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Dedication

This book is for everyone who asks, “How are we building community?” and then 
takes the time to listen to the answer.
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Foreword. What Do We Want 
from Community Writing?

Paula Mathieu
Boston College

I write this foreword at a moment when the climate in which we live is especial-
ly heated, both literally and figuratively. The planet warms and climate disasters 
increase while global action remains timid and piecemeal; U.S. neighborhoods 
remain segregated by race and income, which means so do our schools; borders 
and national boundaries breed tension and increased stigma and punishment of 
immigrants and refugees. Rifts widen between left and right politically, between 
those who value democracy and those who prefer order at any cost, between 
those who rely on science and vaccines and those who harbor distrust and fear, 
between those who see masks as a way for caring for self and others and those 
who equate masks with weakness and diminished freedom. Further heated rifts 
widen over issues like reproductive health, sexual assault, gender identity, sexual 
orientation, rights of people with disabilities, religion, ethnic identities, language 
policies. The list goes on and on. Underneath and fueling this rancor rests a bed-
rock of deep systemic inequality that for generations has tipped the scales in favor 
of those who are white and wealthy while punishing and harming bodies that are 
indigenous, black, and brown.

Can community writing help make this divided world a kinder, less oppres-
sive place?

Positive social change is undoubtedly the intention of most if not all commu-
nity-writing projects. At its heart, community writing projects accept that the 
world is imperfect, damaged, off-kilter, and at the same time seek to do something 
that brings a little change, a bit of positivity into a wounded world.

I was drawn to the work of community writing more than two decades ago 
because of its mix of utopian ambition and pragmatic project orientation. I 
longed to foster writing that acted as an agent in the world that strived to make it 
a little bit better. In Tactics of Hope (2005), I chronicled several community proj-
ects that provided income, a sense of community, and a public platform for adults 
and children experiencing homelessness, projects that gave writers support and 
audiences to tell stories and advocate for themselves and others. I argued that 
community-based work, then typically described as service learning, suffered a 
mismatch between the theories guiding it, which touted the value of reciproci-
ty and collaboration, and many practices that focused more on the university’s 
needs and student learning outcomes while paying less careful attention to the 
needs, values, and experiences of community partners.
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In the past decade, much has changed to help make community writing 
projects even more ethical and accountable, including the Conference on Col-
lege Composition and Communication (CCCC) issuing and revising the CCCC 
Statement on Community-Engaged Projects in Rhetoric and Composition1 that 
outlines best practices in community-engaged work. The Coalition for Commu-
nity Writing2 (CCW) formed in 2015, has hosted three well-attended conferences, 
drawing a diverse group of scholars and community members from far and wide, 
and sponsors an annual award for outstanding community projects that helps 
to highlight innovative and equitably focused community projects. It also offers 
mentoring and support to all involved in community work, with a special focus 
on BIPOC emerging scholars.

Despite this necessary and valuable progress, community writing—as all writ-
ing—still suffers from inevitable blind spots that limit the value of this work or 
cause it to run counter to its intended aims. In Mindful of Race: Transforming Rac-
ism for the Inside Out, international teacher of meditation Ruth King describes 
the way that limited vision affects all people:
Common to all of us is the fact that we don’t see the world as it is but how we have 
been conditioned to see it. The delusion we carry is that everyone sees—or should 
see—the world as we do. What we see or don’t see has consequences. In general, 
white people do not see race unless they feel threatened or until someone brings 
it to their attention (2005, p. 65).

While everyone shares a partial and imperfect view of the world, the structures 
of power and privilege unequally fall to those who are white, who have money, are 
able-bodied, cis-gendered, heterosexual, young, and male. While the structures 
of inequality are multiple, one’s ability to see and discuss race and whiteness, and 
King points out, is especially harmful and below the surface of one’s day-to-day 
knowledge. White people (and I identify as white) can easily avoid issues of race, 
racism, and white supremacy, because the power and privileges we are afforded 
are often below the level of conscious noticing. White supremacy is our very cul-
ture—like fish in a pond, where are swimming in it, and can be barely aware of it.

Asao Inoue at his CCCC’s 2019 Chair’s address spoke directly about the deep 
ways that white supremacy structures our field and limits what is possible based 
on the bodies we inhabit. After first specifically addressing his “colleagues of col-
or,” he turned to specifically speak to the white majority in the audience: “I’m not 
going to say that you—you White folks in this room—are the special ones. You 
thinking you’re special is the problem. It always has been, because you, and White 
people just like you who came before you, have had most of the power, decided 
most of the things, built the steel cage of White language supremacy that we ex-
ist in today, both in and outside of the academy—and likely, many of you didn’t 
know you did it.” Inoue argues that assumptions of white supremacy underscore 

1.  https://cccc.ncte.org/cccc/resources/positions/community-engaged 
2.  https://communitywriting.org/

https://cccc.ncte.org/cccc/resources/positions/community-engaged
https://cccc.ncte.org/cccc/resources/positions/community-engaged
https://communitywriting.org/
https://communitywriting.org/
https://cccc.ncte.org/cccc/resources/positions/community-engaged
https://communitywriting.org/
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what we uncritically adopt as commonsense and good writing. His words imme-
diately and afterward caused discomfort and push back by some white scholars 
who felt singled out. While I sat with this critique and found it necessary for me 
to think deeply about what I assume or take for granted, I saw Inoue’s talk as a 
gift, a necessary wake-up call from a friend and ally. I especially held to the fol-
lowing words:

Just as it is unfair that in our world most indigenous, Latinx, 
and Black Americans will never get the chance to do what we 
do, to be teachers, or professors, or researchers, or something 
else that taps their own potentials because of the racist steel bars 
set around them, it is equally unfair that you [White scholars 
and teachers] perpetuate racism and White language suprem-
acy not just through your words and actions, but through your 
body in a place like this or in your classrooms, despite your bet-
ter intentions. Let me repeat that to compassionately urge you 
to sit in some discomfort: White people can perpetuate White 
supremacy by being present. You can perpetuate White lan-
guage supremacy through the presence of your bodies in places 
like this.

Hurt and harm happen, no matter how good the intentions are. We remember 
that our intentions do not always mirror our impact. Students and community 
members with a history of racial trauma might see me, my white body, as threat-
ening or traumatizing. That is a truth I need to sit with and deeply consider: how 
can community projects minimize harm and offer more than feel-good gestures? 
How can community writing address the systems of inequality and not merely 
bolster the status quo?

No single book can hope to address the harms of a culture built on systems of 
oppression. Any book that makes such grand claims should be suspect. But Aimée 
Knight’s Community is the Way: Engaged Writing and Design for Transformative 
Change offers a method for working to engage in community writing more equita-
bly by asking deep and important questions. First and foremost, this book does not 
see community as a noun, an entity that already exists, but instead frames commu-
nity as an action, a goal. Partnerships aim to build community. It can happen, with 
a lot of care and work, but it’s not a foregone conclusion. One must see the multi-
ple audiences even within a single nonprofit and ask questions like Whose public? 
Whose idea of good? For whom? Who decides? “The public good” is contested and 
shifting, and work that enters that arena must be prepared to take sides.

Additionally innovative in Knight’s work is deep and skilled engagement with 
the tools of social networking, web platforms, and public storytelling. This is the 
work that all advocacy organizations need but often lack the capacity to do well. 
It’s a space where writing and digital literacy skills can help achieve the project 
that a created community defines.
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To seek to forge and create community requires both intellectual and internal 
work. Knight outlines the steps for what she calls equity-based approaches in com-
munity writing: an inquiry that prioritizes the need of the community, building 
empathy, co-creating knowledge, researching, composing and recomposing, test-
ing and revision, and evaluating capacity. These are important and useful ideas, 
a North Star, as she calls it, values that serve less as goals but more as questions 
that prompt us “to do better work with our partners to build more just and trans-
formative worlds.” I like this structure because it frames all work as questing and 
imperfect. It’s not a question of if we make mistakes but when and what will we do 
in response when we make them?

The gaps between intention and impact, what we think we’re doing and what 
we are actually doing, especially when the “we” are people with more racial, eco-
nomic, and cultural capital than the community members with whom we work 
are deep, complex, and not easy to reconcile. Rather than seeking to eliminate or 
ignore them, I believe we need to sit with and become curious and open to facing 
these gaps, the failures, the ways we fall short, if we are going to do work that does 
more than uphold the status quo. Inoue encourages “sitting with” our discom-
fort, engaging mindfully and intentionally with the ways that white supremacy 
structures the world we inhabit. “Because racism is so intricately woven into our 
social fabric, it is difficult to both discern and discuss. Yet, fundamental to under-
standing our habits of harm is understanding and contemplating the stained soil 
of racism and racial trauma in US history” (King, 2018, p. 43).

Understanding and contemplating. Two of the tools that Ruth King offers as 
necessary for starting to create empathy and the kind of community that this 
book hopes to build: both intellectual mind and embodied awareness. We need 
to engage intellectually to understand our own privileges and the blind spots that 
our situatedness encourages. But we also need a deep and ongoing contempla-
tive practice that helps us build the embodied capacity to sit with discomfort, an 
ability to learn poise, readiness, to act without reactivity, at least that’s where my 
current writing keeps leading me again and again. Contemplative work can help 
us build the emotional resilience necessary to allow us to enter spaces bravely and 
calmly; to become curious and open to difference and changing our minds; to 
communicate directly with honesty, respect, and compassion; to speak up when 
we feel hurt and listen with an open spirit when we cause hurt; to listen, stay 
curious, seeking facts, ideas, and new possibilities; to invite healing through for-
giveness and making amends. And most of all, we acknowledge that when we fail, 
we will try again.

Ultimately, there is no end goal to justice work. We are not called on to com-
plete it, nor are we exempted from its responsibility. Layla Saad (2020) writes, 
“There is no feel-good reward at the end other than the knowledge that you are 
doing this because it’s the right thing to do. . . You won’t get any ally cookies for 
it. You won’t be celebrated for it. You will have to learn to wean yourself off the 
addiction to instant gratification and instead develop a consciousness for doing 
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what is right even if nobody ever thanks you for it” (pp. 25-26). Jacqueline Jones 
Royster (2017) invokes the metaphor of a relay race as a way to view her role in the 
struggle for justice—she runs her leg as fully as she can and then passes the baton 
forward, trusting the work will go on. And while we continue running, may we be 
fueled by models and methods like Aimée Knight’s, as we seek to unlearn, learn, 
grow, and organize toward equity.
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Introduction. Lesson (Still Not) Learned

On an October day, while attending a workshop at the Conference on Commu-
nity Writing, a well-known scholar made a racially biased comment during her 
slide presentation. Did she just say that? I felt the tension creeping toward my 
neck. Ironically, the presenter’s talk focused on social justice pedagogies and how 
she engages in writing projects in her community. I can’t say whether the present-
er knew how the comment came across to workshop participants. But the longer 
I sat there, the more uncomfortable I became with the statement and what I felt 
was my responsibility to address it. While I tried to refocus my attention on the 
talk, the comment had done its work. Although it had not been openly hostile 
or even intentional, its words had a quieter effect. They made me perceive the 
presenter as sheltered, privileged, ensconced in the ivory tower, as someone with 
a touch of a savior complex—not the effect we are going for as scholars having 
a conversation about social justice and community writing. Regrettably, I didn’t 
speak up. Should I interrupt the talk to discuss what she said? Will I appear overly 
righteous? More than 20 minutes have passed; it’s just too late.

Another workshop participant—coincidentally, a former Writing Studies 
graduate student of mine and the only Black woman in the room—eventually 
did speak up. As we gathered around a table for a workshop activity, she grace-
fully brought up to the group the presenter’s comment. It hung there above the 
table for a startling moment. Then the denials began. Unfortunately, the presenter 
did not stop to listen and consider what the workshop participant had to say. 
Instead, the presenter steadfastly “doubled down,” with no acknowledgment of 
the potential harm done. This dismissal (and I’m guessing here) was likely an 
all-too-human defense mechanism to save face. No doubt, the participant’s com-
ment, however congenially delivered, didn’t fit with the presenter’s self-perceived 
identity—how she saw herself as a person in the world. The other co-presenters 
corralled around her—each dismissing any possibility of guilt or harm done. This 
is another related issue: we are not always aware of our blinders or our blunders. 
Even when someone tries to inform us collegially, we might not be able to hear it. 
I imagine that this issue is even more complicated if social justice and community 
engagement issues are a large part of our position as scholars. This tendency can 
be attributed, at least in part, to confirmation bias, “the tendency for people to 
embrace information that supports their beliefs and reject information that con-
tradicts them” (Kolbert, 2017).

I’ve rehearsed how it could have gone differently. During the presentation, I 
could have found the courage to say, “I’m curious about the use of ‘the comment,’ 
can you tell us more about that?” That might have loosened up a generative con-
versation with the group. It could have invited people to share their insights and 
perspectives about who might be harmed by the comment or whose experience 
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could have been minimized. It could have been an opening for them to share 
how the statement affected them and how to imagine other, more helpful ways 
to frame ideas or think about what language we might want to use in the future 
as a community of scholars and writing teachers. When confronted by the work-
shop participant, the presenter (or any of her co-presenters) could have deferred 
judgment in favor of understanding. They could have validated her experience. 
They could have listened with compassion. There could have been a productive 
conversation to invite not just a teaching moment but also a community-building 
moment for us as a field. It didn’t happen, and I know that at least two of us, con-
sequently, felt even more uncomfortable while gathered around the table. Ideally, 
the workshop participant shouldn’t have had to speak up. While I am grateful that 
she did, she shouldn’t have had to shoulder that work alone. This incident left her 
insulted twice over. For her, the conference room had become a hostile environ-
ment that protected whiteness. And I’m not sure the audience even noticed. This 
incident left me seriously wondering about the harm we might be doing regular-
ly—without even being aware.

Asking “How am I doing harm?” or “How are we doing harm?” is tricky and 
humbling. It’s a question we must address in our IRBs, in our evaluations, in our 
classrooms, and in working with communities. An honest reckoning with this 
question is more complex than I would like to admit, as I hope this story illustrates. 
This is a story that is happening everywhere, and it could have been almost any of 
us standing up there that day in front of the data projector. It probably has been us. I 
want to show, through this anecdote, how self-interested, insulated, and colonizing 
we in academia can be—even unwittingly. Despite touting current social justice 
pedagogies and anti-racist and decolonial methods, we may enact the very thing 
we are fighting against without even realizing it. I’m not recounting this story to 
induce guilt and self-reproach. I want us to be realistic about the fact that we are 
still living and working within oppressive systems. Nowhere is this awareness more 
critical than in working with community partners. Probably like you, I’m invested 
in social justice and working with historically underinvested communities. And 
possibly like you, I’ve carried my unintentional baggage and colonizing behaviors 
beyond the classroom walls and into the community—even while trying not to. 
This book is about working together toward designing more intentional, more eq-
uitable partnerships. It attempts to answer the question “What does it look like to 
center equity and social justice in our community writing work?”

Justice by Design
This book is about equity-based approaches to writing and designing with com-
munities—methods that have grown from theory and practice within the field. 
Without a commitment to equity-based and decolonial approaches in our com-
munity-engaged writing partnerships, we risk the danger of contributing to the 
reproduction of systemic oppression. As the opening anecdote illustrates, it’s all 
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too easy to be unaware of the harm we might cause. It’s all too easy to uphold 
the status quo and carry out the inequity designed into our systems and insti-
tutions—probably even into our own writing programs. If we haven’t done the 
work to understand how to create more inclusive and equitable outcomes with 
community partners, we are inadvertently adhering to default settings, which 
include colonial mindsets, unconscious assumptions, and self-interested agen-
das. Without doing this work, we are complicit in a system designed to uphold 
injustice. After all, our systems reproduce what they are designed to produce. In 
the vein of disrupting this pattern, the Creative Reaction Lab in St. Louis, Mis-
souri, was founded as a nonprofit community action organization focusing on 
civic leadership. The Creative Reaction Lab (2019) has contended that “systems of 
oppression, inequality, and inequity are by design; therefore, they can and must 
be redesigned….We all have the power to influence outcomes. Every choice that 
we make every day contribute to a greater design” (para. 3). As this organization 
has suggested, intentionally centering equity and justice when collaborating with 
communities requires us to consciously redesign both mindsets and infrastruc-
tures to move us toward more just and equitable partnerships. The approaches 
shared in this book work toward that goal.

Although this is a book of many questions, one guides the entire work: Are we 
engaging in a process that builds community? When we center the community, 
and the community’s vision, above everything else in the context of a research 
partnership, we change our approaches to community-engaged writing. When 
we hold our collaborations up to this question, we “have to adjust our lines of 
inquiry and our discourse to be sure we are engaging with communities with ev-
ery effort to partner mutually with, and to the equal benefit of, our communities” 
(Bortolin, 2011, p. 56). By putting the community’s gains first (over the university 
gains and commitments such as our publications, grants, and even student learn-
ing outcomes), we can frame our research as “a process which builds community,” 
and our “research can be viewed as community-building” (Checkoway, 2015, p. 
139). Community-building approaches pursue social justice. They are equity-fo-
cused approaches to collaborative partnerships that call on a community’s re-
sources and strengths. A community-building process entails

• a focus on assets versus a focus on needs;
• a focus on strengths versus a focus on issues;
• a focus on asset-mapping versus needs assessment;
• a focus on community as co-creators versus beneficiaries;
• a focus on strategies versus a focus on problem-solving;
• a focus on community knowledge versus expert knowledge;
• a focus on amplifying voices versus giving voice to the voiceless;
• a focus on internal agency and capacity-building versus outside “saviors”;
• a focus on a solid and capable community versus a poor, struggling 

community;
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• a focus on creating collaborative relationships versus transactional rela-
tionships; and

• a focus on the community members as producers versus community 
members as needy people seeking services.

When we shift the focus to putting the community first and viewing our part-
nerships as community-building enterprises, we can better commit to creating 
conditions for reciprocity and mutuality with our partners. Community writing 
scholars, working toward more equitable partnerships for decades, are uniquely 
positioned to lead the way in designing more just and ethical collaborations with 
community partners. As examined in Chapter 1, community writing scholars have 
led important ethical conversations around reciprocal partnerships, infrastruc-
ture, and the public good—longtime discussions in the field. However, there is a 
point where those conversations are failing us. As Paula Mathieu (2005) noted in 
Tactics of Hope: The Public Turn in English Composition, “Our scholarship does a 
good job of spelling out tenets and guidelines for street work. The difficulty lies in 
how to move from calls for reciprocity, public action, and self-reflexivity toward 
specific ways of acting and imagining concrete visions in local times and places” 
(p. 20). Although numerous theories of co-creation, mutuality, and reciprocity 
circulate in the field’s literature, community-based writing practitioners may still 
find it hard to put such theories into practice. Katrina M. Powell and Pamela 
Takayoshi (2003) argued that theorizing about the complex ethical issues practi-
tioners can find themselves in and actually doing the work can be two different 
things, warning, “Without narratives of prior experiences that suggest some of 
the ethical terrain, researchers can find themselves unprepared for responding to 
dilemmas that arise in the processes of researching. . . . As a field, we have very 
few guidelines for ethical, appropriate decision making ‘in the moment” (p. 401). 
Robbin D. Crabtree (2008) suggested that “we need more than an ethos of rec-
iprocity as a guide; we need to learn the theories, methods, and on-the-ground 
strategies that are more likely to produce mutuality in process and outcomes” (p. 
26). Jessica Shumake and Rachael W. Shah (2017) also acknowledged the large 
number of theories and calls for reciprocity but lamented that “these theories may 
remain anemic because they are not grounded in practices that grow organically 
from doing community-based work” (p. 11).

The field of community writing values the co-creation of knowledge and strives 
for more generative forms of collaboration with our partners. Part of this work in-
volves deepening our forms of evidence and our stories of actual, on-the-ground 
reciprocity. Another part of this work involves building applicable methods to 
design community writing partnerships that can reflect these richer forms of en-
gagement. As our scholarship acknowledges, there are many articles and books 
that sustain theories, evaluation, and critique; fewer resources make visible the ev-
eryday, local action that we implement in our classrooms and in our communities. 
The hands-on tactics in this book are offered in the spirit of filling that implemen-
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tation gap and providing a specific vision of how to enact social justice work with 
community partners. Throughout the book, readers will find much-needed ex-
amples of concrete, situated action that have grown organically out of disciplinary 
knowledge and fieldwork running a community writing program in Philadelphia 
that has sustained well over 100 partnerships. This book argues for a communi-
ty-building approach to writing partnerships that centers justice and equity in our 
work. This work demands that we commit to a process that leads us to consider 
how power, oppression, resistance, privilege, penalties, benefits, and harms are 
systematically designed into the very systems we want to change. By asking, “How 
are we building community?” in each step of the research process, we better com-
mit to creating conditions for reciprocity and mutuality with our partners and 
supporting their visions for transformational change.

Chapter Overview
This book is for writing teachers seeking to enact socially just, civically engaged 
collaborations with community partners. The primary audience for this book 
is teachers of community writing and those in writing studies, computers and 
writing, service-learning, digital humanities, and technical communication who 
engage in community partnerships that pursue social justice. Natasha N. Jones 
(2020) has argued for moving toward coalitional learning—what disciplines can 
learn from each other—”especially in regard to how each discipline engages with 
issues of social justice” (p. 517). Rebecca W. Walton and co-authors (2019) pro-
posed, in Technical Communication After the Social Justice Turn: Building Coali-
tions for Action, that all members of the field of writing studies invest in social jus-
tice through a coalitional framework, but they noted the “field has yet to establish 
what that work can or should look like” (p. 5). In an attempt to address this gap, 
this book demonstrates how to co-create class projects with community partners 
(local not-for-profit and community-based organizations) from an equity-based, 
community-building perspective. Whether it ultimately sparks a conversation, 
a media assignment, a method for collaboration, or even a vision for a future 
writing program, I hope this book offers something of value for those seeking 
more intentional and socially just approaches to writing and designing with com-
munities. The approaches offered here are examples of how we might draw on 
our disciplinary knowledge and experience to create equity-based approaches to 
writing and designing with communities. These include

• Chapter 1—ways to enact mutual and reciprocal partnerships;
• Chapter 2—ways to conduct design research with communities;
• Chapter 3—ways to engage in community-building approaches in a writ-

ing classroom;
• Chapter 4—ways to approach media and social change in the classroom 

for capacity-building; and
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• Chapter 5—ways to become a better ally to communities via student 
learning, infrastructure, and decolonial methods.

How might we enact a transforming commitment to social justice by engag-
ing in projects that benefit the community and the university? Chapter 1 begins 
by exploring the broader call for mutual and reciprocal partnerships in the con-
text of community-engaged scholarship. Universities are increasingly placing a 
high value on opportunities to translate academic knowledge into collaborative 
projects that benefit both the community and university. Community-engaged 
scholar Derek Barker (2004) asserted that “the language of engagement suggests 
an element of reciprocal and collaborative knowledge production that is unique 
to these forms of scholarship” (p. 126). In community-engaged scholarship, not 
only do we deepen what it means to be civically involved, but we also learn more 
about what it means to collaborate “with communities in the production of 
knowledge” (Barker, 2004, p. 126). Part of our work moving forward is how to 
orient our partnerships so that both community-based knowledge and universi-
ty-based knowledge are valued in a true “context of partnership and reciprocity” 
(Commission on Public Purpose in Higher Education, n.d., Defining Commu-
nity Engagement section). Writing studies scholarship looking at the nature of 
community-university partnerships has much to offer the community engage-
ment movement. Guiding principles gleaned from the field’s literature represent 
signposts emerging from within writing studies. These principles can provide a 
framework for our own goals and aims as we work with communities.

How might we join in a process of inquiry with community partners that em-
bodies the values of mutuality and reciprocity? Chapter 2 focuses on methods of 
networked collaboration in community-engaged partnerships. Four approaches 
to collaboration are examined: (a) design thinking, (b) co-design, (c) design jus-
tice, and (d) equity-based approaches to community writing. Brief definitions of 
each of these approaches are as follows:

• Design thinking is an audience-centered approach to creative problem 
solving. The design thinking process features a method of inquiry that fa-
vors empathizing, bias to action, and the prototyping and testing of solu-
tions. This approach favors a client-designer relationship.

• Co-design is a collaborative approach with roots in participatory design 
techniques. A fundamental tenet of co-design is the building and deep-
ening of equal collaboration between citizens affected by or attempting 
to resolve a particular design challenge. Co-design positions participants 
as experts of their own experience, thus becoming central to the design 
process.

• Design justice is an approach that focuses explicitly on “how design re-
produces and challenges the matrix of domination (white supremacy, 
heteropatriarchy, capitalism, ableism, settler colonialism, and other forms 
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of structural inequality)” (Costanza-Chock, 2020, Introduction section). 
Design justice is also a growing community of practice that ensures a 
more equitable distribution of design’s benefits and burdens, meaningful 
participation in design decisions, and recognition of community-based, 
Indigenous, and diasporic design traditions, knowledge, and practices.

• Equity-based approaches in community writing emerge organically from 
theory and practice in the field. Focusing on community building requires 
us to intentionally redesign both mindsets and infrastructures to share 
power and decision making with our partners. Equity-based approaches 
include building empathy, framing inquiry, co-creating knowledge, re-
searching, composing and recomposing, testing and revision, and evalu-
ating capacity. This flexible approach for conducting design research with 
communities can point us toward more just and equitable partnerships.

A discussion of the challenges and affordances of each method as well as a dis-
cussion of which method would work best in a given writing classroom situation 
is included.

How might we engage in the classroom in community-building approaches 
that pursue social justice via emerging media? Chapter 3 examines how we can 
employ emerging media to both build up and engage powerfully with commu-
nities, allies, stakeholders, and policymakers. When community partners build 
capacity with emerging media platforms and literacies, they can make an impact, 
even with modest resources—becoming more effective in their work and their 
reach as they challenge injustices and systemic inequalities. Engaging in media 
projects with community partners helps organizations grow, making them even 
more effective at creating change in our communities. Emerging media projects 
provide our community partners with the tools and strategies they need to create 
a more effective, lasting change. This chapter features the Beautiful Social Re-
search Collaborative, a community-engaged writing program I founded in 2010 
at Saint Joseph’s University in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The collaborative em-
ploys three approaches to working with community partners on course projects 
that pursue social justice via emerging media: (a) media projects, (b) training 
projects, and (c) research projects. The collaborative is committed to working 
with community organizations to carry out projects with real-world impact that 
advance and share knowledge about media and communication. Students in this 
writing program have led free of charge more than one hundred projects with 
communities. These projects have involved new media and social web consul-
tancy, training, professional writing, social media management, online survey 
design, web design, and web-based video. The driving aim behind this collab-
orative is not just to achieve measurable impact or results on any given project 
(rewarding in its own right) but rather to create mutually beneficial relationships 
with allies who are committed to building just and equitable futures. This chapter 
concludes with a case study of our work with our community partner Life After 
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Life, illustrating our equity-based approach to writing and designing with com-
munities. This section provides an inside view of the situated local action and de-
cision-making process that guides the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative’s 
work but that is often invisible from view.

How might we develop our students’ skills in writing and rhetoric via emerg-
ing media while working with our community partners to build capacity? Chap-
ter 4 offers writing teachers a series of practical media analysis projects that build 
capacity for community partners. Through media analysis, students learn to stra-
tegically leverage media platforms to advocate with and for community orga-
nizations. Students learn to frame themselves as participants within a learning 
community through these activities as they examine and participate in timely 
issues and tools pertinent to work in professional and technical writing, digital 
rhetoric, new media, advocacy, nonprofit communications, and organizational 
storytelling. Students conduct a series of activities, each addressed in separate 
sections of the chapter and briefly described as follows:

• Design question analysis—This analysis activity frames inquiry around 
a community-identified goal and works to structure the project. A design 
question is a clear statement about a phenomenon of interest, a condition 
to be improved upon, an opportunity to be explored, or a question that 
exists in theory or practice for the partner’s field or organization. Since 
our partnerships are based on a community-driven desire to build capaci-
ty or to create change, this question should originate from the community 
partner. We then work with partners to refine the query.

• Social media analysis—In this analysis, groups observe and describe the 
state of the community partner’s social media platforms. This activity ex-
amines our partner’s platform tactics, content, and audience interactions. 
This analysis aims to arrive at a clear awareness of how our community 
partners are currently using social media platforms and to identify oppor-
tunities for future action.

