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1

INTRODUCTION

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful citizens can change 
the world; indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.

—Margaret Mead

To create a brighter future, people must come together to address 
today’s big challenges. We face issues like divergent student access 
to education, changing business environments, health disparities, 

crime, environmental changes, homelessness, hunger, inequalities among 
groups, violence, and much more (Boyer, 1994; Fitzgerald, Allen, & Roberts, 
2010; Siegel, 2010). None of us has all the knowledge and capabilities to 
solve these complex problems alone, but together we can make transforma-
tive changes that build a better world.

Working collaboratively is an idea whose time has come. Still, even 
though we all have a general idea about what collaboration means, actually 
“doing” collaboration or “being collaborative” involves a paradigm shift in 
the ways we think, interact, and work with each other.

Different Ways to Work Together

Picture one variety of working together as a pyramid with those individuals 
at the top coming up with a master plan. Those farther on down would be 
expected to implement that vision, step-by-step. In contrast, imagine inter-
locking circles of people inventing a new dream and deciding what needs to 
be done as a group. Each person would contribute knowledge and abilities to 
create the desired end result.

No doubt, there are other possibilities for working together than these 
two extremes depict. Even so, this vivid contrast illustrates distinctions 
between a hierarchical approach and a collaborative approach to partnering. 
Interestingly enough, the shift toward more collaboration is now happening 
on campuses, in communities, and in some businesses, as well as many other 
places in our increasingly interconnected world.

Here’s how collaboration might work in a community-campus part-
nership: Consider a college student who wants to build a playground for 
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2  GUIDE TO COLLABORATIVE COMMUNICATION FOR S-L/CE PARTNERS

children in an area where there is no good place to play. Using the tradi-
tional orientation to working together, the student could lead efforts to 
raise money, work through needed paperwork or permits, create the design, 
and get it done. Other people might help with various tasks to get the park 
built. The fi nished park might be good for the community children and their 
families—or not!

Although this approach is common, it is not necessarily the best choice 
for those being “served.” Children could play on the equipment, but parents 
and other community members might not like the equipment selected, the 
way the playground was designed, or where it was located. Truth is, the com-
munity members were not involved in creating and building the park and 
consequently may not take ownership of the fi nished park at all.

In contrast, the student and campus representatives could set up a meet-
ing with community members to brainstorm ideas for the new park. People 
from the community, including children, could share ideas about what they 
want. Experts could take the ideas, render design drawings, and provide 
construction plans. Children and parents could raise funds alongside college 
students. Others could work with government offi cials to secure permits. 
Everybody could help with construction. Using this approach the student 
and campus representatives would work in harmony with the community 
members—collaborating from start to fi nish of the new park.

This collaborative approach can work well. My own two children helped 
build a park near their elementary school this way. The children brainstormed 
ideas and drawings for what they wanted in the park with the architect. They 
also cleverly collected enough pennies to cover the gym fl oor to help pay for 
the project. Parents and others in the community got permits and completed 
other tasks. Then on workdays, everybody in the community, including the 
college football team, built the structures. When it was done, the entire com-
munity owned that park. Each person involved held many great memories 
about working together to construct the unique playground, too.

About This Book

This book homes in on partnership at the most basic level of interaction—
between two people as they work toward common goals. Barbara Holland 
(2005) says, “This very personal level of connection is where most commu-
nity partners feel some confi dence there will be reciprocity, trust, and respect 
for their perspectives” (p. 11). The interpersonal dynamics described in this 
book are equally valid for formal and institutional relationships between 
members of a community or community organization and representatives 
from campus. In other words, when two people connect, regardless of their 
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INTRODUCTION  3

respective roles and responsibilities, they can use the collaborative communi-
cation principles and practices found here to build fl exible, lasting relation-
ships that will weather most challenges.

So learning about relationships and collaboration between two part-
ners is a great place to start to create a brighter future for our communities! 
Large-scale partnerships such as those between groups or institutions rely 
on healthy, effective relationships between individuals as well (see more at 
Bringle, Clayton, & Price, 2009).

