the word pedagogy literally means “to lead the child” 
and for some time had been synonymous with the word education. In modern times, it has come 
to refer to the art of teaching, or instructional methods and strategies.

While it di$ers from classroom to classroom and school to school, there are basic pedagogical 
processes involved in the use of collaborative learning solutions. 

Today’s pedagogy must address the use and integration of the learning management systems 
(which provide vital and often pre-existing virtual frameworks for the new toolset).

Some teachers that have not used collaborative learning solutions are skeptical that they are 
a gimmick. The biggest obstacles to overcome are the fear of technology and the assumption 
that it is di%cult to use. But when teachers try it and are successful, they become hooked. They 
realize quickly that these tools de"nitely enhance what they do. This is a new way of presenting 
information that is much more visual and interactive.

Collaboration happens with the ability to talk about what is being taught. There is a host of methods. 
The more you mirror traditional face-to-face classroom settings, the better o$ you are. Anything that 
will enhance the experience or simulate a traditional classroom is a plus for virtual learning.
As technologies change, so too does education. When the teacher is up at the front of the 
room talking, students hesitate to question what was just said by turning to the next student 
and saying, in their same classroom voice, ‘Sorry, I don’t understand that, could you help me?,’ 
because only one person can talk at a time.

Technology provides the ability for multiple communication streams and the duplicity of 



working at individual and broadcast levels to provide an array of learning, including breakout 
communications with fellow students on speci"c items, while still being able to communicate 
with the teacher.

So, too, the pedagogy can ensure text and audio discussion boards are being used between 
teachers and students, and with parents. Communication can be logged and recorded. In 
successful collaborative learning settings, communication with students, communication with 
parents, and communication between students themselves can be facilitated by the ability to 
peer edit.

At Kentucky Virtual, Jennifer Carroll says, “You might have an Algebra I teacher who, when 
they get to the unit on linear equations, they have trouble teaching that. They’re searching for 
resources, ideas. We have an online class with video modules around linear equations. They can 
use that, actually enroll their students in the online class where the students are accessing the 
content through their own Internet-based computer. Or, the teacher can just use the class shell 
themselves, show that video on an LCD projector in the classroom.”

Many classes are using online tools more frequently. A high percentage are world language 
classes. But all content areas can bene"t from online learning. Online learning is not content-
speci"c; it is student-speci"c. Every student has the opportunity to be successful in an online 
class if it is delivered the right way.

Carroll is working hard in her state toward that idea that no students should fail any online 
classes. “We have the ability to meet those students where they are, to provide learning 
opportunities that are tailored to them. Not only is it for all content areas, but it is for all students.”

RECOMMENDED NEXT STEPS

We have not yet begun to see where collaborative learning solutions will take us. But one thing is 
for sure: it will take us – unless we take it. 

Jennifer Carroll, whose virtual high school uses Wimba Classroom and Wimba Voice and the 
Blackboard learning system, says that collaborative learning solutions helps meet student and 
teacher needs in terms of building capacity. “When I meet with other virtual schools through the 
Southern Regional Education Board or other initiatives where we bring these leaders of virtual 
schools together – this whole approach of hybrid or blended learning is the topic that folks are 
interested in.”
As a district leader or state leader, you may not be in a position to look at fully online classes. In 
this case, Carroll encourages you to look at the blended learning environment. “It’s the natural 
next step for what good instruction is,” she says. “We know we have a lot of online resources, a lot 
of online content. Look at repositories. Look at MIT or Merlot – places that have online content. 
Expose your students to that, make it easier for them to get to it. Otherwise, you’re really missing 
out on a lot of learning that could be happening with and between our students.”



With a plethora of state-government procurement rules to navigate just to get contracts in place, 
Carroll is extremely pleased that Blackboard with Wimba has been an e$ective pairing. “Having 
the ability to have those online meetings, to utilize the e-board, to just have that extra layer of 
communication – Wimba Classroom and Wimba Voice within our Blackboard classes – has really 
enriched what we’re doing. It’s really strengthened that. We’ve been really lucky to have those.”

Schools and school districts need to explore avenues by which collaboration can happen to 
further facilitate learning. “Sending home a spelling list on a piece of paper is not the best use 
of paper, trees and time,” says Carroll. “People’s schedules are busy. Just a phone call with the 
teacher is very di%cult, so why can’t you use audio email? Or something like that, where things 
are done asynchronously. And then you could still communicate with audio.”

Again, ensure that the learning management system works well with your collaboration tools. 
“For us, the main thing was the integration with the student information system,” says Dr. 
Merriwether. “Also, the ability for it to have some sort of merchant account so people can actually 
pay for the classes beyond the school day, online.”

So, “What are you waiting for? What are you waiting for?” says Magnolia Independent School 
District (Texas) Distance Learning Facilitator Charlie Brown, when asked what advice he would 
o$er to school leaders. “The job of a school district is to prepare students for life. Whatever 
direction they choose to go, we need to prepare them for life. This helps us do a great job.”

Magnolia uses Wimba Classroom, and Brown is a realist and knows that you have to have 
administrative bite. “Demonstrate to the administration that this is not going to be a harmful 
thing, that students will still pass their doggone tests. Get the administration to say, ‘Oh, yes, well, 
I see there’s some value in that.’” Then, hit the district. Pick a handful of teachers at each school 
and start working with them. Get them to understand the tools "rst, and then the pedagogy that 
goes along with the 21st century skills. Assist them with lesson plans, with unit plans; "nding 
collaborative partners in districts, in state or other states, or around the world.

Know the before, during and after connections that students must make to show what we’re 
teaching. Get buy-in from sta$, whether it’s school-based sta$ or the educational technology 
people. It’s not enough that you are an informed and passionate advocate: all in#uencing parties 
have to believe in it and see the value of it.  

In summary, before you take your next actions as a school leader, consider these points:  

 You can directly assist your students and teachers with the right 
collaborative learning solution.
 Wait and your school or district will be left behind; these tools are not a 
fad and will not be going away.
 You must ensure that you pair the right learning management system 
with the right online collaboration toolset. 



 This is not an extreme revolution: any “changes” enhance (albeit very 
strongly) whatever you already have in place.
 Get comfortable yourself and speak e$ectively from that point of 
comfort to communicate these bene"ts to others.

In terms of comfort level, look closely at what’s happening in the environment. Decide if you 
are comfortable being left behind. In today’s world, collaborative learning is taking place in all 
facets of our society, not only in schools. To ensure our teaching and learning is providing 21st-
century skills to our students, you must embrace that change. As an informed school leader, your 
community is counting on you to lead them forward.    

Wimba® collaborative learning solutions for online, blended and special education enable K-12 
schools to bridge technology and pedagogy by supplementing online learning platforms with 
many of the proven disciplines of in-person learning.  The Wimba Collaboration Suite™ includes 
Wimba Classroom™, Wimba Pronto™, Wimba Voice™, and Wimba Create™.  These solutions 
facilitate the use of online video, voice, chat, application sharing and white boarding.  Wimba 
contributes to the teaching and mastery of 21st Century skills and enables greater teaching 
opportunities by allowing teachers and students to express their most important asset – 
themselves.

Blackboard® solutions empower K-12 schools to make learning more engaging and more 
individualized for students and for teachers. Innovation, client involvement, and best practices 
lie at the core of our K-12 o$erings, developed over more than a decade of serving virtual, 
private and public schools and districts. Blackboard’s learning technologies expand educational 
opportunities for all students, no matter where they live or how they learn, and open the door for 
#exible and continuous professional development. With Blackboard, all students can realize their 
learning potential and become lifelong learners.
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