• Comparative media analysis—In this activity, groups compare media 
drawn from three mentor accounts. Based on the section “Nonprofit Ex-
amples of Excellence” in Social Media for Social Good: A How-To Guide 
for Nonprofits by Heather Mansfield (2011), students construct their com-
parisons tailored to the organization’s needs. By locating three mentor ac-
counts, groups explore potential strategies and possibilities for our com-
munity partners to employ.

• Golden circle analysis—Sometimes called “knowing your why,” the gold-
en circle is an effective tactic to get a bird’s eye view of an organization 
(Sinek, 2011, p. 50). The golden circle helps map an organization’s why, 
how, and what and was popularized in brand strategist Simon Sinek’s 2011 
book Start With Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action, 
which examines how inspiring leaders communicate.
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• Social object rhetorical analysis—Drawing from contemporary social 
theorists Karin Knorr Cetina (1997, 2001, 2007) and Jyri Engeström (2005), 
we look at how people connect through shared objects. The argument here 
is that the object is the thing that links people together. Understanding so-
cial objects can help bridge an essential gap between (a) the more formal 
and technical aspects of design and (b) the social and cultural aspects of 
how social objects engage users and build communities.

• Organizational storytelling—A story for a nonprofit is a way for an orga-
nization (a nonhuman entity) to humanize itself. By leading with a heart-
felt story, our partners can elicit a strong sense of pathos while engaging 
deeply with their audience on a personal level. This section examines sto-
rytelling mechanisms, including a “story generator” that can be used to 
create various content—from long-form articles, to blog posts, to social 
media campaigns, to takeovers, to lone social media posts.

After students conduct these activities, they can be combined into a community 
partner report. This substantive report offers our partners custom approaches to 
engaging their audience via emerging media.

How do community writing partnerships influence the concept of agency—
ideas about the ability to act in and on the world in ways that relate to civic pur-
poses? When collaborating with organizations, students learn how to take writ-
ing and emerging media beyond the personal and entertainment and into places 
for activism and social change. Chapter 5 delves into some of the affordances 
of attempting this kind of work in the writing classroom and discusses my pre-
liminary research findings on agency and how community partnerships influ-
ence students’ ideas about design, community, power, and beliefs. These findings 
support writing instructors as they move concerns beyond classroom walls and 
consider pedagogies that feature collaborations that are wired for meaningful ex-
perience, activism, and community engagement.

To become a vital resource to communities outside university walls, we need 
to view our community-engaged teaching and research as a form of commu-
nity building. The book concludes by examining the changes that can occur to 
center community building in our work, particularly our approaches to equity, 
our investment in intentional infrastructure, and our commitment to decolo-
nial methods. When designing equity-based approaches, not only do we need to 
consider how to share power and knowledge with our partners, we need to sup-
port the building of internal capacity from within our local communities. Writ-
ing partnerships can leverage community-building approaches to support local 
grassroots activism, decolonization efforts, co-resistance movements, and social 
change initiatives. By centering equity and solidarity in our work, design can be 
“an ethical praxis of world making” (Escobar, 2018, p. 313).
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Chapter 1. How Might We Enact 
a Transforming Commitment 

to Social Justice by Engaging in 
Projects That Benefit Both the 
Community and the University?

This book examines how our work in the writing classroom can enact social jus-
tice and shape social change through equity-based collaborative partnerships 
with local organizations. Community-engaged writing takes place on many col-
lege campuses in both formal and grassroots initiatives. This chapter addresses 
writing projects and programs seeking to employ community-building approach-
es to create more equitable partnerships.

The Terms of Community-Engaged Scholarship
Universities are increasingly placing a high value on translating academic re-
sources into collaborative initiatives that benefit both the community and the 
university. Through collaborative partnerships, both faculty and students par-
ticipate in community-engaged scholarship. This movement became popular in 
the 1990s when Ernest L. Boyer (1996), former Carnegie Foundation president, 
claimed that “the academy must become a more vigorous partner in the search 
for answers to our most pressing social, civic, economic, and moral problems, 
and must reaffirm its historic commitment to . . . the scholarship of engagement” 
(p. 11). Put plainly, community-engaged scholarship today “reflects a growing in-
terest in broadening and deepening the public aspects of academic scholarship” 
(Barker, 2004, p. 123). As engagement scholar Drew Pearl (2020) acknowledged, 
“In the world of community engagement, we understand that the word “schol-
arship” refers to much more than our research” (p. 1). Engaged scholarship, or 
community-engaged scholarship, is research that puts the university’s academic 
resources to work in contributing to the public good. It consists of (a) research, 
teaching, integration, and application scholarship that (b) incorporates reciprocal 
practices of civic engagement into the production of knowledge (Barker, 2004, 
p. 124). Barker (2004) asserted that “the language of engagement suggests an el-
ement of reciprocal and collaborative knowledge production that is unique to 
these forms of scholarship” (126). In community-engaged projects, not only can 
we deepen our understanding of what it means to be civically engaged, but we 
also learn more about what it means to collaborate “with communities in the 
production of knowledge” (Barker, 2004, p. 126).
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In 2021, over 360 U.S. colleges and universities have received the Carnegie 
Community Engagement Classification, an elective designation that indicates an 
institutional commitment to community engagement by the Carnegie Founda-
tion for the Advancement of Teaching. The foundation defines community en-
gagement as “collaboration between institutions of higher education and their 
larger communities (local, regional, state, national, global) for the mutually 
beneficial exchange of knowledge and resources in a context of partnership and 
reciprocity” (Driscoll, 2008, p. 39). Additionally, Campus Compact (n.d.-c) is “a 
national coalition of colleges and universities . . . . dedicated . . . . to campus-based 
civic engagement . . . . to develop students’ citizenship skills and forge effective 
community partnerships” (Campus Compact Overview).

Mutuality and Reciprocity
Community-university partnerships offer higher education institutions and the 
communities in which they are located enormous potential for mutual benefit. 
Generally, a community-university collaboration is lauded as a joint “win/win” 
by both parties. Universities have a stake in improving their communities’ lo-
cal economy, health, and culture on a fundamental level. The university benefits 
from partnerships by advancing academic engagement—working toward original 
contributions to disciplinary questions while engaging with communities—and 
working directly with community members or with organizations that work on 
behalf of those communities, such as nonprofit organizations. Studies show that 
faculty members who engage in community engagement have more publications 
in peer-reviewed journals, more funded research projects, and higher student 
evaluations of their teaching than those who do not (Doberneck et al., 2010). Not 
only are partnerships generative for relevant scholarship, research, and creative 
activity, but also, they enrich teaching and learning in order to prepare educated 
engaged citizens, strengthen democratic values and civic responsibility, address 
critical societal issues, and contribute to the public good (Fitzgerald et al., 2005).

The community benefits from university partnerships as well, with the stat-
ed end goal generally being to work together toward creating new knowledge or 
building capacity. This could take the shape of something as concrete as a new re-
source or deliverable, or something more abstract such as an improved method 
or approach to operations. In most cases, the community partner gains from the 
collaboration new knowledge, resources, or capacity it ordinarily would not have. 
University programs can partner with local groups and organizations, schools, and 
nonprofits. Through this work, organizations grow in skills and capacity while ful-
filling their missions, making them more effective at shaping lasting change.

The Carnegie Community Engagement classification is the leading frame-
work for institutionalizing community engagement in U.S. higher education, cur-
rently taking place every two years and requiring evidence-based documentation 
of institutional practice to be used in the process of self-assessment and quality 
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improvement. Universities may seek classification for community engagement to 
support the university mission and encourage self-study on how the university 
connects with local, regional, and global communities. The classification process 
invites the university to identify current best practices, envision future opportu-
nities for engagement, and earn public recognition for the university’s commit-
ment to contribute to the public good. (The Elective Classification for Commu-
nity Engagement, 2022).

A recent national survey of 100 urban universities and colleges conducted 
through the University of Virginia’s Institute for Advanced Studies focused on 
the current state of community-university partnerships. The resulting report in-
dicated, “As the influence of the Carnegie Foundation’s classification suggests, 
accrediting bodies have the unique ability to incentivize university leadership 
to prioritize community engagement as well as provide objective feedback and 
recommended next steps” (Yates & Accardi, 2019, p. 35). A growing number of 
colleges and universities are considering community engagement as a primary 
indicator in the granting of tenure and promotion, the conferring of grants and 
other awards, and the determination of merit raises, increasing both the value 
and visibility of community-engagement efforts at the institutional level.

While many of our institutions are riding the wave of community engagement 
(or, as the trend indicates, will soon be), the movement is not without its critiques. 
Despite the growing demand to pursue and promote community-university part-
nerships, they remain a challenging work in progress, in part because “many uni-
versities have a fraught history of failed, even parasitic, relationships with their 
local communities” (Yates & Accardi, 2019, p. 6). In addition to the problem of 
unethical partnerships, infrastructure and resources remain significant hurdles. 
Community-engaged initiatives and programs are frequently “sporadic, discon-
nected or redundant in nature, supported by individual faculty, specific funding 
or fleeting leadership, without incentives for broad-based support or long-term 
institutional commitment” (Yates & Accardi, 2019, p. 6).

With the growing demand for more community engagement at our universi-
ties (fueled in part by the sought-after Carnegie classification), the field of writing 
studies has informed meaningful, ethical conversations around reciprocal partner-
ships, infrastructure, and the public good—longtime discussions in the discipline. 
The field of community writing, working across borders and locales for decades, 
is uniquely positioned to help guide this growing movement in higher education.

A major strength of the field lies in its ability to extend, complicate, critique, 
and ultimately enrich notions of what it means to engage in the “mutually bene-
ficial exchange of knowledge and resources in a context of partnership and rec-
iprocity” (Commission on Public Purpose in Higher Education, n.d., Defining 
Community Engagement section)—a subject to which nearly every university 
has directed its gaze. Writing studies scholars looking at the nature of communi-
ty-university partnerships pose relevant questions that are timely to the commu-
nity engagement movement:
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• “Are we privileging ourselves over the community?” (Bortolin, 2011, p. 55).
• “Where is the community in the literature?” (Cruz & Giles, 2000, p. 28).
• “Do they continue their lives unchanged? If not, how do they articulate 

the benefits?” (Ball & Goodburn, 2000, p. 82).
• “How can universities and communities collaborate in ways that are gen-

uinely mutually beneficial?” (Yates & Accardi, 2019, p. 44).
• “What are the ethical obligations and responsibilities of community part-

nerships?” (Taufen, 2018, p. 7).
• “Engagement for what, to what end?” (Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2012, p. 9).

Guiding Principles
Three guiding principles emerge from scholarship on community writing part-
nerships. These principles represent signposts of thought emerging from the field 
of writing studies. They are presented here as an entryway to working with com-
munity partners. The principles are offered in the spirit of a conversation starter 
and as signals in a process rather than as an ending point or a perfect formula for 
community-engaged work. A centralized process for working with community 
partners would be the opposite of what this book is trying to achieve. Instead, 
inspired by the Allied Media Projects’ (n.d.) network principles and the Design 
Justice Network’s (n.d.) principles, the guiding principles offered here can be 
viewed as an inclusive set of values that guides various types of work in the fields 
of writing studies, community writing, computers and writing, and technical and 
professional communication. These principles can provide a starting framework 
for our goals and aims as we work with communities:

1. We prioritize the strengths and assets of our community partners. When 
working with community partners, we focus on the assets inherent in the 
community while building capacity for improvement.

2. We value the co-creation of new knowledge with our community part-
ners. When working with community partners, we create reciprocal, gen-
erative spaces for the co-creation of knowledge.

3. We are committed to a process of transformative change. When working 
with community partners, the impact on the community is prioritized 
throughout the process.

Guiding Principle 1: We Prioritize the Strengths 
and Assets of Our Community Partners

How are we defining “community?” Is the project approached through a 
strengths-based view (rather than a deficit-based view)? The first guiding prin-
ciple intentionally frames work with our partners as a relationship that focuses 
foremost on the partner—rather than the university. The nature of communi-
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ty-engaged work dictates that we direct our energy at real-world issues that are 
defined by communities “as we locate ourselves within the democratic process of 
everyday teaching and learning in our neighborhoods” (Cushman, 1996, p. 12). 
Although it may sound obvious, even self-evident at this point, there is much 
riding on this statement for the field of community writing. Prioritizing commu-
nity partners orients our work in a way that puts our partner’s gains first, rather 
than the gains of the university. Historically this has not always been the case. 
Nadinne I. Cruz and Dwight E. Giles (2000) identified several reasons for the 
lack of attention on communities in engagement scholarship. For one, they noted 
that since the 1990s, community-based learning has focused on validating the 
discipline itself, tending to academic concerns, faculty perceptions, and student 
learning outcomes. It is a relatively common occurrence in community-universi-
ty partnerships that “university representatives frequently exercise more agency 
in partnerships, controlling money, setting schedules based on university time-
lines, privileging student over community outcomes, speaking with discourses 
and epistemologies tied to power, publishing about community members, and 
holding more institutional clout and resources” (Shumake & Shah, 2017. p. 12). 
Additionally, “funders, seeking to document and evaluate their investments, have 
made student outcome research a priority in their grant-making” instead of a 
research focus on community impact (Cruz & Giles, 2000, p. 28).

When putting community first, it is necessary to look at how we attend to 
and define “community.” Many studies use the term “community” when referring 
exclusively to nonprofit participation (Vernon & Ward, 1999). Who or what is 
the community when we in the fields of writing studies and community writing 
refer to it? The community could be located in service-learning partners, non-
profit leadership members, ad hoc community groups, student groups, agencies, 
agencies’ clients, a geographic location, or even a virtual network (to name a few). 
This first principle asks us to consider where we work, prioritizing the commu-
nity in our research, which for some may start with defining what kind of com-
munity we are in partnership with. While it might (again) sound obvious, it is 
not always a cut-and-dried definition, and the waters can quickly get murky. For 
example, when considering a nonprofit organization as a community partner—is 
that organization “the community”? Can the nonprofit be accountable to speak 
on behalf of a community? What happens when the viewpoints of the broader 
community at large differ from the nonprofits that intend to serve them?

In a study of 85 qualitative interviews conducted in three low-income Phila-
delphia neighborhoods, researchers Rebecca J. Kissane and Jeff Gingerich (2004) 
compared how nonprofit directors (n = 51) and community residents (n = 34) 
perceived their neighborhoods’ problems. They found that nonprofit leaders and 
community residents drifted apart in their assessments of the neighborhoods, 
holding widely disparate perspectives. For example, they noted that nonprofit 
leaders indicated lack of jobs and job training as significant problems in the area, 
while lack of youth services, followed by lack of food programs, were indicat-
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ed as problems by community residents. The researchers found that not only do 
nonprofit leaders hold varying viewpoints from community residents but also 
possibly from the nonprofit organization’s funders and donors. To be sure, this 
is a complex issue, warranting ongoing attention. However, what is telling is the 
degree to which we (and, here, I mean teachers in writing studies) might pre-
sume that the nonprofit organizations represent and serve the community, that 
the nonprofit organization is valuable to its community, and that the nonprofit 
organization is accountable to its community. We (and, here, I mean I) have often 
conflated the two, working under the assumption that partnering directly with a 
nonprofit is one of the best ways to benefit the community as a whole.

When working with communities, writing scholars recommend a focus on as-
sets, referring to asset-based community development (Cruz & Giles, 2000; Diehl 
et al., 2008; Saltmarsh et al., 2009; Shah et al., 2018), a movement embraced by the 
community engagement field, “standing as a touchstone for respectful and effec-
tive ways of framing communities” (Shah, 2020, p. 23). Asset-based community 
development arose as a way to rebuild communities by shifting the focus from a 
deficit-view of low-income communities in community development programs 
to a strengths-based view (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993). One of the dangers of 
a deficit-based view is that it positions community members as “fundamentally 
deficient victims incapable of taking charge of their lives and of their communi-
ty’s future” (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993, p. 4). Community writing scholars 
have illustrated how a deficit-view can lead to communities being detrimentally 
perceived in terms of their struggles (Boyle-Baise & Efiom, 1999; Mitchell et al., 
2012). As Cruz and Giles (2000) explained, taking a strengths-based view rather 
than a deficit-view is more beneficial: “Instead of asking what does a community 
need and focusing on its deficiencies, this approach asks what a community has 
that can be further developed and utilized by the community” (p. 31). Rather 
than focusing on the negative elements in communities, such as crime, violence, 
welfare dependency, and drugs, asset-based community development emphasiz-
es recognizing the positive capacities of communities, such as creativity, local 
wisdom, and survival-motivated tactics.

Although well-intentioned, framing partnerships in a way that emphasizes 
responding to a problem or issue in the community can be stigmatizing and can 
cause harm or can even unwittingly promote a savior mentality. Community 
writing scholars Shane Bernardo and Terese G. Monberg (2019) noted that “sav-
ior narratives and community deficit narratives have been critiqued but are also 
ongoing, and what is often missing is a larger story of how these disparities came 
to be and continue” (p. 87). An asset-based approach is also a tool to mindfully 
challenge and confront our own scholarly bias as academics. We are traditionally 
trained to see disciplinary problems and to frame research as a response to a 
problem (whether that be something concrete, such as a pressing social problem 
like incarceration, or something abstract, such as a problem of representation in 
the field). Rather than situating our projects and programs as revolving around 
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community needs or problems (a deficit, problem-based point of view), we can 
emphasize the “importance of utilizing local assets as key resources in tackling 
inequalities” (Harrison et al., 2019, Background section, para. 3). We can work 
on building relationships of mutual respect that promote interdependence be-
tween university and community—where “people can count on their neighbors 
and neighborhood resources for support and strength” (Kretzmann & McKnight, 
1993, p. 27). Kretzmann and McKnight advise that a focus on a community’s as-
sets and resources “offers the most promising route toward successful community 
development” (p. 27).

Guiding Principle 2: We Value the Co-Creation of 
Knowledge With Our Community Partners

Is the project reciprocal? Is the project designed to co-create knowledge? Does 
the project bring the university and community together to share authority for 
knowledge creation? The second guiding principle foregrounds the co-creation 
of knowledge. Community-engaged partnerships involve both the university and 
the community partner’s participation in generating new knowledge. This could 
look quite different from a “service” or “outreach” approach, which may involve 
the “delivery” of expertise, training, or service that travels in one direction from 
the university to the community. Barbara A. Holland (2005) observed, “Too of-
ten, faculty assume that in a campus-community partnership, the faculty role 
is to teach, the students’ role is to learn, and the community partner’s role is to 
provide a laboratory or set of needs to address or to explore” (p. 11). A focus on 
co-creation ensures that community participants are positioned as “coproducers 
of knowledge and practice rather than objects of study” (Costanza-Chock, 2014, 
p. 207). Inherent in the engaged scholarship model is the pursuit of knowledge 
“through the combining of academic knowledge and community-based knowl-
edge, eliminating a hierarchy of knowledge and a one-way flow of knowledge 
outward from the college or university” (Campus Compact, n.d.-b, Defining En-
gaged Scholarship section).

As scholars in community engagement critique, our research has often been 
shaped by colonial ideas of ownership, control, and the pursuit of status, focusing 
more on gains for the university than on gains for the community (Hartman 2015; 
Mathieu 2005; Patel 2015; Saltmarsh & Hartley 2012; Shah 2020). As Shah (2020) 
has noted, colonial patterns reinforce “paternalistic views of communities that 
legitimize university control of funds, agents, and decisions in collaborations,” 
and she has warned that these “patterns stretch back to the early days of commu-
nity engagement and the community writing fields, and they will continue in the 
future if they are not interrupted” (p. 173).

Part of the work to decolonize partnerships rests in the politics of knowledge 
construction. As we work as a field to deepen community engagement, we must 
examine how narrowly we may have come to determine and evaluate our ways of 
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knowing—for example, favoring expert or specialist knowledge over community 
knowledge. Privileging university-based knowledge and undervaluing commu-
nity-based knowledge has deep consequences. It invalidates “the knowledges of 
community members, and thus makes deep partnership and the practice of col-
laborative knowledge production difficult” (Shah, 2020, p. 5). Part of our work 
moving forward includes how to orient our partnerships so that both communi-
ty-based knowledge and university-based knowledge are truly valued in a context 
of partnership and reciprocity.

Community writing scholars have long noted the importance of building re-
ciprocal relations with community partners (d’Arlach et al., 2009; Flower 2008; 
Lohr & Lindenman, 2018; Sandy & Holland 2006). Through this scholarship, we 
can better understand what defines the movement today and how to support it 
in our work. Lina D. Dostilio and her colleagues (2012) conducted a useful con-
cept review of reciprocity in community engagement literature in which they 
examined three orientations to reciprocity in the field of university-community 
partnerships. The first orientation looked at reciprocity through the lens of ex-
change—when both parties participate in the interchange of benefits, resources, 
or actions. The second orientation examined reciprocity through the lens of influ-
ence—when both parties in the collaboration are iteratively changed due to being 
influenced by the participants and their contributed ways of knowing and doing. 
The last orientation saw reciprocity through the lens of generativity—a function 
of the collaborative relationship in which participants (who have or develop iden-
tities as co-creators) become and/or produce something new together that would 
not otherwise exist. This orientation may involve transformation of “individual 
ways of knowing and being or of the systems of which the relationship is a part” 
(Dostilio et al., 2012, p. 20).

A generative view of reciprocity aligns with notions of “thick” reciproci-
ty—reciprocity that “emphasizes shared voice and power and insists upon col-
laborative knowledge construction and joint ownership of work processes and 
products” (Jameson et al., 2011, p. 264). “Thinner” reciprocity is demonstrated by 
the transactional, exchange-oriented relationship and grows “thicker” the more 
both parties engage in the “collaborative generation of knowledge, shared power, 
and joint ownership of the full scope of work processes and outcomes” (Janke, 
2018, p. 12). A thicker, richer reciprocal approach means that partners are work-
ing to “share and shape ideas together in a generative and collaborative spirit” 
(Janke, 2018, p. 13).

To construct genuinely collaborative partnerships, “we need to consider the 
relationship-building process, which involves multiple parties, all of whom need 
to contribute to the construction of the relationship for it to be reciprocal” (Pow-
ell & Takayoshi, 2003, p. 417). Reciprocal relationship building calls for “an open 
and conscious negotiation of the power structures reproduced during the give-
and-take interactions of the people involved in both sides of the relationship” 
(Cushman, 1996, p.16). This orientation shifts the position of communities from 
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knowledge consumers to capable knowledge producers and acknowledges the 
inherent expertise that lies within communities. A generative reciprocal relation-
ship may mean that both parties are not only learning with but from one anoth-
er in a non-hierarchical process. A reciprocal relationship may also mean that 
power and authority are shared “in all aspects of the relationship, from defining 
problems, choosing approaches, addressing issues, developing the final products, 
and participating in assessment” (Saltmarsh et al., 2009, p.10). In an equity-based 
collaboration, we position ourselves as “stewards not of specific pieces of knowl-
edge but rather of the productive and generative spaces that allow for finding 
knowledge” (Patel, 2015, p.79). By designing spaces for the discovery and co-cre-
ation of knowledge, we build capacity within our communities and gain insights 
that can inform our discipline as we strive to do better. These conversations are 
signposts for consideration regarding the co-creation of knowledge within writ-
ing partnerships.

Guiding Principle 3: We Are Committed to a 
Process of Transformative Change

Are the community’s gains put first? Does the research project apply new knowl-
edge to address issues in the community? Is the research impact collaboratively 
evaluated? Is the impact transformative? The third guiding principle entails col-
laboratively assessing impact and social change at the level of the partnership. 
It focuses on shifting from a relationship based on transaction to one based on 
transformation. Designing spaces for mutual knowledge creation and mutual 
benefit requires intentional framing of the research. A community-based ap-
proach asks both parties to define the topic at hand and frame the inquiry regard-
ing the issue. How we first frame the research question (or the design question) 
not only establishes a research project but also plays a crucial role in limiting 
what can and cannot happen within our partnerships (discussed in more detail 
in Chapter 2 and Chapter 4). Community-engaged scholarship involves an ap-
proach to research that “moves away from emphasizing products (e.g., publica-
tions) to emphasizing impact” (Fitzgerald et al., 2012, p. 7). That is not to say that 
products and publications are not necessary but rather that we should prioritize 
a commitment to community impact throughout the process. This prioritization 
has not always been the case, as research on the effects of engagement on commu-
nity partners is conspicuously lacking (Blouin & Perry, 2009; Cooks & Scharrer, 
2006; Sandy & Holland 2006; Shah 2020). If we are to remain accountable to our 
partners, we “have to adjust our lines of inquiry and our discourse to be sure we 
are engaging with communities with every effort to partner mutually with, and to 
the equal benefit of, our communities” (Bortolin, 2011, p. 56). The CCCC State-
ment on Community-Engaged Projects in Rhetoric and Composition now urges 
scholars to focus on communities by providing “evidence of discernible, specific 
contributions such projects make to the public good” (Conference on College 
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Composition and Communication, 2016). By putting the community’s gains first 
(over the university’s gains and commitments, such as in our publications, grants, 
and even student learning outcomes), we can frame our research as “a process 
which builds community,” and our “research can be viewed as community-build-
ing” (Checkoway, 2015, p. 139). We can learn what is possible in this enterprise by 
asking more focused questions that help us achieve the goals of both university 
and community partners.

Framing our research from a community-based perspective means that we 
can also evaluate our research from a community-based perspective. We can re-
main accountable to our partners by asking, “Did we engage in a process that 
builds community? Evaluation of our work can be grounded in a framework of 
alignment that values the building of trusting, mutually enriching relations with 
community partners. When the project cycle is near completion, we can ask, “Has 
there been an increase in net community assets? “ (Cruz & Giles, 2000, p. 31). 
These questions can be set into motion from the beginning of the partnership as 
we align our resources around our shared goals. Just as knowledge can be co-con-
structed in research partnerships, we can collaboratively evaluate their outcomes. 
When both parties prioritize a commitment to community impact, they can

design and implement the actions to be taken on the basis of 
their shared understanding of the problem. Together, the par-
ties can develop plans of action to improve the situation togeth-
er, and they evaluate the adequacy of what was done. (Green-
wood, 2008, p. 327).

Further research into methods for evaluation are warranted since “a major 
voice that’s missing . . . is whether the community partners feel like they’re getting 
benefit out of a mutually-beneficial partnership” (Yates & Accardi, 2019, p.41). 
Community engagement scholar Kathleen Bortolin (2011) asked practitioners “to 
undertake more research focused on community voice, community perspective, 
and community outcomes” (p. 56). In answering that call, scholars are exploring 
evaluative approaches that have roots in reciprocal principles. Community part-
ner evaluations of the projects and other forms of feedback from “community 
members might be immediately useful for community engagement coordina-
tors, instructors, and administrators looking to understand community impact 
and improve programs to deepen reciprocity” (Shumake & Shah, 2017, p. 14). To 
better measure partnership outcomes, Shah (2020) recommended a participato-
ry evaluation process, a form of “program evaluation that involves stakeholders 
in analyzing the effectiveness and impact of an initiative” (p. 144). Shumake & 
Shah (2017) further suggested that “inviting community members to contribute 
to student grading might . . .have the potential to be both a valid form of assess-
ment and a method for better incorporating . . .reciprocity (p. 14). Stephen Dan-
ley and Gayle Christiansen (2019) proposed implementing community boards 
“as an oversight mechanism grounded in community that can address the often 
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conflicting multi-dimensional ethical responsibilities within such partnerships 
from a community perspective” (p.8). There is a growing focus on how recip-
rocal evaluation methods such as partner evaluations, community grading, and 
community boards, help ensure that the requirements and expectations of both 
parties are met. These methods may also help ensure that our work is more in-
clusive and just.

