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      Google Docs was the first successful “Office in the cloud.” It’s not the only one, but it was first, and in many ways, still the best. Originally Google Docs was the inclusive name for all Google’s online office apps, which included Google Docs, Sheets, Slides, Sites, and a handful of other apps. Today, the name Google Docs is reserved for just the word processing app within the office suite. With roots as far back as 2005, it’s an evolved and mature product today, with both free and paid levels of service.

      It is, without question, the most popular office product in schools today, surpassing the Apple products that had been the de facto computer system in schools for so many decades. More and more offices are switching to G Suite as their office solution. It’s maintained for them, updated automatically, backed up instantly, and is far more secure than storing files locally.

      Why Do This?

      There are numerous benefits to choosing Google Docs over other word-processing systems. First, it’s part of the Google ecosystem, and if you’re a heavy user of other Google Apps, then you already know how to use many parts of it.

      
        	It’s easily the best system in the world in the area of collaboration features. Two or more people can type and edit each other's work at the same time, while watching each other do it. Although other competing products now have this, they are still playing catch-up in this area.

        	It’s free! There are paid options to get more document storage, but that’s usually not necessary unless you get really heavily invested in storing your documents in the cloud.

        	It’s expandable. You can start with the free version of Google Drive, add additional storage space if or when needed, and even upgrade to G Suite, the professional level of the Apps. Many people choose to stay on the free tier forever; it’s up to you.

        	It runs almost everywhere. Windows, Mac, Linux, Android, iPhone, tablets, and most other Internet-enabled devices can either run Google Docs in a browser window or in a dedicated app.

        	It’s powerful and easy to learn. Used in schools, businesses, and homes around the world, Google Docs is reliable enough for offices, hobbyists, and professionals.

        	An entire class of computer, the Chromebook, has been developed around it. You don’t have to use a Chromebook to use Google Docs, and you don’t have to use Google Docs on a Chromebook, but they do go together exceptionally well.

        	It really just works without issues. I’m writing this book on my Samsung Chromebook Pro. I write using a variety of devices-- I wrote “Going iPad” and “Going Text” as well, and those obviously weren’t written on a Chromebook, but many of my books at least start out on the Chromebook.

        	It’s everywhere. You can use it on your desktop computer, your laptop, tablet, and even carry it with you on your phone.

      

      You’re probably familiar with some other office products that are on the market, so let’s compare a few facts about those.

      
        
          [image: [ Image: Other Cloud Services.png ]
          Various services compared]
        

        Various services compared

      

      The only point at which Google Docs doesn’t win is in the “Features” category. Microsoft Office does have some features that Apple and Google haven’t implemented yet, and these could be deal breakers if you truly need those things. Still, these features are very specific and aren’t needed by most people, so unless you specifically know of some way that your work depends on it, you can most likely get by just fine with Google Docs. Even then, the extra features Microsoft offers are only available in their desktop software, their cloud-based web apps are far more limited than Google’s.

      If you are using some kind of free office solution, such as LibreOffice, your  features and benefits are very similar to Microsoft Office, just without the purchase price. The real choice here is whether you want to install office software on your computer that needs updates, or if you want to use cloud-based apps which update behind the scenes. Another thing to consider is safety. Installed software can be affected by failing hardware and computer viruses and malware, while cloud-based apps are immune to all that.

      Cloud or Desktop?

      The biggest question that usually comes up when deciding to use Google Apps or not is whether you want to use cloud software or desktop software. Apple and Microsoft offer excellent office suites that run on their respective computers. They also both offer cloud versions of those suites, but in both cases, are very feature-limited compared to what you can do on the desktops. Google offers no desktop version of their apps; everything is, and always has been, cloud-based. This shows where their priorities are-- cloud first.

      There are people out there with privacy concerns about the cloud, and those concerns can be very real. Google is in the advertising business. It probably should just be assumed that Google’s algorithms will scan whatever material you store in the free version of Google Drive and possibly use that information to serve you personalized advertising. It has often been said that, generally speaking, if the service is free, you are the product. Supposedly, Google does not scan the documents held in the paid version, i.e. G Suite. I always just assume that they scan everything. I also realize that it’s an automated algorithm that scans for advertising purposes; it’s not like someone is sitting at a desk at Google HQ and reading my files. I don’t worry about it, but it’s not like I’d put anything truly “secret” or damaging in the cloud.

      As far as the idea that someone could “hack into” my account, that’s incredibly unlikely. With a strong password, and more importantly, two-factor authentication turned on, someone would not only have to know my password, but also steal my phone (and unlock it). This really limits the pool of potential hackers.

      There are some very important differences between using a cloud-based office suite compared to a desktop office suite:

      With Google Docs (and the other Google apps), the documents you create are all stored on Google’s servers, not your computer. With a desktop office suite, your documents and the applications that create them are all stored on your computer.  Because of this, your Google Docs can be accessed anywhere in the world that has an Internet connection, while your desktop documents can only be accessed from that one computer. Note that you can download your documents from Google Docs to store them locally as a backup or to use them offline, but it’s not normally necessary.