This book also offers a conceptual framework of collaborative commu-
nication to build and sustain partnerships. Fostering healthy, mostly positive 
relationships using collaborative communication isn’t a onetime endeavor. 
Communication processes that work at one time in the relationship will 
undoubtedly change as the people involved and the circumstances change. 
That’s why this book defi nes collaborative communication as a repertoire of 
knowledge and skills allowing partners to make choices that fi t the situa-
tion or context. Some of the tools in that repertoire will involve face-to-
face communication; others may involve social media like Twitter, Facebook, 
Instagram, or Snapchat. But the end goals will consistently be focused on 
relational communication that helps, not hurts, the partners (and others 
involved) and also forwards their community work.

Specifi cally, the framework and the book pinpoint communication 
knowledge and strategies that can help partners, including the following:

• Connect and build trusting, effective relationships.
• Converse in ways that participants are heard and understood.
• Envision the possibilities of what can be done together.
• Commit to one another and to the joint work and then create 

solutions.
• Understand partner patterns that make this relationship unique.

Together, these elements help individuals collaborate using distinct 
communication processes and practices, even while working through differ-
ences and challenges along the way.

The elements can work together to help partners move skillfully between 
the “we” with the collective insights or actions and the “me” with the 
 individual-level expertise, experience, and contributions. Partners can recycle 
through various elements of collaborative communication as needed across 
the lifetime of the partnership.

This book is written for partners focused on community engagement, 
including service-learning, in the United States and in other parts of the 
world. This practical guide could be used for preparing college students to 
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4  GUIDE TO COLLABORATIVE COMMUNICATION FOR S-L/CE PARTNERS

work more effectively in the community. It could be used in workshops for 
community and campus members who work with service-learning students. 
It could be used in professional development workshops held at academic 
conferences, through continuing education, or in a community setting. 
Much content could also be useful to scholars, students, or community 
members involved in community-engaged research.

What’s in the Chapters

Chapter 1 follows the old but true adage “Know thyself.” In this chapter, 
you will consider key infl uences on you that signifi cantly impact your com-
munication with others. Chapter 2 delves into partnership communication 
more deeply, highlighting what’s needed for effective community engage-
ment relationships like service-learning, extended volunteer efforts, and 
community-based research. This chapter also recaps foundational contem-
porary ideas about communication from expert sources. Chapter 3 presents 
the innovative collaborative communication framework that can help you 
organize your communication-related thoughts and practices as you move 
through various natural stages in your partnerships. Some of the variations 
in collaboration are covered as well as times when collaboration might not 
be the best option. Chapter 4 specifi es practices and processes that you can 
use to build collaborative communication and healthy, sustainable partner-
ships in real life. Chapter 5 covers leadership communication practices for 
readers—no matter what roles they currently hold in the community-based 
partnership. Community engagement work, defi ned as a type of collabora-
tion between partners, encourages everyone to assume some leadership roles 
and to develop new leadership capabilities. Chapter 6 spells out important 
communication knowledge and best practices for navigating cultural differ-
ences while supporting collaborative relationships. Chapter 7 addresses the 
topic of managing the confl icts that will naturally arise in your partnerships. 
You will be encouraged to learn more about your partner and your situation 
using different communication processes so you can make decisions together 
about how to proceed. (Some cautions are also offered about what may be 
needed for healthy relationships, including when the partners need help to 
work together.) Chapter 8 focuses on creative ways to partner and to cel-
ebrate the partnership and accomplishments along the way. Taking delight 
in one another through “nurture norms” and related practices can help build 
long-lasting relationships. This chapter also identifi es trends for community 
engagement in the future and offers insights about ways collaborative com-
munication can foster meaningful change.
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INTRODUCTION  5

The appendix offers specifi c activities to build your collaborative com-
munication repertoire, either alone or with others. This is followed by a 
useful annotated bibliography of resources to consult as you develop your 
collaboratively focused partnership. In other words, the bibliography gives 
you more information about ideas in the book.

Throughout the book, real-world examples and community stories are 
offered to bring key concepts to life. The shorter illustrative examples are 
based on experience. The lengthy stories at the end of select chapters involved 
recorded face-to-face interviews by the author. Participants reviewed and 
approved each story before being added to this book.

By reading this book and applying the content in your own community-
campus work, you are embarking on a journey that will have its ups and 
downs. That’s to be expected! Relationship-building doesn’t happen all at 
once. There are likely to be multiple surprises along the way. But do keep at 
it. The benefi ts for the community—and for you—can be some of the most 
rewarding you will ever experience!
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