We know that projects in community writing entail an enduring commit-
ment to working with and within local communities. It takes time to build re-
ciprocal relationships and to understand the nature and the possibilities of such 
work. Writing with communities is a form of slow media. Slow-media is the 
antithesis to a fast-paced, design-sprint ethos. Sasha Costanza-Chock (2020) 
has argued that

start-up ideology, such as “move fast, break things” and “fail 
hard, fail fast,” can become a justification for working styles that 
replicate broader structural inequality, when privileged student 
designers get to have a learning experience that involves making 
mistakes in the real world at the expense of community part-
ners. (Preface section)

Like the slow food movement, the slow media movement is about making con-
scious decisions to consume and produce sustainable work that will help us 
grow, both in our classrooms and in our communities. Circulating disciplinary 
views suggest that engaged research should ground long-term faculty commit-
ments in communities to build these relationships (Cushman 1996; Powell & 
Takayoshi 2003; Prell 2003; Taggart 2007). Powell & Takayoshi suggested that 
“thinking about the ethics of our research relationships will expand the ways we 
can envision the shape these relationships might take” (p. 398). To build stronger 
relationships with communities, partnerships “need to be viewed less as discrete, 
short-term efforts that function alongside the core work of the academy and 
more as mechanisms for making engagement an essential vehicle to accomplish 
higher education’s most important goals” (Fitzgerald et al., 2012, p. 23). To work 
toward our higher-order objectives requires that we shift our view from project 
deliverables at the end of the semester toward more sustainable and long-term 
commitments. This means that our community partnerships might not neces-
sarily be conducted, completed, or evaluated in one semester—what many, in-
cluding myself, have often accepted as the default setting for a course project. 
Christina L. Prell (2003) argued that “long-term commitments allow scholars 
to understand better the needs of community clients and come up with well-
planned, sustainable solutions to those needs” (p. 194). This might entail setting 
the expectations up front that students contribute to a larger conversation with 
the community partner and that their work is not necessarily to complete a proj-
ect deliverable in a given semester; rather, their work is part of a more consider-
able, ongoing investment.
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By intentionally framing our research as a long-term process that builds com-
munity, we can begin to do just that—reimagine our programs, our partnerships, 
even our discipline. As community writing scholar Jeff Grabill (2010) acknowl-
edged, it is possible to frame engaged scholarship in a way that can “drive change 
within a department, program, or college in terms of how that activity is un-
derstood and valued” (p.20). Through this work, we can learn to build not only 
mutually beneficial partnerships but also mutually transformative ones. Building 
transformative relationships “requires the fostering of substantive shifts in in-
stitutional culture and academic practices” (Yates & Accardi, 2019, p. 34). Deep 
and lasting change is not a single end point but rather emerges over time “from 
an accountable, accessible, and collaborative process” (Costanza-Chock, 2020, 
Preface section). For deep and transformative change to occur, we must examine 
power and privilege in an intentional and reciprocal process. Dostilio and co-au-
thors (2012) claimed that “the potential of reciprocity within these new spaces is 
generativity-oriented in that it opens the possibility for new and different ways 
of being, processes, and outcomes to emerge” (p. 25). These principles provide a 
starting framework for our goals and aims as we work with communities.
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Chapter 2. How Might We Join With 
Community Partners in a Process 

of Inquiry That Embodies the Values 
of Mutuality and Reciprocity?

This chapter focuses on methods of collaboration in community-engaged partner-
ships. The approach to collaboration with partners will determine how new knowl-
edge is produced by whom, for whom, and by what means. If the goal is to engage 
in the “mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge and resources in a context of 
partnership and reciprocity” (Commission on Public Purpose in Higher Educa-
tion, n.d., Defining Community Engagement section) we will need methods that 
best enable that outcome. The guiding principles from Chapter 1 represent some 
emerging thoughts within the field of community writing. These principles can 
provide a framework for our goals and aims as we work with communities.

How can we best join with community partners in a process of inquiry that 
embodies these values? While there are many methods for facilitating projects 
with communities, including community-engaged research, participatory ac-
tion research (PAR), service design, design-based research (DBR), assets-based 
community development (ABCD), and community-based participatory research 
(CBPR), this chapter will focus primarily on four design research methods for 
working with community partners:

• design thinking,
• co-design,
• design justice, and my own contribution, 
• equity-based approaches in community writing.

Each of these collaborative methods entails a design research process where “peo-
ple seek to understand, interpret and ultimately address a challenge or opportu-
nity in their present reality by conceptually developing and creating things (e.g., 
spaces, physical products, services, infrastructures, policies etc.) that could create 
a (better) future reality” (Zamenopoulos & Alexiou, 2018, p.11). After a discus-
sion of design thinking, co-design, and design justice, this chapter describes an 
equity-based approach to creating generative spaces in which communities and 
universities can collaborate in a research process specifically suited for the field 
of writing studies.

Design Thinking
When using design thinking, we start from a place of inquiry, whether the proj-
ect engages directly with community members or indirectly with communities by 
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working with nonprofit staff. Design thinking can be a valuable method to facilitate 
aspects of community-engaged projects with community partners. According to 
social scientist Herbert Simon (1981), “Everyone designs who devises courses of 
action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones” (p. 54). Emerging 
in the 1970s-1980s to describe designers’ ways of knowing (Cross, 1982; Lawson, 
1980; McKim, 1972), design thinking is an approach to creative problem solving 
that uses the lens of inquiry. The process typically includes a cycle of empathizing, 
defining, ideating, prototyping, and testing (Brown, 2009). The specific methods 
employed, however, are not as important as the overall process, which is grounded 
in understanding what is meaningful to the audience, discovering the audience’s 
articulated and unarticulated needs and desires, imagining the world from the au-
dience’s perspective, and connecting with the audience around what is meaningful 
and valuable to them (Brown, 2009; Cross, 2011; Lockwood, 2009).

With its rhetorical, audience-based approach and its claims to demystify the 
design process, it is easy to understand how practitioners have taken up design 
thinking in the field of writing studies. James P. Purdy (2014) acknowledged the ties 
between design thinking and the writing process in his article “What Can Design 
Thinking Offer Writing Studies?” in which he examined the level of “comfort that 
many members of the field feel using the language of design to explain the writ-
ing practices they study, teach, and enact” (p. 613). Composition scholar Richard 
Marback (2009), drawing on the work of Richard Buchanan, called for “a fuller 
turn to design in composition studies” and argued for design as a way into “wicked 
problems”—complex cultural or social planning problems in the real world that are 
not inherently solvable (p. 400). Design thinking not only helps students under-
stand and practice the process of inquiry, it also helps “students learn to practice a 
focused, coherent approach to collaborative invention” (Wible, 2020, p. 413). Ap-
plying design thinking methods to real-world projects allows students “to think in 
terms of collaborative responses” (Purdy, 2014, p. 631). Additionally, design think-
ing in the writing classroom can “facilitate students’ engagement with writing in 
ways that lead them to see its value for their future” (Leverenz, 2014, p. 10).

Another benefit to the writing studies audience of the design thinking process 
is how it invites students to view issues through multiple points of view. In Scott 
Wible’s (2020) article “Using Design Thinking to Teach Creative Problem Solving 
in Writing Courses,” he noted,

Common proposal and feasibility report assignments too often 
allow students to describe problems from their own self-in-
terested perspectives, encourage them to move too quickly to 
proposing solutions, or allow them simply to import solutions 
used elsewhere or develop new solutions from the comfort of 
the classroom. (p. 421)

Design thinking tools offer students ways to engage with “other stakeholders in 
order to discover new insights on problems and to develop creative solutions” 
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(Wible, 2020, p. 421). Importantly, for some students, a community partner proj-
ect might be the first time they are asked to create something that takes another’s 
point of view into account.

Design thinking offers a roadmap for applying design research methods to 
a community partner project. Design thinking courses, workshops, and certifi-
cates are currently provided across disciplines and fields—through IDEO, an in-
ternational design and consulting firm; Berkeley’s Advanced Media Institute; the 
University of Pennsylvania’s nursing program; and MIT’s Sloan School of Man-
agement, to name just a few. Not just for the elite institutions, design thinking is 
promoted in a wide range of settings, from start-up incubators, nonprofit boot 
camps, and continuing education classes at community colleges. The Hasso Plat-
tner Institute of Design at Stanford University (also known as the d.school) shares 
a Creative Commons “crash course” by way of a three-hour video session. De-
sign thinking is now packaged as a popular commodity with online enrollment 
and flexible payment options. From universities to industry to nonprofits, design 
thinking has broad appeal.

It has been noted, however, that part of the appeal of design thinking is in 
the way it packages a designer’s sensibilities and tools “for a non-designer au-
dience by codifying their processes into a prescriptive, step by step approach to 
creative problem solving, claiming that it can be applied by anyone to any prob-
lems” (Jen, 2017, para. 5). While design thinking has many benefits, feminist 
scholars urge us to consider if this system can be everything to all people—and 
more importantly, should it be? Feminist scholars warn that the current perva-
siveness of design thinking across sectors can ultimately be a colonizing project 
to the extent that it can be ascribed to anything and everything. Sociologist 
Ruha Benjamin (2019) claimed that “whether or not design-speak sets out to 
colonize human activity, it is enacting a monopoly over creative thought and 
praxis” (p. 179) and asked, “What is gained and by whom in the process of sub-
merging so much heterogeneity under the rubric of design?” (p. 176). Feminist 
designers and scholars claim that “the assumptions and methods of designers 
do not receive nearly as much critical engagement as they should” (Benjamin, 
2019, p. 174). Part of what is at stake here is the question: Who is prioritized in 
the design process? Benjamin (2019) argued that such a wide focus on design 
could diminish

the insights and agency of those who are discounted because 
they are not designers, capitalizing on the demand for novel-
ty across numerous fields of action and coaxing everyone who 
dons the cloak of design into being seen and heard through the 
dominant aesthetic of innovation. (p. 179)

Design scholar Lucy Kimbell (2011) also acknowledged that “accounts of design 
thinking continue to privilege the designer, however empathetic, as the main 
agent in design” (p. 300). For example, in community-engaged projects, com-
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munities are often invited “to give their perspective and to give their feedback, 
but are otherwise left out of the design process” (Miller, 2017, para. 6). Hosting 
a community feedback session with community partners is not enough. As Meg 
Miller (2017) noted, Antionette Carroll, founder of the Creative Reaction Lab, has 
explained, “You cannot say that you are effectively addressing these issues if you 
are not including the people affected by them into your efforts, and giving them 
access to power” (para. 7). If we are committed to co-creation and putting the 
community first in our writing projects, we need to do more than host a feedback 
session—we need to join together with communities in a way that works to build 
on their ideas and visions.

Another critique of design thinking is its emphasis on problem solving. As 
discussed in Chapter 1, an asset-based approach favors the framing of commu-
nity projects in terms of strengths rather than in the language of problems and 
solutions. Employing solutionist language can do more harm than good. Scholar 
Lee Vinsel (2017) has argued that using design thinking in courses conveys an 
“elitist, Great White Hope vision of change that literally asks students to imag-
ine themselves entering a situation to solve other people’s problems” (para. 37). 
Solutionist language can also give students an “unrealistic idea of design and the 
work that goes into creating positive change” (Vinsel, 2017, para. 36). When work-
ing in communities, we confront inherently complex and “wicked” issues—the 
consequences of inequitable and unjust systems. In Miller’s (2017) article “Want 
to Fight Inequality? Forget Design Thinking,” she claimed, “These systems are so 
embedded into history and society they are invisible to many, meaning there’s 
no one simple thing to solve for” (para. 12). As Miller (2017) noted of Carroll, 
the founder of Creative Reaction Lab, she “prefers to use the word ‘approaches’ 
rather than ‘solutions’… because it shows this is not a finite type of solution—it’s 
flexible, it’s agile” (para. 12). Similarly, Horst W. J. Rittel and Melvin M. Webber 
(1973) acknowledged that wicked problems are not inherently solvable, rather, “at 
best they are only re-solved over and over again” (p. 160). We must be mindful 
with our words; communities are not problems to be overcome or solutions to be 
sought. We too might take up the language of asset-based creative approaches in 
working with communities toward equity and justice in all aspects of the part-
nership.

Overall, design thinking can offer us valuable tools in community-engaged 
projects. However, what would be lost if we relied on design thinking (a system 
championed widely by industry in the global North) as our sole method of en-
gagement for working with communities? As educator Sherri Spelic (2018) noted 
of design thinking, it suits “a certain kind of neoliberal enthusiasm for entre-
preneurship and start-up culture. I question how well it lends itself to address-
ing social dilemmas fueled by historic inequality and stratification” (para. 18). A 
challenge for those working from a design thinking perspective will be moving 
from a limited feedback model to a working model that more deeply values social 
justice, reciprocity, and the co-creation of knowledge.
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Co-Design

This section moves beyond design thinking to examine co-design as a method for 
community-engaged partnerships. Co-design is about “people designing togeth-
er” and has roots in 1970s Scandinavian participatory design techniques (Sand-
ers, 2002, p. 9). Co-design is an umbrella term used for a variety of collaborative 
approaches—such as co-operative design, open design, and service design—all 
attempting to involve stakeholders and use participatory means deeply. A key 
tenet of co-design is the building and deepening of shared collaboration between 
communities attempting to resolve a particular design challenge in a particular 
context. Co-design is used in both academia and professional practice as a term 
to indicate the sharing of power and the prioritizing of the community in the 
design research process (McKercher, 2020). It occurs over time and “requires a 
different kind of relation between people which incorporates trust, open and ac-
tive communication and multiple learning” (Burkett, 2012, p. 8).

Co-design works to shift the power relationship between designers and par-
ticipants from hierarchical to collaborative. In projects employing co-design, 
both parties are viewed as co-creators. Community writing scholar Thomas 
Deans (2010), in Writing and Community Engagement: A Critical Sourcebook, 
distinguished between (a) programs that write for the community, (b) programs 
that write about the community, and (c) programs that write with the community. 
Participatory methods firmly fall into the latter category, writing with, although 
as Deans acknowledged, the definite boundaries are not quite as distinct as they 
seem on paper. A key tenet of co-design is the view that “collaboration is more 
than just tapping into the individual knowledge that internal and external stake-
holders possess. It is about discovering their unique, and collective perspectives 
on the systems in which they live, which makes it vital to create together” (Stra-
tos Innovation Group, 2016, para. 3). In the co-design process, “the knowledge 
that stakeholders bring, is both explicit and tacit” (Langley et al., 2018, “What 
is co-design?” section). It is critical that community partners see the design re-
search process as equitable and are seen, heard, and treated as leaders and deci-
sion-makers throughout the process. Communities are positioned as experts of 
their own lived experience within the process, and their voices become central to 
the project. We can value community voices by supporting their perspectives and 
stories in order to combat biases and assumptions and to “focus on strengths and 
resources that acknowledge but don’t focus solely on disadvantage” (McKercher, 
2020, p. 171). In working toward reciprocal relationships, there are many ways to 
approach meaningful co-creation in research with our partners; we can gather 
the information together, co-create design questions, share insights, and co-eval-
uate outcomes, to name a few. Co-design is a flexible approach; we can ask our 
partners how they would like to share power and authority when we begin.

Despite our well-meaning intentions, the field of community writing acknowl-
edges the work that is still left to be done: “Social, cultural, racial, economic, and 



30   Chapter 2

educational inequalities make it difficult for instructors to bring the ideals of rec-
iprocity into practice” (Shumake & Shah, 2017, p. 6). Saying that we value co-cre-
ation with communities does not lessen the “unequal power dynamics that com-
monly exist between students and community members, especially when students 
are from privileged or elite backgrounds” (Shumake & Shah, 2017, p. 6). Addition-
ally, Kelly A. McKercher (2020) argued that in order “to continue shifting power it’s 
critical that we evaluate the success of co-design processes and their outputs (e.g., 
a service or policy) against whether they create value, from the perspective of the 
people they’re supposed to benefit” (p. 219). Co-design is the act of creating with 
“stakeholders . . . specifically within the design development process to ensure the 
results meet their needs and are usable” (Stratos Innovation Group, 2016, para. 6). A 
co-design process is determined successful if the products or services “create value 
for the people they are intended to benefit” (McKercher (2020) p. 18).

In a university context, regardless of the amount of scaffolding provided by 
the educator, co-designing with communities can be a daunting endeavor with 
multiple moving parts. Many co-designed projects are not usable by commu-
nity partners despite our best efforts. To this point, Shah (2020) followed up on 
43 student projects created by various professional writing classes for nonprofits 
and found that fewer than one third of them were usable by the organization 
without alterations, and according to her, the outcomes of the projects, such as 
“brochures, promotional videos, data reports, or website plans . . . were not read-
ily usable” (p. 67). Moreover, in her interviews, she discovered that the nonprofits

discussed an ideal student group that would have the confidence 
to propose fresh ideas rather than merely follow the directions 
of the nonprofit staffer, to interact as colleagues rather than stu-
dents - demonstrating assertiveness but also responsiveness - 
and to communicate about problems as they arose. They wanted 
students to participate in many ways as professional consultants, 
rather than as pupils. In sum, they wanted students to play an 
active role in the knowledge network. (Shah, 2020, p. 84)

Ultimately, the decision to implement the project as submitted by the students 
lies with the community partner. If there is still time in the semester, perhaps 
there is a chance to synthesize more feedback for revision. If the semester is over, 
there may be a chance to develop the project (and the community partner rela-
tionship) with another group of students in a different semester. One of the many 
challenges is “learning how to successfully navigate the ‘messiness’ of an inclusive 
design process that takes everyone’s lived experience seriously” (Costanza-Chock, 
Preface section). When our research is grounded in co-creation methods, we can 
make more significant strides toward designing with our partners, not just for our 
partners—and having those designs actually be useful to the community. In this 
way, co-design is more than a research process—it is a movement toward more 
just and equitable partnerships.
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Design Justice

If we want to change inequitable and unjust systems, first we need to do the work 
to understand them. It is not enough to join with community partners in a pro-
cess of inquiry that embodies the values of mutuality and reciprocity—unless we 
are also examining the reasons why “not everyone starts with the same resources 
or experiences the same barriers to success” (Mission Investors Exchange, 2019, 
para. 10). In our work with communities, we must seek to understand the follow-
ing: “Why are these communities in need? Why are these communities similar in 
demographics regardless of where they are located across the country? Why have 
the needs been consistent for several decades?” (Campus Compact, n.d.-a, para. 
1). Centering equity in our work with communities means that we learn from 
those with experience in historically underinvested neighborhoods. The National 
Equity Project (n.d.) has argued that

our public systems (education, healthcare, criminal justice, hous-
ing, etc.) were not created to produce equal outcomes or experi-
ences for everyone. These structures - past and present - maintain 
inequity by design. These inequitable systems were not created by 
accident and they will not be undone by chance. New, liberating 
systems must be designed with conscious intention and a shared 
vision for a desired future state. (We Believe section)

When we center equity and justice in our projects, we begin to do the work 
of understanding why our current systems perpetuate inequity by design. Unless 
we are doing this work, our efforts toward mutuality and reciprocity are little 
more than lip service since “one cannot reciprocally value what one does not 
understand” (Davis et al., 2017, p. 49). Centering equity and justice in our work 
with community partners offers a way to diversify our theory building—”a vital 
project for the field of community writing” that seeks to “highlight inequalities 
between university and community” (Shah, 2020, p. 10). Charting a new path 
toward justice means creating spaces where “power, privilege, and oppression are 
actively and intentionally considered” (Dostilio et al., 2012, p. 25). The power dy-
namics that uphold oppression are embedded, in fact designed into, the very sys-
tems we want to change. Part of our work will necessarily be about how “systems 
of oppression, inequality, inequity are by design; therefore, they can and must be 
redesigned” (Creative Reaction Lab, 2019, para. 3).

In their recent book Design Justice: Community-Led Practices to Build the 
Worlds We Need, Costanza-Chock (2020) described the design justice movement 
as “a growing community of practice that aims to ensure a more equitable distri-
bution of design’s benefits and burdens; meaningful participation in design de-
cisions; and recognition of community-based, Indigenous, and diasporic design 
traditions, knowledge, and practices” (Introduction section). Design justice works 
to employ collaborative practices to prioritize people who have been historically 
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underinvested by design. It is a community-focused approach that intentionally 
asks “how design reproduces and/or challenges the matrix of domination (white 
supremacy, heteropatriarchy, capitalism, ableism, settler colonialism, and other 
forms of structural inequality)” (Costanza-Chock, 2020, Introduction section). 
According to design justice practitioners, “We have an ethical imperative to sys-
temically advance the participation of marginalized communities in all stages of 
the technology design process; through this process, resources and power can be 
more equitably distributed” (Costanza-Chock, 2018, p.6).

Critical discussions centering on design justice originated at a session titled 
“Generating Shared Principles for Design Justice” at the 2015 Allied Media Con-
ference in Detroit, facilitated by designers Una Lee and Wesley Taylor, in which

the hope was to start shaping a shared definition of “design jus-
tice” — as distinguished from “design for social impact” or “de-
sign for good”, which are well intentioned but because they are 
not driven by principles of justice can be harmful, exclusionary, 
and can perpetuate the systems and structures that give rise to 
the need for design interventions in the first place. How could 
we redesign design so that those who are normally marginal-
ized by it, those who are characterized as passive beneficiaries 
of design thinking, become co-creators of solutions, of futures?” 
(Design Justice Network, 2016, para. 2)

The Design Justice Network officially began the following year at the 2016 
Allied Media Conference through a network gathering organized by Lee, Taylor, 
Victoria Barnett, Carlos Garcia, and Nontsikelelo Mutiti. Network gatherings at 
the Allied Media Conference have established opportunities for “a . . . way to 
connect with other people who share your values around a shared purpose or 
cause” (Allied Media Conference, n.d., FAQ 4). Today, the Design Justice Net-
work includes over 2,000 “designers, developers, technologists, scholars, educa-
tors, community organizers, and many others who are working to examine and 
transform design values, practices, narratives, sites, and pedagogies so that they 
don’t continue to reinforce interlocking systems of structural inequality” (Cos-
tanza-Chock, 2020, Preface) The members of the Design Justice Network pro-
duce zines, organize local nodes, host programs, trainings, reading groups, and 
working groups, and continue to coordinate an ongoing track at the annual Allied 
Media Conference. Their goal is to actively dismantle, rather than unintentionally 
reinforce, what Patricia Hill Collins (1990) termed “the matrix of domination” (p. 
556). As Costanza-Chock (2020) explained,

For many people from marginalized groups, the ways that the 
matrix of domination is both reproduced by and produces de-
signed objects and systems at every level— from city planning 
and the built environment to everyday consumer technologies 
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to the affordances of popular social media platforms—generates 
a constant feeling of alterity (feeling of being othered). (Design 
Values section)

The goals of the design justice movement are to grow a community of practice 
that works, not to limit or exclude design choices but rather to offer a robust 
framework that can be used “as a prism through which we generate a far wider 
rainbow of possible choices, each better tailored to reflect the needs of a specific 
group of people” (Costanza-Chock, 2020, Directions for Future Work section).

Achieving reciprocity in community partnerships “requires that all involved 
maintain their integrity to their own perspective, and bring their unique perspec-
tive to the project, sharing openly so that all may benefit from others’ knowledge; 
the process is one in which diversity is truly a strength” (Davis et al., 2017, p. 49). 
By centering equity and justice in our work, we are better prepared to value multi-
ple ways of knowing and being. Pursuing research together in reciprocal partner-
ship means “providing a way for people to share their knowledge from the mar-
gins” (Shah, 2020, p. 26). Our community partners hold unique insight (not in 
spite of, but) because of their positionality. Valuing experiential knowledge, lived 
experience, and counter-storytelling (narratives that counter dominant assump-
tions) are some ways to prioritize underinvested voices in community-university 
partnerships. There is a growing community of practitioners—people, agencies, 
universities, and organizations—who work daily to leverage the power of design 
for equity. The design justice movement is just one of many spaces that reflect the 
values of anti-racism, anti-oppression, and justice. These include the following 
organizations:

• And Also Too’s mission  is to “facilitate the co-creation of art, design, 
media, and technology to support movements for justice and liberation” 
(para. 1).

• Boston University Center for Antiracist Research’s mission “is to convene 
researchers and practitioners from various disciplines to figure out novel 
and practical ways to understand, explain, and solve seemingly intractable 
problems of racial inequity and injustice” (Boston University Center for 
Antiracist Research, n.d., para. 1).

• Creative Reaction Lab’s mission is “to educate, train, and challenge Black 
and Latinx youth to become leaders in designing healthy and racially eq-
uitable communities” (n.d., para. 1).

• Highlander Research and Education Center’s mission is to catalyze “grass-
roots organizing and movement building in Appalachia and the South” 
(n.d., para 1).

• Hyphen-Labs is an international team of women of color “driven to cre-
ate engaging ways to explore planetary-centered design. In the process they 
challenge conventions and stimulate conversations, placing collective needs 
and experiences at the center of evolving narratives” (n.d., para. 1).
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• Ida B. Wells JUST Data Lab’s mission is to join Princeton University “stu-
dents, educators, activists, and artists. . . . to rethink and retool data for 
justice” (The Center for Digital Humanities at Princeton, n.d., para. 1).

• Research Action Design’s mission is to “co-design tools, develop technol-
ogy, and conduct essential research grounded in the needs and leadership 
of communities” (n.d., para. 2).

Equity-Based Approaches in Community Writing
While the previous three approaches to design research have their respective 
merits, none were explicitly created for writing partnerships. Additionally, ap-
proaching writing collaborations using only one of these methods may permit 
critical gaps that unintentionally threaten to undermine the work being attempt-
ed. For example, design thinking without the balance of a social justice frame-
work could potentially perpetuate oppressive systems. Thus, here I introduce 
what I call equity-based approaches in community writing that synthesize assets 
from the previous methods discussed into a single, practical approach tailored for 
use in community writing.

Design research methods often employ an iterative feedback process, or 
what action research perennially (at least for the last 75 years) depicts as “spiral 
steps that form ‘a circle of planning, action and fact finding about the result of 
the action” (Lewin, 1946, p. 52). Typically, the “circle of planning” is represented 
as a cyclical or hexagonal model with arrows indicating the action steps—a tidy 
package codified by a step-by-step procedure for the research. Although these 
visual models are ubiquitous and easy to understand, they are not always real-
istic, nor do they always represent what the collaborative process actually looks 
like. We know community writing can be messy, complex, “wicked” work that 
does not always adhere to a tidy step-by-step process. As Maggie Gram (2019) 
wrote, “to address a wicked problem is to look for its roots—and there’s no 
hexagon map for getting there” (para. 64). My approach to community writing 
looks more like Figure 2.1.

The process represented in Figure 2.1 is a flexible and accommodating ap-
proach to writing and designing with community partners. In astronomy, the 
pole star positioned at the top of the illustration serves as a guide much like a 
compass would. In the northern hemisphere, the pole star never rises or sets and 
is visible any time of year. In this illustration, the pole star represents aspiring 
concepts such as social justice, reciprocity, and transformative change. These are 
the higher-order goals of our community-university partnerships. This pole star 
guides our work with communities and informs our on-the-ground tactics and 
decisions as we chart our path. Even if we are not always perfect at living up to 
all of them all of the time, we are actively engaging with these goals, and they can 
guide our work.
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Figure 2.1. Equity-based approaches in community writing
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Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh (2008) has used a similar analogy when 
discussing mindfulness practices. His teaching has included the idea that the goal 
of mindfulness practice is “not to be perfect but simply to be mindful of our-
selves, even when we make mistakes,” and he continued,

If you are lost in a forest at night, you can follow the North Star 
to find your way out. You follow the North Star, but your goal 
is to get back home; it’s not to arrive at the North Star. (Hanh, 
2008, p. 62)

Similarly, the goal here is “not to arrive at the North Star”—it is “to get back 
home”— to do better work with our partners to build more just and transforma-
tive worlds.

In Figure 2.1, below the pole star there are seven stars that depict the asterism 
known throughout the world by various names, including the Big Dipper, bear, 
plough, rudder, and sages. Metaphorically, these stars can be viewed not as linear 
steps in a process but as approaches or possibilities for engagement that center 
equity when collaborating with communities. These approaches are discussed in 
more detail below and are put into practice in a case study in the next chapter.

Building Empathy

To build empathy, we create a research context where positionality, power, and 
privilege are actively considered. Empathy is an essential part of the research pro-
cess, as it “is the active attempt to understand another person’s perspective by 
imagining how you would feel, think, or act if put in their situation” (Creative 
Reaction Lab, 2018, p. 19). In building empathy, we can examine how our own 
identities, values, biases, assumptions, and relationships to power and privilege 
impact how we engage with ourselves, each other, and the communities with 
whom we work. Charting a path toward justice means creating a research context 
where positionality, power, and privilege are actively and internally considered. 
The University of Pennsylvania’s Weingarten Learning Resources Center provides 
materials for students and faculty on positionality in the context of research eth-
ics. In one blog post, the Weingarten Learning Resources Center (2017) noted 
that “power dynamics flow through every vein of the research process” and stated 
that “it is our ethical duty to intentionally and mindfully attend to our role(s) 
in the contextual power interplay of the research process” (para. 1). We must be 
intentional about creating spaces to critically reflect with students on how our 
positionalities both cohere and diverge from our research inquiries. Part of this 
work entails examining our positionality and asking, “How does my positionality 
recognize, honor, and or problematize notions of difference (politics, economics, 
class, race, ethnicity, citizenship, legality, age, ability, education, sexuality, gender, 
or religion) as a conceptual praxis of analysis for my research context?” (Weing-
arten Learning Resources Center, 2017, Bullet point 5). In the process of building 
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empathy, we examine how our own identities, values, biases, assumptions, and 
relationships to power and privilege impact how we engage with ourselves, each 
other, and the communities with whom we work.