      Some desktop office suites, such as LibreOffice, are free, but others, like Microsoft Office, have either a one-time purchase or an annual fee. Google Docs is free to use. There are paid options that give you more storage, but the basic office apps are free.

      With the apps being in the cloud, they are actually running on Google’s servers, and Google can make updates, bug fixes, and improvements at any time, and most of the time, you won’t even know it. With desktop office suites, fixes and updates are something you need to deal with yourself, and it often seems like they come through at an inappropriate time.  Also due to the “available everywhere” nature of cloud-based office suites, your documents can be collaborated upon by people all over the world, even simultaneously. With desktop office suites, collaboration often involves emailing files back and forth, with possible confusion over whose version is newer.

      That said, desktop office suites give you complete control over the security and safety of your files. This can be a two-edged sword, but for sensitive information, this is a consideration. On the other hand, there have been many stories over the years of people stealing laptops full of data out of people’s cars and offices, so there are drawbacks with securing things yourself as well.

      So, in my own case, I have almost everything in the cloud. I’m so invested in the cloud that I have stuff in Google’s cloud, Apple’s cloud, and Dropbox as well. I find that my biggest problem is trying to not duplicate files between servers, not whether or not I should be using the cloud at all.

      The subject of this book is Google Docs, the word processor, not the entirety of the G Suite. If you don’t trust the cloud to store your life’s work, that’s OK. You can use Docs to edit one document at a time and download it back to your system when you’re finished. Storing everything you own in Google Drive isn’t required at all, but you can if you want to.

      What Do You Need?

      One final benefit of working in the cloud is that your equipment can be very minimal. You don’t need the latest i9 processor or 16 gigabytes of RAM.

      At minimum, you need a device that can connect to the Internet and run a modern-ish web browser. That includes everything from the newest, $3000 Apple MacBook Pro down to a $35 Raspberry Pi. Either an Apple or Android smartphone will do just fine, as would a tablet or an older PC. The web browser used doesn’t have to be Chrome, but does have to be a fairly modern browser.

      This book is written for the Chromebook user in mind, but there aren’t too many differences between running Google Docs on a Chromebook and running it on any other kind of laptop. Anything specific or unique to the Chromebook will be pointed out, so if you’re using a regular computer, most of what’s here will work without changes. I guess that’s one more benefit of using a cloud-based app: it looks and works about the same no matter what device you use to access it.

      Your Internet connection is important too. You don’t need a super high-speed connection, but if your Internet is very slow, you may find response time uncomfortable. That being said, you can use Google Docs offline just fine. At some point, you will occasionally need to sync your computer with the cloud, but you don’t have to be online continuously to use Google Docs.

      One way or another, you’ll need a Google account. Signing up is quite simple, so I won’t take up space with a lot of explanation here. The same account is used at all Google services, including Gmail, Google Drive, Youtube, Google Play, Google Calendar, and just about everything else Google offers. If you already have an account with any of these services, then you’re all set already- just use that account name and password for Google Docs as well. If you aren’t already using any of those services, then you can sign up for one at

      
        
        http://gmail.com

        

      

      And the homepage for Google Drive is at

      
        
        https://www.google.com/drive/

        

      

      For right now, just choose the free option for everything you see.

      Paid or Free?

      We’ve already talked about this a little bit, now it’s time to see why you might want to pay for the service. Here are the biggest differences between the two types of accounts.
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        Paid versus Free Accounts

      

      Note that there are other options. There is also a 100 GB Google Docs storage option for $1.99 a month and a 30 GB G Suite account for $5 a month. Strangely, there is an option to get the basic Google Docs with 1TB of drive space for $9.99, but why would you do that when you can get G Suite for $10.00? If you need it, there are options for even more storage space, but the two most popular choices are the ones in the table.

      I’ve used the service for more than eight years now, and I’ve never phoned support even once, so that’s probably not a big deal for most people. If you are the only person who accesses your account, then the sharing and admin controls aren’t a big factor, and the same goes for the APIs if you aren’t a software developer. If these things are important to you, then take note.

      The two biggest benefits for going the paid route, in my opinion, are the expanded drive space and the custom email. The 1TB drive space, while small compared to modern hard drives, is more than enough for most people. I like the custom email. If you send an email to brian@brianschell.com it goes straight to my Gmail account rather than the more generic brian1234@gmail.com or something like that. The custom email may be something you find worth paying for or maybe not, but it’s there if you want it.

      Google is somewhat vague about it, but the general assumption (I read this on the Internet, so it’s gotta be true!) is that they scan the documents and email in the free accounts for advertising purposes, but they don’t for the paid accounts. Therefore, you get better privacy in the paid account as well.

      Actually, you may not even need to decide at all right now, as most Chromebook purchases include some free service. I picked up a Chromebook Pixel (a heavily-discounted model from 2013) in 2017 that included 1TB for free for three years. I am currently still using that, plus I have the 30 GB for $5 a month G Suite option. So for $5 a month, I have 1030 GB of space and a custom gmail account. What will I do when my free space runs out? I’ll either go with the $10 a month option or maybe I’ll have another new Chromebook by then.
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