W3 Collaboration Resource Guide

A process or activity that has contributed to the effectiveness of our collaborative efforts is one we refer to as “guidelines for discussion” or creating “ground rules.”
DESCRIPTION OF THE PROCESS: A brief description of the steps involved in describing what took place.
(1) The principal that facilitated the discussion explained why this would be helpful

(2) The facilitator asked people to remember a group session or meeting that was a positive experience and asked them to briefly share what made it a good experience.  The same question was asked about an unproductive or negative experience.

(3) The facilitator then asked the group to identify specific behaviors and practices that they believe would make this group and these discussions productive—that would keep the group on track and productive.

(4) The facilitator recorded the suggestions on a flip chart for all to see.  If a suggestion was fairly general, he asked for clarification and specifics.  Example:  “Be respectful of others” could become “Listen carefully to what others says.  If you don’t understand their point, ask for clarification or an example.”

(5) Once all suggestions have been posted, the facilitator read each one and asked if there was anyone who could NOT support that ground rule.  Once differences/issues were resolved, the group was asked to commit to support these ground rules.

CONTEXT/BACKGROUND:  What was the context or situation that prompted this to occur?  How long has it been occurring?
The individuals that were planning to attend the first planning session were from a variety of organizations, including the administration, teachers, staff as well as parents.  It is likely that they had different experiences and expectations about how this group was going to function, so it seemed important to create a shared understanding of how the group was going to work together. By agreeing on the behaviors and practices early on, there was a higher likelihood that the group would be more effective working together, making decisions, handling disagreements, etc.

HOW WAS THIS INITIATED?  Who got it started?
After opening comments, introduction and an overview of what the group was going to work one, one of the principals offer to lead the discussion.
WHO WAS INVOVLED (positions or titles, no names please)?  Has it changed over time?
Everyone in the group.  When new members have joined our group, the meeting facilitator goes over the ground rules with him/her as part of their orientation to the meeting.
DESIRED OUTCOME:  What did you hope to accomplish?
As mentioned above, we wanted to make sure that everyone was clear about how this group was going to function.  Given the diversity of perspectives and experiences of the group members, we want to make sure that everyone was on the same page about HOW they would work together. It was important to some of us that everyone had an opportunity to contribute, that the meetings started and ended on time, and that people listened and respected the contributions of others.  
ACTUAL OUTCOME:  Did this meet your expectation?  Exceed?  
Fall short?
Absolutely.  It took about 20 minutes for the group to agree to the ground rules and they came up with a great list.  Among other things, it included how the group would make decisions, what to do when new members join the group, and how make sure that someone doesn’t dominate the discussion.
SUSTAINABILITY:  To what degree have you been able to keep this practice active and useful?  How have you done this?

We agreed that we would review the ground rules at the beginning of every meeting.  Since they were recorded on a flip chart, we simply posted the flip chart for all to see.  I think this helped to remind participants of what we agreed to and resulted in productive conversations.

HELPFUL HINTS:  What are some lessons learned, do’s and don’ts that might be of assistance to those who wish to do this?
--First, make sure you do this at the very first meeting of when a new group comes together. 
--Although one person should facilitate and record what the group offers as ground rules, s/he should not dominate on offering ground rules themselves.  This needs to be the group’s ground rules, so everyone should be invited to contribute.

--An effective way to identify useful ground rules is to present a specific area (e.g. attendance) and ask the group to suggest specific rules for that area.  Areas that might be considered include promptness, conversational courtesies, confidentiality, decision-making and handling interruptions.

--If the group starts to deviate from the ground rules, find a time to go over the ground rules one by one and ask the participants to weigh-in on how well the group is following each one.  If necessary, remind them of the importance of sticking to the ground rules OR agree to modify them.  One of the ground rules should be for the group to review their ground rules on a regular basis!
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES:  Written materials, references and individuals who could serve as a resource to this process.
A GREAT book called The New Compleat Facilitator:  A Handbook for Facilitators  by Drew Howick
Who could be contacted if others wanted to learn more about this? (Name and contact information)