Empathy alone, however, is not enough to shift power or to change systems. 
Technologist Tatiana Mac (2020) has emphasized the need for trust and compas-
sion to access empathy, arguing,

Instead of trying to feel something we can’t truly know to val-
idate it, we should trust others’ experiences. We can offer com-
passion, which doesn’t require our own understanding in order 
to validate it as being real and worthy of attention. (paras. 8-9)

Additionally, the Creative Reaction Lab (2018) has argued for the need to build 
humility in order to access empathy, noting that an equity-centered approach “re-
quires the humility to acknowledge where our assumptions and biases lie and the 
empathy to observe and listen with suspended judgment” (p. 19). Being vulnera-
ble, experiencing discomfort, admitting mistakes, acknowledging that you don’t 
know, learning together, sharing power—these are some ways to create a culture 
of co-creation and collective learning. More opportunities for building empathy 
in the classroom are offered in Appendix A: Positionality Activity.

Framing Inquiry

The design question, or research question, frames inquiry around the communi-
ty-identified goal and works to structure the project. Our partnerships are based 
on a community-driven desire to build capacity or create change. We can con-
tinually inquire about the community partner’s goals and work to collaborate 
with our partner as an ally. The design question frames inquiry around the com-
munity-identified goal and works to structure the project. A design question is 
a clear statement about a phenomenon of interest, a condition to be improved 
upon, an issue to be explored, or a question that exists in theory or practice for 
the partner’s organization. An essential key to successful partnerships is sharing 
a vision to which we are all mutually committed. The purpose and vision of the 
project is established when we intentionally frame inquiry with our partners. Re-
search questions and design questions are examined in more detail in the next 
two chapters.

Co-Creating Knowledge

When engaging in methods of collaborative knowledge production, we place em-
phasis and value on community-based knowledge. The National Equity Project 
(n.d.) has contended, “Co-creation acknowledges that we build with and not for 
others — we invite, engage and design solutions and co-produce knowledge in 
partnership” (We Believe section). When engaging in collaborative knowledge 
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production methods, we emphasize and value community-based knowledge—
that is, knowledge, stories, and expertise arising from the community. This entails 
actively decolonizing spaces for our work with communities in a way “that re-en-
visions and develops knowledges and knowledge systems (epistemologies) that 
have been silenced and colonized” (Zavala, 2016, The Decolonial Project section). 
Epistemological diversity can guide our work with communities. Not only do we 
value the embodied, tacit knowledge within the community, we can stand along-
side our partners in their goals to envision “new ways of seeing and being in the 
world” (Zavala, 2016, The Decolonial Project section). As our projects privilege 
diverse ways of knowing, it is necessary to often connect with the community 
partner for consistent input, feedback, and insights. It is imperative that “com-
munity members are seen and treated as leaders and decision-makers throughout 
the process” (Creative Reaction Lab, 2018, p. 33). In co-creation, we make greater 
strides toward designing with our partners, not for our partners—and having the 
projects we create ultimately be useful to the community.

Re-searching

Research is refined by investigating methods that best inform the research or 
design question. A well-defined research or design question posed in the fram-
ing inquiry phase will point to systematic investigation aimed at contributing to 
knowledge gained through careful consideration, observation, and study of our 
phenomenon of interest. Investigation will help to identify patterns and trends as 
well as to illuminate gaps or unknowns. There is an iterative nature to research—
we often look for our phenomenon of interest and then must look again. Eventu-
ally, the research is refined by “progressively developing more specific knowledge 
about a particular situation, and more specific descriptions of the plausible solu-
tions that would create a future envisaged reality” (Sanders, 2002, p. 11). Research 
methods might also include ideation techniques, such as public brainstorming 
sessions and round robins, or more traditional scholarly and academic methods, 
such as annotated bibliographies, surveys, interviews, and data collection. Re-
search-based media activities are examined further in Chapter 4.

Composing and Recomposing

In composing and recomposing, we bring ideas to life through tangible means by 
creating a draft or prototype. Prior to this, we built momentum and a clear path 
forward once we began conducting research, and a leading idea emerged from 
the research phase. The composing phase is the process of making or bringing 
this leading idea to life—whether we are writing a first draft of a report or build-
ing a prototype or model (such as constructing a visual wireframe for a website, 
a mockup for a social media campaign, a sketch for a logo, or a storyboard for a 
video). Eventually, this tangible act of composing will result in a prototype or a 
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draft of a deliverable—or it will bring us back to the drawing board to conduct 
more research and begin the process of recomposing (composing again or differ-
ently). Costanza-Chock (2020) has noted that “narrowing down from big con-
cepts to working prototypes within the available time can be very difficult. Part of 
the educator’s role is to guide teams through this process with clear expectations 
and firm deadlines” (Design Pedagogies section).

Testing and Revision

We gather feedback about the prototype or draft in testing and revision, and we 
synthesize that feedback into insights for further refinement. With our prototype 
in hand, we can connect with our partners to determine the viability of our ideas 
and how to build on existing resources. Discussions, demonstrations, evaluation 
metrics, surveys, screenings, conversations, usability tests, conference rooms, 
virtual meetings, and coffee hours all are opportunities for feedback. As Costan-
za-Chock has reflected,

Getting a prototype in front of real-world users early on in the 
design process is fundamental to making design more acces-
sible. This is crucial because it helps to validate assumptions, 
reveal faulty thinking, and allow the team to iterate on the se-
lected concept. (Design Pedagogies section)

Here we learn if the prototype-in-progress meets our partner’s vision, and we 
can synthesize feedback from our partner into insights for further drafting and 
revision. Testing and revising is an interwoven process that happens throughout 
the project lifecycle. Sometimes revision means re-seeing the project from a new 
perspective and then rebuilding accordingly.

Evaluating Capacity

Evaluating how the community has built capacity through the project is a shared 
endeavor between community and university partners. In our work with com-
munity partners, we must prioritize the community throughout the process, in-
cluding sharing and assessing insights after the project cycle is finished. When 
the project phase is complete, we can ask, “Did we engage in a process that builds 
community?” (Checkoway, 2015, p. 139). Ideally, the community partner would be 
involved in this evaluation. We can ask:

• Did the community partners improve capacity by adopting new habits, 
strategies, or skills for advancing change?

• Did we build a trusting, mutually enriching relationship together as 
co-creators?

• How can we best elicit community voices and perspectives in the project 
evaluation?
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• How can we better work toward a collaborative evaluation process togeth-
er?

Costanza-Chock (2020) proposed a three-part evaluation process to use 
when working with communities: “Who participated in the design process? Who 
benefited from the design? And who was harmed by the design?” (Directions 
for Future Work section). When someone says or does something to cause harm 
to someone, to marginalize someone, to make an assumption, to not listen well, 
to insist on doing something “our” way, to believe that we are “right,” to issue a 
misinformed comment or judgment, to reject information that contradicts our 
beliefs, to uphold the status quo—these are just a few of the ways that we may do 
harm.

The Equity Design Collaborative (n.d.) defines design as “the intention (and 
unintentional impact) behind an outcome” (Design section). Thus, we should be 
held responsible for both the intentional and unintentional impacts of our design 
projects. Engaging in an opportunity for continuous improvement, for humility, 
for recognizing where we may cause harm creates an opportunity for us to con-
sider the potential unintentional impacts of design. A project evaluation can help 
us attend to the unintentional impacts of the design process. Recognizing where 
in the course of a partnership we might have caused harm allows for accountabil-
ity—and creates the possibility for transformation to occur.

When a community partner is harmed, trust declines. McKercher (2020) con-
tended that “courageous conversations are vital” (p. 112). Can we be better pre-
pared to hold deeper (and more courageous) conversations with our partners? 
Over time, as our community-university relationships develop, deeper and more 
honest discussions can take place. adrienne maree brown (2017) argued for adopt-
ing emergent strategy—that is, a strategy through which we can “intentionally 
change in ways that grow our capacity to embody the just and liberated worlds we 
long for” (p. 3). brown (2017) recommended that we “move at the speed of trust. 
Focus on critical connections more than critical mass—build the resilience by 
building the relationships” (p. 42). BlackSpace (n.d.), in The BlackSpace Manifes-
to, advised that partners “grow trust and move together with fluidity at whatever 
speed is necessary” (para. 5). Building trust is slow and transformational work, 
and we must be prepared to accept a lack of immediate gratification.

This flexible approach for conducting design research with communities can 
point us toward more just and equitable partnerships. Intentionally centering 
equity and justice when co-creating with communities requires us to redesign 
both mindsets and infrastructures to share power and decision-making with our 
partners.
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Chapter 3. How Might We in the Writing 
Classroom Engage in Community-
Building Approaches That Pursue 
Social Justice via Emerging Media?

The promise of social justice in the community writing classroom is the opportu-
nity to work alongside partners whose intent is to create more equitable, socially 
just worlds. That said, social justice is a potential, a possibility—not something 
inherently found in all community-engaged writing projects. Drawing from the 
scholarship of Frey & Bohnet (1996), Jones et al. (2016) claimed that social jus-
tice research in a technical communication context can “amplify the agency of 
oppressed people - those who are materially, socially, politically, and/or econom-
ically under-resourced (p. 2). According to Kari M. Grain and Darren E. Lund 
(2016), the social justice turn in the writing classroom is accompanied by “a ped-
agogy that encounters injustice and divisiveness as it occurs in local and global 
communities” (p. 46). In “The Technical Communicator as Advocate: Integrating 
a Social Justice Approach in Technical Communication,” Jones argued, “A social 
justice perspective must not be purely descriptive but actively integrated into the 
research and pedagogy of our field in a way that promotes social change on a 
broader level” (Jones, 2016, p. 349). Community-engaged projects have the po-
tential to “integrate social justice into research and pedagogy within the field” 
and entail “critical reflection and action that promotes agency for the marginal-
ized and disempowered” (Jones, 206, p. 342). Both critical reflection and action 
are necessary components of a socially just pedagogy in the writing classroom. 
Although the case for the social justice turn has been made in the literature, “few 
resources exist to help teachers explicitly address diversity and social justice in 
the technical communication classroom” (Jones et al., 2016, p. 242). Jones and 
co-authors (2016) warned that

without targeted teaching resources, educators will continue to 
struggle—or worse, fail altogether—to equip the next genera-
tion of technical communication scholars and practitioners for 
the complex work of recognizing, acting within, and shaping 
issues of social justice and diversity. (p. 242)

Providing an opportunity to critically examine how race, class, and gender 
shape identity is a necessary starting place in the community-engaged writing 
classroom, as both students and teachers will undoubtedly confront socialized 
and entrenched notions of power and privilege within the context of this work. 
Examining our positionality is a part of building empathy in the research process 
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and includes looking at how we are positioned (by ourselves, by others, by par-
ticular discourse communities) in relation to multiple, relational social processes 
of difference (gender, class, race, ethnicity, age, education, ability, religion, na-
tionality, sexuality). Doing this work means taking a critical look at how we are 
each differently positioned in hierarchies of power and privilege. Collins (1990) 
argued that “people experience and resist oppression on three levels: the level of 
personal biography; the group or community level of the cultural context created 
by race, class, and gender; and the systemic level of social institutions” (p. 223). 
Additionally, Collins (1990) acknowledged that “each individual derives varying 
amounts of penalty and privilege from the multiple systems of oppression which 
frame everyone’s lives” (p. 229).

Alongside critical reflection, active participation in a partnership is the sec-
ond piece of a social justice pedagogy in a writing studies context. As Jones 
(2016) noted, “Community-based research allows teachers to pair with specific 
communities and work collaboratively to address or solve a problem that di-
rectly impacts the community” (p. 355). In community writing partnerships, 
we join forces with grassroots, community-based organizations and nonprofits 
fighting for justice. Empathy and humility serve us well as we strive to “(a) re-
dress colonial influences on perceptions of people, literacy, language, culture, 
and community and the relationship therein and (b) support the coexistence 
of cultures, languages, literacies, memories, histories, places, and space—and 
encourage respectful and reciprocal dialogue between and across them” (Jones, 
2016, p. 350).

One of the challenges of community-university partnerships is redressing the 
university’s historic devaluation of nonwestern forms of knowledge and value 
systems. Anthropologist Arturo Escobar (2018) questioned whether universities 
are too ensconced in colonial systems to truly value community-based knowl-
edge, and he acknowledged that formal educational systems, such as universities, 
have historically devalued multiple forms of local knowledge and meaning-mak-
ing. He asked, “Can the university really move beyond its inexorable ties to the 
cultures of expertise?” (Escobar, 2018, p. 233). While arguing for a decolonized 
approach to design, Escobar (2018) questioned whether those in the university 
can truly design and learn “within grassroots cultures” (p. 223). There is often 
a stark difference between what universities practice and what they preach. Ac-
cording to a Leading and Learning Initiative report written by Erica Kohl-Arenas 
and coauthors (2020), “Institutions often claim to value community-engaged, 
collaborative, diverse, social change, and equity-based work in their missions yet 
internally organize around the norms and structures that reward individualism, 
competition, prestige, assimilation, and the status quo” (p. 3). If our goals are to 
engage in co-creation (see the Co-creating Knowledge section in this chapter) in 
a research process that values multiple ways of knowing and being, then we must 
actively work to locate, integrate, and value those ways of knowing and being in 
our community-engaged partnerships.
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In that light, the social justice turn must be accompanied by the decolonial 
turn in writing studies. Decolonial scholars work to “build a foundation, a histo-
ry of local knowledges and meaning-making practices” while highlighting “the 
colonialist legacies that inform the management and control of knowledges and 
subjectivities in literacy, composition, and rhetoric curricula” (García & Baca, 
2019, p. 3). Decolonial scholars focus on collaborative and place-based practices 
that honor plurality as it shifts power and perspectives away from an established 
colonial center. To do this work, we need better tools to use—better ways to un-
derstand and perform the co-construction of knowledge between community 
and university. As Walter D. Mignolo (2007) argued, “If knowledge is colonized, 
one of the tasks ahead is to decolonize knowledge” (p. 451). We must interro-
gate our acceptance of our widely held colonial modes of thinking as the default 
modes. This might entail finding new possibilities in our partnerships that do not 
continue to serve and reproduce further oppression. Along these lines, Angela M. 
Haas (2012) argued that “for decolonial ideologies to emerge, new rhetorics must 
be spoken, written, or otherwise delivered into existence (p. 287). Decolonial 
work seeks “to change the terms as well as the contents of knowledge production” 
(García & Baca, 2019, p. 15). Mignolo (2007) claimed that delinking “leads to de-
colonial epistemic shift and brings to the foreground other epistemologies, other 
principles of knowledge and understanding, and consequently, other economy, 
other politics, other ethics” (p. 453). As Romeo García and Damián Baca (2019) 
argued, “The dangerous and radical possibility of the decolonial turn is the fact of 
its foundation’s being based on the stories, epistemologies, thoughts and feelings 
of the anthropoi” (p. 15)—that, is of local communities operating within local 
meaning-making frameworks.

Practicing decolonial methods alongside our students and community part-
ners, we can continue to change the terms on which we do the work. As García 
and Baca (2019) argued, the decolonization of knowledge production and mean-
ing-making also needs to be accompanied by the “prospective task of contrib-
uting to build a work in which many worlds could exist” (p. 23). This entails a 
commitment to “honor and uplift traditional, indigenous, and local knowledge 
and practices” (Costanza-Chock, 2020, Introduction section). When we under-
stand our partner’s stories of hope, survival, and resistance as a foundation for 
our partnerships in communities, we might begin to do the work of dismantling 
oppression while at the same time working toward more just and equitable fu-
tures in what García and Baca (2019) termed a “spirit of pluralversality, which 
imagines humanity in difference” (p. 23).

Projects with Emerging Media
When combined with a community-engaged, socially just pedagogy, the study 
of emerging media can connect writing students with a network of publics and 
counterpublics, including activist groups and grassroots organizations—some 
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of which may reside right in our own neighborhoods. Mathieu (2005) acknowl-
edged that “by exploring and taking part in the public works of activists and 
writers in the streets, teachers and students of composition have much to learn 
and contribute to public discourse” (p. 28). The study of media in a communi-
ty-writing context connects students with audiences and issues well beyond the 
classroom walls. In this book, the term “media” encompasses digital media, new 
media, multimedia, emerging media, and transmedia. Henry Jenkins has written 
prolifically about media education in the 21st-century and about fostering media 
literacies that focus on collaboration, networking, community, public voice, ac-
tive participation, and democratic dialogue. These skills build on the foundations 
of traditional literacy that have traditionally been part of a literacy curriculum, 
such as research skills, technical skills, and critical analysis skills. In one publica-
tion, Jenkins and his co-authors (2016) observed that “we have seen an expansion 
of the communicative and organizational resources available to everyday people 
(and grassroots organizations) as we become more and more accustomed to us-
ing networked communications toward our collective interests” (p. 3).

A commitment to community building and civic action offers faculty and 
students opportunities to address immediate real-world issues right in our neigh-
borhoods. When we view our work as a form of community-building, students 
and faculty can partner with communities to create new knowledge about com-
munication practices and promote that knowledge transfer to school, workplace, 
and community contexts. The power of emerging media can be harnessed to suit 
the specific visions of communities, and we can use it as we work with our part-
ners toward the social change that so many of us desire. This is a cultural shift, 
as well as a technological one. This is not just about the technology; it is about 
understanding the culture that emerging communication technologies enable—a 
culture of change-making.

Opportunities abound to work collaboratively with partners to understand 
how community writing teachers can employ emerging media to engage power-
fully with communities, allies, stakeholders, and policymakers. We can accom-
plish this work in a range of academic courses, such as ones called

• community literacy
• decolonial studies
• design justice
• digital composition
• digital humanities
• digital publishing
• feminist media
• grant writing
• literacy activism
• multimedia writing
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• nonprofit communication
• organizational writing
• professional writing
• public composition
• public rhetorics
• social media
• technical writing
• visual rhetorics
• web design
• writing in the public interest
• writing with communities
• writing studies

Although worthwhile, it is not necessary to have an entire course devoted to 
such work. A single hands-on project within a course can put theory into prac-
tice with a community partner. For example, in a technical writing course, a class 
project could create a social media campaign or a website for a nonprofit orga-
nization. Engaging in a media project with a community partner is a way to help 
organizations grow, making them even more effective at creating change in our 
communities. Community writing projects are a “power-up” for local organiza-
tions. Just as the Super Mushrooms in the Super Mario Bros. video game give 
players heightened powers, each community writing project amplifies an organi-
zation’s goals and objectives by adding benefits and building capacities that were 
not there before. This process provides our community partners with the tools 
and strategies they are looking for to create a more effective, lasting change. Dis-
cussed next are three approaches to working with community partners on course 
projects that pursue social justice via emerging media.

Production-Oriented

When community partners build capacity with emerging media platforms and 
literacies, they can make a significant impact with modest resources—becom-
ing more effective in their work and their reach as they challenge injustices and 
systemic inequalities. A production-oriented project is sometimes the most di-
rect and immediate way to work with partners to create change. Some produc-
tion-oriented media projects include

• producing materials for advocacy campaigns,
• developing and designing websites,
• creating graphics and logos,
• engaging in photography and visual storytelling,
• analyzing and visualizing data,
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• writing and editing blog posts and newsletters,
• creating content and working with editorial calendars,
• filming and editing promotional videos,
• scripting and filming educational videos, or
• crafting event promotion materials.

Training-Oriented

A community writing project may involve hands-on media-based training at the 
partner’s request —whether that be training in learning a new platform or train-
ing to better engage local audiences and discourse communities on platforms 
already in use. Students learning about emerging media can lead training ses-
sions. They can also follow up with partners to reinforce the training since “those 
who make a practice of regularly producing and circulating their own media im-
prove their skills and abilities over time” (Costanza-Chock, 2014, p. 198). Not 
only do media-based training-oriented projects offer community partners new 
technical and rhetorical skills, but also they provide new literacies that strengthen 
“awareness of ourselves as actors who have the ability to shape and transform the 
world, as well as of the structural (systemic) forces that stand in our way” (Cos-
tanza-Chock, 2014, p. 207). Some examples that could build capacity for commu-
nities might include

• providing a hands-on tutorial for a media platform such as WordPress or 
Squarespace,

• hosting a digital storytelling workshop where both community and uni-
versity participate in the co-creation of knowledge, or

• demonstrating how to record interviews or podcasts.

Research-Oriented

Nonprofit and community-based organizations rely on strategic communication 
to create social change. When conducting media research with partners, student 
consultants consider practices in the field and conduct research to develop tai-
lored recommendations and tactics to drive online engagement. While working 
through research-oriented projects, students learn useful platform-specific skills, 
including writing for and engaging communities online. Some examples of re-
search-oriented projects include

• researching current practices and trends in digital media,
• strategizing with social media content,
• researching and writing for grants, or
• conducting a rhetorical media analysis.

Chapter 4 describes a variety of research-based media analysis projects. When 



Pursuing Social Justice via Emerging Media  47

community partners build capacity with emerging media platforms and liter-
acies, they can make a significant impact with modest resources—becoming 
more effective in their work and in their reach as they challenge injustices and 
systemic inequalities. Learning to leverage media platforms to advocate for and 
with local community organizations provides students a meaningful way to en-
gage in community-building approaches that pursue social justice.

The Beautiful Social Research Collaborative
In the spring of 2010, during my first year as a tenure-track faculty member, I 
created a social media course for the new communication studies program at 
my institution, Saint Joseph’s University in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. While 
speaking to an acquaintance who worked at the YMCA (Young Men’s Christian 
Association), I mentioned that the course focused on studying the social web 
and how it could be used as a platform to manifest ethical action and civic en-
gagement. Immediately, he asked if the students in the course would help him 
to understand how to use Facebook to support the message of the YMCA to 
a younger demographic. He said he didn’t grasp the value of social media but 
knew he had to understand it to reach the nonprofit’s audience. When I brought 
this request back to the students, the response was enthusiastic. Students stayed 
after class, discussing how they could collaborate with the YMCA to understand 
how social media could work with the organization in furthering its mission “to 
develop a healthy body, mind, and spirit.” Having a full semester together to 
put theory into practice, students said that they wanted to ally with people and 
organizations who were trying to make a positive change in the world.

Motivated by the beautiful, social aspect of working side-by-side with part-
ners who were driven to make transformative change, we embarked that day 
on a class project to understand how local nonprofits and cause-based orga-
nizations can harness the power of the social web to connect with their audi-
ences and achieve their goals. That semester we took a team-based approach 
to working with the YMCA and the Rotary Club on social media strategies 
for Facebook and Twitter. We learned that the success of a community project 
takes everyone working together, researching, writing, editing, designing, and 
presenting. For detailed descriptions of collaborative team-based work, see Ap-
pendix B: Roles on Teams.

That semester, while learning (sometimes the hard way) about working with 
community partners, we began to see possibilities for the course project that 
could last long after the semester officially ended. To help control some of the 
logistical chaos involved with community-engaged research, I asked, what if 
there were a system to connect student media projects with organizations that 
wanted to grow and pursue research together? In response to that question, 
I founded the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative, a community-engaged 
writing program. In the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative (or B: Social as 
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students call it), students in upper-level courses lead media-rich research proj-
ects with local nonprofit and community-based organizations. Through stra-
tegic partnerships, organizations receive support (at no cost) on an issue they 
identify while students gain valuable experience putting theory into practice. 
Collaboration is the key to successful partnerships—”derived from the Latin 
cum (with) and laborare (to work), collaboration means the act of working 
alongside someone to achieve something” (Manzini, 2015, p. 83). Collaborative 
organizations “are social groups emerging in highly connected environments. 
Their members choose to collaborate to achieve specific results, and in doing 
so, they create social, economic, and environmental benefits” (Manzini, 2015, p. 
83). I viewed the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative not only as a creative 
community of people working together but also as a system. I realized this sys-
tem could be designed intentionally as a writing program that conducted useful 
research in communities. I turned to Grabill’s (2010) work on outreach research 
in which he noted, “To think of writing programs as infrastructure for outreach 
and research is, in my view, to place writing programs in a new category within 
taxonomies of university programs” (p. 21).

Encouraged by the idea that “what a writing program does, therefore, helps 
determine what it is” (Grabill, 2010, p. 15), I began talking about and framing 
the collaborative, not as a simple class project but as a complex network (or 
institution, even) with multiple stakeholders, strategies, visions, beliefs, and 
even policies centered around our central ideas. Grabill (2010) has claimed that 
“entities that do high-quality outreach research are rare because they lack the 
ethos, the personnel, the opportunity, or the disciplinary and methodological 
freedom to inquire in these ways” (p. 27). I knew if I wanted to achieve the 
high-quality work that we were capable of in Greater Philadelphia, I had to 
embrace the “methodological freedom” that comes with starting a new kind 
of writing program at my institution. Grabill (2007) ended his book Writing 
Community Change: Designing Technologies for Citizen Action by stating, “Writ-
ing programs can be part of the very infrastructure that supports communities 
writing for change” (p. 124). I contemplated this ending as a possibility, as an 
experiment in writing program design.

Twelve years later, the program is at the center of a thriving department, 
one of the largest in the college of arts and sciences at my institution. When the 
Beautiful Social Research Collaborative is ready to set up new partnerships for 
the upcoming semester, we put out a public call through social media channels 
to request proposals from interested organizations (see Appendix C: Locating 
Community Partners for more details). We collaborate with various nonprof-
it and community-based organizations via a writing-intensive upper-division 
course for third- and fourth-year undergraduate students in our communica-
tion and media studies department. Students in the Beautiful Social Research 
Collaborative pursue answers to current community-driven questions regard-
ing media practices. This community-engaged writing program was founded 
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on the premise that nonprofit and community-based organizations rely on stra-
tegic communication to create social change. The study of media (both new 
and old) can contribute to designing products for knowledge making and can 
support communities in communicating more effectively and persuasively.

The Beautiful Social Research Collaborative is a model of community-en-
gaged writing that transforms classroom learning and ultimately teaches stu-
dents how to become agents of social change by working alongside partners to 
tackle community-identified challenges. Students in this writing program have 
led with communities more than one hundred research projects free of charge 
in new media and social web consultancy, training, professional writing, social 
media management, online survey design, web design, and web-based video. In 
its first twelve years, we have

• advocated for people without housing and jobs, people who are disabled, 
who have been abused, who have a mental illness, who have a disease, who 
are injured, and who are hungry;

• built capacity within institutions to promote literacy, provide counseling, 
support job training, develop clean energy, and advocate child welfare;

• supported projects on behalf of prisoners seeking rehabilitation, veterans 
healing from combat-related disabilities, formerly incarcerated people 
navigating reentry, and neglected and abused children;

• campaigned to fund research to fight disease and provide medical services 
for cancer, diabetes, celiac disease, spinal cord injuries, heart disease, and 
Multiple Sclerosis;

• provided resources for local organizations to ensure safe shelter, medical 
care, clothing, school supplies, and healthy food to at-risk women and 
children;

• launched initiatives with community partners to bring books, toys, mu-
sical instruments, sports, urban parks, mindfulness training, after-school 
programs, technology, and summer camp into the lives of inner-city 
youth;

• researched emerging communication technologies to promote music, art, 
sculpture, nature, science, community theater, cross-cultural interaction, 
and peace and humanitarian initiatives;

• hosted public events to promote restorative justice, women’s leadership, 
social entrepreneurship, and memorial fundraisers; and

• collaborated with over 100 community partners both locally in Greater 
Philadelphia and globally in Ethiopia, Kenya, Sierra Leone, South Sudan, 
The Gambia, Haiti, the United Kingdom, and throughout South America.

To view a complete list, please visit https://www.beautifulsocial.org/partners.
The Beautiful Social Research Collaborative embodies a long-standing com-

mitment to working with community organizations to carry out projects that 

https://www.beautifulsocial.org/partners
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advance and share knowledge about media and communication that have re-
al-world impact. The driving force behind this collaborative is not just to achieve 
measurable impact or results on any given project (rewarding in its own right) 
but also to create mutually beneficial relationships with allies who are committed 
to creating just and equitable futures. This includes working with local organiza-
tions regarding their media and communication practices and other academic 
partners who wish to enact a culture of change making and community building 
at their respective institutions.

Case Study: Life After Life

This section offers a community partner project case study and illustrates our 
equity-based approach to writing and designing with communities. It highlights 
the situated local action and decision-making process that guides our work but 
that is often invisible from view.

In the fall semester of 2019, a student team at the Beautiful Social Research 
Collaborative partnered with the newly formed community-based organization 
Life After Life, which sought to develop a website to increase its digital presence. 
Life After Life is a community of formerly incarcerated men and women who 
were sentenced to a term of life in prison without the possibility of parole for 
involvement in a homicide as children. They had their sentences reduced due to 
the landmark Miller v. Alabama decision of 2012, in which the United States Su-
preme Court deemed mandatory life-without-parole sentences unconstitutional 
for defendants under eighteen. As an organization comprised of people directly 
affected by the Supreme Court decision, Life After Life wanted to build a website 
to support other life-sentenced children and returning citizens transition into 
society after spending decades in prison.

One of the most critical aspects of the community writing program is our 
face-to-face meetings with community partners. We met with Life After Life 
throughout the semester in a communications classroom on campus because the 
organization does not currently have a common meeting location. The classroom 
provided a flexible space with moveable tables and chairs and access to laptops 
and media equipment, including a screen and data projector, for the group’s 
meetings and training sessions. For more insight and logistics into the meeting 
process, see Appendix D: Meeting With Community Partners.

Building Empathy

In the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative, we create a research context 
where positionality, power, and privilege are actively considered in order to 
build empathy. In the first week of class, we begin building toward empathy 
with an activity on positionality and oppression. This activity includes looking 
at how we are positioned (by ourselves, by others, by particular discourse com-
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munities) in relation to multiple, relational social processes of difference (gen-
der, class, race, ethnicity, age, education, ability, religion, nationality, sexuality) 
(details about this activity are in Appendix A: Positionality Activity). Doing 
this work means taking a critical look at how we are each positioned differently 
in hierarchies of power and privilege. This early work leads us into discussions 
about the role of positionality in the context of research ethics—especially how 
power dynamics flow through the research process and why it’s our work to 
mindfully attend to our role in the contextual power interplay of the research 
process with community partners.

For this project, student group members needed to learn more about the 
history of juvenile incarceration and recent changes to the law to become better 
allies with members of Life After Life. In a blog post for the Juvenile Law Cen-
ter, one of the organization’s founders, Aaron Abd’Allah Lateef Phillips (2018), 
wrote that “there are others, like myself, who are full of promise and potential 
but void of opportunities to fully integrate into society” (para. 12). Throughout 
our conversations with Life After Life, and in-class reflections, some student 
group members were humbled to learn that their assumptions about former-
ly incarcerated people were misinformed. As one student admitted, “So often, 
people make the assumption that people who have been incarcerated have an 
awakening moment while in prison that ultimately empowers them to change 
their life around. I was one of those people.” Instead, students learned that Life 
After Life argues that the potential for good was always there inside those who 
have been incarcerated and did not arise from time spent in the prison system, 
nor was it nurtured or protected in the environments in which those who be-
came incarcerated grew up.

In getting to know this community group, it was apparent that empathy 
isn’t always enough. We cannot always access empathy with our partners to the 
extent that we can truly understand their experiences and share their feelings. 
A few moments of insight cannot substitute for lived experience. Humility can 
serve us well in accessing compassion and empathy when working with our 
community partners. We need to hold courageous conversations, be vulnera-
ble, experience discomfort, admit mistakes and wrong assumptions, acknowl-
edge that we don’t know. These are all ways of loosening those traditional, 
hierarchical power structures found in many traditional service-learning and 
community-engaged partnerships. Reflections are a time to consider events 
from a deeper perspective to better understand ourselves and our community 
partners. When students in this group openly acknowledged that they had 
been wrong in their initial assumptions about Life After Life regarding the 
potential for good, they made some headway. Empathy-building and reflective 
practices pave the way for collaborative learning and power-sharing in com-
munity partnerships. See Appendix E: Facilitating Reflection for both group 
and individual practices.
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Framing Inquiry

The design (or research) question frames inquiry around the community-iden-
tified goal and works to structure the project. When Life After Life initiated this 
project, its goal was to build a website to develop its digital presence. As we start-
ed to frame inquiry around this goal, we began to understand the organization’s 
vision. Framing inquiry around the project was a collective, back-and-forth pro-
cess that emerged from in-depth conversations around access to technology, as 
pictured in Figure 3.1. After an initial meeting with Life After Life, it was clear that 
the organization wanted a website that was a “one-stop-shop” featuring

• blog posts that showcased personal stories and biographies of the members,
• press mentions and highlights of the group’s members,
• podcasts/audio stories that featured personal stories and biographies of 

the members, and
• videos that featured personal stories and biographies of the members.

Moreover, via its website and social media, Life After Life wanted to recruit 
new members, provide resources and opportunities to support formerly incarcer-
ated individuals, and advocate for policy change within the judicial system. After 
these initial discussions and some class activities on framing inquiry, we arrived 
at a design question that specifically stated the focus of the project: How might we 
support formerly life-sentenced children and advocate for policy change through 
storytelling via a WordPress website?

Figure 3.1. Framing Inquiry with Life After Life
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Co-Creating Knowledge

When engaging in methods of collaborative knowledge production in the Beau-
tiful Social Research Collaborative, we place emphasis and value on communi-
ty-based knowledge. When working with Life After Life, framing inquiry helped 
to establish some direction for the project and allowed us to co-develop insights, 
identify opportunities, and better understand the underlying vision of the proj-
ect. It became clear Life After Life could accomplish many of its goals for the 
project by emphasizing and sharing their collective knowledge and experience. 
It was clear that life experience was a strength and the source of passion. We 
realized this experience could be harnessed for good to mentor others who were 
navigating reentry and to support child-advocacy organizations and initiatives. 
After conducting media activities in class that focused on the organization’s pur-
pose, mission, and vision, we met with Life After Life to develop a more explicit 
mission statement and “about page” content for their website. This was a lengthy 
conversation that ultimately resulted in a more concise statement that outlined 
the goals of the organization:

We . . . endeavor to use our collective voice and unique perspec-
tives as former life-sentenced children in order to:

1. Enlighten policy-makers, stakeholders and the general public 
about the adverse consequences of imposing extremely lengthy 
sentences upon youthful offenders.

2. Engage with media outlets in order to profile stories of trans-
formation, healing and redemption.

3. Support other child-advocacy organizations (and initiatives) 
that are headed by and/or informed by the collective wisdom 
gained from formerly incarcerated persons.

4. Develop innovative youth outreach and at-risk teen interven-
tion strategies using our collective experience, influence and 
mentoring capacity in order to curb the epidemic of violence, 
drug abuse and bullying that is rampant within many high 
schools across the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania–including 
restorative justice practices, community healing & restoration. 
(Life After Life, n.d., para. 2)

It can be beneficial to newly formed organizations to hold these kinds of mis-
sion-building conversations. While it is not necessarily our role to direct or lead 
the conversation, we can be engaged listeners and ask guiding questions to better 
hone in on the organization’s mission and purpose as well as structure the con-
versation in a productive manner, especially when there are a multitude of voices 
and ideas at the table and meeting time is limited.
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Re-searching

Research is refined by investigating methods that best inform the research or de-
sign question. With our design question in hand, we began to conduct research 
to create the website prototype for Life After Life. The student team conducted a 
comparative media analysis that examined mentor accounts to help our partner 
explore potential strategies and possibilities for the website (this analysis is de-
scribed in the next chapter). The group collected and annotated a list of compa-
rable websites with mission statements similar to Life After Life’s that they shared 
in a presentation. The mentor accounts included

• The Innocence Project—a nonprofit organization dedicated to freeing 
innocent people who remain incarcerated and to providing support and 
reform around unjust imprisonment,

• DreamCorps Justice—a bipartisan organization that works to reduce 
crime and incarceration across all 50 states, and

• The Incarcerated Children’s Advocacy Network (ICAN)—a group of former-
ly incarcerated adults who create positive change in their communities.

With our analysis of the tactics and effectiveness of the various mentor ac-
counts, Life After Life was better able to articulate what they wanted from its own 
website, how it could be structured, and what it could look like. It also became 
more evident that the organization wanted a platform on which it could tell per-
sonal stories. Not everyone in the group, however, was comfortable with writing 
alphabetic text. We needed to make sure that podcasts and video could be incor-
porated into the site at a later date.

Composing and Recomposing

In composing and recomposing, we bring ideas to life through tangible means to 
create a draft or prototype. Midway through the semester, the B: Social team was 
ready to create a website prototype for Life After Life. A design persona activity 
served to guide the process of production. Some of the student team members 
had previously taken a course called “web design and development,” a required 
course in our communication and media studies department. This web design 
course serves as an introduction to the theory and practice of web design. Stu-
dents learn about web technologies and standards, responsive design, accessi-
bility, and mobile technologies. They also code a multi-page portfolio website in 
HTML5. This background knowledge was useful to team members as they built 
the site. The team worked with Life After Life to purchase the domain name and 
set up the initial site. They used the fully hosted version of WordPress, Word-
Press.com, for ease of use and installation, and the prototype could be transferred 
to a self-hosted site later if desired.

The B: Social team chose a theme that worked with both WordPress.com and 
the self-hosted version of WordPress, WordPress.org, in case Life After Life even-
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tually decided to transfer over to WordPress.org, which would give the organiza-
tion more flexibility in how the site looks and functions. The Balasana theme the 
team chose to create the front-end styling of the page featured a clean and mini-
malist design. The team felt that a black and white color scheme depicted reality 
and set the tone for the documentary storytelling that the site would eventually 
feature. As Darren R. Reid (2015) wrote of his choice to use black and white film 
in a documentary movie, “It was as if a lack of colour served to create a semi-
blank canvas onto which an audience could project emotion or sentiment” (para. 
6). Students explained that the choice of a limited color palette would highlight 
Life After Life’s stories and not overwhelm the site with unnecessary ornament.

Testing and Revision

We gather feedback about the prototype in the testing and revision phase and 
synthesize that feedback into insights for further refinement. When the website 
prototype was nearing completion, we met with Life After Life for site feedback 
and provided some training with the WordPress interface. The B: Social team 
walked the members of the organization through the existing pages, including 
the home page, about page, blog page, and contact page. The group discussed the 
goals of ultimately posting blog posts, press mentions, podcasts, videos, and bi-
ographies of the individuals involved. We also spent some time talking about how 
the “voice” of the organization was portrayed via the site and how Life After Life 
could connect with its audience by developing its collective voice. Since Life After 
Life wanted to reach different audiences and stakeholders via the site, the group 
wanted to create a cohesive voice across the board. After the discussion, everyone 
agreed that the site’s voice needed to be serious (but not intimidating) while also 
friendly and inviting (but not too casual).

In the media training session that followed, B: Social worked with some 
of the members of Life After Life. In a hands-on demonstration, members 
learned the basics of navigating WordPress, including logging in, adding and 
editing media, and creating new pages and posts. The members of Life After 
Life were beginners to blogging and using digital media in general. The team 
used resources such as the website Nonprofit WP—The Start-to-Finish Word-
Press Guide for Nonprofits (https://nonprofitwp.org/) to talk through with Life 
After Life the process of content creation. We ended the feedback and training 
session to discuss how Life After Life would like our community-university 
partnership to move forward. Members of Life After Life talked about how they 
had been inspired by the film It’s a Hard Truth Ain’t It. They explained that the 
documentary is directed by thirteen incarcerated men and gives the audience 
an intimate look at their lives. In this film, the subjects interview each other and 
talk about their past and where they are now. Life After Life expressed great in-
terest in creating a similar kind of film with an interview-in-the-round format. 
They also proposed an entirely different training workshop to learn how to use 
social media for advocacy work. We made a plan to continue working with Life 

https://nonprofitwp.org/
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After Life on the interview-in-the-round video project the next year. Due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, this project was postponed.

Evaluating Capacity

Evaluating how the community has built capacity through the project is a shared 
endeavor between community and university partners. This project built capacity 
for Life After Life by developing a mission statement and creating a website. With 
these tools, the organization was better able to connect to a variety of stakehold-
ers about its mission. A media training session also built capacity around basic 
blogging skills and connecting to the audience. Creating this website was the first 
step in a much larger project that speaks to developing a generative communi-
ty-university relationship that spans multiple semesters. Students involved with 
Life After Life were engaged and profoundly impacted through the work. Three 
of the students involved in the project went on to take leadership roles within the 
Beautiful Social Research Collaborative as course mentors or fellows (students 
who lead group projects).

Phillips, the Life After Life founder who participated in this case study, re-
sponded to an evaluation survey at the end of the semester. He expressed that he 
had “nothing but the highest forms of commendation for the students who went 
above and beyond in their dedication to elevating the visibility and storytelling of 
former life-sentenced children.” He said that the project “met their expectations 
and that the collaboration went extremely well.” He indicated that he looked for-
ward to continuing the partnership and “conducting in-person interviews, re-
cording of a round-table discussion, and creation of b-roll for our video-based 
web content.” Although the project was deemed successful in many ways, the 
project also had its challenges. Although the website is technically ready for the 
group’s use, it has not been utilized by members of Life After Life (as of this writ-
ing). Clearly, sharing stories is not as simple as having a website. This brings to 
question issues around project sustainability. It is possible that more guidance 
and technology training is needed, including training for login and posting pro-
cedures, since members of Life After Life are not familiar with the WordPress 
platform and creating posts for a blog. The group mentioned that they would like 
to collaborate on storytelling facilitation to capture their personal stories for the 
website. Due to the pandemic, we have not yet been able to resume our partner-
ship and build upon the work we began. Having an expansive view of our part-
nership relationship (beyond the scope of the semester) means that we have the 
time and space to continue working with Life After Life.

In Summer 2020, Stacey Torrance, a community member of Life After Life, 
initiated an off-shoot project with B: Social. In the 2021-22 academic year we 
collaborated with Torrance to launch the Free Mind Entrepreneur Network. This 
organization provides entrepreneurship resources for formerly incarcerated indi-
viduals. We worked with Torrance to create the logo, social media accounts, and 
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website for the organization. In a short amount of time, the former CEO of the 
NAACP Real Estate Division and Philadelphia’s District Attorney has expressed 
interest in joining the organization’s efforts to reduce recidivism, promote entre-
preneurship, and showcase racial inequities in the prison system. By framing our 
research as a long-term process that builds community, we can work toward more 
profound, more sustainable long-term commitments.
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Chapter 4. How Might We Develop 
Our Students’ Skills in Writing and 
Rhetoric via Emerging Media While 

Working With Our Community 
Partners to Build Capacity?

Chapter 4 walks through a series of media analysis projects that build capacity in 
the use of emerging media. Through media analysis, students learn to leverage 
media platforms strategically to advocate with and for community organizations. 
Students take an active role in working with rhetoric, writing, and media studies 
theories as they conduct research with communities and produce new knowledge 
that will benefit their partners. Media analysis creates opportunities to relate to, 
participate in, and apply course material to real-world needs. Emphasizing active 
knowledge construction over the passive transmission of information, students 
take ownership of the complex concepts they encounter and can transfer that 
knowledge to school, workplace, and community contexts. Media analysis helps 
writing students frame themselves as participants within a research community. 
It also asks students to examine and participate in timely methodological issues 
with tools pertinent to current scholarship in the disciplines of writing studies, 
rhetoric, new media, communications, and the field of engaged scholarship.

Community Partner Report Components
The media analysis projects described in this chapter can be edited and combined 
into a more extensive community partner report. It is not necessary to complete 
all of the media analysis projects for the report. The report can be tailored to the 
specifications of the community partner and presented near the end of the semes-
ter. The media analysis projects that might be used in the report are as follows:

• Design question analysis—Community-engaged projects are based on a 
community-driven desire to build capacity or create change. This activity 
guides both students and partners in developing the design question to 
frame inquiry around a community-identified goal.

• Social media analysis—Learning to leverage social media platforms to 
advocate for and with local community organizations provides students a 
meaningful way to engage in the public work of composition. In this anal-
ysis, groups objectively observe and describe the state of their community 
partner’s social media platforms.

• Comparative media analysis—Drawing from the section “Nonprofit Ex-
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amples of Excellence” in Social Media for Social Good: A How-To Guide for 
Nonprofits (Mansfield, 2011), students create a list of social media exam-
ples that are tailored to the organization’s needs. By locating three compa-
rable social media accounts, groups explore potential media strategies and 
possibilities for community partners to employ.

• Golden circle analysis—Sometimes called “knowing your why,” (Sinek, 
2011, p. 50) the golden circle is an effective tactic to get a bird’s eye view of 
an organization; as popularized by brand strategist Sinek (2011), the gold-
en circle can be used to help map an organization’s why, how, and what.

• Social object rhetorical analysis—Drawing from contemporary social 
theorists Cetina (1997, 2001, 2007) and Engeström (2005), this analysis 
invites students to examine how communities connect through shared ob-
jects and helps students consider how the concept of social objects can be 
applied to their community partner’s communication strategy.

• Organizational storytelling—Storytelling is a way for an organization to 
humanize itself. This analysis activity guides students in numerous ways 
to tell stories that elicit a strong sense of pathos while engaging deeply 
with the organization’s audience on a personal level.

Each project is described in more detail in the next sections. At the end of the 
semester, students revise and edit their media analyses and combine all that is 
useful into one report that they present to their community partners at a meeting 
or event. The community partner report offers our partners new approaches to 
engaging their audiences via emerging media.

Design Question Analysis

An analysis of the design question, also called the research question, frames in-
quiry around a community-identified goal and works to structure the project. 
The design question analysis can be conducted during the first meeting with the 
community partner. Before the first meeting, community partners can identify 
an area of interest or issue to investigate. (For more about the process of locating 
partners, please see Appendix C: Locating Community Partners.) Then, at the 
first meeting with community partners, we can begin by asking the community 
partners to tell us about their organization at large, including its origins. We can 
continue the conversation by asking our partners to explain the research issue 
they have identified and a little about what is at stake for them. Once the primary 
issue becomes more evident, we can develop a design question that guides our 
research for that issue.

One way to do this is to put the issue into a question format. This may take a 
few attempts to get right. A design question, for our purposes, is a clear statement 
about a phenomenon of interest, a condition to be improved upon, an issue to be 
explored, or a question that exists in theory or practice for the partner’s field or 
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organization. Since our partnerships are based on a community-driven desire to 
build capacity or to create change, this question should originate from the com-
munity partner. We can then work with them to refine the question. There are 
many kinds of questions we can develop, such as the following:

• “What is” questions describe a phenomenon, issue, or behavior and refer 
to what it currently looks like (or looked like in the past).

 ◦ Example (mapping relevant content): What is an editorial calendar, 
and how can it be used as a tool to identify the best days of the year 
to connect with our audience about our mission? This type of proj-
ect could include research on best practices and the development of 
a scheduling calendar to keep the organization on track with posting 
timely and relevant content to social media channels.

• “What works” questions seek to find evidence for the effectiveness of par-
ticular strategies.

 ◦ Example (building trust with an influencer): How can we increase trust 
and credibility for our nonprofit by cultivating a relationship with a 
media influencer? This project could include examining what happens 
when the nonprofit partners with an influencer (someone who can 
persuade others to support the nonprofit’s programs) and then track-
ing audience engagement over a certain number of weeks.

• “What if ” questions look at visions of what could be done and explore 
new strategies.

 ◦ Example (strategizing with video): What if we boost our fundraising 
efforts through the use of video via a YouTube channel? This project 
could include research about how organizations can invest in video 
and strategy development and employ video as an ongoing means of 
communication for social good (not merely as a one-off campaign).

Design research with community partners involves studying how something 
works. Sometimes the initial questions are too vague or broad in context. Using a 
question format, both parties can determine if the research needs to be refined or 
narrowed down in order to be useful to the partner. An initial research question 
does not need to state how to do something, offer a vague or broad proposition, 
or present a value question. We do not need to indicate how we will work together 
to answer this question at this point—we only need a clear statement about what 
the research project encompasses. Once a generative research question is agreed 
upon by all parties (community partners and student groups), the research ques-
tion can then be further refined and narrowed to create a feasible project and can 
work toward meaningful impact for the community partner.

To better understand the intent behind the project, we can also ask our com-
munity partners to tell us more about the purpose behind this project. For exam-
ple, the deeper meaning of the project might be to find out how to share knowl-
edge effectively, how to connect to a community or demographic, how to reach 



62   Chapter 4

potential donors, or how to promote a successful event. We can also use this time 
as an opportunity to discuss any background context about the project, including 
upcoming events or deadlines.

Lastly, we can ask the following: Who are the potential stakeholders or audi-
ences for this project? Who benefits from this research/project? How many dif-
ferent kinds of stakeholders are there? (Usually, there are multiple stakeholders.) 
How do they each benefit?

We can wrap up this discussion focused on what, why, and who by reiterating 
the three takeaways from this session:

• What—Our research question is __________.
• Why—Our purpose for pursuing the project is ________.
• Who—Our potential audiences/stakeholders for this issue are ________.

Below are example responses from the Juvenile Justice Center that resulted 
from this question-based process during a past community partner project. The 
Juvenile Justice Center provides an array of services to youth and families who 
enter its program through the Philadelphia Family Court, the Philadelphia De-
partment of Human Services, and Community Umbrella Agencies, agencies des-
ignated by the city of Philadelphia to provide case management services.

Q: What is the issue?

A: We have lost the funding we previously had to run the or-
ganization and are trying to obtain donations. We want to let 
people know about the different services we offer for youth and 
families who enter the Philadelphia Family Court system, the 
Department of Human Services, and Community Umbrella 
Agencies.

Q: What is the purpose of the project?

A: We want people to know about the services we offer and the 
impact we can have on the lives of the youth who go through 
our programs. Doing this may allow someone to find the Juve-
nile Justice Center and use it for all it offers. Others may find 
the Juvenile Justice Center and feel compassion for the stories 
we tell and the work we do through our foster care program, 
therefore deeming it a worthy cause for them to support us 
financially.

Q: What are some possible ideas for projects?

A: Developing a more robust online community through social 
media channels could be an idea. A video or video series that 
showcases the Juvenile Justice Center’s services could help us 
reach our audience and potential donors.
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Q: What are some of the foreseeable challenges?

A: One challenge we face in this project is our inability to pho-
tograph or video the children being served by the Juvenile Jus-
tice Center. We are not able to feature them without parental 
consent. Also, how can we draw people in to become donors 
while not making it seem like we are only asking for money? 
Also, how can we raise awareness so that children can benefit 
from the services of The Juvenile Justice Center?

Q: What is the project’s Design Question?

A: How might we create a short video for The Juvenile Justice 
Center website that promotes conversation and encourages ac-
tive members in the Philadelphia community to advocate on 
behalf of the Juvenile Justice Center?

By working through guiding questions together, the student 
group and the community partner can arrive at a project that 
meets the partner’s vision. While this student group originally 
wanted to film multiple videos, they decided to focus on just 
one video highlighting the different services that the Juvenile 
Justice Center offers youth and families. The partner could 
use this video on the organization’s website and social media 
channels. In a project evaluation, Jeanine Glasgow, Executive 
Director at the Juvenile Justice Center of Philadelphia, said, 
“The group did a great job capturing the goal of the project, that 
featured a video that provided an overview of the programs we 
provide for families. I wish we had a few students for an entire 
semester to be on site.”

Social Media Analysis

Learning to leverage social media platforms to advocate with and for local com-
munity organizations provides students a meaningful way to engage in the public 
work of composition. Media scholar Howard Rheingold (2007) proposed,

By showing students how to use web-based tools and channels 
to inform the public, advocate positions, contest claims, and 
organize action around issues that they truly care about, par-
ticipatory media education can draw them into positive early 
experiences with citizenship that could influence their civic be-
havior throughout their lives. (p. 102)

Bridgette Wessels (2018) similarly argued, “The development of a more networked 
organisation of civic life and the increased use of social media to raise awareness, 
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connect and mobilise people around civic issues has ushered in a communicative 
civic-ness” (p. 3). As these scholars have noted, working with social media can be 
a generative and motivating way to develop students’ writing, rhetorical, and civic 
participation skills. However, writing scholars David Dadurka and Stacey Pigg 
(2011) acknowledged that

we have only begun to show how social media can play a dra-
matic role in academic contexts and what value they hold for 
teaching students how to acquire literacies that will benefit their 
professional and civic lives in college and beyond. (p.17)

The assignment to complete a social media analysis can be an entry point into 
teaching students how to be critical of technology and how to apply analytical 
frameworks to that technology. While some students may feel comfortable using 
digital platforms in their work with communities, other students need detailed 
instruction to fully engage with the range of affordances involved in the appli-
cation of digital tools. For example, some students do not necessarily know (or 
have not considered) what the terms “social web” or “social networks” technically 
denote, nor are they always able to articulate that these things are primarily de-
signed “for user-generated content” (Manzini, 2015, p. 81) or for what Wessels 
(2018) called “the creation and sharing of information, ideas, and other forms 
of expression through digitally supported networks” (p. 2). While students most 
likely know how to use Facebook and Instagram for their personal use, they may 
not yet know how to apply social theories of engagement to these platforms. This 
activity helps foster understanding of how the social web’s community-building 
power can be applied to cause-based organizations.

In the social media analysis activity, groups observe and describe the state 
of the community partner’s social media platforms. The results of this activity 
can be included in the more extensive community partner report and lays the 
foundation for future media analysis. This social media analysis project gives 
both university and community partners an objective evaluation of “what is.” The 
research reveals the current state of a partner’s various social media platforms. 
Gaining a clear perspective on the partner’s platforms helps locate opportunities 
to support the partner in connecting with its audience.

We begin this activity by examining each social media platform and taking 
detailed notes on each of the platforms in use by the partner—including the part-
ner’s Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram channels, among others. This is known 
as a social media audit and is used to consider the organization’s metrics in or-
der to “assess growth, opportunities and what can be done to improve . . . social 
presence” (Barnhart, 2020, para. 7). Students can examine each platform both 
qualitatively and quantitatively. We do not need access to analytics software or 
our community partner’s login information to do this work; students can gather 
all the information needed for the analysis by closely observing their partner’s 
social media channels and interactions. Students can record the data they col-
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lect from each platform in a spreadsheet or use a ready-made template from the 
Beautiful Social Research Collaborative. (The template is available at https://docs.
google.com/spreadsheets/d/1LWyS5TIlhMXr9fIv4dFAZP6L6A-iUAUtYvnhm5J-
03ZA/edit?usp=sharing. To use the template, students will need to make a copy 
or download it as an Excel spreadsheet.)

Once the audit is complete, students can then summarize their findings by 
using the following guiding questions focused on a few key areas:

• Platform tactics—Examine the number of followers for each platform. 
Is the same content being used on different platforms, or is the content 
tailored to each platform? How so? How frequent are the posts? On what 
days and times do the posts on each platform occur?

• Content—What is the conveyed message on each platform? What 
kind of information is shared on each platform? What types of posts 
are used—informational, promotional, relatable, or interactive (such as 
polls or a call-to-action)? What kinds of media (video, links, text, image, 
etc.) are shared? Is there a cohesive message across all platforms? What 
is it? Does the over-arching message differ between platforms? Which 
ones? How so?

• Audience interactions—Social media interaction is about building rela-
tionships. Relationships are not built in a single conversation or transac-
tion. Instead, they are built over time. In Storytelling in the Digital Age: 
A Guide for Nonprofits, Julia Campbell (2017) asked, “When you post a 
photo, video, or link, does anyone respond? Or are there crickets? En-
gagement metrics are useful in figuring out what your community values 
and what types of stories resonate” (p. 171). What types of audience inter-
actions do you see on each platform? Are all interactions directed to the 
organization, or does the audience ever speak to each other? What kinds 
of conversations do they have? How would you categorize them? How 
many different kinds of interactions are there? (How many replies? How 
many retweets?) What is the estimated ratio between “listening” (replies, 
retweets) posts vs. “talking” posts (posts in which the organization shares 
information about itself)?

When the audit sections (platform tactics, content, and audience interactions) 
have been thoroughly examined, students write up the findings in a concise, orga-
nized report. The goals are to arrive at a clear awareness of how our community 
partners are currently using social media platforms and to identify opportunities 
for future action. This activity is not overly concerned with value judgments, sug-
gestions for new practices, or ideas for the organization—those will come later. 
The goal here is simply to articulate, in an impartial way, what is happening on 
the partner’s platforms. If a student group is implementing a social media change 
or campaign project during the semester, it is recommended that they use this 
analysis tool to track or demonstrate changes over time (such as weekly) to ana-

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1LWyS5TIlhMXr9fIv4dFAZP6L6A-iUAUtYvnhm5J03ZA/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1LWyS5TIlhMXr9fIv4dFAZP6L6A-iUAUtYvnhm5J03ZA/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1LWyS5TIlhMXr9fIv4dFAZP6L6A-iUAUtYvnhm5J03ZA/edit?usp=sharing
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lyze engagement. This analysis can be used for any platform, including Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter, blogs, YouTube, and others.

Here are some tips for students to use in writing the analysis:

• Give some thought to the organization of the analysis.
• Write in clear, concise, complete sentences.
• Use neutral/objective/descriptive language rather than subjective/

judgmental language.
• Include and caption screenshots or images where applicable.
• Use statistics and data visualizations to illustrate points.

Comparative Media Analysis
When completing the comparative media analysis, students locate three or more 
mentor accounts and explore potential media strategies and possibilities for com-
munity partners to employ. This research allows student groups to better identify 
with community partners by locating mentor accounts or exemplary accounts. In 
Rewriting Partnerships: Community Perspectives on Community-Based Learning, 
Shah (2020) reported that her interviewee Sarah Gonzales advised that students 
could ask, “What are three good websites we should look at that show work simi-
lar to yours?” (p. 79). By creating a resource of at least three comparable accounts, 
students can better understand the discourses of a particular nonprofit field and 
learn more about the context of the community partner’s organization, leading to 
a more productive project and relationship.

Comparative media analyses can also be employed to provide valuable tac-
tics used by other successful organizations. Drawing from the section “Nonprofit 
Examples of Excellence” in Social Media for Social Good: A How-To Guide for 
Nonprofits by Mansfield (2011), students can create a list of exemplary accounts 
and content. Mansfield suggested creating lists for concrete phenomena of inter-
est, such as best nonprofit LinkedIn groups, best examples of “text to give” cam-
paigns, and best use of nonprofit e-newsletters. The more specific and focused the 
lists of mentor accounts are, the more helpful they will be in producing examples 
and suggestions tailored to the organization’s needs.

For example, in fall 2020, a student group worked with Chenoa Manor, a non-
profit animal sanctuary in Avondale, Pennsylvania. Chenoa Manor incorporates 
Buddhist ideals into the care of its animal residents and the education of visitors. 
When tropical storm Isaias destroyed some fencing on the sanctuary property in 
August 2020, Chenoa Manor had to halt its youth and educational programming 
due to safety risks. The nonprofit found itself in “desperate need” of fundraising 
to repair the downed fences. In their comparative media analysis, students re-
searched three leading animal sanctuaries that have been effective at fundraising 
and connecting with their audiences about animal rights issues—The Kangaroo 
Sanctuary, Black Jaguar White Tiger Foundation, and Greenwood Wildlife Reha-
bilitation Center. In their analysis, the students examined each foundation’s fund-
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raising and audience engagement tactics in order to plan a successful fundraising 
campaign with Chenoa Manor.

Once the media analysis is complete, students can present their findings to 
the community partner for further discussion. Not only can a comparative media 
analysis drive the next phase of research in a project, but community partners can 
also refer back to mentor accounts when they are in search of inspiration or ideas 
for effective strategies of engagement. This analysis asks three things:

• Who are the three best mentor organizations for this situation?
• What are they doing that is exemplary?
• Why are they effective? (What is the evidence?)

When selecting mentor accounts, it can be helpful to consider three to five or-
ganizations that are similar to the community partner and that use digital media 
effectively as it pertains to the research question. Usually, the community partner 
will already know who some of their competitors or inspiration are. Students can 
take these suggestions into account when choosing the mentor accounts. Groups 
can also determine the mentor accounts by finding them mentioned in books, 
articles, case studies, online sources, hashtag searches, and active social media ac-
counts. How did the group choose the top organizations (via case studies, hashtag 
search, direct competitors, media influencers, followers, word-of-mouth, etc.)? 
Students can discuss which methods were used to select the mentor accounts.

In writing the analysis, it can be helpful to organize it into sections that focus 
on three areas:

• Strategy—In this section, students discuss each mentor account, one at 
a time. How is this account demonstrating the phenomenon of interest 
(such as innovation or audience engagement)? What, specifically, does the 
account do? How is it doing it? (Students can include screenshots or imag-
es to illustrate claims, if necessary.)

• Effectiveness—Why are these practices effective? According to whom? 
What theory was used to define effectiveness? What is the evidence? Stu-
dents can demonstrate an argument or cite sources from the course read-
ings and use evidence to back up claims.

• Summary—Students can summarize their initial thoughts about how the 
community partner could benefit or borrow from some of these strategies 
and practices. What are the three main takeaways that might benefit the 
community partner? What tactics would be most beneficial to them as 
they move forward?

Golden Circle Analysis

The golden circle, or “knowing your why,” is an effective tactic to get a bird’s eye 
view of the community partner organization. According to Sinek (2011), the golden 
circle helps to visually map an organization’s why, how, and what. In examining 
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how inspiring leaders communicate, he claimed, “Every company knows what they 
do. Some companies know how they do it. Few companies know why they do it” 
(Sinek, 2011, p. 1). According to him, inspiring leaders work from the inside-out, 
starting with (a) the why, followed by (b) the how, and finally (c) the what.

Most organizations have a mission statement that is relatively easy to find. 
However, does that mission statement align to the organization’s why, how, and 
what? Some organizations are quite clear about all three. Others focus most of 
their attention on the “what” to the extent that they neglect to refine their pur-
pose—their reason for being there in the first place. When researching with a 
community partner, we need to deeply understand their “why”—their raison 
d’etre. We can discover this by asking the following questions:

• Why is there a need for this organization to do this work (locally, histor-
ically, culturally)?

• Why do people want or need this organization’s content, product, or service?
• Why do people care?
• Why does the organization’s content, product, or service benefit others?
Sinek (2017) has also claimed, “When a company has a strong WHY, it inspires 

trust and loyalty in its customers, clients, employees, and supporters, all of whom 
will cheer you on in your cause” (p. 118). For example, campaign contributors 
want to hear where the fundraised money is going. But first, they want to know 
why they need to donate money in the first place. Why should they be a part of 
this cause or movement? Why is this going to change lives? Justin Rosenstein and 
Katie De Carlo (n.d.), writing on behalf of Asana, a work management platform, 
claimed that “without an answer to the question ‘why,’ it’s difficult to know which 
feature to develop, what markets to first enter, how employees should collaborate 
with one another, or how to make the millions of micro-choices required to build 
an organization” (para. 5). Putting the cause front and center creates a road map 
for further action. When working with community partners, we must be clear 
about the beliefs and values that drive them. For example, we worked with Young 
and Involved Philadelphia to rewrite their mission statement so that it aligned 
with their “why.” After much drafting, we arrived at a clear and concise mission 
statement that described the motivation behind their cause “to promote active 
citizenship and emerging leadership among young Philadelphians” (Bojar, 2016, 
p. 87). The golden circle analysis assignment asks student groups to answer the 
following questions from the perspective of their community partner:

• The why—Why do we do what we do? What is the purpose, cause, belief, 
or idea that drives or inspires us? What difference do we want to make in 
the world?

• The how—How do we do our work? What methods do we employ? What 
actions set us apart from others?

• The what—What is our function? What content, product, or service do 
we offer the world?
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Additionally, it is important to determine if everyone agrees on what the var-
ious components are. It often takes a couple of tries to create an accurate road 
map. Conducting a golden circle analysis for our partner Birchrun Hills Farm 
helped the organization understand the strong family values and traditions be-
hind its small dairy farm. Since only some of this information was accessible via 
the web, students needed to learn more about the community-based organization 
through an interview-based discussion. In that interview, they gained a clearer 
understanding of Birchrun Hills Farm’s mission and vision. Their findings in-
cluded the following:

• The why—We believe farm-raised food makes communities stronger and 
more sustainable.

• The how—We use traditional methods to operate a small dairy farm with 
a herd of 80 Holstein cows, grow crops, and run a community-based 
creamery and cheese aging facility.

• The what—We produce farm-to-table award-winning raw milk cheeses.

After determining these answers, we drew a why/how/what diagram. A why/
how/what diagram is drawn as three concentric rings with the “why” in the center, 
the “how” in the middle, and the “what” on the periphery, as displayed in Figure 
4.1. Students can draw and label their golden circle illustrations on a white board 
to share with the class. Sometimes after a discussion, groups find that they need 
to revise their circles or switch the position of the partner’s “how” and “what.” 
Groups can then use design software to create a visualization of the golden circle 
that can be included in the analysis report.

Figure 4.1. Birchrun Hills Farm Golden Circle
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When we write up the golden circle analysis summary, we discuss the part-
ner’s mission and its relation to their golden circle (i.e., their why, how, and what). 
Community partners might not be aware of Sinek’s (2011) golden circle, so stu-
dents will need to keep the audience in mind and explain the concept in their 
own words.

Social Object Analysis

To understand what makes an engaging social web experience, we can ask what 
makes the “social web” social in the first place. The social web is defined by how 
people connect and interact with one another—for example, via social network-
ing sites such as Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram. Each social net-
working site features one or more social objects. In this activity, we will examine 
social objects—what they are, what they do, what they ask users to do, and how 
they bring people together. Looking at the nature of social objects gives us a way 
to write and design for a more engaging social web experience.

Connecting Through Shared Objects

As a general rule, a social network portrays connections or relationships between 
people. It usually shows people making connections with other people, building 
networks with each other, and engaging people within online communities. How-
ever, some contemporary social theorists and practitioners claim that something 
vital is missing from this picture—the reason why people are connected in the 
first place—the objects themselves. Drawing from contemporary social theorists 
Cetina (1997, 2001, 2007) and Engeström (2005), we can look at how people con-
nect through shared objects. As Cetina (2007) has noted, social objects “mediate 
ties between humans” (p. 371). The argument here is that the object is the thing 
that links people together.

A classic example is a “water cooler conversation,” a conversation that occurs 
near a tangible object around which people meet and connect at the workplace. 
Another social object is coffee. People have been meeting “for coffee” since 1475, 
when the first coffeehouse opened in Constantinople. The social, according to 
some social theorists, exists in the way things are connected. On the web, social 
objects abound. People go to Instagram to share images, people go to YouTube 
and Vimeo to share videos, and people go to Facebook and Twitter to share links 
and status updates. As a result, social networks consist of people connected by 
these shared objects (in these cases, the social objects are the images, the videos, 
and the updates). Engeström (2005) has explained that “social networks consist 
of people who are connected by a shared object” (para. 3). These objects have rhe-
torical agency, meaning they exist to persuade users to perform actions. When a 
site or service is designed around shared objects, it will help to facilitate a shared 
experience for the user.
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Object-Oriented Practice

When it comes to object-oriented practice, practice is not about rule-based rou-
tines, literacy, or even skills. Practice, according to Cetina (2001), is understood 
in terms of a “‘relational dynamics’ that links subjects and objects” (as cited in 
Schatzki, 2001, p. 13). In other words, practice is the performance of an activity 
with, through, or by an object. When we write and design for the social web, it 
can be helpful to understand our audience’s object-oriented practices within spe-
cific social media sites.

When people are using the social web, they don’t technically interact with 
other “people.” Instead, people’s interactions are mediated through a site’s social 
objects. For example, on Flickr, a photo-sharing site that came on the scene years 
before Instagram, the primary social object is the photograph, and members 
comment, reply, rate, and converse around photos. On Flickr and other social 
networks, objects often are nested within one another. Take, for example, the 365 
days group on Flickr, which in itself contains millions of photographs. Here, peo-
ple connect around a particular kind of photograph—the self-portrait or selfie. 
Nested subgroups exist for people who like to connect through portraits in bath-
rooms, or portraits on public transportation, or portraits just in silhouette, or 
portraits of hair.

The effectiveness of a social network depends on the effectiveness of its 
nodes—its hubs of convergence. Networks depend on their nodes. Nodes are in-
dicated where several people or things come together from different directions 
to meet. In the Flickr example, nodes are found both in the image and in the 
textual comments. Nodes are also present in the larger community itself, which 
revolves around themes and variations of self-representation. Other nodes re-
flect people connecting on technical issues, such as Photoshop effects or camera 
equipment. Examining nodes, or points of convergence, helps bring to light what 
is important to community members. That is why Flickr (the company), contin-
ually evolves by examining points of connection, such as tagging, favoriting, and 
group pools of photographs, to reflect what its users have deemed important, 
even among its now over two million groups. Here are some equivalencies to 
remember: object-oriented design = better user interaction = better engaged com-
munity. To summarize:

• People interact with objects
• Objects are often nested
• Effectiveness depends on nodes – its hubs of convergence
• Nodes reflect what members value

String Theory Experiment Activity

This activity puts theory into practice. The concept of social objects and rela-
tional practices can be very abstract. To make the concepts more concrete, in my 
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classes, I introduce this short, hands-on activity. My reading of Clara Shih’s (2011) 
The Facebook Era inspired this activity; I adapted Shih’s description of the reci-
procity ring into an experiment with social objects. Shih’s reciprocity ring builds 
from Mark S. Granovetter’s (1973) well-known theory of the strength of weak ties 
within social networks. In Granovotter’s research, he questioned the idea that 
the amount of overlap in two people’s social networks corresponds directly with 
the strength of their relationship. Instead, he theorized about the power of weak 
ties. According to Granovetter (1973), an “emphasis on weak ties lends itself to a 
discussion of relations between groups and to an analysis of segments of social 
structure not easily defined in terms of primary groups” (p. 1360). The hands-on 
activity I developed demonstrates how a social object, in this case, a “status re-
quest,” brings people together, as pictured in Figure 4.2.

 
 Figure 4.2. Students at the whiteboard conducting the string theory experiment.
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The steps in this activity are as follows:

1. Participants write their names and a tangible “status request” on sticky 
notes. Some examples of tangible status requests include asking for an 
umbrella, a ride home, a snack, a babysitting job, a futon, or an internship.

2. Participants place their sticky notes in a circle on a whiteboard or a table.
3. Participants survey the requests. When participants can contribute to re-

quests, they write their names and how they can help on a new sticky note. 
Participants place their contribution notes below the original requests.

4. Participants then connect (with string) the status requests that have re-
ceived responses to the people who offered contributions. The strings, in 
this case, show points of connection between the object (status request) 
and the people who offered a helpful contribution. Strings (or ties) go 
from the inner ring where students first posted their request to the various 
people from whom they received contributions.

This activity makes visible how objects themselves can be social; it demon-
strates how objects facilitate the concept of sociality. It also allows us to physically 
observe specific social phenomena, including the amount of “overlap” within the 
activity and which objects are the most “social” by connecting the most people. This 
exercise makes visible how the social object, here the status request, mediates ties 
between people. People are not interacting directly with other people in this exer-
cise. People interact with the social objects, the status requests. This activity helps 
students understand that social objects are rhetorically persuasive. Social objects 
prompt participants to perform activities. These activities are relational in nature—
the more interactive the social object, the more opportunities for connection.

Social networks are a combination of strong and weak ties. If we take a look 
at our connections through one of our social media accounts, such as Twitter, 
Instagram, or Facebook, chances are, not every one of our followers will be a 
close friend or relative. It is even possible that there are people in our network 
we have never physically met in real life. What percentage of people in your net-
works would you categorize as a strong tie vs. weak tie (or loose connection)? 
The number of our strong tie relationships does not expand very much. Our best 
friends, closest acquaintances, and family grow at a relatively slow pace. How-
ever, our loose connections, our weak ties, can expand at an accelerated pace as 
we make connections and add new people to our social circle. Weak ties create 
“ambient intimacy”—defined by Leisa Reichelt (2007) as “being able to keep in 
touch with people with a level of regularity of intimacy that you wouldn’t usually 
have access to, because time and space conspire to make it impossible” (para. 3). 
Randi Zuckerburg, former director of marketing at Facebook has said, “What 
makes Facebook so powerful is that an individual can share content with his or 
her friends, who in turn share it with their friends—and in just a short time, a 
large number of people can come together around a common interest in a truly 
global conversation” (as cited in Plastrik, et. al., 2014, p. 28).
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Relational Practice

Social objects are designed to make demands on their users. When it comes to 
social media, through social objects, users perform all kinds of actions—us-
ers post, comment, link, follow, and like, to name a few. These are relational 
practices. We think of relational practices as chains of activity made possible 
through interaction with the objects themselves. These practices are easy to 
spot, as they are often associated with verbs. Verbs can point the way to which 
relational practices are happening through social objects. On Facebook, we 
used to be “fans” of things. We would click a button and become a fan. Howev-
er, a fan is a noun. To like is a transitive verb (because it has a direct object). In 
February 2009, Facebook turned on the like button, and user’s likes, interests, 
and activities turned into social objects virtually overnight. What this means is 
that on Facebook, we can now associate with our “likes.” We assemble around 
them. One day I had been a fan of the pinball page on Facebook. Then the next 
day, I was linked to everyone on Facebook who also had an interest in pinball. 
Suddenly, I was part of a community of practice. This could be the moment that 
Facebook started to take social object theory to heart; the company redesigned 
its platform to turn the act of liking into a social experience, a way to build 
communities of practice.

Successful platforms such as Facebook are continually encouraging sociality 
and building communities through the creation of knowledge cultures. Although 
these ideas have been circulating for quite some time, they are not particularly 
well-known or understood. In their article “Digital Social Objects: Getting a Grip 
on Interaction,” Michael Rander and Dan Wellers (n.d.) observed how social ob-
ject theory can give the user an advantage and noted,

At a time when few companies even know what digital social 
objects are, companies can gain a significant competitive advan-
tage simply by understanding how social objects work and how 
to use them strategically to help their customers coalesce into a 
community. (para. 11)

Many successful social enterprises take social object theory to heart, watching for 
what encourages sociality and experimenting with how to best facilitate it. Put-
ting this theory into practice is one of the best ways to support our community 
partners as they build their online communities of practice.

Relational Practices Activity

When we write and design for the social web, it is important to understand 
users’ relational practices within a specific social media platform. Mapping 
relational practices give us a way to gather evidence about why some social 
web services succeed while others don’t, with success based on how effectively 
a site’s social objects bring people together. In this case, the phenomenon of 
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interest is object-oriented practice. We want to know how online communi-
ties come together, how they make knowledge, and how they attribute value 
through their interaction via a platform’s social objects. To assess this, we might 
choose the microblogging site Twitter and look at its status updates as an ob-
ject-oriented practice. Twitter (n.d.) has claimed that it aims to “use the positive 
power of Twitter to strengthen our communities through our platform, people, 
and profits” (Our Mission section). What makes Twitter powerful? How does it 
strengthen communities? People go to Twitter to answer the question “What’s 
happening?”; consequently, the object-oriented practice, in the case of Twitter, 
revolves around the status update.

To map the relational practices used on social media networks, students can 
complete the following steps:

1. Choose a social object (such as a status update) on a specific social media 
site (such as Twitter, Facebook, or Instagram).

2. Attend to the practices associated with the object. What actions do users 
perform with or through the object? What does the object persuade us-
ers to do? Create a list of verbs associated with the object on the site. For 
example, here are some practices that occur through the status update on 
Twitter:
o People tweet.
o People retweet.
o People tag and hashtag.
o People link.
o People reply.
o People mention.
o People favorite.

3. Label the practices and sub-practices associated with the object, as illus-
trated in Figure 4.3.
o Sub-practices:
	 People link to photos
	 People link to websites
	 People link to videos

4. Continue labeling practices and sub-practices of all social objects on the 
site.

5. Discuss, based on the findings, how successful the individual objects are 
at bringing people. How does the audience construct knowledge, mean-
ing, and attribute value through these practices? How could more inter-
action be encouraged? Are there missed opportunities for connection? 
How could a stronger community of practice be facilitated through the 
platform’s social objects?
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Figure 4.3. Mapping object-oriented practices on Twitter

Knowledge Cultures

The Uniform Project was a powerful example of how a social object can ignite a 
community and ultimately create a general knowledge culture “in which specific 
knowledge cultures are embedded” (Cetina, 2007, p. 369). As outlined by The 
Uniform Project (n.d.-a), Sheena Matheiken set out in May 2009 to wear one 
dress for 365 days to raise money for the Akanksha Foundation. That year, as The 
Uniform Project also noted, the project became a global platform for sustainable 
designers and hand-crafters to showcase their work through clothing donations 
to the project. During its second year, The Uniform Project (n.d.-b) shifted gears 
to serve as a platform to host various pilot projects from around the world. Com-
munity members told Matheiken that they, too, wanted to wear a dress for a set 
amount of time to raise money for various causes. Matheiken saw this as an op-
portunity to grow the project and the cause.
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We can understand more about knowledge cultures by looking at object-ori-
ented practices via the interactions of The Uniform Project’s users with the so-
cial object. In this case, the social object begins with the dress itself. However, 
there are a variety of ways that interest in the dress generated participation. This 
phenomenon is what Engeström (2005) called “social gravitational pull” (para. 
6). The dress is the more significant social object that draws other social objects 
toward its center. The force of its gravitational pull keeps all the other objects in 
orbit. Here’s a step-by-step description of how that happened:

1. First, people commented on Matheiken’s daily posts about her dress. These 
comments were necessary for community building—they were a kind of 
cultural capital or social asset.

2. People asked to be involved and join Matheiken in her endeavor. There 
were a variety of ways they could do this. Fans of the project could buy 
copies of an identical dress, or they could buy the dress pattern to sew 
it themselves. Others got involved by sending vintage accessories to 
Matheiken to accessorize the dress. In the second year, people worldwide 
hosted similar 365-day dress projects themselves that Matheiken, in turn, 
featured and promoted on her website and social media platforms.

3. Finally, people donated money to the campaign.

A knowledge culture revolves around what people deem significant, mean-
ingful, and valuable. People found a lot of value in Matheiken’s project. It wasn’t 
necessarily what Matheiken did that interested them—it was why she did it. It 
wasn’t so much the dress but what the dress stood for. For different people, it 
meant different things. Fashionistas, educators, environmentalists, students, and 
sustainable designers all loved what Matheiken was doing and why she was doing 
it. People believed what she believed. They took her cause, and they made it their 
own. They, in turn, shared the cause with more people. This is an example of how 
a powerful knowledge culture is born.

When one group in the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative began 
working with Alex’s Lemonade Stand Foundation, it became clear after con-
ducting a social object analysis that their object was the lemonade stand it-
self. Alex’s Lemonade Stand Foundation exists to help organize the raising of 
money to help find a cure and to help families who have been affected by this 
disease. The group found that the lemonade stand itself was the social ob-
ject. In this case, the lemonade stand was about empowering people to help 
cure childhood cancer. Whether a participant was hosting a lemonade stand 
or simply buying a glass of lemonade, everyone could participate in the cure. 
The lemonade stand was the thing that people connected around. People were 
coming together due to a common goal: to cure childhood cancer. When we 
worked with Alex’s Lemonade Stand, we worked to build a stronger communi-
ty of practice centered around the lemonade stand, i.e., curing childhood can-
cer. We focused on conveying a strong social object (via an email campaign) 
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that worked not only to connect people but also to keep people coming back 
to participate in the cure.

Knowledge cultures revolve around “object worlds” (Cetina, 2007, p. 371). This 
is because people create knowledge through object-oriented practice. By inter-
acting with social objects, users come to know, create knowledge, make mean-
ing, and create value together. When it comes to the object-oriented practice of 
social media, people talk a lot about how to build engaged communities online. 
They should also be talking about how to build robust knowledge cultures. Un-
derstanding an organization’s knowledge culture is the key to writing, designing, 
and strategizing for the social web. Through studying successful practices, we be-
gin to understand what works. We begin to understand how an audience creates 
a knowledge culture through its object-oriented practices via the social web. Such 
an understanding can help bridge an essential gap between (a) the more formal 
and technical aspects of design and (b) the social and cultural aspects of how 
objects engage users and build communities.

Drawing from Cetina (1997, 2001, 2007) and Engeström (2005), we can look at 
how people connect through shared objects. Students can discuss their partner’s 
social object and the performative verbs that relate to it. How does the audience 
create a knowledge culture through its object-oriented practices via the partner’s 
platforms?

Organization Storytelling Analysis

At the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative, one of the most frequent requests 
we receive from communities is a collaboration in “telling their story.” What does 
it mean for an organization to tell its story? In The Shape of Design, Frank Chime-
ro (2012) acknowledged that

narrative is such a fundamental way of thinking that there are 
even theories that say that stories are how we construct reality 
for ourselves. We use them to describe who we are, what we 
believe, where we are going, and where we came from. (Chapter 
7, para. 2)

A story, for a nonprofit, is a way for an organization (a nonhuman entity) to hu-
manize itself. By leading with a heartfelt story, the organization can elicit a strong 
sense of pathos or feeling while engaging deeply with its audience personally. In 
our work, we encounter both “capital S” Stories and “small s” stories. If the orga-
nization’s Story is not in place, we have observed that the organization will have 
an uphill battle with its content and engagement strategies. If the Story is set, the 
organization’s content seems to work from a method of alignment and seems to 
fall into place more easily. Thinking through the “capital S” Story is some of the 
most crucial work an organization can do. When we work with an organization 
on storytelling, our previous media analysis work with that organization, spe-
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cifically the research we conduct to find the organization’s golden circle and the 
organization’s social object, should point to the partner’s capital “S” Story.

Having a conversation with the community partner about its mission, its 
“why,” or its social objects might be exactly what that partner needs to take the 
organization to the next level, especially if it is a new nonprofit. This was the case 
in the examples of Life After Life and Young and Involved Philadelphia. Once the 
overarching story is determined internally, the question becomes how to commu-
nicate that story externally. Usually, this involves sharing the story on the orga-
nization’s website or social media site in a narrative format through text, image, 
audio, or video. This larger story is one that everyone at the organization knows; 
it becomes part of its culture. For example, Big Brothers Big Sisters of America 
(n.d.) tells a compelling story of how the organization originated. In 1904, Ernest 
Coulter was a court clerk in New York City who was shocked when he saw the 
number of young boys who came through the courtroom for sentencing. Coulter 
thought that if these children had adult role models in their lives, they would be 
less likely to get into trouble with the law. By sharing this story on its website, the 
organization creates a personal connection to the audience and shows how one 
person can make a lasting difference in a child’s life, as Ernest Coulter did.

Stories = Change

Many organizations want to collaborate on projects that focus on smaller stories 
that they share on social media platforms each day—not necessarily their larger, 
overarching Story. For these smaller stories, we still employ research on the gold-
en circle and social objects, but we also include work on organizational storytell-
ing, inspired in part by Joe Lambert, founder of StoryCenter, an organization in 
Berkeley, California, that runs public workshops on storytelling. Lambert (2013) 
has defined storytelling as a moment of change. This means that a story, any sto-
ry, is about a time when change happened. As Lambert (2018) argued, “As you 
become clear about the meaning of your story, you can bring your story to life 
by taking us into that moment of change” (p. 59). Perhaps it is a pivotal change. 
Maybe it is a new perspective or insight:

Was there a moment when things changed? Were you aware of 
it at the time? If not, what was the moment you became aware 
that things had changed? Is there more than one possible mo-
ment to choose from? If so, do they have different meanings? 
Which most accurately conveys the meaning in your story? Can 
you describe the moment in detail? (Lambert, 2018, p. 59)

According to Lambert (2013), in his digital storytelling workshops he asks 
participants to construct and share stories in an immersive way to take the audi-
ence to that moment of change, and he has noted that, “compelling storytellers 
construct scenes to show how change happened, how they dealt with it, what 
they were like before the change, and what they are like after” (p. 60). He has 
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shared with readers a model of narrative storytelling that taps into metaphors for 
the human experience, including cycles of growth and transformation. Lambert 
(2013) also claimed that “addressing certain kinds of stories as part of the passage 
through life’s stages is the oldest of narrative practices” (p. 11). Lambert (2018) 
argued that by being told in a way that invites empathy and reflection of shared 
experience, “the right story can inspire someone to get up and act, to change their 
position, to get others involved in a cause” (p. 143).

In Storytelling in the Digital Age: A Guide for Nonprofits, Campbell (2017) 
claimed, “Nonprofits should be using their stories to motivate the reader or the 
viewer to do something” (p. 72). By sharing heartfelt stories, partner organiza-
tions can inspire a call-to-action—as Campbell (2017) has put it, “the action you 
want a person to take after being emotionally triggered by a story” (p. 72). Calls 
to-action are clear and direct requests for the audience to take action, such as 
signing up for a newsletter, listening to a podcast, donating to a cause, signing up 
to attend an event, double-tapping, commenting on a post, tagging someone, or 
clicking the link in the profile. Campbell (2017) argued that “nonprofits should 
always be viewing their communications through the eyes of the donors” (p. 74). 
She suggested making the audience the “hero” of each smaller story or post and 
speaking directly to the audience, as illustrated in this example: “Because of your 
support, we were able to provide one hundred meals to homeless veterans this 
winter” (Campbell, 2017, p. 74).

Many nonprofit and community-based organizations that we work with, 
however, do not always feel comfortable asking for money through social media 
posts. Getting to know the partner organization and its values is key to build-
ing solid relationships—and this entails not constantly pushing a so-called “best 
practices” agenda if it doesn’t suit the partner. For example, in Ellen Cushman’s 
(2013) work “Wampum, Sequoyan, and Story: Decolonizing the Digital Archive,” 
Indigenous stories are viewed as “epistemological centers of knowledge making” 
(p. 128). Cushman (2013) examined how the Cherokee stories within the digital 
archive invite both the storyteller and the listener to “create and hold on to the 
legacy of knowledge as placed and located beings who, through a series of story-
telling practices, honor their experience with and in the lived experience of the 
Cherokees” (p. 129). Listeners of the stories are asked to “pick up, hold on to, teach 
others, and pass along what they are told” (Cushman, 2013, p. 129). Obviously, 
this is a very different kind of audience call-to-action than the one described by 
Campbell (2017), driven by reciprocity. We must be attuned to our partner’s value 
systems and meaning-making practices. Our goal in organizational storytelling is 
to tell stories on our partner’s terms.

Story Generators

Nonprofit consultant Vanessa Lockshin (2016) has acknowledged that telling sto-
ries consistently can be a formidable challenge for nonprofits, and she has sug-
gested that busy organizations can “foster collaboration to make storytelling eas-
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ier” (p. 96). Lockshin has suggested that when working with nonprofits, it can be 
helpful to create custom-made story collection forms using software from Google 
Forms or Typeform, which are widely-available tools, and that these forms can be 
used to collect a variety of stories from various stakeholders. The partner can then 
share the stories in newsletters, social media, and on the organization’s website. In 
a November 2020 workshop called Organizational Story Mining, Lambert argued 
that organizations should have a “story gathering, production, and distribution 
mechanism to highlight the lives, accomplishments, and unique contributions of 
members of your team, your audience, your clients, and your stakeholders.” He 
promoted a question-driven story collection tool. Lambert’s tool asks four gener-
al questions (that can be further tailored to the organization), with an emphasis 
on the moment of change:

1. Tell us about your background in the subject/experience? Or conversely, 
why did you choose to talk about this experience?

2. What has been your unique relationship to the subject? How has it affect-
ed your life/life experiences?

3. Share an experience you had with the subject. Conversely, take us back to 
the moments/scenes of the experience. How has it changed you?

4. If someone new were to ask you to sum up what makes you interested or 
passionate about the subject/or sharing this experience, what would you 
say were the main lessons you have to share?

At the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative, our storytelling generation 
mechanism includes weekly takeovers organized by student groups. Groups 
create content out of first-hand accounts of everyday occurrences both in and 
out of the classroom because these are relatable and believable stories. We try 
to take stock of what is happening around us. We try to show the real story, 
even if it is messy or complicated. Over the years, we have developed a story 
generator. Our story generator is a valuable heuristic that showcases multiple 
ways to tell stories. Most stories can be told in more than one way. The story 
generator helps to determine the best way to tell the story at hand. It can be 
used to create a variety of content—from long-form articles, to blog posts, to 
social media campaigns, to takeovers, to single social media posts. Each genre 
of storytelling listed here that can result from our story generator is illustrated 
with an example:

1. Exposé—An investigative piece that presents facts that may surprise or 
shock the audience. The writer incorporates compelling facts, statistics, 
anecdotes, or quotes to tell a true story. An example: “What Katie Didn’t 
Know”

2. Historical—A piece that tells the story of a person, place, or thing in the 
past. The writer usually tells readers something substantial they didn’t al-
ready know in an exciting fashion. An example: “The Core of Discovery”

https://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2012/10/katie-holmes-divorce-scientology
https://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2012/10/katie-holmes-divorce-scientology
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/article/the-core-of-discovery
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3. How to—A piece that provides guidelines for tangible or intangible ac-
tions. The writer often orders actions sequentially in a step-by-step fash-
ion. An example: “For Many Reasons: Blood and Chocolate Pudding”

4. Informative—A piece that provides logical information on a specific 
subject. This kind of piece provides information for information’s sake. 
The writer employs expository writing, anecdotes, facts, or figures to in-
form readers about a subject. Writers should cover the basics—who, what, 
when, where, and why. An example: “Can Social Media Save Lives?”

5. Interview—A piece that often appears in Q & A format, but not always. 
The content may have breadth or depth, but usually not both. The writer 
may also edit the questions and narrate the interviewee’s answers. An ex-
ample: “Rashida”

6. Inspirational—A “feel good” story. The focus of the piece is the inspira-
tional point that the writer wants to make. An example: “Charity: Water 
– What We Learned in India”

7. Personal experience/Reminiscence—A human interest piece that fea-
tures an engaging story many people can relate to or would want to read. 
An example: “Connecting Appalachia to the World Beyond”

8. Personal/Professional opinion—A piece that shares a personal or pro-
fessional point of view on a subject of consequence to many people. An 
example: “My 10 Years of Blogging”

9. Photo story—A piece that uses a graphic approach to storytelling. Such a 
piece uses a lead photo that hooks the reader and sets the tone for the vi-
sual story. The writer may supply additional text or captions. An example: 
“Gift of Life”

10. Profile—A piece that offers a prose sketch focusing on one or more as-
pects of someone’s personality or life. The writer may interview others 
who can offer insights (children, spouse, neighbors, colleagues); the writer 
uses each interview as a time and place of reference. An example: “The 
Butcher Chef ”

11. Review—A piece sharing insights into a book, film, gadget, service, or 
program. The writer describes their experience in either an objective, sub-
jective, positive, or negative light. An example: “The Social Singularity”

12. Roundup—A piece that serves as a collection of information tied together 
by one theme. Writers may organize the piece around numbers or lists. 
An example: “10 Uncommon Superfoods from the World of Ultra-En-
durance”

To support our community partners in telling engaging stories (their larger 
story as well as smaller related stories), students write a summary of the organi-
zation’s current storytelling strategy using the following prompts:

• What is the organization’s Story?
• Where is the Story told (blog, social media, newsletter, website, etc.)?

http://www.vanillagarlic.com/2011/03/for-many-reasons-blood-and-chocolate.html
https://brolly.com.au/blog/social-media-save-lives/
https://www.wearedore.com/photos/career-rashida/
https://blog.charitywater.org/post/143499048577/we-went-to-india
https://blog.charitywater.org/post/143499048577/we-went-to-india
https://bellhooksbooks.com/connecting-appalachia-to-the-world-beyond/
https://gigaom.com/2011/11/26/10-years-gigaom/
http://annstreetstudio.com/2019/01/10/gift-of-life/
http://mimithorisson.com/2012/07/14/the-butcher-chef/
http://mimithorisson.com/2012/07/14/the-butcher-chef/
https://www.kurzweilai.net/book-the-social-singularity
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/10-uncommon-superfoods-fr_b_3361978
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/10-uncommon-superfoods-fr_b_3361978
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• How is the Story told?
• Does the Story align with the organization’s “why”?
• Does the Story have a moment of change? Describe this.
• Could the moment of change be expanded upon? How so?
• Does the Story invite the audience to consider issues?
• Is the Story honest, authentic, and in the first person?
• What media does the organization use to tell smaller stories (video, imag-

es, text, audio)?
• How is the audience invited to participate?

Community Partner Report
The community partner report offers our partners new approaches to engaging 
their audiences via emerging media. At the end of the semester, students revise 
and edit their media analyses and combine all that is useful into one report to 
present to their community partner at a meeting or event (Figure 4.4 shows stu-
dents sharing a community partner report in a meeting with Foi et Joie Haiti). 

The report will include a variety of sections depending on which media anal-
yses are included. Descriptions of the possible sections follow.

Figure 4.4. Sharing a community partner report
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Summary of Overall Web and Social Media Presence

This section is usually 200-400 words long and includes images, data visualiza-
tions, and screenshots. It uses background research to discuss how the commu-
nity partner is rhetorically using its website; its blog; and its Twitter, Facebook, 
YouTube, and Instagram accounts to connect with its audience. The goal of this 
section is to help the partner see the current state of affairs, such as its use of 
platforms, the number of posts per platform, the number of followers on each 
platform, the number of accounts being followed by each platform, audience 
engagement averages, typical days and times of posts, and other relevant met-
rics. The report should not provide critiques or suggestions, just facts with no 
judgment.

Comparative Media Analysis (Mentor Accounts)

This section is typically 200-800 words long and includes images, data visual-
izations, and screenshots. It asks: What are the top three mentor accounts that 
provide the most useful examples for the community partner? How were the 
mentor accounts determined (for example, through word-of-mouth, case studies, 
hashtag searches, knowledge of direct competitors, media influencers, or number 
of followers)? This section contains the following sub-sections:

• Strategy—Students discuss each mentor account. They should consider 
the following questions: How are the accounts demonstrating innovation, 
engagement, or the phenomenon of interest? What are the accounts do-
ing? How are they doing it?

• Effectiveness—Students should consider the following: Why are the men-
tor accounts effective? What is the evidence? In their responses, students 
should demonstrate an argument or cite sources from the course readings 
or elsewhere to back up claims.

• Summary—In this section, students consider how the partner could ben-
efit from or borrow some of these ideas, strategies, and practices for this 
project. They should be as specific as possible when referring to the men-
tor accounts.

Golden Circle Analysis

This section ranges from 200-400 words long and includes images, data visual-
izations, and screenshots. In this section, students should connect the partner’s 
mission statement to its golden circle—its why, how, and what. Students should 
describe the organization’s why, how, and what from the perspective of the com-
munity partner. They should also include a graphic illustration of the partner’s 
golden circle.
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Social Object Analysis

This section is 200-400 words long and includes images, data visualizations, and 
screenshots. Drawing from contemporary social theorists, we can look at how 
people connect through shared objects. The argument here is that the object is the 
thing that links people together. Students should discuss the community partner’s 
social object/s and the performative verbs that relate to it. They should consider 
this question: How can the organization create a knowledge culture through the 
use of social objects?

Organizational Storytelling Strategy

This section should be 200-800 words long and include images, data visualiza-
tions, and screenshots. To support our community partners in telling better sto-
ries (their larger Story and smaller stories), students should develop a summary 
of the partner’s current or proposed storytelling strategy. In creating this summa-
ry, the students should rely on the organization’s responses to the story genera-
tor question prompts used in the organizational storytelling strategy assignment, 
which focus on the organization’s “moment of change.”

Conclusions & Suggestions

This section is normally 400-1000 words long and includes images, data visual-
izations, and screenshots. In this section, students aim to answer the following 
questions: Based on the overall analysis, what suggestions do you have for the 
community partner moving forward? How can the partner employ the compar-
ative media analysis, golden circle analysis, social object analysis, and organiza-
tion storytelling analysis to connect deeply with its audience about its mission? 
Students should be specific in their suggestions. They should also adhere to the 
following recommendations for writing reports and memos: “If you are making 
a recommendation, say, 1) what needs to be done, 2) who should do it, 3) when 
and where it should be done, 4) why it should be done, 5) how it should be done” 
(Garner, 2012, p. 129). Students should provide a concrete example for each sug-
gestion they make.

Works Cited or References

Students should cite all work in either APA or MLA style. They should use paren-
thetical citations in the text as needed.

A Few Words on Tone

The tone of the report should be knowledgeable and engaging. Bryan A. Garner 
(2012) has suggested writing in a professional yet relaxed manner “as if speaking 
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directly to the recipient of your document” (p. 99). In these reports, students 
should always try to remain objective, neutral, or positive in their tone, rather 
than judgmental. Here’s an example:

• Judgment: This dish tastes awful.
• Objective: This dish tastes salty.

Finding the right tone in the report is essential and will determine how the infor-
mation comes across to the partner. Table 4.1 provides some favored expressions 
to use in reports.

Table 4.1. Terms to Frame Language in Reports

Terms we avoid Terms we favor

Client Community partner

Help Collaborate, Co-research

Assist Support

Work for Work with, Co-create

Problems Opportunities 

For example, if we want to suggest that the organization implement a new Twitter 
strategy, we would not say, “Organization XYZ has a better handle on their Twit-
ter than you do. You should probably check it out and take some notes.” Instead, 
we could ask, “Have you considered adding more images (or asking questions in 
your tweets) to promote audience engagement? We have seen success when other 
organizations implement those practices. Here are a few examples of other orga-
nizations similar to yours that have had success with this tactic.” As seen in this 
example, the tone of the report should be supportive and engaging rather than 
negative or condescending. By intentionally framing their language in this way, 
students become active participants in creating a culture of community-building.
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Chapter 5. How Might Writing 
Programs Become Vital 

Resources to Communities?

To practice the central arguments of this book—that is, the importance of put-
ting our community partner’s gains first and how that changes our approaches 
to community-engaged writing—I have saved my discussion of student learning 
until the end. As a committed educator working at a Jesuit institution that re-
quires rigorous ethical teaching and critical reflection, it has been a significant 
challenge to postpone this discussion. I suspect other writing teachers may find it 
just as challenging as well. This is, after all, the point. Our work and approaches to 
that work look different when we prioritize community partnerships.

Since 2010, I have formally and informally researched the program-level 
learning experiences and outcomes of the Beautiful Social Research Collabo-
rative, the community writing program at my institution. Each year, based on 
teaching, peer, and partner evaluations as well as personal “field notes,” I frame 
inquiry around student learning to ask questions such as the following:

• How can emerging communication technologies in the classroom be har-
nessed to embrace the public work of composition?

• How can those who teach and learn with emerging communication tech-
nologies design projects that extend beyond traditional curricular bound-
aries to become agents of social change?

• How might evaluation and assessment of such work cultivate a network of 
reciprocity within our local communities?

The questions that frame each chapter of this book arose out of the slow, informal, 
methodological inquiry of a particular community writing program, the Beauti-
ful Social Research Collaborative, in its local context. I describe that inquiry in 
this chapter.

Study Description
While student, peer, and partner evaluations help shape the program and help 
assess outcomes at the program level, I wanted deeper insight into whether the 
desired learning outcomes were achieved at the individual level—I particularly 
wanted to know whether students’ attitudes and beliefs changed due to working 
with community partners. Research indicates that “community-based methods 
emphasize civic and social responsibility while enacting principles of collective 
action such as dialogue, reflection, and advocacy as means for improving and 
contributing to public life” (Jones et al., 2016, p. 7). To delve deeper into student 
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learning, I asked this research question: Does working with community writing 
partnerships influence “agency”—students’ ideas about their ability to act in and 
on the world in ways that relate to civic purposes?

To address this research question about agency, I opted for a pre-test/post-test 
model using surveys designed to provide qualitative feedback. The pre/post-test 
model provides a straightforward tool to systematically gather data about student 
learning—specifically to gain “better feedback about whether the intervention is 
working in the way you expected” (Clipperton et al., 2020, p. 2). Since the pre-
test and post-test survey was completed as part of routine classroom activities, 
it was deemed exempt by the IRB board at my institution. It should be noted 
that a significant limitation of the pre-test/post-test design is that it cannot detect 
other possible causes of results. There was also no control group for comparison. 
At both the beginning and the end of the semester, I asked students to reflect 
on their attitudes and beliefs regarding civic agency, defined as ideas about one’s 
ability to act in and on the world in ways that relate to civic purposes. The survey 
prompts consisted of open-ended questions:

• Are you prepared to participate in civic life (i.e., the public life of the citi-
zen concerned with the affairs of a community)?

• Do you feel that you have the ability to influence an organization or work 
with your community partner to create lasting change?

• What fosters your beliefs about your ability or inability to influence an 
organization or create change?

• Will your experience working with community partners this semester 
motivate subsequent engagement, action, or behavior in your community 
or your life?

Findings
Analysis of the pre-test/post-test scores indicated that more than 80% of students 
felt their experience and learning in the course greatly influenced their attitudes 
and beliefs about their capacity to create change. Students indicated they learned 
how to take writing and emerging media beyond the personal, beyond enter-
tainment, and into places for activism and social change by writing with and for 
organizations. Students worked side-by-side with community leaders who were 
fighting injustices, advancing the rights of marginalized populations, and ampli-
fying underrepresented voices, and they indicated they learned skills to harness 
the power of writing and rhetoric for social change through working on proj-
ects alongside these community partners. Importantly, students noted that they 
gained new attitudes and perspectives while working with communities commit-
ted to making change.

The study findings on agency say much about what it means to take the lead 
to make positive change via emerging communication technologies. Taking the 
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lead means different things to different people. For some, it means learning how 
to become a social entrepreneur or an activist. For others, it means building skills 
in digital rhetoric (or researching how people communicate through digital dis-
course). For others, it means learning by doing—becoming active citizens who 
are empowered to act. The findings of this study fall into four main themes: de-
sign, community, power, and beliefs.

Design

Community partnerships changed the way students considered design as both a 
practice and an outcome. One student, Ariana M., reflected,

I had initially assumed that people would instantaneously feel 
connected to a nonprofit because of their cause and the good 
work they do in the community—but it’s really more than that. I 
learned that we weren’t just promoting the cause—we were pro-
moting the benefit of that cause to their multiple stakeholders.

Effective design strategically communicates the message with the community 
partner’s core values and audience at heart. Through the community design pro-
cess, students indicated they were able to understand how design can be a tool to 
fight systemic oppression and to work toward more equitable futures. Placed in 
the role of designers and design researchers, students noted they could see that 
what they created fostered specific values. They indicated they learned that de-
sign can be a vehicle for ethical action and transformative change.

Practically speaking, collaborating with community-based organizations is 
a way for students to gain real-world experience for their work with emerging 
media. As composition scholar Eva Brumberger (2013) noted, “For too many 
students, design experience is slim, and a community-based project may be 
their only opportunity for professional development in a given semester” (p. 
114). Students can use community-based projects as opportunities to add work 
to their portfolios and add experience to their resumes. On a deeper level, stu-
dents are also engaged in a design process that emphasizes equity and justice. 
As noted by the Creative Reaction Lab (2018), “Every design has an impact on 
equity, including the decisions we make in a community project, the blueprints 
created for a new building, and the policies implemented in our workplaces” (p. 
11). Writing with communities helps students understand how design impacts 
others. Costanza-Chock (2020) has acknowledged that design processes are of-
ten “structured in ways that make it impossible to see, engage with, account for, 
or attempt to remedy the unequal distribution of benefits and burdens that they 
reproduce” (Introduction section). However, equity-based methods as used by 
students participating in the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative are able 
to ground student learning in complex intersectional considerations of gender, 
race, and class.
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Attitudes and Beliefs

Students’ attitudes and beliefs changed dramatically. Lauren K. indicated that

collaborating with Life After Life challenged the perception I 
had of the justice system in our country being one that fights 
for fairness and equality, and it made me realize that it’s actually 
one that is built on putting some people first and others last: that 
it’s a system that favors the color of your skin, that it’s a system 
that needs to be changed.

Significantly, students reported that working with community partners changed 
what they “believed was possible.” Students did not feel as “completely over-
whelmed” by the complexity of social issues but began to believe that they (just 
one caring person within a community) could take action and make positive so-
cial change.

Importantly, students can gain new attitudes and perspectives while work-
ing with communities committed to making change. According to Shah (2020), 
“Direct engagement can offer opportunities for college students to find meaning 
in their academic work and learn from community members’ stories, interpreta-
tions, and feedback” (p. 45). My study indicates community writing partnerships 
help students develop the knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary to promote a 
culture of change-making.

Community

Community-engaged teaching and learning changed the way students thought 
about citizenship and their role in the community. As student Anna S. indicated,

The trajectory of my future has changed after working with 
the community farmer’s market. I have always wanted to make 
things, but now I know who I really want to make things with. 
What I want to do and also where I want to work has changed 
because of this course. I want to be with an organization that 
works towards improving a community through healthy eating.

Many students indicated the experience gave them a clearer idea of how they 
“want to live life” and how their skills could “make a positive impact on the world.”

In general, contemporary students place a high value on 21st-century litera-
cies—collective action, collective problem solving, and democratic processes that 
are distributed and shared by all. Not only does the model of community-uni-
versity partnerships used by the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative build 
21st-century literacy skills, it creates citizen-leaders with a social conscience. A 
writing program’s commitment to community-building and civic action offers 
students opportunities to address immediate real-world issues. Other research-
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ers’ findings suggest that once students are involved with social purposes and 
issues larger than themselves, a civic ethic is fostered, which “can allow students 
to link their own self-interests with public concerns” (Eble & Gaillet, 2004, p. 351). 
For students, working closely with organizations with purpose-driven missions 
leads to a greater sense of participation, activism, and desire to pursue nonprofit 
or community-based work after college.

Power

Working alongside community partners changed the way students thought about 
power. As student Maggie T. reflected,

This semester with Internews, we learned how South Sudan does 
not have many news outlets that provide reputable information 
due to the lack of technology access in the area. This kind of bar-
rier creates misinformation for communities, especially during 
a global pandemic when access to trustworthy information is 
necessary. This experience has led me to be more thoughtful 
about my privilege and how I can work with marginalized and 
under-resourced communities through my own work.

In addition to acknowledging the knowledge, skills, and beliefs developed in 
class, students reported feeling empowered to keep addressing social issues after 
classes have ended.

Not only do students involved in community writing projects share power 
and decision-making with community partners, but they also see their work in-
fluence decision-making, mission statements, and policies at nonprofits and lo-
cal organizations. Seeing that their work has value leads to more empowerment, 
capacity-building, and leadership development. Not only does the experience 
prepare students for the real world, but also it seems to “prepare students for 
changing the world” (Prell, 2003, p. 187).

Conclusion
How might writing programs become vital resources to communities? How do 
we see our research as a form of community building? What does it look like to 
center community building in our work? This book charts a path for engaging in 
a process that intentionally builds community through writing programs. There 
are many pathways to center community building in our work and our programs, 
each specific to local contexts and communities and each requiring more than 
just a shift in mindset. If we are committed to a process that builds community, 
it will require a continued reimagining of our approaches to program building— 
particularly our approaches to equity, our investment in intentional infrastruc-
ture, and our commitment to decolonial methods.
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Equity-Based Approaches

As argued in the field’s literature, community-engaged projects have historical-
ly benefitted the university at the expense of the community. As Jennifer Bay 
(2019) described, “Drive-by service-learning projects, un-usable or missing end 
products, publications that are not shared with community partners, and failed 
partnerships are plentiful in the literature on service-learning and community 
engagement” (p. 10). When we shift the focus to putting the community first and 
viewing our partnerships as a community-building enterprise, we can better com-
mit to creating conditions for reciprocity and mutuality with our partners. An eq-
uity-based approach demands that we commit to a process that helps us consider 
how power, oppression, resistance, privilege, penalties, benefits, and harms are 
systematically designed into the very systems we want to change. A commitment 
to “equity requires us to redesign structures and processes to consciously redis-
tribute power across role groups and institutions. Co-creation acknowledges that 
we build with and not for others—we invite, engage and design solutions and 
co-produce knowledge in partnership” (National Equity Project, n.d., We Believe 
section). Equity-based approaches to community writing, as detailed in Chapter 
2, offer a flexible method for conducting with communities design research that 
can point us toward more just and equitable partnerships.

Infrastructural Approaches

In light of our history of inequitable partnerships, approaches to infrastruc-
ture need to be intentionally addressed. As discussed in Chapter 1, communi-
ty-engaged initiatives and programs are frequently “sporadic, disconnected or 
redundant, supported by individual faculty, specific funding or fleeting lead-
ership, without incentives for broad-based support or long-term institutional 
commitment” (Yates & Accardi, 2019, p. 6). When designing infrastructural 
approaches to community writing projects, not only do we need to consider 
how to share power and knowledge with our partners, we need to support the 
building of internal capacity from within our local communities. As John P. 
Kretzman and John L. McKnight (1993) argued, “Outside resources will largely 
be wasted if the internal capacity of the community is not developed” (p. 376). 
In our work with community partners in inner-city Philadelphia, we have seen 
grassroots initiatives create resources from within—rather than rely on outside 
resources and assistance. For example, the West Philly Tool Library lends tools 
(donated by the community) to community members for home maintenance, 
repairs, and DIY projects, much as a book lending library operates. Another 
organization, Prevention Point, which began syringe services in North Phila-
delphia in 1991, now serves the community in various ways, including the pro-
vision of overdose prevention education, the distribution of naloxone, and the 
provision of housing, meals, and legal services. Instead of imposing new part-
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nerships and programs on communities, we can ask how “existing centralized 
institutions can support local invention rather than act as the inventor” (Kretz-
man & McKnight, 1993, p. 372). We can imagine programs that are defined by 
their “capacity to respond to community,” rather than manage, replicate and 
proliferate local initiatives” (Kretzman & McKnight, 1993, p. 372). Our efforts 
to build capacity from within communities will highlight those communities’ 
“ability to shape their worlds through relational and collaborative tools and 
solutions (Escobar, 2018, p. 20).

Decolonial Approaches

Without a commitment to decolonial approaches in our partnerships, we risk the 
danger of contributing to the reproduction of systemic oppression. A focus on 
design that encompasses the impact (and the unintentional impact) behind an 
outcome creates pathways for us to consider the potential consequences of design 
and to recognize that we have significant accountability within the partnership. 
Even as we work to dismantle oppressive forces, we will still falter—such as when 
we put our agendas before the community’s agenda, when we serve the status 
quo, and when we make unquestioned assumptions. Engaging in opportunities 
for continuous reflection and improvement, for humility, for recognizing where 
we may cause harm and where we made the wrong choices ultimately allows for 
a process of change and transformation to occur. Community writing needs ap-
proaches that will not privilege imperialist or university agendas; that will not 
further cause harm, oppress, or victimize our community partners; that will not 
privilege or rely on expert knowledge; and that will not attempt to control and 
codify knowledge and meaning-making practices in the name of progress. Writ-
ing partnerships can leverage community-building approaches to support local 
grassroots activism, decolonization efforts, co-resistance movements, and social 
change initiatives. By centering solidarity in our work, design can be “an ethical 
praxis of world-making” (Escobar, 2018, p. 313).

Community-building work is vital work. brown (2017) proposed that

we can align our behavior, our structure and our movements 
with our visions of justice and liberation, and give those of us 
co-creating the future more options for working with each oth-
er and embodying the things we fight for — dignity, collective 
power, level generative conflict, and community. (p. 6)

The simple and straightforward question—Are we engaging in a process that 
builds community? —supports us as we work to honor and uphold the knowl-
edges, dignity, strengths, and resources of our communities. Supporting com-
munity-led visions and grassroots organizing in our communities is the path to-
ward transformative change. As the Highlander Research and Education Center 
(n.d.-a) has affirmed,
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Together, we will continue to spark radical imagination in our 
work to manifest another world that we know is possible, where 
our communities are transformed and our people are liberated. 
The building of that world is underway, but its foundation will 
not and cannot rest atop the roots of white supremacy. (para. 5)

The approaches illustrated in this book support us in doing that work—that 
is, the work of moving away from colonized educational systems that privatize, 
abstract, and codify knowledge and toward more grassroots, collaborative, and 
place-based approaches to building bridges of understanding and support with 
our local communities.
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Appendix A. Positionality Activity
Providing an opportunity to interrogate how race, class, and gender shape iden-
tity can be a good starting place for community work. Students and teachers will 
undoubtedly confront socialized and entrenched notions of privilege, identity, 
and social justice within the context of this work. Learning more about position-
ality is a step toward this process of inquiry. This includes looking at how we 
are positioned (by ourselves, by others, by particular discourse communities) in 
relation to multiple relational social processes of difference (gender, class, race, 
ethnicity, age, sexuality). Doing this work means looking at how we are each dif-
ferently positioned in hierarchies of power and privilege.

In my teaching, I employ a tactic similar to what Cathy L. Nelson (1991) de-
scribed as occurring at a National SEED (Seeking Educational Equity and Diver-
sity) Project on Inclusive Curriculum seminar. According to Nelson, during the 
seminar, participants interrogated positionality by writing short stories reminis-
cent of the Jamaica Kincaid story “Girl.” She recalled,

During our first moments together as a community of scholars/
learners, we read aloud personal versions of Jamaica Kincaid’s 
“Girl,” drawing upon the gendered and remembered voices 
from our own pasts. The first voices we heard were our own. 
Immediately, we recognized the authenticity and power of our 
own lived experience. (Nelson, 1991, p. 66).

I use the same strategy to create a more open and inclusive tone in the class-
room. Reflecting on positionality by sharing our own versions of “Girl” opens 
an exciting learning process. Not only does this activity help students learn ways 
to start theorizing subjectivity, it helps set the tone for sharing our experiences 
in the classroom. Jamaica Kincaid’s (1978) “Girl” voices a character’s experience 
growing up in the West Indies, with the story beginning as follows:

Wash the white clothes on Monday and put them on the stone 
heap; wash the color clothes on Tuesday and put them on the 
clothesline to dry; don’t walk bare-head in the hot sun; cook 
pumpkin fritters in very hot sweet oil.

We can consider the story as an interior monologue—a stream of thoughts or 
emotions running through the character’s mind. To begin the lesson, the class 
may read or listen to the short story together. I have my students read along while 
listening to Kincaid narrate her story aloud (available at https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=AHr1HYW0mKE).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AHr1HYW0mKE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AHr1HYW0mKE
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Discussion

Next, students participate in a discussion. In small groups or in a larger class dis-
cussion, they examine the following questions:

• What is the significance of the story’s title?
• How has the character internalized messages about how one “should” act?
• Which statements in the story are based on judgments, assumptions, be-

liefs, opinions, values, and concepts in the character’s mind?
• Which statements are non-judgmental—describing reality as it is, factu-

al data, without added value judgments of “good” and “bad”/”should” or 
“shouldn’t”?

• Which judgments are treated as facts in the story?
• Which judgments does the character internalize?

It’s worth taking time here to note that Mathieu (2014) referred to the form 
of monologue represented by “Girl” as interior rhetoric—”stories we tell our-
selves about ourselves, our tacit beliefs about how the world works or doesn’t” 
(p. 180). This means we should consider that judgments in stories like this are 
thoughts based on opinion; they are not statements of universal fact based in 
reality. Mathieu (2014) wrote that “excavating one’s inner rhetoric is an ongoing 
process, which begins by becoming mindful of one’s thoughts and labeling them 
as thoughts” (p. 182). “Inner rhetoric is powerful,” Mathieu (2014) claimed, “not 
because it is true, but because we act and behave as if it is true” (p. 184.) The fol-
lowing writing activity enables us to initiate our own inquiry in order to observe 
our “inner rhetoric” as an instance of internalized oppression—the idea that we 
need to understand how oppression works more clearly in ourselves before seeing 
how it works in communities. We do this to deepen our capacities to bear witness 
to each other’s lived experiences and work together to build more compassionate 
and just communities.

Community scholar Beth Berila (2015) noted that “internalized oppression of-
ten takes the form of a brutal inner voice that does not speak our inner wisdom 
but instead reinforces the harmful narratives of the dominant culture” (p. 68). This 
means that believing our thoughts can be a kind of unconscious self-sabotage. Ber-
ila (2015) also noted that “power systems have infiltrated our psyches to such an 
extent that we conform without necessarily realizing we are doing so and without 
recognizing the deeply damaging effects that conformity has on our own way of 
being” (p. 68). Sometimes we may find internalized oppression manifesting itself 
in the things we thought we held most dear—in our very achievements and values.

Pre-writing Activity

In this pre-writing activity, students do some of the excavation work of their own 
inner rhetoric and oppression. They consider which judgments or “internal rhet-
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oric” they currently hold about themselves that are masquerading as facts. In a 
notebook, they jot down an example for each of the following bullet points:

• When is a time something has been judged as meeting a standard or not?
• When is a time someone was judged or labeled as good or bad?
• When is a time when had a strong attachment to a value and believed you 

were right?
• When is a time you judged yourself?
• When is a time you judged someone else?
• Where have we internalized these messages? We may have never had the 

opportunity to stop and consider how these messages may or may not fit 
for us. How do the messages we receive both from ourselves and from 
others shape us?

• Do you judge your appearance when you look in the mirror?
• Do you think certain people are more attractive than others?
• Do you think certain people are more popular than others?
• Who do you resent?
• What do you lash out at?
• What do you believe is better than? “X is better than Y.”
• What do you believe is worse than? “X is worse than Y.”
• Where do you feel included?
• Where do you feel excluded?
• Where do you see others as separate from you?
• Where do you feel like an outsider?
• In what ways do you habitually ignore, marginalize, erase, or dismiss oth-

er (different) points of view?
• Which of the following identities have you internalized, and in what ways: 

national, racial, class, ability, sexual, gender, linguistic, cultural, ethnic, 
religious, spiritual?

• Which messages from your family, friends, communities, and society have 
you internalized?

• What do you believe in, and where do these beliefs come from?

When they are finished, they can take some time to share their responses.

Writing Activity

After considering the above questions, which involves taking an inventory of 
their value judgments and beliefs, students write their own authentic version of 
“Girl” in about 250-750 words. They write their stories as interior monologues, 
similar to Kincaid’s. In them, they describe and interrogate the beliefs about the 
world and themselves that they have inherited and assembled along the way. They 
consider the following questions: Which of your stories, thoughts, assumptions, 
and beliefs empower you? Which of your stories, thoughts, assumptions, and be-
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liefs limit you? Which are your own? Which are inherited? Where did they come 
from? Which do you have a conflict with? Which are you unsure of? Which do 
you want to let go of because they no longer serve you? They should draw on the 
remembered voices of their pasts as well as the current stories they tell them-
selves. This is free writing. They should use this time to answer the questions in 
the form of a story. No one ever has to see this draft.

Student Example

Nathan K. – “Boy”
Sort your clothes into darks and lights; wash the darks in cold water and the 

lights in hot; never walk in bare feet in the grass, there could be nails hiding there; 
always look both ways before crossing the street–twice; on time is late–always 
be early; it’s fine to get a grade below an A, it just means you didn’t do your best 
this time around; when you’re under my roof you go to Mass every Sunday, or 
Saturday night if that works better for you–God sees it either way; this is how you 
pull weeds; this is how you rinse dishes before putting them in the dishwasher; 
this is how you pray–you should do that every night; this is how you suppress 
an emotion; this is how you avoid a fight with your spouse; you cannot have 
sleepovers with boys because of who you are; you cannot have sleepovers with 
girls because of who you are, men and women should not sleep in the same room 
unless they are married; this is how to be a role model to your brother; but I’ve al-
ready explained why nothing bad would happen if you let me; this is how to stick to 
a commitment you have made; this is how to stick to a commitment that has been 
made for you by somebody else; this is how to clip your nails; this is how to clip a 
cat’s nails; this is how to clean a cat scratch so it doesn’t get infected; this is how to 
make a bed; this is how to pay attention to your surroundings–you should leave 
if you feel threatened in any capacity whatsoever; this is how to be the bigger 
person; separate your trash from your recycling, it’s our duty to protect the planet 
God has given us; ignore the remarks your grandmother makes, thank goodness 
I’m not like her; if you can, always solve a problem yourself, even if you’re not 
properly equipped to do so; this is how to dress yourself; this is how to take care 
of your body; this is how to cook vegetables; this is how to cook soup; this is how 
to cook pasta; this is how to cook grilled cheese; this is how to cook pancakes; this 
is how to make cookies; this is how to sound dignified when you answer a phone; 
if somebody asks for money, always consider what they might use it for before 
giving it; this is how to make a budget; this is how to drive–do you have to go so 
fast?; I’m barely going the speed limit; this is how to water a plant; this is how to 
forget to water a plant; this is how to dispose of a dead plant; this is how to throw 
rotten apples off the deck for the squirrels; this is how to throw moldy bread off 
the deck for the birds; this is how to pack a suitcase; this is how to pack a school 
bag; this is how to read a train schedule; don’t forget a toothbrush; this is how you 
should speak to adults; drink almond milk, it won’t cause cancer like cow’s milk 
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will; don’t believe everything you read on the internet; go play outside in the sun, 
it’s good for you; this is how to decorate a Christmas tree; this is how to open one 
present every hour to make Christmas last all day; you are on your own path with 
God–someday you’ll be exactly where I am; this is how to help those who are 
less fortunate–this will help when you’re at Heaven’s gates; this is how to receive 
Holy Communion; this is how to behave in Church; but what if I’m just different 
than you are?; this is how to sing harmony; this is how to play piano; this is how 
to make a wine spritzer; this is how to laugh until you can’t breathe; you can tell 
me anything–just don’t expect the answer to be exactly what you want to hear; 
if you’re not looking for advice, you shouldn’t complain; this is how to hide who 
you are for your sake; this is why you should hide who you are for my sake; this 
is how to tell somebody you love them without using your words; always send a 
thank you card–it’s the right thing to do; use the gifts that have been given to you; 
you always make us proud–everybody has high expectations for you; this is how 
to apply for a job; this is how to plan for your future; but what if I still don’t know 
what I want to do, or who I want to be?; take a deep breath. There’s so much more 
time than you think–why do you worry so much?

Sharing and Discussion

When the writing assignment is complete, students sit in a circle, and I ask for 
volunteers to read their stories aloud. No students have to share their stories. 
However, I let students know that if they want to share their writing, it will be 
welcomed and very beneficial in making the class a safe space to work against 
internalized and institutionalized oppression.

After hearing some readings from the class, I ask students to contemplate 
some of the following questions in a large-group discussion:

• Where are the similarities in the stories?
• Where are the differences?
• How do gender, race, and power crop up?
• How does race and privilege (or the lack thereof) come into play?
• In what ways do we believe the stories we tell ourselves?
• In what ways is it helpful to believe these stories?
• In what ways is it unhelpful?
• How can we revise the voices in our heads?
• How do we dismantle the negative messages we receive?
• How can we become more accepting of reality as it is and reduce our judg-

mental thoughts?
• What was it like to write this story about yourself?
• What did you learn in writing it?
• We have come to this place from many different backgrounds. How do we 

make space for all of the complex identities that are in the room?
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• How can we work so as not to alienate anyone’s voice?
• How do we work so as not to invalidate anyone’s experience?
• How do we frame this class as one that fosters inclusion—not just in our 

discussions here, but also when we work with community partners out-
side the classroom walls?

We discuss the ideas that the experiences we have and how we interpret these 
experiences shape our beliefs, attitudes, personalities, and interior rhetoric. We 
note that it’s vital to take an honest account of the stories we tell ourselves and 
listen deeply to them. We acknowledge that if we find we are beating ourselves up 
for having any of these thoughts, we should pause and listen deeply. We consider 
that we should meet these “attacks” with compassion. We aim to remember that 
we are doing this work in the spirit of self-compassion, not self-destruction.

I let students know that this activity is an invitation to become more familiar 
with how internalized oppression works in ourselves before seeing how it works 
in communities. As mindfulness writer Rohan Gunatillake (2017) urged, “Those 
of us who take care of ourselves from the inside out not only make a real differ-
ence to themselves but also the world around them” (p. 223). I ask students to 
acknowledge (and if need be, interrogate) their beliefs in order to see things as 
they are. I suggest that by noting the instances where we have difficulty non-judg-
mentally describing the facts, we can begin to uncover underlying root causes.

Appendix B. Roles on Teams
Team members share a common goal—active involvement in a successful proj-
ect. There are many moving parts to achieve that goal. The success of a com-
munity project takes everyone working together—researching, writing, editing, 
designing, and presenting. Some shared responsibilities of team members include

• participating actively in in-class and out-of-class meetings,
• completing readings between class meetings,
• completing assignments between class meetings,
• participating in multiple off-campus visits with the community partner,
• completing all projects according to the determined schedule, and
• completing reflections and evaluations.

These are the responsibilities of all team members. In addition to assigning 
these general responsibilities, issuing specifically designed roles for team mem-
bers gives each person on the team a sense of ownership; each person becomes 
invested in the project’s outcome, thereby increasing the likelihood of a better 
overall plan. Tammy Erickson (2012) explained that

collaboration improves when the roles of individual team mem-
bers are clearly defined and well understood—in fact, when in-
dividuals feel their role is bounded in ways that allow them to do 
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a significant portion of their work independently. Without such 
clarity, team members are likely to waste energy negotiating 
roles or protect turf rather than focus on the task. The Harvard 
Business Review writes: “We’ve also found that team members 
are more likely to want to collaborate if the path to achieving the 
team’s goal is left somewhat ambiguous. If a team perceives the 
task as one that requires creativity, where the approach is not yet 
well known or predefined, its members are more likely to invest 
more time and energy in collaboration (Erickson). (para. 3)

Without assigning specific roles, members may grow disinterested or detached 
and possibly territorial over parts of the project.

There are various roles that can be assigned for any given team, and the 
roles may vary depending on the nature of each project. One position, however, 
is mandatory for each group. One responsible person should be chosen as the 
point of contact. The community partner will only send and receive email mes-
sages or phone calls with this one team member. It is this team member’s duty 
to communicate with the rest of the team in a clear and timely manner. When 
multiple people in the group send emails to community partners, it can be very 
confusing for everyone, and messages do not always meet their intended tar-
gets (for example, everyone in the group might not receive the latest partner 
updates and information). Just one responsible member should be chosen to be 
the point of contact to communicate on behalf of the team for the entirety of 
the semester project.

Other roles for team members are generally not as formal as the role of point 
of contact, but that is not to say they are less critical. One person may take on 
multiple roles, as well. The available roles may include the following:

• Facilitator—The person in this role issues meeting agendas before the 
meeting to allow for review, comment, and revisions to the agenda. Dis-
tributing agendas in advance of the meeting may also lead to more pro-
ductive discussions as participants are more likely to be prepared.

• Organizer—The person holding this position communicates to stakehold-
ers about the status and progress of stated goals.

• Scheduler—The scheduler keeps everyone organized through Asana, 
Slack, Google Calendar, or other similar software. This person is respon-
sible for sending reminders to the rest of the group.

• Notetaker—This person writes and posts a detailed record of all meetings.
• Analyst—The person in this position regularly writes analytical memos 

about the team’s internal processes and decisions.
• Documentarian—This person visually documents the work of the group 

through photographs and videos.
• Content creator—The person holding this role crafts updates for social 

media about the course and the community partnership.
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While each team in the class is organized through the various roles held by 
its members, it is the instructor’s responsibility to make sure the teams have what 
they need to ensure a successful project. The instructor’s role includes

• issuing a call for community partners,
• confirming the participation of community partners before the course 

begins,
• facilitating class discussions and activities,
• assuring each group stays focused on its stated goals and outcomes,
• preparing groups for their community partner meetings,
• following up with each group after their community partner meetings,
• overseeing each group’s community project,
• facilitating reflections, and
• facilitating final evaluations from students and community partners.

Appendix C. Locating Community Partners
When the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative is ready to accept new part-
ners for the upcoming semester, we sometimes put out a public call through so-
cial media channels to request proposals from interested organizations. When 
we issue these calls, we usually do so about six weeks before the start of the next 
semester. We issue a call for partners via a blog post or through Twitter, Face-
book, or Instagram. Generocity, a web platform for social good in Philadelphia, 
has featured our calls for partners to great success. Such platforms exist in many 
towns. Indeed.com is also an effective space to post a call for partners. In our 
calls, we ask potential organizations to draft a short proposal for a project via a 
contact form or email.

Lately, we have had more requests through the contact page on our website 
than we can handle, so we have not needed to issue a formal call for partners. 
However, we have issued formal calls for partners in the past, and the following 
sections contain an example call for partners, an example inquiry we received 
through our website, and a description of the process of selecting community 
partners to work with.

An Example Call for Partners

Subject: Seeking new project partners:

The new semester is almost here, and the Beautiful Social Re-
search Collaborative is currently open to new collaborative 
partnerships that will run September-November. Our goal is 
to build capacity with local communities and organizations. 
We are passionate about using the web to make positive social 
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change. If you are a nonprofit or community-based organiza-
tion, we have teams of talented students who would like to part-
ner with your organization to:
• Conduct research
• Consult on social media strategies
• Co-create web, video content, or a social media campaign
• Organize workshops, technology training, or resources

To view some of our previous projects, please follow the link to 
“Our Work.” https://www.beautifulsocial.org/work

Send us your ideas for collaboration,

The Beautiful Social Team

An Example of an Inquiry from Our Website Contact Form

Name: Jacqueline K.

Organization: Hope Partnership for Education

Organization Website: http://www.hopepartnershipforeduca-
tion.org/

Message: At Hope Partnership, our mission is to break the cy-
cle of poverty through education in Eastern North Philadelphia 
by providing children and adults with individualized learning 
opportunities. We serve children, families, and individuals in 
Eastern North Philadelphia who live below the poverty level 
and struggle in traditional educational settings. We are hoping 
that Beautiful Social can help us tell our story better through 
video. We have our annual event coming up in October, and we 
would love to create a video/slideshow (about 5 minutes long) 
to encourage giving from donors. We would also use this video 
for various future needs.

Selecting Community Partners

A few weeks after we issue a call, our community partner list begins to take shape. 
After a follow-up phone call with the potential partner, we have a good working 
knowledge of what our new partners hope to achieve by working with the collab-
orative. It can be helpful at this stage to ask partners to discuss in more detail the 
specific problem or area of interest they would like to pursue in a research project 
well in advance of the actual project start date. We then notify our partners when 
they will hear from the team that will be working with them.

https://www.beautifulsocial.org/work
http://www.hopepartnershipforeducation.org/
http://www.hopepartnershipforeducation.org/
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We generally accept four to five partners each semester. Class enrollment usu-
ally runs at 18-24 students. Our student teams are organized with four to five 
students per team; however, many different configurations could work. If one 
partner is all you have, it will still work, with student teams working on various 
aspects of the project.

At times, our public calls elicit more responses than we can handle. We find 
that the people who direct our local nonprofit organizations often wear many hats 
and have modest financial resources, little time, and little to no formal training 
when it comes to engaging and building communities online. Many are eager to 
pursue a research partnership. Also, our growing list of partners helps in building 
our “street cred” around town. When we have more valid requests than we can 
handle, we usually ask potential partners if they would be willing to pursue a 
project during another semester. We currently have a waitlist of about six months.

Everywhere I go, I seem to run into someone affiliated with a nonprofit or a 
worthy cause that would be a great fit for a collaborative partnership. Rather than 
relying on finding our partners this way, however, we rely on previous partners 
and social media recommendations to issue a call for community partners. That 
is to say, my rule of thumb for locating community partners is to let them find us. 
This is a general rule, learned from being a Peace Corps Volunteer, not a hard and 
fast one. We have reached out to organizations when I have intuited a good fit. 
However, we have found that sometimes when we approach an organization, that 
community partner can view a project through the lens that they are “helping the 
class” or “doing us a favor.” Once this tone is established, it is hard to eradicate 
it. Students begin to lose some of their agency as researchers in a collaborative 
and are viewed instead as “just students” in a course. This dynamic can lead to 
less-than-optimal projects for a variety of reasons. It may be a subtle psychologi-
cal shift, but it is a noticeable one.

In contrast, when community partners seek out B: Social, there is a greater 
likelihood that the nonprofit’s level of motivation will match that of the student 
team members’. At the beginning of this program, we did not have this luxury of 
choice. I have included my reflections about both situations here for consider-
ation.

Appendix D. Meeting With Community Partners
One of the most critical aspects of the Beautiful Social Research Collaborative 
process is our meetings with community partners. Students regularly meet with 
community partners via Zoom, face-to-face, or a combination of both. We try to 
have students visit the organization’s office or sponsored event whenever possible. 
I usually do not attend these meetings. Everybody has different teaching philoso-
phies and methods, but I would advise instructors to resist attending these meet-
ings. Even when I sit on the sidelines, my presence at a meeting can shift the 
power dynamic in my direction (and I’m a relatively quiet person!). It is vital to 
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allow students to take the lead in holding these conversations for themselves, as 
this is where the most growth occurs. Usually, a “senior student” or “fellow” who 
has taken the class before is included on each team. The senior student or fellow 
is there for support but is instructed not to take the lead in the meeting—this 
student should only facilitate as needed. The meetings with community partners 
are meant to provide students with real-world experience. They are opportunities 
for development and learning.

Travel Logistics

We make sure to work out the travel logistics ahead of time. In a large city like 
Philadelphia, this means that students will arrange their travel by public trans-
portation such as bus or train, by university van (with the prerequisite training), 
or by their own vehicles. Students should give plenty of time for contingencies in 
traveling to the site, such as late trains or busses, parking issues, accidents, etc. 
It’s a good idea to research the destination ahead of time to know exactly where 
students are going in advance and to determine where they will park (if driving) 
by using Google Maps’ street view or similar technology.

Teams should plan to travel together or to meet up together on the street or 
parking lot before entering the building. When the entire group arrives, team mem-
bers take a few deep breaths and then enter the building quietly (without chatter) 
and with confidence. They go directly to the front desk and introduce themselves 
calmly as “[name], from [university].” They make sure in advance that they know 
who they are meeting with and ask for that person by name. Once that person ar-
rives, the students can introduce themselves with “[name], from [university].”

Meeting Expectations

For some students, the first meeting is understandably anxiety inducing. Even if 
students have held jobs or internships before this course, stepping into the role of 
a research consultant can be an entirely new experience. To help ease that feeling 
of the unknown, here are a few things students can expect when meeting with 
community partners:

• A professional conference-like setting: When invited to a community 
partner’s office, we will most likely meet in an office or conference room.

• One or more people at the meeting: The liaison may not be working alone. 
Any number of people from the organization might be attending the ses-
sions, including partners, assistants, directors, project managers, or in-
terns. We try to expect the unexpected—more people than we think may 
show up to this meeting.

• Community partner dressed in business or business casual clothing: Many 
organizations uphold a business casual dress code. We maintain profession-
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alism by adhering to business casual attire. (This could look like dark jeans 
or slacks paired with a button-down shirt, blouse, or sweater, or jacket.)

Running the Meeting

Once students are situated in the meeting area, it’s a good idea to start with in-
troductions. Students introduce themselves by mentioning their majors and mi-
nors—nothing too revealing. Everyone in the room should be invited to intro-
duce themselves, including their roles or job titles. If the partner doesn’t initiate 
this, students should feel free to take the lead, as it is vital to know who is in the 
room.

Before the meetings, students often create an agenda, which someone in the 
group has shared with the partner via a Google Doc so that everyone can edit 
it. The students print extra hard copies of this plan to pass around the room. 
This agenda will be the roadmap for the meeting. When in the meeting, students 
should feel free to call on their team members by name to help the organization 
put names to faces. Simply stating, “Joe will now tell you about current research 
on Twitter strategies...” allows for the meeting to be more personal.

Meeting Tips

When meeting with community partners, the following tips will not only help 
students to make a good impression but will also help participants feel more in 
control:

• Be present—make eye contact, shake hands with everyone there.
• Be engaged—keep cell phones silent and away from view.
• Be visible—get out from behind the laptop. Designate one person from the 

team to take notes in a notebook or a computer (a notebook is preferred). 
The other team members remain engaged in the conversation and as tech-
free as possible.

• Be audible—speak clearly; try to enunciate. Be mindful of tempo; it’s easy 
to talk or read too quickly when nervous.

• Be composed—be mindful of body language. When nervous, some peo-
ple tend to cover their mouths when they speak, play with their hair, fid-
get with things, rock or spin their chair, or laugh excessively (because, 
nerves!). Stay mindful and in the moment.

• Be focused—stay on task. If the community partner asks questions of a 
personal or off-topic nature, respond politely but without too much detail 
and then proceed with the meeting agenda.

• Be prepared—try not to come empty-handed. Whether it be a report, a 
presentation, a handout, a PowerPoint, or simply a printed plan to share, 
show up to the meetings prepared. The more prepared you can be, the 
smoother the meeting will go. Meeting agendas outline the topics planned 
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for discussion or the objectives planned to be achieved at the meeting. 
Send the schedule to stakeholders in a Google Doc about a week before 
the meeting to allow everyone a chance to review, comment, and revise 
the agenda as needed. A shared plan encourages everyone to be prepared 
and allows for a more productive discussion.

• Be professional—thank those you’ve met with for their time and let them 
know when they will hear back with the next steps.

Appendix E. Facilitating Reflection
Reflections are a way for team members to share their current state of being. I say 
“state of being” here, as this time serves as a counterpoint to the “states of doing” 
we usually invest in. Reflections are a time for students to let their guards down 
and step away from the need to be strategic and tactical. Students find reflec-
tions useful in processing events, as they are a place to share, vent, troubleshoot, 
anticipate, and ask questions. These are especially important after a meeting or 
event with community partners. Berila (2015) contended that “self-reflection is a 
process, so each time we engage in it, we have the opportunity to do deeper and 
become more nuanced in our understanding of ourselves and others” (p. 86). Re-
flections are a time to consider events from a deeper perspective so students can 
better understand themselves and their community partners.

I urge making the time for these checkpoints—place a high value on the pro-
cess of meaningful reflection and inquiry. I ask each student to spend about 15-20 
minutes writing a personal or team reflection for the week before we discuss our 
observations as a class. After the reflection process, we regroup as a class to voice 
our thoughts and share our experiences. We hear updates from each team and 
listen to group members who want to share their experiences or their questions. 
We can then begin to look deeper into what has happened during the week from 
a more nuanced standpoint. I guide students to move beyond their personal ex-
perience and toward an analysis of why these reactions occurred. How do our 
reactions and assumptions shape our perceptions? If there is a point of tension or 
discomfort, we ask: What am I feeling? Does this remind me of anything? Have 
I felt this way before? How can we address this and move forward? How can we 
open spaces for connection rather than division?

In the following sections, I provide some individual reflection prompts, some 
group reflection prompts, and a final reflection assignment.

Individual Reflection Prompts

• Here’s what I expected . . .
• Here’s how I thought it would go . . .
• Here’s how it went . . .
• Here’s what surprised me or caught me off guard . . .
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• Here’s what challenged me…
• Here’s what I learned . . .
• Here’s what I wish I knew beforehand . . .
• Here’s what I still need to know . . .
• Here’s what I anticipate for next time . . .
• Here are my current questions . . .

Group Reflection Prompts

• What worked?
• What went well?
• What are the benefits of the project?
• Did we accomplish our goals and outcomes (so far)?
• What didn’t work?
• What were the issues?
• How can we move forward?
• How can we improve?
• Were there surprises?
• What surprised us or caught us off guard?
• What can we learn from these surprises?
• What would we do differently, with hindsight?
• How could we have been better prepared?
• How did we work well together?
• How did we not work so well together?
• What did we assume?
• Where were the pressure points?
• Where was the discomfort, tension, or conflict?
• Was it handled?
• How can we handle it?
• What was learned as a result of the conflict/s?
• Were we unprepared?
• What did we do right?
• Where did we mess up?
• How can we learn from this?
• What did we learn in this project (so far)?
• What did we do in this project that could transfer to other projects?
• What do we need to know or acquire for next time?
• How can we plan better next time around?
• Who is already doing this kind of work well?
• Are there creative approaches we can borrow or adapt?
• What unanswered questions do we have?
• What do we need to succeed?
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Final Reflection Assignment

Gloria Anzaldúa (1981) once wrote,

The pull between what is and what should be. I believe that by 
changing ourselves we change the world, that traveling El Mun-
do Zurdo path is the path of a two-way movement—a going 
deep into the self and an expanding out into the world, a simul-
taneous recreation of the self and a reconstruction of society. 
(p. 208)

How is the world (or society) transformed when the self is transformed? Anz-
aldúa (1987) also wrote, “Nothing happens in the ‘real’ world unless it first hap-
pens in the images in our heads” (p. 87). This final assignment asks you to write 
a short 350–750 word reflection that tells a story about transformation based on 
your collaboration with community partners this semester. This can be about 
a change that occurred professionally, ethically, civically, morally, academically, 
psychologically, internally, intellectually, emotionally, or spiritually. Use specific 
details in your account to bring the writing to life for the reader. Make sure to 
keep your writing focused on your topic—now is not the time to discuss the en-
tire semester’s worth of events—just focus on telling one story of change.
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